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ABSTRACT 

Dream imagery is ideally suited for use in art therapy and can provide a glimpse into the 

emotional inner world of clients.Cultures throughout the world use dreams for healing and 

insight and often incorporate the art process into their utilization of dream material. 

However, to date, minimal art therapy research has been found by the researcher on 

dreamwork, and even less identifying cross-cultural differences on dream processing and its 

use for healing and insight. The field of art therapy would be enriched by a review of the 

historical development of dreamwork found in cultures throughout the world. In review of 

the professional literature, a substantial amount of research conducted in the fields of 

anthropology, psychology, history, and art was found on the use of dreams across a wide 

variety of cultures. A historical research design was chosen to examine previous research on 

dream processing within a variety of cultures. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

For years the researcher has kept a dream journal and has been fascinated with the 

rich imagery, metaphors, and stories found in dreams. Throughout her years growing up and 

into adulthood she pondered the meaning of her dreams but had no clear way to approach 

them. The researcher sensed that there was something more to dreams but realized that the 

majority of people in her culture did not share this view. 

When talking to others about dreams, almost all expressed an opinion that their 

dreams were just a rehashing of daily events. Most people the researcher talked to, expressed 

an opinion that dreams don’t mean much, or have any value beyond sharing them with others 

for amusement. However, the researcher found dreaming to be a rich experience, vivid and 

full of mystery. She sensed that the metaphoric language of dreams could potentially provide 

helpful information if only she understood its language. At times the meaning of her dreams 

were clear and proved useful in clarifying the dynamics of daily situations and problems. 

But most of the time the metaphoric meaning of dreams was illusive. 

On several occasions the researcher experienced precognitive dreams, or dreams that 

seemed to predict future events, such as the illness and subsequent death of her father. The 

fulfillments of these dreams were very disturbing and confusing experiences. Her firsthand 

experience of the phenomena of precognitive dreams altered her understanding of how the 

universe worked. She wondered just what it was she was picking up on. 

A few years after this experience she read Inner Work: Using Dreams and Active 

Imagination for Personal Growth (Johnson, 1986). The researcher found the Jungian 

approach helpful in working on her personal dreams. She then began to use image making to 

record and process her dreams. However, a way to address and understand extrasensory  



dream experiences, such as precognitive dreams in which future events are previewed, was 

still missing. Having a forum to seriously discuss and explore the spiritual and precognitive 

aspects of dreams did not occur until her enrolment in Art Therapy & Spiritual Growth at 

Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College. In this course spiritual aspects of dream content were 

explored through the art process and creative writing. The researcher has found the art 

process useful in understanding and integrating the metaphoric messages and experiences of 

dream imagery into daily life. 

Seeing the benefits of exploring dream content with the art process has provided the 

catalyst for wanting a more thorough understanding of the phenomena of dreams and 

methods for working on them. Dreams seem a natural domain for art therapists in that they 

have knowledge and understanding of imagery, the art process, and its healing potential. 

Problem Statement 

In reviewing the art therapy literature minimal research was found by the researcher 

on dreamwork, and even less that identified cross-cultural differences. It has been noted that 

many psychology programs throughout the United States have not viewed dreams as 

important and some have viewed dreams as meaningless byproducts of brain processes 

(Knudson & Finocan, 2007). It is the researcher’s view that dreams are more than just a 

rehashing of our days events and that the typical disinterest of dream content among 

counseling professions is culturally biased. 

Three dimensions of dreamwork appeared to be lacking in the current art therapy 

research. These were extrasensory aspect of dreaming such as precognitive, and telepathic 

elements of dreaming; cross-cultural or multicultural aspects of dreamwork; and empirical 

research on the effectiveness of various dreamwork techniques using art therapy.  



There were a variety of approaches to dreamwork outlined within the art therapy 

literature for use in the therapeutic setting. The various psychotherapeutic approaches that 

were adapted to the art therapy process included Jungian (Davis, 1995), gestalt (Levinson, 

2004), existential (Moon, 2007), and Adlerian (Dushman & Sutherland, 1997). However 

these approaches did not discuss extrasensory aspects of dreaming, such as the precognitive, 

telepathic, or spiritual dreams that were found in studies of indigenous cultures. 

Indigenous groups throughout the world have a rich history in the use of dreams for 

healing and insight. Many indigenous cultures valued and used dream imagery for its ability 

to inform, and for healing and spiritual qualities. Cultures have often incorporated the art 

process into their utilization of dream material. Drawing, painting, and/or reenacting the 

images and verbal narratives in the form of poetry, song, and dance have been used for 

healing and to share dreams within a community. 

Traditional healers or shamans often used these techniques. Tedlock (2005) cited 

numerous studies on the effective use of dreams by shamans for healing, including those who 

encourage their clients to publically perform their dreams in poetry, song, and dance. Art in 

this context is used for ritual action, performance, curing, and divining, and the art taken out 

of the context of the art event is an incomplete picture and may distort its original meaning 

(Briggs, 2003). 

For example, among the Montagnais-Naskapi Indians of the Quebec-Labrador 

peninsula, shamans treating a patient instructed women in secrecy to create a beaded 

necklace of a pattern derived from healing dreams of the shaman. The necklace, a 

Natutshikans, was used to cure the wearer and is worn under the cloths for the rest of the 

patient’s life (Webber, 1973). Another example can be found in the dream practices of the 

Abenake nation from the north east coast of North America. As a form of dream incubation  



individuals would draw or sculpt images of the spirits they wish to encounter (Tedlock, 

2005). 

Anthropologists have a long history of documenting the use of dreams in cultures 

across the world (Devereux, 1969; Hillman, 1988; O’Nell, 1976; Tedlock, 1987a, 2004, 

2007; Von Gruenebaum & Caillois, 1966). Implementing the use of cross-cultural 

dreamwork with clients from other cultures may show promise as a method of working 

therapeutically where other methods of therapy fail. Dreams provide a common ground 

between individuals with dissimilar cultures and life experiences (Van Brenda, 1999). 

Dreams can also provide the therapist with a glimpse into the emotional inner world and 

personal experience of the client. 

The untapped resources of research on dreams in the fields of history, anthropology, 

psychology, and the arts would be of great use to the field of art therapy and add to our 

knowledge of the creative process and use of imagery from dreams. The field of art therapy 

would be enriched by the exploration and possible integration of the approaches and 

viewpoints found in indigenous cultures throughout the world. 

Research Question 

How can a cross-cultural historical review of dreamwork practices, and cultural 

beliefs about precognitive dreams and other extrasensory dream experiences, expand our 

understanding and utilization of dream content in the field of art therapy? 

Rationale/Basic Assumptions 

There were four basic assumptions supporting this research study. The primary 

assumption for this research was that dreaming plays a significant role in our psychological 

states. All humans dream each night for approximately two hours (Hill, 1996).  



It was also assumed that the minimal value placed on dreams in the United States is a 

current trend and historically, dreams have played a significant role in healing and health 

among all cultures. Understanding the similarities and differences of how dreams are 

perceived and processed within a culture has the potential to assist art therapists in using 

dream material to facilitate health and wellness. 

Research on indigenous ways of healing through dreamwork, with an openness to 

learn and expand our understanding of dreams, may lead to more holistic and integrated 

methods of dreamwork that are more effective across a wide variety of cultures. 

Finally, a historical review of research on the use of dreams across cultures from an 

art therapist’s perspective might offer additional insight into the phenomena of dreaming. 

Dreams in their use of metaphorical mental imagery are an important resource for art 

therapists. Art therapists are also ideally suited to facilitate dreamwork due to their 

background knowledge and understanding of imagery, symbolism, the use of metaphor, and 

the healing potential of the art process. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this historical research design was to create a study that effectively 

examined cultural differences and similarities in the structures of how dreams have been 

interpreted, understood, and used for wellness and healing. This study also attempted to 

identify how indigenous approaches might contribute to our understanding of dream 

processing and the potential for expression and exploration of dream imagery within the art 

therapy process. A cross-cultural examination of the use of the arts for dream processing and 

expression has the prospect of adding to the body of professional literature in the art therapy 

field regarding the role of mental imagery in healing and personal growth.  



Hypothesis 

It was expected that the universal phenomena of dreaming and dream processing 

would include extrasensory dimensions, such as precognitive dreams, that were not openly 

discussed in the art therapy literature, or currently included in most clinical settings. It was 

also expected that there would be commonalities as well as differences in the way dreams 

were interpreted, viewed, and worked with among cultures, and that the art process involved 

would also show commonalities and differences. 

Definition of Terms 

The operational definitions for the purpose of this study were as follows: 

The Archetype “is an inherited tendency of the human mind to form representations 

of mythological motifs-representations that vary a great deal without loosing their basic 

pattern” (Jung, as cited in Van de Castle, 1994, p. 147). 

Archetypal images are representations of the archetypal themes in dreams, 

imagination or in cultural products, mythical and religious representations. 

Culture 1s the collective expression of a group’s personality — its wishes, values, and 

ideology (Mauro, 1998). 

A dream is “a series of thoughts, images, or emotions occurring during sleep” 

(Merriam-Webster Collegiate Dictionary, 2003, p. 380). 

Dreamwork for the purpose of this study is defined as the exploration of dream 

imagery and content for personal growth and/or healing. 

Ethno-cultural refers to the ethnicity and culture of a group that share similar belief, 

values, and worldview. 

Ethnography is a branch of anthropology that descriptively researches cultures in 

their own environment.  



Expressive Therapies Continuum (Kagin & Lusebrink, 1978, as cited in Lusebrink, 

1990) is a conceptual model developed to identify levels of interaction and expression with 

art media by individuals during art therapy sessions. The ETC identifies four levels of 

interaction with media and each level reflects a “developmental sequence in information 

processing” (p. 20). The sequence is as follows: Kinesthetic/Sensory; Perceptual/Affective; 

Cognitive/Symbolic; and the Creative level, which may involve the synthesis of all the other 

levels. 

Extrasensory refers to perception that resides beyond or outside the ordinary senses 

(Merriam-Webster, 2003, p. 144). 

Indigenous for the purpose of this study will refer to a group of people that for the 

most part have preserved their distinct linguistic, cultural, social, and organizational 

characteristics, remaining differentiated in some degree “from those of the dominant societies 

in which they live” (United Nations, 2009, p. 1). 

Lucid dream is “a dream during which one knows one is dreaming while the dream 

is ongoing” (Gackenbach, 1991, p.1) 

Precognitive dreams refer to dreams of events that have not yet happened (Ullman & 

Zimmerman, 1979). 

Spiritual dreams refer to dream communications with the spiritual world: dreams that 

appear to emanate from some source outside of the self, as a divine guidance from a higher 

power. 

Telepathic dreams include dreams that are prophetic, a dream with a communication 

link between the dreamer and an awake person, dreams that connect one dreamer and 

another, and dreams in which an awake person attempts to send a picture or message to a 

dreamer (Wolf, 1994).  



Qualitative research focuses on subjective experience and looks for meaningful and 

relevant patterns (Junge & Linesch, 1993). 

Historical Research project involves gathering, organizing and structuring data, and 

then interpreting and presenting the findings (Carolan, 2001). 

Shamanism is a group of techniques that allow its practitioner’s to enter into altered 

states of consciousness to obtain information that they use to help and heal members of the 

community. The techniques include drumming, music, dancing, lucid dreaming, dreams, 

drugs to produce visions, and image making. Often these techniques are part of a spiritual 

ritual (Krippner, 2002). Shamanism a worldwide phenomenon in which altered states of 

consciousness play an important role in obtaining information for healing, story telling, 

mythmaking, and planning for the future (Pandya, 2004; Ripinsky-Naxon, 1993). 

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

While this study attempted to delineate alternative approaches to dreams found in 

other cultural traditions, further studies will be needed to validate their use with various 

ethnic populations, age groups, and diagnosis. Care must also be taken to respect the 

diversity of cultural views and to not take the cultural practices out of context. For this 

reason the dream practices were considered in the cultural contexts and worldviews of their 

respective cultures. The purpose of this study was to add to the body of professional art 

therapy literature on dreaming and was not intended to represent a complete survey of the 

wealth of information on the diversity of dream experience and processing.  



CHAPTER II 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Art Therapy Research and Models for Working with Dreams 

Five primary theoretical frameworks were found that were used by art therapists to 

work on dream content. These were psychoanalytical, Jungian, Adlerian, existential, and 

gestalt. Dushman and Sutherland (1997) have outlined an Adlerian approach to dreamwork 

integrating dreamwork, psychodrama, and art therapy in a group setting. The Adlerian 

theoretical framework viewed dreams as a reflection of the unconscious attitudes of the 

dreamer in facing and solving difficulties in life. Dreams were thought of as a problem- 

solving activity orientated toward the future. Spiritual aspects were discussed but this was 

limited to the concept of soul as an “inner, private voice” (Dushman & Sutherland, 1997, p. 

462). 

The group process involved the following: Members were asked to recall a dream and 

then, using the art materials supplied, illustrate the dream. Then each member would tell the 

story of the dream as expressed in the artwork. Following this process would be a 

reenactment of the dream by the group. The individual and the group members would then 

give their response to the process and issues raised. The group members might also draw a 

response to how they heard the dream of another. Additional artwork, showing the desired 

direction of action, would be created at the end of the session. 

Levinson (2004) used a phenomenological gestalt therapy approach within the art 

therapy process to work with dream material. In gestalt art therapy, dreams were viewed as a 

glimpse into the psyche and the individual’s concerns. An important aspect of gestalt 

therapy is field theory, which views the world as a systematic web of relationships. Reality  



in field theory is a function of perspective, which is organized by the individual in 

relationship to others and their environment. 

Dreams were actively explored with the art process either by enactment, the creation of 

artwork, or visualizing the imagery. The experience and emotions were explored in the 

present moment with the therapist. The therapist did not interpret dreams and the individual 

determined the validity of insights developed from their artwork. This process could be done 

individually or in groups. 

Moon (2007) created a method for dreamwork based on a phenomenological-existential 

approach that used an interactive dialogue and analysis of dream imagery. He viewed dream 

images as an important resource for art therapists and a way to connect to the inner lives of 

individuals. Moon’s approach was used in individual art therapy sessions. 

The following steps outline his process. The first step was the creation of an image of 

the dream. Moon (2007) explained that the art therapist might suggest focusing on one 

image in the dream if the dream images seemed too complex. The second step was to create 

a written script of the dream. The dream image was then placed between the art therapist and 

the dreamer while reading the script. The art therapist then read the script to the dreamer. 

According to Moon the process of hearing the script of the dream read by another 

stimulates additional associations for the dreamer. The dreamer then identified key elements 

of the dream, underlining these in the script. The dreamer then made free associations to 

each key element. The therapist then reads these. Then the dreamer is asked to cluster the 

key elements into categories. For each category the dreamer creates an existential statement 

of concern, and then he was to integrate these into one essential message of the dream. 

Following this step was defining and committing to a course of action (Moon, 2007). 

The Jungian approach to dream work appeared to come the closest to including  



precognitive and spiritual aspects of dream experience. This was perhaps because Jung 

himself acknowledged certain confirmed cases of precognitive dreams (Jung, 1964). 

However, Jung felt these were rare occurrences (Jung, 1961, as cited in Moss, 2009). Jung 

felt that other extraordinary dream types such as telepathy were also rare (Jung, 1974). 

Johnson (1986), a Jungian analyst who incorporated the creative writing process into dream 

work, appeared more open to the subject of precognitive dreams and openly discussed 

visionary experiences. 

Davis (1995) used a Jungian theoretical approach focusing on the dream images within 

the context of art therapy as an approach to personality integration. The steps to this process 

were as follows: the dreamer gave the dream a visual form in an art piece, the dialog or story 

line of the dream and the artwork of the dream were then discussed in therapy, then the 

original dream was reworked or looked at from a different point of view, and finally this 

reworked art was discussed. 

The researcher also found an art therapy case study in which dream work and image 

making was used with an adolescent boy to directly and indirectly work on inner conflicts 

and outer conflicts with others. Images, symbols, and metaphors found in the dreams were 

used to explore conflict and find workable solutions (Simon, 1989). 

While the researcher was unable to locate multicultural art therapy research related to 

dreamwork, two books were found that contain important multicultural information that may 

assist art therapists in working on dreams with individuals from a variety of cultures. These 

are Tapestry of Cultural Issues in Art Therapy (Hiscox & Calisch, 1998), and Art Therapy, 

Race, and Culture (Campbell, Liebmann, Brooks, Jones, & Ward, 1999). 

