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Introduction
While much of the work produced in creative writing courses in the academy appears to focus on and arise from waking life experience, imagery and perception, this paper attempts to demonstrate, through reflection on several years of teaching dream writing at the university level in South Korea, the myriad possibilities of dreams as a rich and vibrant source of material for literary and artistic production. 

Students tap into this source through keeping a daily dream journal, presenting, discussing, and revising dream works on a weekly basis. The often striking imagery, emotion and uncommon logic of dream works makes them optimal templates for instruction on clarity of expression, concision and originality—lessons which may be applied in all fields of writing, creative and expository. While examining the dream works of authors such as Samuel Taylor Coleridge, Robert Louis Stevenson and Mark Twain, students also experiment with rendering dream material in multiple forms and genres. 

With forays into the work of Patricia Garfield Robert Moss and Stanley Krippner, exploration of various types of dreams, including lucid, precognitive, and taemong (Korean birth dreams), leads us to the therapeutic qualities of dream writing, and how the recording, self-analysis of and reflection upon our dreams can occasion healing, growth and positive reconstruction of personal mythology. 

Background

I began teaching courses in Dream Writing at Yonsei University’s Underwood International College in 2012, after a student from California asked me to supervise his Senior Thesis on taemong. The student had taken my Imaginative Writing course some years earlier, modeled on the course I took in college from Kenneth