Lusebrink (1990), in her book Imagery and Visual Expression in Therapy, devoted 

one chapter to dreams, daydreams, and active imagination. Lusbrink’s art therapy approach  



to dreamwork, at that time, combined three different theoretical approaches to work with 

different aspect of the psyche. These were the theories of cognitive, psychoanalytical 

(Freudian), and Jungian psychology. 

Lusebrink (1990) used a cognitive theoretical approach to work with dreams from the 

standpoint of current concerns, and a Jungian approach was used to deal with the archetypal 

elements that may occur in some dreams. The psychoanalytical approach investigated 

personal memories and experiences that were represented in the patient’s dreams, as well as 

the unconscious drives that create them. 

The visual expressions of dreams were explored within the framework of the 

Expressive Therapies Continuum by using different levels of the ETC to explore different 

aspects of the dream. For example the emotional content of the dream would be explored 

using the affective level of the ETC, and focusing on the perceptual level would be used to 

explore the formal and structural aspects of the dream. Gestalt techniques were also used to 

dialogue with different aspects of the image or dream characters. Lusebrink (1990) viewed 

dream images as multifaceted, incorporating perceptual, affective, cognitive, symbolic, and 

psycho-physiological aspects. 

Lusebrink (1999) more recently used dreamwork and sand tray therapy with her work 

with cancer patients. With this work she expanded her view of dreams to include dreams as a 

warning for impending diseases such as cancer as a result of somatic changes. This 

phenomenon may or may not be considered precognitive dreaming in that it may be more of 

a form of communication between the mind and the body. Lusebrink explained that that the 

dream imagery is thought to enable communication between mind and body. The 

physiological and biochemical changes in the body are represented in dreams through 

metaphorical images. She noted that current research indicated dreams in illness could  
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provide important information as well as reveal the location of the illness. Changes in dream 

images and visual imagery during treatment might also indicate healing (Lusebrink, 1999). 

The representation of dream images in the use of sand tray figurines or other art 

media allows for the emotional expressive quality of the images and their spatial 

relationships. The sand tray therapy involved a tray partially filled with sand and a wide 

variety of figurines and objects to recreate the dream scene. This provided a way for the 

dreamer to explore the spatial, temporal, figurative and affective relationships between the 

images (Lusebrink, 1999). 

In summary, none of the art therapy approaches to dream work found, to date, discuss 

multicultural issues. It appears that there is also a reluctance to discuss precognitive and 

telepathic dream experiences that are commonly discussed in the historical and 

anthropological literature on dreams. 

Multicultural Psychotherapy and Counseling Research on Dreamwork 

The researcher was able to find one article on multicultural dreamwork in the field of 

psychology. Van Brenda (1999) compared Jungian dream theory and Black African dream 

theory and found that they had similar frameworks. She found similarities in several key 

areas. Jungian dream theory and Black Africans both viewed the psyche holistically, as an 

integrated mind, body, and spirit. However the integration of psyche and soma in Black 

African society also encompassed the integration of the individual into their community, 

including both living and dead ancestors, nature, and the environment (Buhrmann & 

Gqgomfa, 1982, as cited in Van Brenda, 1999). Treatment in traditional Black African culture 

encompassed the individual’s body, spirit, and entire community (Thorpe, 1991, as cited in 

Van Brenda, 1999).  
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In Black African dream theory some dreams were identified as containing archetypal 

themes. These do correlate with Jungian theory but the imagery was culture specific. For 

example, the Thwasa experience of indigenous healers in South Africa (an illness that 

indicates the calling to become a healer) is similar to the Jungian concept of the archetypal 

hero myth. The mandala symbol in dreams was also present in Jungian and Black African 

dream imagery and contemporary healing rituals and divinations of the Xhosa took place in 

the mandala form (Van Brenda, 1999). 

The most significant difference between Jungian dream theory and Black African 

dream theory was on the subject of ancestor dreams. Jungian theory viewed dream 

visitations of gods or ancestors as an archetype of wholeness and contact with the self. 

However Black African dream theory viewed these experiences not as subjective, but as 

objective facts. Van Brenda (1999) suggested that a Jungian approach with sensitivity to 

cultural traditions and worldviews could be an effective method of counseling with ethnic 

minorities. 

Anthropological Studies on the Use of Dreams Across a Variety of Cultures 

There appeared to be a great deal of ethnographic studies of dream material across a 

variety of cultures in the field of anthropology. Devereux (1969) who was an anthropologist 

turned psychoanalytic psychotherapists, wrote a fascinating case study of his work with a 

Plains Indian. He advocated for and practiced what he called cross-cultural psychiatry and 

much of his work with this individual involved dream processing. In Plains Indian culture, 

dreams were found to be important to the individual and the social structure of the 

community. Significant emotionally intense dreams and visions were a prerequisite for many 

important social functions, particularly social maturation of the young adult. Profuse 

dreaming and discussions about dreams were part of their social fabric. The manifest content  
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of a dream was regarded as a “genuine and partly extra-psychic event, which occurs not only 

on a supernatural plane but also on the level of objective reality” (Devereux, 1969, p. 144). 

Similar patterns that give dreams an important role and function in society have been 

noted in the Hopi (Eggan, 1966) and Ojibwa (Hallowell, 1966) nations of North America, the 

Senoi of Malaysia (Greenleaf, 1973), and Samoan from the Samoa Islands of the Southern 

Pacific Ocean (Mageo, 2004). The Native American Dine-Tha, West African, and traditional 

South Asians all shared a view of the self that included family members, spirits, and past 

lives (Young, 1999). Telepathic and precognitive dreams, and shamanism were all widely 

accepted in the indigenous populations of these nations. Shamanism and precognitive dream 

also have been noted in the Andaman culture of India (Pandya, 2004). 

Anthropology and related fields of study were found to provide a wealth of information 

for art therapists interested in dreamwork across cultures. The field of anthropology has 

researched a variety of aspects of dreams. Tedlock (1981) edited a book of research studies 

by social, psychological, and cultural anthropologist researching dreams, dream sharing, and 

dream interpretation. O’Nell (1976) conducted research into dreams and their cultural and 

social function within a variety of traditional cultures. 

Several anthropological studies were found in the preliminary research review that 

focused on content analysis. There were two studies found that conducted cross-cultural 

comparisons of dream content. O’Nell & O’Nell (1977) compared the dream reports of male 

and female individuals from the Zapotecs Indians of Mexico with that of Americans for 

aggression in dream content. They found similarities and differences based on age, sex, and 

culture. Levine (1991) researched differences of conflict in children’s dream content within 

the cultures of Bedouin, Irish, and Israeli Children. She found differences in the following 

areas: dream self-representation, other representation, realistic quality of the dream, and the  



type of the conflict. 

The researcher also found a significant amount of cross-cultural studies analyzing 

dream content and cultural traditions in the interdisciplinary subfield of psychological 

anthropology. Paul (1989), in his review of the literature on studies of unconscious 

phenomena, cited numerous studies on the subject of dreams of a variety of cultures within 

the field of psychoanalytic anthropology. 

Art Based Research and Historical Reviews 

Junge and Linesh (1993), and McNift (1998) have identified comparative/historical 

research as one avenue of research investigation that fits well with the intuitive and 

metaphorical aspects of the art therapy process. To date, this researcher has not found any 

historical research studies in the field of art therapy and dreamwork in the professional art 

therapy literature. 

Several art therapists have conducted multicultural comparisons of contemporary art 

therapy practices and healing practices from other cultures. Of interest to dreamwork is 

McNift’s (1979) research on the parallels between art therapy and shamanism. He 

researched the ethnological literature available at that time on the healing techniques of 

indigenous cultures and then compared them to contemporary creative art therapy practices. 

Experiential aspects of shamanism were then adapted to the creative art therapy process. 

McNiff (1984) advocated for more cross-cultural research in art therapy. He asserted 

that with the “possible exception of Jungian analysis, the major western psychotherapeutic 

methods of the twentieth century have not been conceived within a Universalist theoretical 

context” (p. 128). The researcher agrees with the view of McNiff (1984), that the healing 

qualities of art are universal and that studying the cross-cultural history of how art and 

imagery heals will enrich the field of art therapy.  



Summary of Literature Review 

The literature reviewed by the researcher demonstrated both the universality and 

cultural diversity of dreamwork. The material explored showed a rich tradition of the use of 

dream imagery for healing, spiritual connection, and community connection. The field of 

social anthropology appeared to be particularly promising for providing alternative ways to 

understand the structure of dream processing and interpretation of dreams. The researcher 

feels that this information would be of great benefit to the field of art therapy due to the 

universal phenomena of dreams and dream processing. 

 



CHAPTER III 

METHODOLOGY 

Research Design 

A historical research design was chosen for this cross-cultural examination of cultural 

differences and similarities of how extrasensory dreams are interpreted and understood, and 

the role that the creative process has in the processing of dreams. The research methods used 

followed the structure outlined by Carolan (2001) for historical art therapy research. 

According to Carolan historical research “focuses on the historical nature of a phenomenon 

as a means of understanding it in the present context” (p. 199). 

Procedures for Data Collection and Analysis of Data 

Data was collected from research conducted in the fields of art therapy, anthropology, 

psychology, history, and art. Analysis of data included searching for universal aspects of the 

following: extrasensory dream experiences, such as precognitive, telepathic, or spiritual 

dreams; the use of the arts to process dream material; and the use of dreams in indigenous 

cultures to facilitate health and wellness. The collected information was organized, 

structured, and reviewed in order to provide the art therapy literature a more holistic, 

multicultural understanding of the role dreams play in health, healing, and wellness. 

Ethical Implications 

Campanelli (1991) asserted that it is important for art therapists to examine issues of 

ethno-cultural diversity and learn how they apply to art therapy theory. He also expressed 

the belief that research should explore the compatibility between ethnic backgrounds and 

various art therapy approaches. It is hoped that this study has provided a more culturally 

inclusive and holistic understanding of dreams and their use of healing and wellness. 

However, cultural practices need to also be considered in the context and environment from  



which they originated. Some practices might not be adaptable to all therapeutic 

environments. 

 



CHAPTER IV 

RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

Dreams, Art, and Healing 

This study has primarily focused on the dream theories and traditions of four cultures: 

The dream traditions of Native American and Aboriginal Australia; Tibetan Buddhism; and 

the Judaic tradition of Kabbalah. The dream beliefs in the Islamic tradition, particularly Sufi 

practices; and dream beliefs in African cultures will also be briefly discussed. These six 

cultural traditions have been chosen because there has been a more detailed account of their 

dream practices and theories both in the anthropological literature and in the living traditions. 

The researcher reviewed three primary aspects of dream studies: how dreams were 

viewed, particularly beliefs regarding precognitive or extrasensory dreams; how these dreams 

were processed, specifically the social context and how art was used in the processing of 

dreams; and the use of dreams in traditional healing. 

The researcher was looking for some understanding of how ritual art, dreams, and 

healing fit together. From her examination of the many approaches to dreams she felt that 

the best method was a more holistic approach that recognized that dreams are complex 

phenomena that are not easily categorized. In order to provide a more holistic and complete 

picture of dreams and dream processes within a given culture, an attempt was made to 

delineate the dream beliefs and practices of four cultures within their respective cultural 

contexts and worldviews. 

Theoretical Interchange: Concepts and Beliefs in Dream Research 

Research on dreams has occurred over a wide variety of perspectives and fields of 

study. While the researcher found a great deal of anthropological studies with material on 

dreams, often dreams were not the primary focus. Many studies focused on specific aspects  
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of dreams such as content analysis. Very few discussed the use of art, though clearly art has 

been used in processing dreams in many cultural traditions. Rarely were pictures or 

illustrations given. In order to attempt to gather a more complete record of how dreams were 

processed within a culture the researcher often had to look to additional sources to form a 

more complete description. The literature reviewed included the fields of anthropology, 

history, psychology, sociology, and art. 

Before looking into the cross-cultural phenomenon of extrasensory dreams, such as 

precognitive or telepathic dreams, the literature was examined to identify the many ways in 

which dreams have been viewed in anthropological research. The researcher felt that this 

information was important to understand the historical development and western cultural 

influences of current theoretical approaches on dream processing and research. 

This added information was also useful for the researcher in looking at cross-cultural 

studies of dream imagery and dream processing. While there has been a great deal of 

anthropological studies on dreams across a wide variety of cultures the researcher found that 

many of the studies had significant flaws. For example there were studies that failed to take 

the cultural context of dream reports into consideration. 

Other fields of study have influenced art therapy theory and this mutual influence 

between various sciences and theoretical approaches has also occurred between the field of 

anthropology, sociology, history, psychology, and art. The following section will provide a 

brief historical overview of how dreams have been viewed within western psychological and 

anthropological traditions. 

Theories of the function of dreams. Psychoanalytical psychology has had a 

substantial influence on the fields of anthropology, sociology, history psychology, and art 

since the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams by Freud (1900/1999). Freud (1900)  
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believed that dreams reflected the waking life of the dreamer, and that the dream served as a 

form of wish fulfillment. In Freud’s dream theory, the manifest content of dreams in the 

form of dream imagery is a disguised symbolic representation of the true meaning underlying 

the dream. The latent content, the true meaning of the dream, is composed of the repressed 

thought content of the dreamer; the forbidden thoughts, repressed feelings, and unconscious 

desires. Although Freud acknowledged that the manifest content of dreams could be the true 

message of the dream, he felt this was rare. 

Freud (1900/1999) theorized that dreams disguise and distort the latent thoughts in 

the following ways: Condensation, displacement, symbolism, projection, and secondary 

revision. Condensation was defined as the process by which two or more latent thoughts are 

combined to make up one manifest dream image or situation. Displacement occurs in a 

dream when an emotion or desire is transferred onto a meaningless or unrelated object or 

person, instead of the intended person or object. Symbolism could take the form of images 

of similar sounding words, or a similar looking object that is less threatening. 

Projection occurs when the dreamer projects inner desires onto others actions or 

behaviors in the dream. Secondary revision refers to when a person will try to remember 

their dream upon awakening, and may recall it inaccurately. The unconscious attempts to 

reorganize the dream into a pattern related to the dreamer’s experience of everyday life by 

elaborating, rationalizing, or through omissions of key information that would be anxiety 

provoking (Freud, 1900/1999). 

In translating the dream symbols through the process of dreamwork the latent content 

of the dream was discovered. This was done by a process of free association, having the 

dreamer spontaneously give all their associations related to all significant dream images until 

the meaning of the dream was revealed.  



After Freud’s (1900) theory of dreams was published, others in the field of 

psychology and anthropology became interested in collecting dream reports in order to test 

the theory proposed by Freud; that manifest content of dreams would have the same latent 

meaning across cultures. 

Lincoln (1935), an anthropologist, also took a psychoanalytic approach but expanded 

the theory to include a typology of dreams and cultural aspects in “primitive societies” (p. 

19). In his theory on dreams he identified two types of dreams in primitive society: unsought 

spontaneous dreams of the individual, and sought or induced dreams as “cultural pattern 

dreams” (p. 23). In cultural patterned dreams the form and manifest content are determined 

by the cultural pattern and the individual dreamer’s psychology is secondary. In individual 

dreams the manifest content is primarily a reflection of the individual’s psychological 

concerns, and cultural concerns are secondary. He also identified two types of dream 

interpretation in primitive societies; one that considered the manifest content of dreams 

directly, and one that looked to the latent meaning of the manifest content (p. 40). 

While Lincoln was instrumental in looking at cultural variations in dream content, 

symbolism, and interpretations, it is the researcher’s view that dreams are complex 

experiences that are difficult to categorize as either culturally determined or individually 

determined. Irwin (1994) criticized Lincoln and other anthropologists for invalidating the 

individual’s personal dream content and experiences of dreaming, by focusing on the social 

identity of the dreamer and the dream as a mechanism for social conformity and adaptation. 

In the mid century ethnography became part of a new subfield of anthropology know 

as the culture and personality school of anthropology. Their approach to dreams integrated 

the psychoanalytical and the cultural pattern model. This revised psychoanalytical approach 

to cross-cultural research on dreams in the fields of psychology and anthropology was the  



dominant view until the late 1960°s (Irwin, 1994; Tedlock, 1987a). The symbols and 

metaphoric meaning of dream imagery were recognized to vary among cultures. However, 

dreams were still primarily regarded as defense mechanisms and full of latent content, as can 

be seen in the research by Devereux (1969), and Le Barre (1966). Thus even when some 

aspects of the culture were considered, the underlying model for looking at dreams was 

primarily psychoanalytical and failed to give full consideration to native dream theories or 

worldview. 

Tedlock (1987a) has criticized Lincoln and others for being ethnocentric and taking 

dream reports out of their cultural contexts. According to Tedlock these classifications did 

not correspond with the classification systems of the societies studied. They did not consider 

or examine indigenous dream classification and dream theories, and they also failed to 

distinguish between the dream experience and the narration of dreams. 

There were several earlier studies that did appear to take the cultural context and 

indigenous dream theories into consideration. Hallowell (1966) identified the use of dreams 

in the Native American Ojibwa nation as a formative process of the self. According to 

Hallowell the belief of dreams as actual experiences in the Ojibwa society functioned as a 

means for individual adjustment and self-empowerment. The role of dreaming and dream 

interpretation within the community also provided maintenance of their social-cultural 

system. Hallowell’s theory appears to combine Jung’s theory of dreams as a means to 

personal integration and Lincoln’s theory of dream as a means of social adaptation. 

Sociology also became interested in dreams. Bastide (1966) advocated for cross-cultural 

studies to research the function of dreams in societies and the social framework for dream 

thought.  
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Content analysis and dream content. Anthropologists and psychologists began in 

the 1940°s and 1950’s to elicited dream reports as ethnographic objects to be used as raw 

data for comparative analysis. During this time the manifest content of dreams was analyzed, 

categorized, and tabulated. The cross-cultural analysis looked for personality and cultural 

variables. Research into the content analysis of dreams in cross-cultural research continues 

to this day. For example Domhoff and Schneider (2008) conducted a research study to 

identify cultural, gender, and individual similarities and differences in dream content. 

One problem with the content analysis of dreams that has been pointed out by several 

within the field of anthropology is that some dream experiences are not shared and some are 

only shared in certain context, and are therefore unavailable to researchers (Irwin, 1994; 

Herdt, 1987; Tedlock, 1987b). For example, some cultures believed that a bad dream should 

never be shared; other cultures were reluctant to share good dreams for fear of loosing the 

dream’s power (Tedlock, 1987b). Issues such as this one surly will skew the analysis. 

Anthropologists have noted that in many cultures dreams and myths are regarded as 

related (Herdt, 1987; Kracke, 1987; Stanner, 1953/2009; Tedlock, 1987b). Tedlock 

explained the structuralist theory of myth that was developed by Levi-Strauss, which 

proposed that myth is a language with its own particular structure. He developed a system to 

break down the myth into its component parts and then analyzed the relations between them 

in order to arrive at its meaning (Levis-Strauss, 1963; as cited in Tedlock, 1987a). Kuper 

(1979) applied the structuralist method developed by Levi-Strauss with dreams (as cited in 

Kracke, 1987) 

Several anthropologists have criticized this theory. Kracke (1987) pointed out that in 

both myth and dreams it is the images, not the narration that is primary. He viewed myths 

and dreams as similar but not identical phenomenon, myth moves from verbal narration to  



sensory imagery, and dreams move from imagery to narration. In addition some 

anthropologists studying dreams have identified dreams as a primarily non-verbal and 

imaged based experience. They declared that any verbal translation of a dream is greatly 

distorted (Hunt, 1989; Irwin, 1994; Krake, 1987; Tedlock, 1987a). 

Mannheim (1987) also identified other ways in which the phenomenon of dreams is 

different than myths. In a comparative study of a three hundred year period of the Andean 

Indian systems of dream interpretation and myth Mannheim (1987) found that their 

understanding of myth had hardly changed, while there had been an almost complete 

transformation of the structure of their dream interpretations. While not all traditions use 

interpretive dream texts, some do. In view of this study, and the fast paced changes of our 

cultural language and symbols, the researcher feels that the use of interpretive dream texts 

from various cultural traditions, including our own, may need to be reevaluated. 

Dream typologies. Hunt, a psychologist, researched non-western psychologies and 

identified that indigenous cultures throughout the world describe several distinct types of 

dreaming (1989). He identified four major dream types in the anthropological literature. 

These were personal, medical-somatic, prophetic, and archetypal or spiritual dreams. 

Personal dreams in this context would be those common dreams involving everyday 

concerns. Medical-somatic dreams were identified by most cultures and were used by 

shamans or healers to diagnosis physical illness and/or spiritual loss of soul. 

A dream identified as prophetic or containing omens of the future may or may not 

manifest. According to Hunt (1989) many culture believe that telling the dream can negate 

dreams that contain omens. However, the researcher has noted that research on some 

cultures have identified the opposite belief. For example, in ancient Egypt dreamers were 

cautioned to not reveal the contents of nightmares. Instead physicians would perform  
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medical spells to ward off the effects of the nightmare and protect the dreamer (Szpakowska, 

2001). 

Archetypal- spiritual dreams included “visitations by gods or spirits, encounters with 

ones guardian spirit in rites of identity and initiation, or travel of the soul to the supernatural 

underworld or the heavens” (Hunt, 1989, p. 82). The archetypal or spiritual dream 

experiences were found to be more common among shamans or diviners. 

Hunt (1989) also noted that nightmares in most cultures generally had several 

distinct types. The classification system would vary by culture. According to Hunt the view 

of dreams in western psychological studies has continually narrowed. He called for a 

widening of focus that acknowledge the multiplicity and complex phenomenon of dream 

experience, rather than reduce dream experience to a “single paradigmatic type” (p. 90). 

Krippner, Bogzaran, and Percia De Carvalho (2002) have identified 14 types of 

extraordinary dreams. These were creative dreams, lucid dreams, out of body dreams, 

pregnancy dreams, healing dreams, dreams within dreams, collective dreams, telepathic 

dreams, clairvoyant dreams, precognitive dreams, past life dreams, initiation dreams, 

spiritual, and visitation dreams. 

The Phenomenology of Dreams: Towards a More Holistic Approach to Research 

There has been a shift in the field of cultural anthropology from collecting dream 

reports, to studying the cultural use of dreams as seen in dream sharing, representations, and 

interpretations of dream as they naturally occur within a society (Tedlock, 1987a; 2007). 

Basso (1987) proposed a progressive theory of dreaming explaining that many cultures 

throughout the world view dreams as having a close and causal connection with the future. 

Both Basso (1987) and Tedlock (1987a) believed that the dream report or description needed 

to be understood as separate from performance utterances or ritual actions. Tedlock (2007)  



saw the research of dreaming as an “inter-subjective dialogical communicative and 

interpretive process” that includes the researcher (p. 57). Both the researcher and those who 

are being researched are participating in the creation of a social reality. 

For example while doing field research Krake (1987) kept a diary containing his 

personal reactions, dreams, and associations to dream imagery. Kracke analyzed his personal 

transference of his own family relations to certain individuals in the Kagwahiv community, 

as well as his cultural transference of projecting American values onto Kagwahiv behavioral 

patterns. Tedlock (1987a) cited herself and other anthropologists as having recorded their 

dreams and associations in their field dairies. Tedlock (1987a) noted that she and her 

husband Dennis Tedlock also told their dreams to members of the community in which they 

were working for the purpose of having them interpreted. The researcher feels that this 

method of working with dreams, to process the experiences of the researcher, could be useful 

for art therapists in creatively working to plan for treatment, for issues of transference, and to 

pick up on issues that might not be cognitively accessible otherwise. 

Irwin (1994) used a phenomenological approach in researching dreams and visions as 

experienced in the Native American culture. He noted the complexity and the multi-layered 

meaning of the dream experience within the cultural context. Irwin also saw the imagery as 

multi-layered and he described the imagery of the extraordinary dream or visionary 

experience as holonomic. He wrote: 

The content of any sacred image embody a vital expressiveness, they have a 

communicative efficacy that functions nonverbally to convey the image’s 

significance. The expressivity of the image is holonomic: it dramatically 

communicates a totality of potential meanings, many of which are neither recorded, 

collected, nor verbally explicit in the mind of the culture member. .... As the image or  



object [created from dream imagery] functions to convey the immediacy of the 

sacred, it also expressed a synthesis of associated and implied meanings, unifying 

within itself a representation of the whole (p. 212). 

[rwin’s descriptions of the Native American art and rituals used to process dream and 

visionary experience brings the power and transformative effect of the dreams alive. As will 

be illustrated further, across a wide variety of cultures, dream processing appears to be 

integrally linked to ritual, art, and community. 

The researcher was not familiar with the theory of holonomics. At first glance 

holonomic appeared to be a similar concept to Gestalt field theory. However holonomics 

includes the interaction and communication between the individual to the image, and to the 

universe. Rather than seen as a web of relationships, man is seen as part of a whole living 

system. Holonomics is defined as follows: 

The study or investigation of laws and principles of whole systems. A unifying 

science accounting for not only the interrelationships between fields in the 

phenomenal world, but for the interaction of man with this world - man with all of his 

cumulative history, thought, and forms of expression inseparable from the planet 

upon which he finds himself (Argiiclles, 1984, p. 15). 

The researcher feels that viewing dreams from the point of view of holonomics allows for the 

inclusion of all the multi-faceted aspects of dreaming. A holonomic prospective in cross 

cultural research of dream theories acknowledges the complexity of dreaming where the 

content, cultural context, and the transpersonal aspects are all considered. In many cultures 

the dream experience includes communication with ancestors, spirits, and the divine in a 

non-linear experience encompassing the past, the present, and the possibilities for the future.  



Dreams have been researched in many different ways and from many different 

perspectives. While studying particular aspects of dream experiences by looking at the 

manifest content, structure, or cultural context may be useful these are only fragments of a 

more multifaceted experience. The research indicates that dream experiences occur within a 

culture as an ever-evolving creative process with reciprocal influences between the 

individual, their community, and their environment. 

The Dream Beliefs and Practices of Six Cultural Traditions: An Overview of Findings 

The cross-cultural phenomenon of precognitive dreams. Before outlining the 

specifics of each of the traditions explored there are some general findings, similarities, and 

considerations to note. The review of the literature confirmed that dreams have played a 

prominent role in most cultures, and the belief in the phenomenon of precognitive dreams 

was found to be present across a wide variety of cultures. From ancient times to the present 

day, it appears that the majority of people around the globe have believed in the existence of 

precognitive dreams, which foretold of future events. These experiences have also been seen 

as a significant occurrence in our own culture. Cultural anthropologist who have done their 

fieldwork within American society have found that middle class dreamers admitted to having 

experienced dreams that were prophetic and provided information about the future 

(Dombeck, 1991). 

The researcher found precognitive dreams to fall into the following main categories: 

Conception dreams; medical or healing dreams; messages or visits from the departed; and 

images of future events. Spiritual dreams listed in the anthropology literature also have a 

variety of typologies. These included visitations and communication with ancestors, hungry 

ghosts, natural spirits, and the divine (Bulkeley; 2008; Hunt, 1989; Krippner, Bogzaran, & 

Percia De Carvalho, 2002; Tedlock, 1987a).  



The spiritual and religious dimensions of dreaming. A significant number of 

researchers have noted the relationship between religion and dream experience. Throughout 

history dreams, and particularly precognitive and extraordinary dreams, have been closely 

linked to religious experience (Bulkeley, 2008; Corbin, 1966; Hoffman, 1995; Irwin, 1994; 

Shaw, 1992; Tedlock, 1987b, 2004, 2005; Young, 1999). Dreams historically have played a 

significant role in religions throughout the world and there were many references to dreams 

in the sacred texts of the major world religions (Bulkeley, 2008; Young, 1999). This is quite 

different from the way dreams are typically approached in counseling. 

In review of the literature it appears that extrasensory dreams, or significant 

precognitive dreams, have traditionally been processed within a religious framework. 

Throughout history the processing and interpretation of dreams has been done in the cultural 

and religious framework of the individual. Dreams foreshadowing illness, and the use of 

dreams for healing also occurred across a range of cultures. The researcher also found that 

the use of art, sound, music, ritual, and dance has played a significant role in the processing 

and sharing of dream content, in healing rituals, and in dream incubation rituals among a 

wide variety of cultures. 

There is a diversity of practice in all religions and it is hard to delineate the popular 

and indigenous beliefs from the major world religion. Often indigenous beliefs were 

integrated into the transplanted religion. There has also been a great deal of cross- 

fertilization among the major world religions, with a great many having their origins within 

the traditions of another. This is the case between for example, the Jewish and the Christian 

traditions, and the Hindu and Buddhist traditions. 

Each tradition covered has a great deal of diversity within its practices and therefore 

this study is not intended as a complete analysis of their religious traditions. Rather the  



32 

background information is intended to give a framework and context for the dream practices 

and beliefs the researcher found in the literature. 

The connection between dreams, the arts, and healing. What most surprised the 

researcher were the similarities in the underlying structures of each tradition’s use of ritual 

art within their dream practices and dream theories, and the widespread use of dreams for 

medical diagnosis and healing. There were several similarities worth noting that 

dramatically differ from typical view of dreams found in Western models of psychotherapy 

and counseling. 

There were a greater variety of dream types defined within each tradition, including a 

variety of precognitive dream types, and visitations with the divine, dead spirits, and 

ancestors. These six traditions, as well as many other cultures, also shared the concept of an 

astral body or a subtle body that can separate from the physical body and travel this world or 

other realms in dreams. The cosmologies of these cultures included a multi-dimensional 

universe of beings in which dreams play a primary role in communication between realms. 

In many cultures dreaming and waking reality were seen as equally real (or in the case of 

Buddhism both are illusions) (Tedlock, 1987b; Young, 1999). 

In all the cultures examined the creation of art to process or reenact the dream or 

visionary experience, and the use of art for visualization, was found to play an important role. 

Imagery, sound, dance, and spoken word in the form of chanting were all used in a ritualized 

context. The traditions investigated all included the use of dreams for individual power, 

spiritual development with the aid of a spiritual advisor or shaman, and for use in medical 

diagnosis and healing (Irwin, 1994; Lecerf, 1966; Malachi, 1995; Moore, 1995; Shaw, 1992; 

Sutton, 1988b; Wyman, 1970; Young, 1999). Shared dreams, dreams that are experienced by 

more than one individual, were also noted in the Native American, Aboriginal Australian,  



Islamic, and Tibetan Buddhist traditions (Birnbaum, 1989; Bulkeley, 2008; Corbin, 1966; 

Furst, 1973/1974; Sutton, 1988b; Young, 1999). 

The dream experience involves multi-sensory perception with visual, auditory, and 

haptic components, as well as, spatial relationships. While all the traditions researched 

utilized the ritualized use of sound, visual art, and movement, the research indicated that each 

tradition might have focused on different aspects of the dream sensory experience. For 

example the Tibetan and Native American traditions appeared to emphasize the visual 

aspects of dream experience, the tradition of Kabbalah had elaborated on the use of sound for 

meditative, visionary, and healing experience, and the dream processing occurring in the 

Australian aboriginal culture appeared to emphasize haptic sensory information and spatial 

relationships. However, this hypothesis is inconclusive as this may reflect more of the focus 

of the various researchers rather than the cultures being studied. In addition, each of these 

traditions shared the belief in the experience of extrasensory perception in the dream state. 

The delineation of the rich and complex dream practices of each tradition will further 

illustrate the ritualized use of the arts in dream practices, the use of dreams for medical 

diagnosis and healing, and the role that precognitive dreams have in this process. The dream 

practices were considered in the cultural contexts and worldviews of their respective cultures. 

However, because some aspects of dream processing within traditions may have secret 

elements that were not shared with the researchers, the material described should not be 

considered a definitive record. 

Dreams in Native American Religious Traditions 

In review of the literature it appears that dreams played a central role in Native 

American religions and cultures. The belief in precognitive dreams was common, if not 

universal, and most dreams were believed to provide information about future events.  



Generally in most Native American cultures dreams were spoken about in one to one 

discussions between friends and family. However important dreams and visions of a spiritual 

nature were not openly discussed. If shared at all important dreams or visions were revealed 

in private with a spiritual advisor or more experienced dreamer (Eggan, 1966; Irwin, 1994; 

Tedlock, 1987b). 

Different Native American communities showed cultural variations in the context, 

and content of dream sharing between various groups, which make generalities about dream 

interpretation and content difficult if not impossible without a thorough understanding of 

each culture. For example the Hopi and Zuni only shared bad dreams, and good dreams 

would only be told after they came true, whereas the Quiche Maya of Guatemala were more 

likely to share good and bad dreams (Eggan, 1966; Tedlock, 1987b). The researcher found 

several studies that identified the belief that to verbally report a prophetic dream or vision 

before it became a reality was to prevent its manifestation and abandon its power (Irwin, 

1994; Tedlock, 1987a). 

The cosmologies of Native American cultures were diverse, but all belief systems 

explored, included a multi-dimensional universe in which communication between realms 

could occur in dreams or waking visions. Irwin (1994) found that Plains Indian religions 

viewed the natural world as an undivided whole cosmology. There were generally three 

interpenetrating strata defined in this natural world: the above realm, the middle realm, and 

the below realm. The three strata were even more delineated by the Omaha, who identify 

“seven distinct spirit worlds” (p. 31). 

While dreaming or in waking visions it was possible to communicate with any of the 

beings that inhabit these realms. In more advanced forms of dreaming, such as that practiced 

by a shaman, it was believed that the individual could journey through these realms and  
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return with knowledge and new abilities. The middle realm, the earthly plane, was primarily 

the area where religious experiences and empowerment occurred during dreams or waking 

visions (Furst, 1973/1974; Irwin, 1994). The cosmological belief of an interactive multi- 

dimensional universe is also present in the belief systems of Buddhist and Kabbalah 

traditions. 

Furst (1973/1974) discovered that among the Huichol Indians of western Mexico 

there was a belief in a multilayered universe, which were usually subdivided into additional 

layers interconnected by a central axis. There was also the belief in multiple souls, usually 

five in number. 

The concept of a spirit or soul distinct from the body that could communicate, or 

interact, with other realms during dreaming was a universal concept among the Native 

American cultures examined from Canada to Central America. Eggan (1966) found the 

belief in an Upperworld and a Lowerworld in the Hopi culture, as well as the belief in a dual 

soul translated as the Breath Body. When the Breath Body inhabited human form it lived in 

the Upperworld, and when an individual died the Breath Body inhabited the Lowerworld. 

While dreaming the Breath Body was believed to have the ability to interact with distant 

people, places, spirits, or things (p. 241). 

Tedlock (2004) delineated a similar pattern among the traditional Native American 

Woodlands culture, which believed that human beings consisted of dual souls. They 

identified a body soul that was centered in the heart, and a free soul that traveled about in the 

shadows and the dreams. 

The Raramuri Indians of Northern Mexico also believed that the person’s soul 

traveled in dreams. In this culture dreams were found to be valued for communication with 

the divine, for diagnosis of illness, and to gain information about the future (Merrill, 1987).  



Precognitive dreams foretelling the future; premonitions of death; visits with 

ancestors, ghosts, natural or animal spirits; and dreams used for medical diagnosis or healing; 

all occurred in the Native American cultures researched. However, how these dreams were 

interpreted, shared and ritually processed was culturally specific. In a comparative analysis 

of Quiche and Zuni Indians dream sharing and interpreting, Tedlock (1987b), found that both 

cultures believed in the phenomena of ancestral visits. However in Zuni culture ancestral 

visits or ghosts were considered a bad dream that called for a “cure through the performance 

of specified religious rituals” (p. 107). Recurrent or significant bad dreams would eventually 

be reported privately to medicine society members, who were the dream interpreters for the 

community. 

This might also necessitate the dreamer to join a particular medicine society to heal 

and restore balance. For the Quiche ritual action might also be required, but it was believed 

that the appearance of ancestors was usually to impart help and information. Quiches and 

Zuni shared the belief in a connection between the dream state and the state of the soul after 

death (Tedlock, 1987b). Interestingly, Native American cultures, Tibetan Buddhism, Islam, 

and Aboriginal Australians all shared the belief that death is similar to the dream state. 

Communal dreams were also noted in several of the studies (Furst, 1973/1974; 

Tedlock, 1987b; Wyman, 1970). According to Furst, in the Huichol Indian culture group 

dream journeys were part of their religious practice, with the shaman acting as a guide and 

the “guardian of the physical and metaphysical equilibrium” (p. 57). The Huichol Indians 

used Peyote to induce an altered state of consciousness, or the dream state. 

[rwin’s (1994) phenomenological research into the dream reports in the ethnographic 

literature on Native American cultures revealed a rich heritage of dream use for personal 

power, medical healing, and religious practice. He ascertained that that in the Plains Indian  
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cultures vision quests were pursued to establish experiential contact with dream spirits as a 

source of spiritual empowerment. Contact with dream spirits could occur either through a 

ritually structured vision quest or through spontaneous dreams. 

Unsought dreams of empowerment were often linked to times of stress, illness, or 

anxiety. During a sought vision quest, altered states of awareness were encouraged through 

separation and isolation of the individual. Similar to the cultures of Aboriginal Australia, 

various religious societies existed whose members have had visionary experiences of a 

specific dream spirit (Eggan, 1966, Irwin; 1994; Tedlock, 1987b; Wyman, 1970). 

According to Irwin (1994), in Native American visions or dreams, verbal exchanges 

were minimal. Prophetic dreams are an exception to this rule. Known prophetic dreams 

would be discussed with the individuals it involved and affected. Irwin stated that significant 

prophetic dreams in Native American culture were rare and associated with a shamanic 

calling. However, the researcher noted that within the research examined on Native 

American culture many of the dreams discussed had precognitive elements to them. These 

dreams were used for everyday guidance. For example dreams that would tell the hunter 

where to find game, or dreams indicating a visitor was coming. 

Several researchers also noted less of a separation between dream and waking 

experience, and a more elastic sense of space and time, where past, distant, or future could be 

experiences in dreams or waking visions (Devereux, 1969; Hallowell, 1966; Irwin, 1994; 

Kracke, 1987; Tedlock, 1987b). Irwin described the visionary or extraordinary dream 

experience in the Plains Indian culture as “an altered awareness in which past, present, and 

future are manifested as the indefinite and powerful imagery of our shared spiritual and 

cultural history” (Irwin, 1994, p. 9). Viewed in this way there is a suspension of time. This  
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suspension of time has also been noted during the ritual reenactment of dreams and visions 

(Irwin, 1994; Wyman, 1970). 

Hallowell (1966) and Irwin (1994) hypothesized that in Native American cultures, 

dreams were a fundamental means for religious, social, and cultural transformation. 

Historically visions revealed new innovations in all areas of life, which include healing 

practices. The public aspect of dream sharing was in connection with the ceremonial life of 

the community. 

Ritual art objects and the creative process: Reenactment of dream material. The 

arts were used in the ritual reenactment of important dreams and visions. In healing 

ceremonies as well, dream imagery or songs were manifested or transformed into ritual 

action. According to Furst (1970), in the Huichol Indian culture, as well as other North 

American Indian cultures, the shaman’s ritual artistic expression could be considered the 

highest form of communication between beings within the multilayered universe (p. 45). 

Irwin (1994) made a similar conclusion when he hypothesized that important dreams 

or visions did not need analysis but ritual action to communicate and manifest the dream’s 

power. He noted that in traditional Native American culture the communication of 

significant dreams or visions was often a “complex mix of ritual, symbolic gesture, and 

words spoken and sung” (p. 165). For some bad dream as well, ritual action was needed to 

restore balance and health (Wyman, 1970). On a smaller scale small ritual actions to negate 

bad dreams, or manifest good dreams, would be used by the individual (Merrill, 1987; 

Tedlock, 1987b). 

Irwin (1994) believed that the emphasis on non-verbal imagery in Native American 

cultures indicated a strong right hemisphere emphasis in brain function; that is in their 

process of being aware, knowing, thinking, learning, and judging. He believed that the  



emphasis on dreams and the visionary world suggested a dominant right hemisphere brain 

function, which “has been characterized as imagistic, synthetic, spatial, imaginative, and 

involved with a holistic and symbolic processing of experience...” (p. 16). 

Like many cultures outside of western intellectual traditions, they placed more 

emphasis on visual spatial orientation and emphasized the expression of ideas and emotions 

through clear precise images and mythic themes (Irwin, 1994; Kracke, 1987). Right 

hemisphere brain activity also includes altered states of consciousness, such as hypnosis, 

dreaming, possession, and visionary trances. The researcher feels that if right brain 

dominance is currently found in Native American culture, than this finding has implications 

for the benefits of art therapy for various populations with similar orientations. 

In Native American cultures within the United States the enactment often included 

physical icons or visionary objects created from dream imagery. Because of the difficulty in 

translating the vision into a verbal report the narrative of the enactment often followed the 

structure of the culture’s oral narrative tradition (Irwin, 1994; Kracke; 1987). Verbal 

interpretation of visions or extraordinary dreams was not emphasized. If interpretation was 

sought this would be done privately (Eggan, 1966; Irwin, 1994; Kracke, 1987; Tedlock, 

1987b). 

Irwin (1994) asserted that after enactment, the most expressive means of 

communicating and processing the dream experience within the Native American culture was 

the recreation of dream or visionary images into a wide range of objects. He explained that 

visual imagery is holonomic, and the visionary images expressed multiple ideas both to the 

dreamer personally, and to the society collectively. These objects were created and treated 

with care and attention and were used as a means of evoking and manifesting power. The  



imagery, vivid colors, and designs gave a distinctive identity to the manifest power that is 

timeless, and yet the symbolic meaning could continually unfold and change. 

Native American visions and dreams were distinctively rich in color and filled with 

patterned use of color. The color red was often used on objects and in body paint and was 

generally associated with health, vitality, and power (Irwin, 1994; Wyman, 1970). However 

Irwin (1994) concluded from his research that generally the symbolic color usage was more 

individually determined by specific dream content, rather than culturally specific. 

Within the Plains Indian culture a wide range of objects were made to evoke the 

dream image and manifest power. The most common examples found in the research 

included: robes; rattles, drums, and other musical instruments; painted lodges; sacred pipes; 

medicine bundles; and warrior shields (Irwin, 1994; Feder, 1982). 

Some created objects, such as medicine bundles and sacred pipes, served primarily as 

religious objects and were treated with reverence and respect. According to Irwin (1994) 

there were precise ways in which various objects related to the vision were to be made, 

handled, and used. Figure 1 is an example of a shield depicting imagery from a vision or 

dream. The reenactment or ceremonial use of dreams was a “Combination of bodily, mental 

and emotional expression in a context of a religious experience to produce an act of power by 

which the vision could be socially validated” (Irwin, 1994, p. 167). 

Both Wyman (1970) and Irwin (1994) found that songs were very important to dream 

reenactment rituals and a principal vehicle for communication with dream spirits. Vision 

songs were “usually a short repetitive chant with a relative brief melodic line” (Irwin, 1994, 

p. 147). Songs given in a dream were to be used to invoke the power of the vision and there 

was no need for interpretation (Irwin, 1994; Wyman, 1970).  



Figure 1. Painted Shield, Sioux, ca. 1850. Description: Dream shield and shield cover. 

Rawhide shield is covered by tanned hide shield cover. Cover is painted with black border 

above, blue-green border below and yellow ground. At upper center is blue-green crescent 

facing down with red star at center and red, white, and blue-green rainbow above. Below 

crescent is red, blue-green, white and black bird. At lower center is a large horse decorated 

in blue-green, red and black with a facemask and black veil. At top, bottom, left and right 

edges are four-pointed red stars. Cover is also decorated at four points with two golden eagle 

feathers wrapped in red cloth and a brass bell (one feather and bell missing). Photo copyright 

(n.d.) by the Minnesota Historical Society (Accession number: 335.E110). Reprinted with 

permission.  



Dreams, ritual art, and healing. Healing ceremonies were the most frequent 

situation for dream telling in which the shaman or healer would recite their dream or vision 

experience in order to invoke and demonstrate the powers that they called upon to cure the 

sick. Several researchers noted that the narration of the dream is thought to heighten the 

altered consciousness of both the shaman and the person seeking healing (Irwin, 1994; 

Wyman; 1970). The phenomena of dreams that foretold of illness, and the use of dreams to 

diagnosis and cure illness was commonly cited in the research (Basso; 1987; Irwin, 1994; 

Tedlock, 2004; Wyman, 1970). 

The complex and symbiotic relationship between dreams, creative ritual action, and 

the maintenance and health of a culture can be seen in the Shootingway ritual of the Navaho 

described in Wyman’s (1970) research. The sandpaintings of the Navaho ceremonial system 

were delineated as a complex ceremony of ritual action in which during a song ceremonial, 

the creative arts were combined: “Music and poetry in the songs and prayers, drama and 

dance in the ritual acts, graphic art in the drypaintings, great pose and poetry in their myths... 

All these arts are interrelated in an interlocking system, permeated with colorful symbolism” 

(Wyman, 1970, p. vii). 

This intricate system encompassed religious or spiritual concerns; the Navaho 

medical theory and practice; and the use of dreams for medical diagnosis, healing, and 

personal empowerment. Sandpaintings were created on a background of clean, tan-colored 

sand that had been smoothed. The pigments used included red, yellow, and white sandstone, 

and ground charcoal. Charcoal and white sand were mixed for blue and charcoal and red 

sand for brown, and red and white sand for pink. White corn meal, plant pollens, and 

powdered flower petals were also used in sandpaintings (Feder, 1982; Wyman, 1970).  



Wyman (1970) explained that Navaho ceremonials were lead by trained specialists 

called singers. These singers functioned as healers. The singing that accompanied every 

action in the ritual was believed to be the primary element of the ceremony. However others 

assisted in the ceremony, such as the creation of the sandpaintings, which were created by 

knowledgeable members of the community under the direction of the singer. 

Figure 2 is an example of a Shootingways sandpainting, depicting the Cosmic and 

celestial beings Earth and Sky. Shootingway is a subgroup of the Holyway Chantways, 

whose function was mainly concerned with curing illness. Particular Shootingways were 

used to treat specific ailments. Factors determining which Holyways chant was used 

included the illnesses of the patient, failure to perform ritual obligations, improper contact 

with a variety of things including ghosts or animals, or dreaming about such contact, and 

nightmares. 

On the last day of the Shootingway ceremony the patient’s body was painted from 

head to foot with symbolic designs, and then sat within the created sandpainting. The form at 

the bottom encircling the images of Earth and Sky in Figure 2 represents Guardian Rainbow. 

The paired guardians Blue Sun and White Moon are located above the heads of the figures. 

According to Wyman’s informant “The patterns on their chests, arms, and legs-of White 

moon (Earth) or blue sun (Sky) with straight (female) or crooked (male) rain streaks and 

cloud symbols-are like the designs painted on a female or male patient in an actual 

ceremonial” (p. 34). The patient absorbed the power of the holy people represented, 

“exchanging evil for good” (p. 5). After the ritual the sand was carefully disposed of. 

Wyman’s (1970) research indicated that the ritual use of loose dry pigments, created 

from various natural substances to make impermanent pictures, is a worldwide practice. He  



Figure 2. Navaho Altar for Male Shooting Way. Earth and Sky, (Klah-Tso, 1905). Painting 

reproduction of sandpainting. Photo copyright (n.d.) by the National Anthropological 

Archives, Smithsonian Institution (NAA MS 138501, INV 08621000). Reprinted with 

permission.  



found that the Native American nations of Navaho, Apache, various pueblo communities, 

and some Plains Indian communities all used drypaintings in their rituals. Ritual use of 

drypainting has also been found in the cultures of India, Tibet, and in Christian churches in 

some parts of Mexico during religious fiestas. 

To summarize dreams played a significant role in Native American culture and the 

research on Native American culture appears to confirm that the arts played an important role 

in the processing and sharing of dream experience. It was also believed that verbal accounts 

of significant dreams negated the power of the dream. The images and songs ritually 

recreated from dreams were used in ritual action to evoke the power of the dream for healing 

and personal empowerment. The ritual action included images, song, and movement, in a 

unified holistic experience. 

Australian Aboriginal Culture: The Dreaming 

The Aboriginal Australian culture was observed to recognize both ordinary dreams 

and extraordinary dreams. Extraordinary dreams were treated as real experiences that 

generally did not need analysis. They believed that when a person went to sleep their dream 

spirit could separate from their physical body and travel in dreamtime. The research 

identified widespread belief in connecting with Ancestral Beings in dreams, and in the use of 

dream material for ritual manifestation of power, healing, guidance, and creative inspiration 

(Biddle, 2007; Stanner, 1953/2009; Sutton, 1988b). This was also found to be true in other 

communities of Oceana, which included New Zealand, New Guinea, and other South Pacific 

islands (Bulkeley, 2008). 

Dreamtime, or the Dreaming, as it has been translated is not a direct translation of an 

Aboriginal Australian word, but rather an analogy of a complex cosmology of the creation of 

the world by Ancestral Beings. The Ancestral Beings were believed to be the originators of  
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the world as it is. They formed the landscape and created the plants animals and people of 

the world, and were also considered to be the source of religious ceremonies and the social 

rules and laws that govern Aboriginal Australian culture (Sutton, 1988b). 

The concept of Dreamtime, or the Dreaming, as the origins of the world was common 

to all Oceanic cultures, but the specifics of their cosmologies was diverse. The Ancestors 

were considered to still be present and humans were believed to have the ability to connect 

with them through their personal dreaming. In the Aboriginal Australian cosmology the 

Dreaming exists outside of birth and death, physical time, and space (Biddle, 2007; Bulkeley, 

2008; Stanner, 1953/2009; Sutton, 1988b). 

Aboriginal Australian culture appeared to have a more elastic concept of self. 

Stanner (1953/2009) identified the following elements of self in aboriginal culture: “body, 

spirit, ghost, shadow, name, spirit-site, and totem” (p. 59). Stanner (1953/2009) and Sutton 

(1988b) both noted more of an elastic continuum between waking and dreaming reality that 

was similar to Native American beliefs. Stanner (1953/2009) stated that: “man, society and 

nature, past, present, and future are one together within a unitary system” (p.60). Belief in 

synchronistic signs within the environment, and waking visions were common to both 

cultures (Stanner, 1953/2009; Sutton, 1988b). 

Sutton and Anderson (1988) identified the main structure of Aboriginal society as 

based on kinship that included the natural world and the Ancestral Beings. Dreamings were 

the singular Ancestral Beings, and their spirits were passed on to their decedents. For 

example there was shark, honey ant, and yam dreaming. Men and women had specific 

religious ceremonies or held specific aspects of the religious knowledge. Groups of people 

who shared the same dreaming in a given area would have had the rights and responsibility  
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of manifesting that particular dreaming. However the role an individual played was based on 

knowledge, age, gender, and experience (Sutton & Anderson, 1988). 

The researcher found several versions of cosmological beliefs about human 

conception (Bulkeley, 2008; Moore, 1995; Stanner, 1953/2009; Sutton, 1988b). Generally 

speaking Australian Aborigines believed that each child begins in the form of a spirit-child. 

Conception occurred through a dream experienced by the mother, father, or other close 

relative, which begins the spirits-child’s journey from the Dreaming into human form in this 

world. According to Bulkeley (2008) at death an individual was believed to return to the 

dreaming. 

The Aboriginal Australians also engaged in collective dreaming journeys. Collective 

dreaming journeys were lead by a divination or healing expert (shaman). Bulkeley (2008) 

described a shared dream journey of one cultural group of Australia: “The maparn led the 

participants in pre-sleep ritual preparations, after which everyone joined in a sacred dream in 

which the maparn piloted them in a flying convoy aboard a sacred object or spiritually 

charged creature like a snake” (2008, p. 236). According to Bulkeley these shared dreams 

were religious practices used for “rejuvenating the fundamental life energy of the 

community” (2008, p. 237). 

The religious and spiritual knowledge of Aboriginal Australia was found to be a 

complex system with a continuum between public knowledge and secret/sacred knowledge 

and for this reason our understanding of dreamtime is not complete. 

The art process as a religious practice. In review of the literature it appears that 

Aboriginal Australian cultures, like the indigenous cultures previously outlined, were found 

to share a similar integration of art, the art process, and dreams and visionary states into daily 

life. Art was central to the manifestation of personal and collective power and the  
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maintenance of health within the community, and dreams and waking visions were important 

vehicles for connecting to this power. 

Generally Aboriginal Australian art was part of a religious practice and it’s content 

was connected to the social and territorial groups (Dreamings) of its participants. The most 

common subject matter of spiritual Australian artwork identified was landscape-based mythic 

themes. Many mythic themes depicted in the ritualized artwork were depictions of the 

Ancestor’s travels from site to site across the Australian landscape (Bulkeley, 2008; Stanner, 

1953/2009; Sutton, 1988b). 

Ritual artwork, and the performance of songs and dances, in order to connect to the 

divine were integrated into daily life. New design forms of sacred songs, dances, paintings, 

and sculptures created by individuals were considered to originate from the Dreaming and 

were often found in dreams or extraordinary waking experiences (Anderson & Dussart, 1988; 

Biddle, 2007; Stanner, 1953/2009; Sutton, 1988b). These creations were viewed as 

reproduced manifestations of “works that have been created by conscious and spiritual 

beings” (Sutton, 1988b, p. 19). 

Anderson and Dussart (1988) researched the central desert art of Australia and found 

the designs of particular Dreamings were not public property but were given, or were 

inherited by individuals based on patrilineal descent, location of conception, location of birth, 

and residence. Individuals inherited one type of right or Dreaming through their mother and 

another through their father’s line. Each line would interact closely in a ceremony through 

complementary roles. In this complex system an individual may be part of a number of 

Dreamings in a variety of ways. To copy or use another groups design was a serious 

violation of Aboriginal law.  



Sutton (1988b) and Biddle (2007) both found that men and women had specific 

religious ceremonies and held specific aspects or segments of religious information. The 

right to paint the most sacred designs were tied to status, age, and gender, with graduated 

rights to who could be taught, perform, or who could teach a Dreaming. The level of 

knowledge ranged from public to secret. This is why certain details of designs were not 

publically reproduced or discussed. Ritual artwork, dances, songs and public performances 

were considered manifestations of the dreaming rather than mere representations. Artwork 

was traditionally part of a ritualized performance of manifesting Ancestral power. 

There are three main cultural and geographical zones of Aboriginal Australia. These 

are the tropical north, the central desert land, and the temperate southeast. In central 

Australia painting in the past was created on large rock surfaces or on ground areas made of 

pulverized termite mounds. Designs were also ritually used on the human body, and sacred 

objects such as shields, wooden dishes, boards, stones, and ceremonial pots. Similar 

ritualistic use of art was found in the traditions of rock painting bark painting, and wooden 

sculptures, and body adornment, in northern Australia. The designs rather that the object was 

what was most important and had continuity (Moore, 1995; Sutton, 1988b). A recent 

development was the tradition of western desert acrylic painting as seen in Figure 3 (Sutton, 

1988a). 

The designs were painted in cross-hatching, dotting, and repetitious patterns, and 

were believed to be manifestations of that which they represent. In the Aboriginal language 

the designs were referred to by the same term as that applied to natural designs such as 

honeycombs, reptile scales, spider webs, and similar patterned and symmetrical forms. 

Several researchers have noted the vitality, energy, and action of Aboriginal 

Australian ritual art (Biddle, 2007; Stanner, 1953/2009; Sutton, 1988b). The art and the  



Figure 3. Kangaroo and Shield People Dreaming at Lake MacKay. Timmy Payungka 

Japangardi, (1980). Synthetic polymer paint on canvas, 187 x 155 x 3.5cm. Gift of the Art 

Gallery Society of New South Wales, (1995). Collection: Art Gallery of New South 

Wales[© Estate of Timmy Payungka Tjapangati (Accession number 484.1995). Reprinted 

with permission.  



rituals conveyed an affective experience that was kinetic, sensory, and tactile; the cross- 

hatching, dotting, and retracing of patterns conveyed energy and movement. The ritual 

artwork of the Aboriginal Australian cultures depicts the whole of the experience. Man is in 

communication with, and part of the environment. 

In Figure 3 we see a painting vibrant with energy. The depiction of these Dreamings 

shows multiple viewpoints, non-linear events occurring across time, and the rhythm, 

movement, and action of the events. These aspects are also common to dream experiences. 

Songs, dances, paintings, and sculptures affiliated with the Dreaming mythology both 

influenced and were influenced by the dreams of the individual. The content of the painting 

in Figure 3 was described as follows: 

Most of the details of this painting are restricted. The kangaroo dreaming is part of 

the Tingarri ceremonial cycle. The kangaroo ancestors tracks visible at the top of the 

painting depict his travel from site to site. The artist’s country, Lake Mackay, a large 

dry salt lake in western Australia, is represented here in classic Pintupi style. Water 

flowing on the ground after big rains is symbolized by the wavy lines around the edge 

of the painting; the unconnected roundels are both campsites and soakages (Sutton, 

1988a, p. 226). 

Biddle (2007) researched the traditional women’s ceremonies and paintings of 

Central Australia. Figures 4 and 5 are photographs of the woman’s Dreaming ceremony 

called Yawulyu in the Warlpiri language, or Awelye in the Anmatyyerr and Alyawarr 

languages of North Central Australia. In this ceremony art, music, song, and dance were 

integrated in a unified sensory experience of ritual manifestation of a Dreaming. 

The ceremony was used for the care and health of the country, and for individual and 

community healing. In this ceremony the body was first elaborately painted followed by  



Figure 4. Yawulyu Performance at Macquarie University, 1998. Pictured left to right: 

(standing backs to camera) Judy Napaljarri Kelly; Myra Nungarrayi Patrick (standing facing 

camera) Kumanjayi Napaljarri Kelly; Lily Nungarragi Hargraves; (seated) Rosie Napurruria 

Tasman; Molly Napurrrurla Tasman; Janne Nangala Presley; Kumanjayi Nangala Ross. 

From “Breasts, Bodies, Canvas: Central Desert Art as Experience” (Plate 2), by J. L. Biddle, 

2007, Sydney: Australia: University of South Wales Press. Copyright 2007 by Jennifer 

Loureide Biddle. Reprinted with permission. 

 



Figure 5. Yawulyu Performance at Macquarie University, 1998. Pictured left to right: Molly 

Napurrurla Tasman; Janne Nangala Presley; Kumanjayi Nangala Ross; Kumanjayi Napaljarri 

Kelly; Kajingarra Napangardi Granites; Judy Napaljarri Kelly. From “Breasts, Bodies, 

Canvas: Central Desert Art as Experience” (Plate 3), by J. L. Biddle, 2007, Sydney: 

Australia: University of South Wales Press. Copyright 2007 by Jennifer Loureide Biddle. 

Reprinted with permission. 
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performance rituals of song and dance specific to the site. In community rituals the breasts 

and shoulders were painted. For healing generally the thighs and/ or stomach were painted. 

The marks of the Yawulyu were left on for days after the ceremony because it was believed 

that they retain their “potency and health promoting potential” (Biddle, 2007, p. 63). 

The body was first rubbed with oil and then the body was anointed with painted 

designs of particular Dreamings. Dream songs of the Ancestral Beings were sung while the 

bodies were being painted and during the following dance enactments. Biddle described the 

experience of the ritual use of body painting, and that of the paintings on canvas as follows: 

In and through the performance of a given Yawulyu or Awelye, ancestral presence 

manifests itself: it is brought Kankarlu, above and into the present. In short, a certain 

embodied expression of ancestral presence is effected: in dancing Yawulyu and/or 

awelye, women claim they ‘become’ Ancestor, ‘become’ country.....The animated 

three dimensional texture of the canvas, in short, enlivens literally, materially, in the 

same way: actively animating country, person, place with the force and effect of 

Ancestral fecundity (Biddle, p.73). 

Biddle (2007) asserted that what was most conveyed in the women’s ritual art of 

central Australia was affect. Similar to Irwin’s (1994) conclusions, she identified how the 

arts expressed that which cannot be expressed verbally. It involved a different way of 

processing information that was non-linear and not language based. She wrote: 

A reaction, involuntary, often unconscious, that is at once physiological, material, and 

social: a quickening of the heart, an intake of the breath, a tensing of the muscles, 

interest itself-affect is the register of our embodied encounter with the world.... What 

is crucial about affect in art is precisely that it may operate at a pre- or extra-linguistic 

level (Biddle, p.15-16).  
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Moore (1995) noted a similar pattern with men’s body painting of Arnhem Land. The body 

painting designs, which were the same as bark painting of the region, were used to bring the 

spiritual in close contact with the body. Moore stated that, “the body comes into intimate 

contact with the pattern through dancing them as well as in body painting” (p. 44). 

Moore (1995) found that art, music, and singing were intricately related to dreaming; 

community maintenance; healing; and ritualized performance in the Arnhem Land. The 

designs of the thread-cross, a temporary structure used to mark the center of a ceremony, 

may be representations of inspired dreams and experiences of medicine men and mediums. 

Moore explained that “like body painting this is a temporary art form which brings the 

Dreaming into close contact with the body in its ritual action.” (p. 48). 

Bulkeley (2008) has also noted the haptic and spatial emphasis in Australian 

Aboriginal culture’s dream experience, and its relation to how sensory information in 

dreaming and waking states are experienced. There is a similarity in the mind-body 

processes of dreaming and waking, “many dreams involve vivid somatic actions”, and the 

dream experience included a “sense of embodiment, personal presence, and physical 

movement” (p. 231). Bulkeley maintained that in the religions of Oceana, the “mind-body 

processes of dreaming and waking movement have been developed into mutually supportive 

cultural systems with origins starching far into the past” (p. 232). He also found that 

experiences of journeying in dreams were more common in the cultures of Oceana than most 

cultures. 

Ritual use of song in Aboriginal Australian culture was also connected to dreamtime. 

According to Moore (2005) in ceremonies traditionally there was a song leader who beats the 

rhythm with a pair of percussive sticks. The lead singer was the inheritor of the songs and 

new songs might be revealed to the song leader in dreams. He observed that, “ a series of  
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songs which recount one long myth is called a ‘songline’. Men and women perform songs 

exclusively to their sex. Singing is usually done by two or three persons, but local styles may 

differ by singing in unison or in polyphony” (p. 53-54). The singing of the ritual songs was 

believed to activate the sacred power of the dreamtime ancestors. Moore stated, “in dance 

the body has the capacity to create patterns and moods that communicate emotions and 

attitudes at a deep non-verbal level of symbolism” (p. 21). 

The didjeridu, a drone pipe made of hollow wood was also used to accompany the 

singers. This instrument can produce a low-pitched drone, as well as harmonics and 

percussive effects. In rituals the dijeridu has been used as a symbol of Rainbow Serpent and 

was associated with initiation and fertility rites (Moore, 1995). 

The researcher found that the use of dreams followed a similar pattern that was found 

in the Native American culture. Dreams were intricately connected to religious practice, 

healing, and community cohesion. The arts, in the form of sound, dance, and visual imagery, 

played a critical role in the manifesting of sacred power and in medical healing. 

Dream Beliefs and Practices of Buddhism 

The researcher found that Buddhism has a lengthy documented history of dream 

theories and practices that continues to date. Buddhism originated in India and dreams have 

played a prominent role in Buddhism from the beginning of its inception. In the sacred texts 

of Buddhism many prophetic dreams were recounted, the first being the conception dream of 

Buddha’s mother queen Maya (Bulkeley, 2008; Young, 1999). 

Young (1999) concluded from her research that the origins and evolution of 

Buddhism’s dream beliefs include India and Hindu roots, and the indigenous dream beliefs of 

the countries into which Buddhism spread. Secular South Asian cultural beliefs suggest 

further spiritual dimensions in their dreams, who according to Young (1999) viewed dreams  
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a having an external origin, and that “the dreamer not only sees the dream but can be seen by 

i” (np. 9). 

Hindus believed that most dreams were natural products of the mind but that some 

dreams were thought to be from God. Dreams for the Hindus included prophetic warnings, 

medical diagnosis, divine guidance, mystical enlightenment, and the foretelling of a birth 

(conception dreams). The belief in these phenomena of dreaming was also present in 

Buddhism, as well as the identification of shared dreams, and dreams that reveal spiritual 

accomplishment (Birnbaum, 1989; Bulkeley, 2008; Young, 1999). Young noted that dreams 

have also been important in the Buddhist tradition in the discovery of reincarnations of the 

Dali Lama, and hidden texts. 

Bulkeley (2008) found a similar pattern in Japan as was found in India, China, and 

Tibet, where indigenous dream beliefs and practices blended with Buddhism. He noted that 

Japan had a rich tradition of dream beliefs and practices and its own dream theories prior to 

the arrival of Buddhism. Bulkeley further explained that dreams were believed to be a source 

of communication with the gods and a way to gain access to information about the future. 

Rituals of dream incubation were used officially by the state for issues such as royal 

succession and to resolve legal disputes. They were also used individually most frequently 

for illness. According to Bulkeley the dream incubation rituals occurred most frequently at 

the temples of fertility goddesses and female deities of caves and rocks. It was believed the 

deities at these sites had the power to heal through dreams (Bulkeley, 2008, p. 95). 

There were three major branches of Buddhism identified in the literature: Theravada, 

Mahayana, and Vajrayana or Tantrayana (Tantric Buddhism). Currently the Theravada 

tradition was found to be prominent in Sri Lanka and Southeast Asia, which includes 

Cambodia, Laos, and Thailand. The Mahayana was found primarily in Tibet, China, Japan,  
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Korea, and Vietnam. The Tantrayana or Vajrayana tradition was identified as a branch of the 

Mahayana school of Buddhism and developed in Tibet after the arrival of Buddhism. 

Dreams were important to all braches of Buddhism, particularly the Mahayana and 

Tantrayana branches. However, in Tibet the use of dreams took a more prominent role such 

as in the practice of Dream Yoga (Bulkeley, 2008; Varela, 1997; Young, 1999). 

The descriptions of the cosmology of the universe in Buddhism were extremely 

complex. Generally there were three dimensions of existence identified: the formless, the 

form, and desire. Hell realm beings, hungry ghosts, animals, humans, jealous gods, and 

some devas were considered constituents of the desire realm. Within the desire dimension 

were also six realms as part of Samsara, a continuing cycle of existence from birth, to death 

to rebirth. The beings of the desire realm transmigrate up or down through these reams based 

on their karma. The beings in the form realm were described as divas that have eliminated 

“desires other than the desire for visible, audible, and tactile sense objects” (Varela, 1997, p. 

232). 

In the formless realm the beings have neither desire nor physical form. These upper 

realms can be visited through meditative trances or dreams for teachings, or upper dimension 

beings may appear to lower realm beings (Birnbaum, 1989; Bulkeley, 2008; Young, 1999). 

The Mahayana branch of Buddhism expanded this cosmology to include the concept of 

innumerable buddhafields, or heavens, that were presided over by celestial Buddhas (Varela, 

1997), 

Both Birnbaum (1989), and Young (1999), noted the dualism that exists in Chinese 

and Tibetan Buddhist doctrine in regard to beliefs about the phenomena of dreams, and the 

concept of an enduring self or soul. On the one hand dreams were seen as an illusion and 

unimportant, and on the other there appeared to be a great focus on the use of dreams in  



spiritual practice, medical diagnosis, precognitive dreams, and prophetic dreams of the 

future, such as those determining the reincarnation of the Dalai Lama. Dreaming, 

wakefulness, and death were all seen as illusory states needing to be transcended. 

Varela (1997) and Young (1999) both described the mind body system of an 

individual within Buddhist doctrine as being made up of five aggregates: Body (form), 

sensation (feeling), perception, karmic disposition, and consciousness. Sensation and 

perception cease to exist after death, and it was believed that karma was transferred from one 

life to the next. Buddhist doctrines asserted that there is no enduring reality of the self, but 

rather the self is an impermanent phenomenon subject to change (Varela, p. 91). Young 

(1999) identified the conventional South Asian notion of the self to include past lives, 

relationships with spiritual and natural beings of many different kinds that were both visible 

and invisible, and social groups that included family and clan members (p. 52). A shared 

dream, where more than one person has the same dream, was also noted by Birnbaum (1989) 

and Young (1999). 

Other concepts of self within Tibetan Buddhism included the gross body, which was 

related to the ordinary state of mind and was believed to be subject to karma and negative 

mental states, and the subtle body. Contained within the subtle body exists a subtle energy, 

which was thought to migrate from one life to the next (Varela, 1997). There were also five 

inner and five outer elements identified. These were earth, water, fire, air, and space. The 

inner elements were identified as being contained within the body, and the outer elements 

were of the outer universe (Varela, 1997). 

The Dalai Lama also discussed “five colored radiance” that were attributed to the 

very subtle energy (as cited in Varela, 1997, p. 165). These were viewed as the basis for the 

body elements. It was believed that advanced Buddhist practitioners were able to cultivate a  



dream body and travel to other places in dreams or meditative practices (Birnbaum, 1989; 

Varela, 1997). 

Young (1999) found that there were also multiple variations in Buddhist dream 

theories among the texts she explored. She identified inconsistencies in dream interpretation; 

and material within, and between dream manuals. Generally speaking, for significant dreams 

an individual would seek assistance from their spiritual advisor, or a specialist to interpret the 

dreams (1999). She saw the paradoxical inconsistencies in dream practices and in dream 

theories as more of an emphasis of different aspects of the phenomena of dreams, rather than 

strong opposing viewpoints. 

The literature showed that there were no universal set of guidelines for dream 

interpretation or practices, and that Tibetan Buddhists were not interested in psychological 

interpretations of dreams, but rather in their ability to predict the future. The conscious 

pursuit of dream experience was also used as a path to enlightenment (Birnbaum, 1989; 

Young, 1999). The researcher noted a similar view expressed within the commentary of the 

Dalai Lama (as cited in Varela, 1997). 

Bulkeley (2008) believed that Buddhism’s focus on the examination of mental 

processes has much relevance to cognitive psychology. He asserted that Buddhism has a 

long tradition and interest in the topics of vision, memory, language, emotion, attention, and 

dreaming. He believed that their examination of the meta-cognitive thinking in dreams was 

relevant to current debates in science on the cognitive functioning occurring in dreams. 

Dreams were a prominent focus from the beginning of Buddhism and there were 

many references to dream theories outlined in the sacred texts. The scholar-monk 

Buddhaghosa (fifth century C.E.) delineated a typology of dreams base on their four causes.  



These are disturbances of the bodily elements, previous experience, influence of the gods, 

and omens. The early Buddhist texts appear similar with medical texts (Young, 1999). 

Buddhism in Tibet gave special emphasis on the teachings of the Indian Buddhist 

sage Naropa. The Six Yogas of Naropa is a written collection of ancient tantric rituals. The 

Six Yogas were identified as inner heat, illusory body, dream, light, transference of 

consciousness and the intermediate state of Bardo, (the state between death and rebirth). The 

yogas were accomplished or mastered in sequential order. Each yoga involved disciplines of 

meditational practices designed to develop greater awareness and control of the mind and the 

body. In achieving illusory body a special dream body would be created that could separate 

from the body during sleep and travel (Bulkeley, 2008; Young, 1999; Varela, 1997). 

The Dali Lama’s description of the practice of Dream Yoga resembled the shamanic 

practices of the Native American and Australian Aboriginal traditions: 

There is said to be a relationship between dreaming, on the one hand, and the gross 

and subtle levels of the body on the other. But it’s also said there is such a thing as a 

‘special dream state.” In that state the special dream body is created from the mind 

and from vital energy (known in Sanskrit as prana) within the body. This special 

body is able to disassociate entirely from the gross physical body and travel 

elsewhere (Dalai Lama, as cited in Varela, 1997, p. 38-39). 

Advanced practitioners would focus on the heart center of the dream body and withdraw the 

vital energy into the heart center. This leads to the experience of natural clear light (subtle 

body), which is similar to the primordial clear light of death (Dali Lama, as cited in Varela, 

p- 129). 

The researcher found several references to the use of dreams for spiritual teachings 

and practice. These included dream practices used to gain access to other realms, and  
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teachings as a confirmation of spiritual attainment. There were examples of living and dead 

spiritual teachers entering the dreams of the devotee. In the case of a living teacher this 

would be an example of shared dreaming. In the Tibetan tradition meditating or visualizing 

of particular deities were believed to bring greater clarity to the dream state, and certain signs 

or symbols in dreams were used to determine the level of spiritual achievement of 

practitioners (Dali Lama, as cited in Varela, 1997; Young, 1999). 

Young (1999) found that the Tibetan canon lists 108 auspicious dream images that 

appear to one pursuing the Bodhisattva path. However she noted that there were 

inconsistencies within the texts (p. 139). Young’s study of dreams within the scared and 

historic texts of Buddhism shows how the dreams of an individual seeking enlightenment 

evolve, and the mutual influence between the individual, religious thought, and tradition. 

Dreams continued to be an important aspect for Buddhist spiritual learning and 

practice in Japan. Bulkeley (2008) illustrated an example of this from Japan. A Buddhist 

monk from Japan, Myoe Shonin (1173-1232 CE), collected his dreams for about forty years. 

Myoe’s dream autobiography was a popular text in Japan. Some of his dreams recount 

spiritual lessons and guidance being given by a heavenly being. 

Dream incubation practices have continued to be used by Tibetan Buddhist to date. 

Young (1999) described a week-long Kakachakra ceremony she attended during which 

initiates were given kusha grass and instructed by the Dalai Lama to place the grass under the 

mattress and pillow of the initiate’s bed. The grass was given for the purpose of having 

unmistaken, clear dreams. They were to place the head of the bed pointed in the direction of 

the ritual site, to sleep on the right side in lion posture, and “to ‘engage in techniques so that 

you fall asleep within a virtuous attitude,” and to pay attention only to the dreams that 

occurred around dawn” (p. 133).  
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He also instructed the initiates in ritual actions to take if they were to experience bad 

dreams. The religious texts examined by Birnbaum (1989) detailed actions to take to dispel 

bad dreams. Offering reverent punja to the Buddha of healing could dispel nightmares, 

apparitions, and bad omens, and mantras were used to invoke the deities and ward of 

negative vibrations (p. 85-86). 

The researcher found a great deal of data in the research on Buddhism that identified 

dreams as an important diagnostic tool for illness. There were several important Tibetan 

Texts that were listed in Youngs research. The Four Treatises (rGyud bZhi), a famous 

Tibetan Buddhist medical text written about 400 C. E., had an interesting history. This terma 

text is attributed to the historical Buddha, who is believed to have manifested as the Medicine 

Buddha in order to teach this text. Within this text certain dreams and symbols were 

connected to illness and death. The most relevant dreams were believed to be those that 

occur in the early morning. 

Another text Young (1999) described was the Tibetan text, The Blue Berl, written by 

Sangye Gyatso (1653-1705). This text elaborates on the teachings of The Four Treatises. 

Gyatso list seven kinds of dreams. These were “what one has seen, heard, intuitively sensed, 

aspired toward in the form of prayer, or mentally conceived; those that are prophetic and, and 

those caused by disease” (Young, 1999, p.70). In healthy people dreams originate in the 

heart center of the body where it was believed the seat of consciousness resided and was the 

source for both normal perceptions and dream perceptions. In dreams it was believed that 

consciousness moves to different parts of the body where it can reveal illness. Figure 6 is a 

detail of a medical painting based on The Four Treatises, depicting dreams and dream images 

originating in the heart center.  



  

Figure 6. Detail of a Medical Painting Based on the rGyud bZhi. Romeo Shrestha (ca. 

1990), Photo: J. Beckett & D. Finnin (1999). Copyright 1999 by the American Museum of 

Natural History Library (Image number: 7640). Reprinted with permission.  
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The literature also documented the belief within Buddhism that skilled Tibetan monks 

were able to diagnose the cause of another’s illness through dreams (Birnbaum, 1989, 

Young, 1999; Varela, 1997). One account within the sacred texts was of the monk Paldan 

Lodo (1527-97), a master of dream yoga, who used his own dreams to locate the source of 

illness in others. Young stated that, “the source was often found to be a demon, whom he 

then battled on behalf of the sick person” (1999, p. 71). 

Young (1999) maintained that these texts have elements of indigenous dream 

practices and shamanistic dream experiences. The use of dreams to diagnosis illness in the 

Tibetan Buddhist tradition was also discussed by the fourteenth Dalai Lama, who explained 

that the examination of the symptoms of illness by a doctor included the patient’s dreams 

(Dalai Lama, as cited in Varela, 1997). 

Buddhism has identified the mind as an important factor in causing, and the curing of 

most disease (Varela, 1997). The Dalai Lama delineated aspects of Tibetan medicine and 

diagnosis, which has identified three humors to human physiology. These were wind, bile, 

and phlegm. He added that disturbances of these humors originate in “the ‘three poisons,’ or 

primary mental afflictions, namely attachment, anger, and ignorance” (Dalai Lama, as cited 

in Varela, 1997, p. 159-160). According to the Dalai Lama external factors may also cause 

imbalances, including nonhuman beings. 

Physicist F. A. Wolf (1995) noted that there are several researchers in the west who 

have identified the connection between the dream and body illness. He asserted that the 

Tibetan concepts of dreams and consciousness have correlations with several discoveries of 

quantum physics. He stated: 

Mass turned out to be energy, and energy turned out to be ultimately undefinable. 

Space and time became entwined, interpenetrating, and ultimately inseparable... .  



With the quantum physical discovery of the effects of the observer on subatomic 

systems, the mind became part of the universe entwined with mass, space, and time. 

Today, our position is close to the one discovered by basic tribal peoples. The 

concept of universal energy in our language might be called ‘universal quantum wave 

function’... This “wave” pervades everything and like the universal energy it resists 

objective discovery. It appears as a guiding influence in all that we observe. Perhaps 

it is the same thing as the “clear light”-the all-pervading consciousness without an 

object-of Buddhist thought (p.206). 

Wolf also theorized that there is a relationship between lucid dreaming and theories of 

quantum physics that may be “explained through the model of a hologram” (p. 195). 

The arts in the dream traditions of Buddhism. The research indicated a rich 

history of dream practices and ritualized use of the arts for meditation and healing. 

According to Birnbaum (1989) Tibetan Buddhism was found to place an emphasis on 

visualization practices. Copying of text was, and has continued to be a popular form of 

devotion. Images and art were of primary importance for the worship and invocation of the 

deities and the Buddha, and for their use in healing. Song and chants were also part of the 

meditative and healing practices. He explained that most South Asian Buddhist texts were 

chanted out loud, and not read in solitude (1989). 

Young (1999) found that in the biography of Milarepa (twelfth-century CE), the 

dreams from his entire life were recounted. Known as The Hundred Thousand Songs of 

Milarepa, the dreams were composed as songs or poetical verse. 

The researcher found another example in the literature that described the use of ritual 

dream incubation and art as a religious practice. Bulkeley (2008) related the story of Kwan 

Hiu (832-912 CE), of the Mahayana branch of Buddhism, who “reportedly developed a  
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method of combining meditation, visualization, and dreaming to create the images of his art” 

(p. 93). He prayed to the Buddhist saints for a vision of an arhat (one who has obtained 

enlightenment), and when he received a vision would paint from his dreams what he saw. 

Birnbaum (1989) researched the complex traditions of the celestial Buddha know as 

Master of Healing, The Lapis Lazuli Radiance Buddha, which is from the Mahayana 

tradition. In meditation, prayer, and ritual worship images were used as tools for the 

invocation of the deity for healing of body and spirit. In this context healing involved the 

body, the mind, and the spiritual transformation of the individual. 

Buddhism identified the mind as an important factor in causing and curing of most 

diseases, and in spiritual enlightenment (Birnbaum, 1989; Young, 1999; Varela, 1997). Art 

was used in visualizations, in the depiction of dreams, and vision, and ritually to invoke the 

deities. Birnbaum (1989) believed the art depicted cosmic harmony and gave a visible form 

to what is by nature invisible. Again in this study was the reference to the elimination of the 

three inner poisons and karmic obstructions, the ultimate aim being enlightenment. 

Birnbaum (1989) explained: 

To the practitioner within the Buddhist tradition, images may be seen as profound 

reminders of spiritual forces. Most importantly, they are used as conduits for the 

invocation of these forces, and in this role they are potent aids of incalculable value 

». 77). 

For religious practitioners, the bodhisattva generally manifested in dreams and 

appeared in a variety of form such as a diva, spirit being, king, elder, monk, grandmother or 

grandfather. Burnbaum (1989) clarified that the deities may communicate by revealing a 

form. The devotee may also visualize the images of forms revealed to masters of the past (p. 

79). Again we see how the images and cultural symbols were both influenced by, and  



influence the dreams of the cultural members. Birnbaum (1989) explained that advanced 

forms of visualization meditations used for invocation of the “spiritual force of a deity” were 

restricted to private practice of the initiated and advanced practitioners, and the physical 

creation of an image was used for public devotions, and invocations by large groups (p. 259). 

Figure 7 is a photograph of a completed Medicine Buddha sand mandala that was 

installed in the in the Ackland Yager Gallery of Asian Art. Two Buddhist monks, the Ven. 

Tenzin Thutop and the Ven. Tenzin Deshek, from the Namgyal Monastery in Ithaca, New 

York, began this five-and-a-half foot diameter mandala on February 26, 2001. Once the final 

ceremony was completed the mandala was ritually disposed of (Ackland Art Museum, 2001). 

This elaborate and detailed mandala was filled with visual and color symbolism, and 

appeared to the researcher to be nearly identical to the one described by Birnbaum (1989) of 

an initiation, healing ritual. 

The Buddhist healing rituals described generally lasted for days and included an 

elaborate and colorful mix of prayers, offerings, mantras, invocations, visualizations, and the 

use of created mandalas. The mandalas created in special rituals and meditations of esoteric 

traditions are used as a focal point of the ritual (Birnbaum, 1989). Birnbaum (1989) 

described the extreme complexity of the healing rituals: 

What is common to these various rites and indeed what is essential is that by 

recitation of sacred syllables and by conscious evocation and invocation of deities the 

world is transformed. The mandala becomes a center of sacred space, charged with 

vibrant energy, and the participants, merging with the Lords invoked, are spiritually 

transformed (p.104). 

Transmission of knowledge to the disciples occurred through an initiation/consecration 

ceremony in which the lineage of deities was transmitted. Birnbaum (1989) explained:  



Figure 7. Photo of the Completed Medicine Buddha Sand Mandala at the Ackland Art 

Museum. Created by the Ven. Tenzin Thutop and the Ven. Tenzin Deshek, from the 

Namgyal Monastery in Ithaca, New York. Copyright 2001 by Ackland Art Museum. The 

University of North Carolina at Chapel Hill. Reprinted with permission. 

 



70 

The disciples are taught to evoke the Healing Buddhas by visualization; the forms and 

colors of these Lords are revealed at this point.... After the disciples pledge to never 

reveal the secrets of the mystic mandala —what was communicated on an inner plane 

and the lama’s oral teachings (p. 105). 

Though it was not directly stated the researcher assumes that what was being described in 

this ritual was a form of communal waking vision, initiating the disciples, under the guidance 

of the lama. 

In the Tibetan tradition, aspects of the mandala were believed to have a special 

healing function. The T shaped breaks in the square were described as the four gates to the 

palace. Within each gate were depicted the four guardian kings of the world. Each of the 

Guardians of the Four Quarters was responsible for one of the four elements: fire, water, air, 

and earth. According to Birnbaum (1989), within the Tibetan tradition the four kings (with 

their subsequent color and directional symbolism), were believed to have a special healing 

function. Birnbaum stated that, “these are the primary constituents of the universe and also 

of man, who is a universe in microcosm” (p. 102). 

The researcher was surprised to find such a similar pattern as that found in the healing 

traditions of the Native American sand mandala. Though she could find no direct reference 

she speculated that within Tibetan Buddhist dream theory the symbolism found in dreams 

may coincide with the four elements, and in turn the use of the mandala to heal would make 

use of the associated guardian of that element to induce healing and restore harmony. 

In summary, the traditions of Buddhism showed the same patterns found in the other 

cultures examined. In Tibetan Buddhism there was little interest in dream interpretation. 

Dreams were thought to predict the future, and were used for medical diagnosis and healing. 

However, they were primarily used as a path to spiritual enlightenment.  



Dreamwork in Judaism’s Kabbalistic Tradition 

From its beginnings dreams have played an important role in the formation of the 

Jewish religion. Bulkeley (2008) found that the Talmud, a religious text of the Judaic oral 

tradition compiled by sages at about 500 CE, included examples of prophetic dreams, 

visitations from the departed, nightmares, and healing dreams. The subject of dreams was 

also the focus of a section of the Talmud called the Berachot. He noted that within this text 

there were different viewpoints on the use and value of dreams. For example some rabbis 

cautioned against dream incubation, and others promoted the practice. In this text dreams 

were believed to have an external origin, true dreams coming from the divine or angels, and 

false dreams from demons. 

In the 13™ century dreams became a major focus in the mystical Jewish tradition of 

Kabbalah. The religious text of Zohar, (Book of Splendor), is the bible of Kaballah. The 

Zohar is believed to have composed in the 13™ century (Bulkeley, 2008; Hoffman, 1995a). 

Hoffman (1995a) wrote that according to the Kabbalah teachings, psychic information 

involving telepathy, clairvoyance, and precognition from the higher self was believed to 

occur during sleep. Kabbalists also believed that communication from departed love ones or 

the divine can occur during dreams. Jewish mystics, however, approached this type of 

dreams on a case-by-case basis to confirm (or dispute) the dream’s possible paranormal 

elements. 

Dream incubation was also practiced and Hoffman (1995b) gave several examples of 

dream incubation practices. Hoffman asserted that the ancient visionary approach to dreams 

within the Kabbalah tradition provided a more thorough perspective than was typically stated 

by common psychological theories. Practitioners of the Jewish mystical tradition of  
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Kabbalah believed that dreams were gateways to the spiritual realm, a way toward spiritual 

growth, and that each individual was placed on earth for a particular divine mission. 

The researcher found two similar definitions of the soul in the literature. One stating 

that there were three elements: Nefesh (animal soul), Ruach (divine wind, breath, or spirit), 

and Neshamah (suprasoul) (Kramer, 1995). Another that added an additional two levels to 

the soul: Hayah was listed as the fourth and was associated with Hokhmah in the Tree of 

Life, and Yechidah was associated with the realm of Kefer. It was thought that these two 

higher souls were rarely activated in a life (Tresenfeld, 1995). 

Similar to the other cultures examined, the belief in an aspect or level(s) of the soul 

that could leave the body during sleep was also present. Hoffman quoted the Jewish scholar 

Rabbi Elijah: 

Indeed about the year 1800, Rabbi Elijah, the Gaon (great scholar) of Vilna, advised 

his disciples that ‘God created sleep to this end only, that we should attain the insights 

that we cannot obtain... when our soul is joined to the body; for during sleep ...the 

soul is out of the body and clothed in a supernatural garment’ (as cited in Hoffman, 

1995b,p. 127) 

Within the concept of Adam Kadmon, (cosmic man) was further delineation of the four 

primary bodies: physical, emotional, mental, and spiritual (Malachi, 1995). 

Richter (1995) noted that reincarnation was present in Jewish Kabbalah beliefs. She 

cited The Book of Clear Light (Sefer ha-Bahir) as having references to reincarnation, and the 

Bedtime Shema (prayer) which included the line “O god, forgive me if I have sinned against 

you or others, either in this transmigration or in others” (p. 275). The researcher found it 

fascinating to learn that the concept of reincarnation was also present in Jewish mysticism.  



The Jewish cosmology was identified as being composed of four worlds or realms. 

These were outlined as Afzilut (Emanation), Beriyah (Creation, the world of pattern), 

Yeizirah (Formation, energy, emotions), and A4ssiyah (the physical world of action) (Draisin, 

1995). Within each world the Tree of Life was superimposed. The Tree of Life was 

composed of ten Sefirot, which was thought to be the basis of all aspects of the cosmos 

(Hoffman, 1995a). 

Table 1 illustrates how these inner and outer worlds related to the Tree of Life and the 

Adam Kadmon (Malachi, 1995; Epstein, 1995). Draisin (1995) and Hoffman (1995b) noted 

that each Sefirot was associated with a variety of attributes, including symbols such as colors, 

musical notations, and areas of the human body. The Tree of Life was used as a tool for 

meditation and represents the “interrelational archetypal patterns that describe the calling 

Table 1 

The Dimensions of Adam Kadmon and The Tree of Life 

  

World Aspect of Adam Qualities Dimensions 

Kadmon 

Atzilut Impulse Spiritual body Pure being The higher planes 
(Emanation) Limitless light 

Nothingness 
Union with god 

Beriyah Mental body Grace 5" and 6™ dimension 
(Creation) Discernment 

Unconditional love 

Detachment 
Yetzirah Emotional body Creativity 4" dimension 
(Formation) Imagery 

Psychic phenomena 
Dreams 

Assiyah Physical Physical body Material world 3" dimension 
(Action) World World of illusion 

Karmic events 

Politics 
  

Note. Consolidated information from (Malachi, 1995, p. 170; Epstein, 1995, p. 69).  



forth, the creation, the formation, and finally the physical manifestation of our universe” 

(Draisin, 1995, p. 53). 

Figure 8 is an illustration of the Tree of Life superimposed on Adam Kadmon 

(cosmic man) (Waite, 1929/2003). Tiferet (beauty), located at the center of the Tree of Life, 

was identified with the attributes of wholeness, harmony, and relatedness, and aesthetic 

beauty (art, music, poetry) of a spiritual nature. Hoffman (1995a) stated: “ Beauty is the vital 

sphere of energy- described as the highest presence of the divine we can ordinarily glimpse 

during earthly life” (p. 8). This heart center is connected to all other Sefirots. 

Draisin (1995) explained that in relation to the human psyche, it was representative of 

our true selves, and was identified as a place that connects the lower and the higher states of 

consciousness. It was also identified with the phenomenon of dreaming, and could be 

accessed through meditation, and guided imagery. 

Draisin (1995) outlined many procedures for attainment of higher consciousness: 

these included methods for disciplined use of the mind, such as meditation, focused 

concentration, guided imagery; dreamwork and dream interpretation; and the study of sacred 

texts or symbols (p. 54). Methods of devotion, and ritual were other avenues to obtain higher 

consciousness and spiritual development. According to Draisen, methods of devotion in the 

Kabbalah tradition included prayer, song, poetry, art, and relationships. 

Art, sound, and healing: The healing of ourselves, and the world. 

The use of ritual, imagery, sound, and spoken word were all found in the research on 

the Jewish tradition of Kabbalah. Kramer (1995) outlined the Hasidic meditative techniques 

of Kabbalah, which included using breathing with visualizations of sacred Hebrew names or 

Hebrew letters; integrating breath and sound with motion; and activating internal centers of 

the body (Sefirot), through sound and color visualizations. He also discussed repetitive  
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Figure 8. The Sacred Tree of Sefiroth, (Superimposed upon the Adam Kadmon), 1929. From 

The Holy Kabbalah (Illustration in frontispiece), by A. E. Waite, 2003, New York, NY: 

Dover (Original work published 1929).  
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spiritual chanting. One particular meditation involved a seated meditation with visualizations 

of the shape of Hebrew vowels, the vocalization of those vowels with the out breathe, and 

detailed head movements. He noted that these techniques often used multiple senses. The 

activation of the senses appeared to the researcher to be similar to the religious and healing 

traditions of the other cultures examined. 

Another technique described used sound and color visualization to activate internal 

centers of the body corresponding to each Sefirot. For example, there was a meditation to 

unify the heart (a energy center identified with Tiferet), which combined breathing, the 

Hebrew alphabet, and visualizing a violet/purple color. These techniques also had healing 

dimensions. Kramer (1995) explained that “the place in the body that manifests pain usually 

corresponds to the Sefirot system.... If you are able to bear with any unpleasant sensations, 

you may receive flashes of images and thoughts relating to what the block is about” (p. 246). 

The goal of meditation was to separate oneself from the animal soul, and attach oneself to the 

divine wind, with the goal of bridging with Neshamah. Though dreams were not mentioned 

in Kramer’s (1995) discussion, the researcher feels that there may be some connection in 

terms of diagnosis and use in treatment. 

Malachi (1995) outlined the use of sound for healing and connecting with the divine. 

Malachi described an experienced Kabbalist as “noting short of a healer and magician” 

(1995, p. 162). Jewish mystics utilized a variety of techniques of chanting and drumming to 

alter habitual consciousness. Kabalistic toning involved the art of creating sound with the 

human voice for the purpose of healing. 

Malachi (1995) described thought forms as vibrational in nature. He explained that 

the Kabbalah healing system associated thought energy that is positive and harmonious as 

leading to health, and thought forms that are negative and discordant and leading to illness.  



According to the Kabbalah it is the responsibility of everyone to heal the world. The 

physical body, each organ and cell, is believed to have a resonant frequency, and negative 

and harsh thoughts, feelings and actions all create disharmony and disease. 

In Kabbalah sound healing, when the resonant frequency of the body part was 

sounded (or one of its harmonics) the particular body part would return to its natural state as 

it vibrated sympathetically with the tone. Healing occurred when the natural resonant 

frequency (tone) was restored. The Tree of Life superimposed on Adam Kadmon (cosmic 

man), as seen in Figure 8, is composed of the ten Sefirot, and each Sefirah corresponds to an 

area of the body. This diagram served as a template for the human body within the 

Kabbalistic system. Malachi (1995) described each Sefirot as “a vibrating and pulsating 

vortex of energy” (p. 169). 

Malachi (1995) noted that a blockage of energy could occur when one of the Sefirots 

was underdeveloped causing, unfulfilled aspects of consciousness, or negative action. This 

would manifest as problems in any of the four bodies: spiritual, mental, emotional, or 

physical. The whole Sefiric system appeared to the researcher to be holistic. A Tree of life 

exists for each of the four bodies and a blockage in one body causes disharmony and 

imbalance in the other levels. 

Sound and color vibrations used for healing were described in the literature. Healing 

sound took the form of particular Hebrew phrases or toning. The use of various forms of 

movement; dance, and the martial arts; and the use of drums shakers and musical instruments 

to evoke a greater release of negative energies were also noted (Malachi, 1995). 

Kabbalah was found to be a complex practice that traditionally was a secret practice 

of advanced spiritual practitioners. More recently there has been a renewed interest in 

Jewish mysticism. Like the other traditions covered, it was difficult to get a complete picture  



of such a complex system. However the research reviewed on Kabbalah indicated that 

dreams were intricately related to their spiritual and healing practices. While there was little 

direct link to dreaming and art processing, similar patterns of the use of ritualized art, music, 

spoken word, poetry, dance, and movement for meditation were found. Further these 

practices had spiritual as well as healing aspects. A holistic understanding of health can be 

seen in the complex system of the Tree of Life, where each element was intricately linked to 

other elements within, and without the individual. 

Dream Beliefs in Islam 

“Many wonders are manifest in sleep: in sleep the heart becomes a window. One that is 

awake and dreams beautiful dreams, he is the knower of God. Receive the dust of his eyes” 

(Rami, as cited in Vaughan-Lee, 1994). 

The literature showed that in the traditions of Islam there was the widespread belief 

that dreams contained precognitive information. Corbin (1966) researched visionary dreams 

within Islamic spirituality and found the belief in prophetic dreams, and spiritual initiation 

dreams. He discussed the importance of initiatory dreams in the quest for spiritual 

attainment. Sufism has had a particular interest in the use of dreams. 

According the Corbin (1966) Sufis believed that spiritual guides visit during 

visionary dreams. These could be living religious teachers, as well as the deceased. Sufis 

have also used dreams to guide them to their spiritual teacher. There were several accounts 

of individuals encountering their future spiritual advisor in dreams, prior to actually meeting 

them (Bulkeley, 2008; Corbin, 1966). 

The cosmology of Islam included three realms. There was the physical world, the 

spiritual world, and located between them was the imaginal world in which there were 

believed to be autonomous forms and images. Bulkeley (2008) explained that it was  



believed that the human soul could journey to this imaginal realm in dreams and waking 

visions. The research identified the Islamic belief that in dreams and waking visions the soul 

could interact with the deceased, obtain precognitive knowledge about the future, and receive 

divine guidance. It was also believed that some dreams might originate from god, angels, or 

the devil (Corbin, 1966; Lecerf, 1966; Bulkeley, 2008). 

The Hadiths, an Islamic text of the teachings and practices of Muhammad, contained 

numerous references to dream interpretation and practices (Bulkeley, 2008; Corbin, 1966; 

Lecerf, 1966). The Muslim science of dream interpretation was called fabir, which means, 

“carrying across to the other side of the river” (Bulkeley, 2008, p. 203). While there were 

dream manuals, when interpreting a dream the personality and life circumstances were taken 

into account (Bulkeley, 2008). 

Lecerf (1966) mentioned that dreams were also used therapeutically for diagnosis of 

illness (p. 377). Several researchers noted that Muslims practiced a form of dream 

incubation through the recital of a special prayer (Corbin, 1966; Lecerf, 1966). Lecerf 

(1966) believed that some aspects of indigenous dream practices might have been integrated 

into Islamic dream practices. Dreams were believed to foretell the future, and were used for 

medical diagnosis. 

Both Lecerf (1966) and Bulkeley (2008) maintained that the core principles found in 

the Hadith were the foundation of current dream practices used by Muslim communities 

throughout the world. Bulkelely (2008) cited a study conducted in Jordan that found that one 

in five college students had experienced a dream of the Jinn (spirits). Bad dreams and 

nightmares may be attributed to Jinn possession in Jordon and required a specialist to 

exorcise the spirits. He also noted that there were popular magazines articles in which  
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individuals sent in reports of strange dreams along with pertinent details. These were then 

interpreted and advised upon by Muslim psychiatrists (Bulkeley, 2008). 

Figurative art in a religious context was prohibited in Islam due to its prohibition of 

idol worship. However, the researcher did find a brief reference to the use of a mandala 

visualization for protection (Corbin, 1966). Corbin (1966) also told of the Sufi master 

Najmoddin Kobraa (1221 CE.), who delineated and interpreted “the color light sensations the 

mystics may perceive in his spiritual state” (p. 394). The colors corresponded to the level of 

spiritual attainment. Meier (1966) noted accounts of dream inspiration from spirits in the 

form of poetic verse and music within the Sufi tradition. 

The traditional Islamic use of dreams was primarily for spiritual attainment and 

spiritual healing. However, as mentioned by Bulkeley (2008), the current research of 

Muslim communities shows similar dream beliefs in the general populations of Arabic 

nations. Dreams were believed to foretell the future, and were also used for medical 

diagnosis. While the research indicated a link between dream experiences and the use of art 

within the Sufi tradition, how this was expressed was primarily culturally determined. From 

the literature reviewed it appears poetic 

Dream Beliefs of Africans and African Americans 

The researcher found that although there were many studies on the cultures of Africa, 

few had dreams as their focus. However, within the literature covered it appeared that the 

majority of Africans have the belief in precognitive dreams. A significant number of African 

Americans were found to be descendents of Yorba Ancestors (Lawal, 2007). Within the 

Yorba culture dreams played a significant role. 

In a study by McKenzie (1992) of Yorba dreams and visions in the ethnographical 

literature of the 19" Century, precognitive dreams, shamanistic visions during rituals, and  
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dreams of spiritual nature were all reported. There were three broad categories of deities in 

Yoruba culture. These were defined as primordial beings, deified ancestors, and assorted 

natural spirits. The Yoruba cosmology consisted of the realm of the living and the realm of 

the spirits. 

Shaw (1992) found that the cosmology of the Temne culture (from the Guinea Coast 

region of Africa) was comprised of multiple worlds. Their cosmology included the visible 

world inhabited by human beings, a world inhabited by spirits, a world inhabited by 

ancestors, and a world inhabited by witches. There was also a fifth world described, that of 

the dream world which was believed to be close to the spirit world. 

The inhabitants of these other worlds could see humans, but only those with special 

power were believed to be able to see these other spirits. Those with special powers included 

individuals who were “diviners, powerful hunters, warriors and blacksmiths, cult association 

officials, twins, and witches” (Shaw, p. 37). The Temne cultural beliefs about dreams 

included precognitive dreams, dreams for personal power and knowledge, and dreams to 

diagnose and heal illness. 

Within many African cultures dreams were found to be an important form of 

mediation between the spirit world and the artist (Hackett, 1996). Lawal stated, “in many 

African cultures art is inseparable from life” (p.10). According to Lawal (2007) art and ritual 

connected the community and the individual to the numinous for “individual and collective 

empowerment, both physically and spiritually” (p. 93). Artist received spiritual assistance 

from the spirit world in the Yorba culture as well (Hackett, 1996; Lawal, 2007). 

As previously stated in the preliminary literature review, the mandala symbol in 

dreams was also present in Black African dream imagery and contemporary healing rituals 

and divinations of the Xhosa took place in the mandala form (Van Brenda, 1999).  
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Exploring the dream beliefs and practices in Africa may provide information relevant 

to individuals of African American heritage. Shafton (2002) interviewed 116 African 

Americans, from a variety of ages and population, about their own and their families’ 

experiences with dreams. Shafton found that 92 percent of the African Americans he 

interviewed held the belief in precognitive dreams. A high percentage of African Americans 

reported experiences with ancestor visitation and precognitive dreams. They also reported 

less of a separation between dreaming and waking states. Other findings included the use of 

dream information for betting, the belief that déja vu experience were caused by 

unremembered dreams, and dream interpretation based on a primary image rather than on the 

whole dream report. 

In summary, within the African cultures explored we see the same pattern as in all the 

other traditions researched. Dreams were used to gain information about the future, for 

medical diagnosis, healing, and to connect to the spirit world. Ancestral visitations appeared 

prominently in dream beliefs of both African and African Americans. Similar to the other 

traditions explored, art, dreams, ritual action, and healing appeared to be intricately 

connected in many African cultures. 

The Frontiers of Dreamwork and Dream Research 

One of the challenges of cross-cultural research is in incorporating the information 

into meaningful, comprehendible, and usable methods. It may be hard for many in the 

modern western world to comprehend accounts of bad spirits, witches, the divine, or the dead 

visiting in dreams; or spirits as the cause of good fortune or someone’s illness. However, 

these reports should not be dismissed. Similar dream experiences have been reported in the 

recent past in the west.  
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Barasch (2000) wrote of his own experience with prophetic dreams and nightmares of 

an impending illness. In his book he recounted a series of dreams in which he was attacked 

by a whole host of dream characters and animals. These dreams appeared different to 

Barasch; they had a vivid “Technicolor realism” (p. 1). Finally, after several doctor visits in 

which he expressed his concern he was diagnosed with thyroid cancer. Within a different 

cultural context these dreams could have easily been identified as caused by attacks of a 

spiritual nature. 

Barasch (2000) also described how his subsequent interest in sharing dreams with his 

family facilitated deep healing and understanding among the family members. What 

transpired as the results of him asking his family to incubate a dream on his behalf could only 

be described as telepathic. Aspects of his father’s dream held information that he had 

withheld from his family, an in turn this very same dream turned out to also hold information 

concerning the family history that had never been discussed. The discussion and sharing of 

the dreams within his family brought understanding and healing for all. 

Dream researchers have begun to look into the connection between illness and 

dreams. Smith (1990) concluded from looking at several research studies that traumatic 

dreams might serve as an early warning for health problems. He also conducted a study on 

the dreams of patients undergoing catheterization for possible heart disease. He found a 

correlation between the frequency and severity of traumatic dreams and more severe heart 

disease (Smith, 1987, as cited in Smith 1990). 

Hillman (1988) noted that some practitioners in the contemporary dreamwork 

movement in the United States have adapted indigenous techniques for use in groups. 

Moss (1996) has adapted indigenous techniques, such as dream incubation and dream re- 

entry for use in dreamwork. The researcher recently attended a workshop by Moss in which  
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a group dream re-entry was used for the benefit of a participant with health issues. She found 

this experience profoundly powerful. Though none of the participants knew the individual 

with health problems, the guided meditation and re-entry into his dream provided useful 

information for him. The researcher found that her own experience of this exercise produced 

information of his condition that she was not aware of. These techniques could easily be 

adapted for use with art therapy. 

 



CHAPTER V 

CONCLUSIONS, DISCUSSION, RECOMMENDATIONS 

The Universality of Precognitive Dreams 

In review of the literature the researcher found that the phenomenon of precognitive 

dreams appeared across all cultures reviewed. In fact, she found the same pattern identified 

by Basso (1987), who determined that many cultures throughout the world view dreams as 

having a close and causal connection with the future. It should be noted that this does not 

mean that dreams are only about the future, a single dream may relate to many themes. 

The literature also confirmed that indigenous groups across a wide variety of cultures 

have typically placed greater importance on dreams, and dream sharing within the 

community, than the dominant culture in the United States. While it was not difficult to find 

research that documented the belief in precognitive dreams, researching into how these 

dreams were used and processed within a culture proved to be a very complex process. What 

the researcher found in all the cultures reviewed was a rich history of the use of dreams for 

diagnosis of illness, healing, personal empowerment, and spiritual connection. 

Commonalities of Dream Beliefs and Practices 

Among the cultures reviewed there were several similarities of dream beliefs and 

practices that are of interest to dreamwork. In all the cultures examined dreams were 

believed to be external in origin, and dreams could contain individual or transpersonal 

elements. This may be an important consideration in how dreams would be approached 

when working with individuals from a variety of ethnic backgrounds. 

Within the cultural traditions researched there was a more elastic sense of self, space, 

and time; where in dreams or waking visions the past, present, or future could be 

experienced. The cultural traditions reviewed in this study had cosmological views that  
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viewed the universe as an interrelated web of connections that included the past, present, and 

future; and an assortment of beings both living and dead. For many cultures the notion of the 

self was not separate from the environment but a part of it, and the self was intricately 

connected to others, to the ancestors, to the spirits, and to the natural world. 

The researcher feels that a holonomic understanding of dreams, as outlined by Irwin 

(1994), encompasses the complex and diverse experience of dreams as an interactive 

experience that includes not only the dreamer but also the world beyond the dreamer. As 

stated before, this is similar to an important aspect of gestalt field theory, which views the 

world as a systematic web of relationships. Scientific understanding of the universe 

continues to expand and change. Wolf (1995) noted that recent developments in quantum 

physics suggest that the boundaries of time, space, and energy, are more interconnected than 

previously thought, and appear similar to traditional indigenous beliefs in the interconnection 

of all things and the existence of a universal energy. 

The cosmologies of all the traditions researched believed in a multi-dimensional 

universe in which other realms were assessable through dreams. In reviewing the traditions 

of Native American Indians, Aboriginal Australians, Tibetan Buddhism, and Kabbalah the 

researcher found that each tradition had created a theoretical system in which a map or 

template was created that graphically depicted man (cosmic man) in relation to the energies 

of the universe. Man was seen as a microcosm of the universe. 

Within each of these four systems of healing, dreams are an avenue for both 

diagnosing and treating illness. In studying these systems the researcher came to the 

conclusion that dreams served as a mediator between inner and outer realms, as well as, 

between the body and the mind. Each system appeared to have identified areas of the body 

with particular inner and outer symbology that related to both dreams, as well as ways to  
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restore balance. However, the systems were not identical. The symbolism and methods for 

dream interpretation, processing, and for their methods of healing, were culturally specific. 

All the cultures examined also identified external dream encounters as the source for 

artistic and spiritual inspiration. However the emphasis of each tradition showed cultural 

variation. The production of pictorial rich visual imagery was found in the Buddhist tradition 

and the Native American, Australian Aboriginal, and African cultures; while in the Islamic 

and Kabbalah tradition there was a tendency to toward the reproduction of abstract 

symbolization. 

The research on Native American Indian, Aboriginal Australian, Tibetan Buddhism, 

Kabbalah, and African traditions all mentioned the non-verbal perceptual and sensory aspects 

involved in healing. The same mind-body processes involved in dreaming were also 

involved in the process of ritualized art. Biddle (2007) asserted that the ritual process in the 

Aboriginal Australian women’s healing ceremony was an experience of affect, which was 

physiological, material, and social. 

The literature indicated that ritual art served as the mediator between inner and outer 

realms, and between body and mind, in order to restore balance, harmony, and health. 

All four systems explored in depth, involved a merging with the visual imagery of cosmic 

man within a central sacred space. They employed the use of symbolic symbols and colors, 

spatial relationships and directions, vibrational sound, and other sensory faculties for healing. 

Ritual art involved imagery, sound, chanting, and ritualized movements that were used to 

restore balance and heal the individual and the universe. 

Recommendations 

The cross-cultural information on dreaming and dream practices is immense and each 

tradition is part of a complex cultural system. However, based on the findings the  



researcher has several recommendations, which are outlined as follows. 

Expanded typology of dreams. Of primary importance is a more expanded view of 

the phenomena of dreaming. A more expanded typology of dreams that includes 

multicultural aspects would be helpful, especially for art therapists working with minority 

clients. Particularly the experience of precognitive dreams needs to be acknowledged. The 

researcher found within the literature a more concise and comprehensive typology of dreams 

than that identified in typical western psychological and medical theory. 

The cross-cultural research of Hunt (1989), and Krippner, Bogzaran, and Percia de 

Carvalho (2002), identified a variety of dream types within the category of precognitive 

dreams. In addition their studies delineated a variety of nightmare types within certain 

populations that may be of interest to therapist working among those cultures. The research 

shows that a single dream may also be associated with a number of dream typologies. 

Extrasensory dreams with spiritual dimensions. Those doing grief counseling or 

working in hospice settings may be interested in the rich religious traditions of dreamwork, 

as well as the information regarding dream beliefs of minority populations. Religious texts 

are filled with accounts of extrasensory dreams of a spiritual nature. Frameworks for 

working with spiritual aspects of dream content, particularly that involving spiritual 

visitations may be of use for art therapists involved in working with the terminally ill, or 

those grieving. 

Knowing an individual’s beliefs about dreams of a spiritual nature is not always 

apparent. Minority populations in particular, might not reveal such beliefs without the 

validity of such an experience being acknowledge by the therapist first. As was show by Van 

Brenda (1999), therapist may validate the experiences of clients without having the same 

beliefs.  



Limitations of content analysis. The fieldwork data and theories of Kracke, 

Tedlock, and others have brought into question the validity of research on content analysis of 

dreams. It is the conclusion of the researcher that previous research on dream content for 

content analysis needs to be reevaluated, and may have limited use. 

Transpersonal dimensions of dreamwork. Research in the field of anthropology 

has additional perspectives for dreamwork that may be useful to art therapists. The 

researcher feels that several of the anthropological theories on dreams would be of benefit to 

the field of art therapy. The communicative theory of dreams proposed by Tedlock (1987) is 

a useful framework for dreamwork. As has already been pointed out, dreams may have 

transpersonal dimensions, other ways of knowing about others, which may be helpful for 

understanding interpersonal relationships. 

An approach to dreams and dreamwork that views dreams as a communicative event, 

may also be of benefit in working with transpersonal issues in family or group therapy. 

Particularly interesting to the researcher were the accounts of shared dream experiences. 

Community rituals and dream sharing among indigenous cultures may be of particular 

interest to art therapists facilitating group art therapy sessions. In indigenous cultures, dream 

sharing among family members, and dream sharing in particular group contexts were 

frequently found. 

Dreamwork as a method of working with transference. Dreamwork may also 

provide a method of integrating and working with transference and counter transference 

issues. Kracke (1987) and Tedlock (1987a) discussed the usefulness of exploring their own 

dream material while doing fieldwork, and acknowledged the benefit in dealing with 

transference issues. Working with dreams to process experiences could be useful for art  



therapists for issues of transference, and to pick up on issues that might not otherwise be 

cognitively accessible. 

The use of dreams for diagnosis and healing. The researcher feels that further 

research into the connections between dreams, imagery and sound, and the physiology of 

healing through the use of art and sounds within these traditions, would be of great benefit to 

the field of art therapy. In particular the use of dream imagery to diagnose illness shows 

great promise. Lusebrink (1999) noted the connection of dream and illness. However, more 

empirical research in art therapy is needed on the link between dreams, health, and healing. 

The researcher feels that verifiable quantitative research could be implemented in this area. 

The modern technological advancements of medical diagnostic tools, such as PET scans that 

are available to detect unknown illness, could be used to verify the accuracy of dream 

diagnostic techniques used by traditional healers, as well as verify reports of dreams that 

foretold of an impending illness. 

The use of dream incubation and dream re-entry. Dream incubation and dream 

re-entry are methods of dream exploration that may be of benefit for patients, as well as 

therapists. The use of dream incubation may provide a method for therapist to creatively 

work and plan for treatment, providing added insights that are just beyond their everyday 

awareness. Dream incubation rituals typically involve asking for a dream for information or 

clarification on a particular topic. Further research on indigenous techniques, such as dream 

incubation and dream re-entry for use in the therapeutic setting could validate the integration 

of these techniques into the therapeutic setting. 

Dream processing through art and action. Cultures throughout the world have 

recognized the ability of the arts to convey the complex multi-faceted messages of the dream 

world. The researcher believes that the rituals, imagery, poetry, expressive movement, and  



actions that were found within dream reenactments across a wide variety of cultures, has 

more relevance for art therapist than dream theories that rely on dream interpretations or 

content analysis. 

Within the cultures examined many of the studies pointed out that the interpretation 

of dreams was not the primary focus, but rather ritual action. Working with dreams through 

the use of art and symbolic action, with minimal dialogue, may prove to be a beneficial 

method of working with dream material. This could be particularly true for certain cultural 

groups if Irwin (1994) was correct in his hypothesis that individuals in Native American 

culture favored right brain function, that emphasizes a more visual, holistic, and symbolic 

processing of experience. 

In addition, several anthropologists have asserted that any verbal translation of a 

dream is greatly distorted (Hunt, 1989; Irwin, 1994; Kracke, 1987; Tedlock, 1987a). Art 

therapists are well aware of the non-verbal communication inherent in the creation of art, and 

the inherent beneficial effects of the creative art process. The researcher feels that a 

significant amount of the dream experience may be lost by over reliance on verbal 

translations and processing of dream material. 

Conclusion 

This research project has been intended to add to the body of professional art therapy 

literature on the cultural practices of dreamwork in order to expand the methods and areas of 

exploration available with dreamwork. The data on the subject of dreams and dreamwork in 

the fields of anthropology, history, psychology, and art is immense. While the researcher’s 

intent was to fill a perceived gap in information between human experience and current 

available research, the information discussed is not a complete picture of the complex topic 

of dreams.  



Further research is suggested for incorporating promising indigenous dream 

processing techniques and practices into the art therapy process. Dreamwork is not for 

everyone and there may be some individuals who are not interested in dreamwork, or 

individuals with various diagnoses where dreamwork would not be therapeutic. The 

effectiveness of all approaches will need further validation for various age groups, ethnic 

groups, diagnoses, and therapeutic settings. 

Of primary importance as art therapists is to acknowledge and advocate for the power 

of art to heal and transform. As can be seen within the traditions researched, dreams, 

healing, and art are intricately connected. The created image, and other expressive arts, 

express more than words can convey, and works on a different level that verbal accounts. It 

is holistic and unifying. Dreamwork has much to offer, and indigenous cultures have 

approaches to dreams that would be useful to explore in detail with further research. 
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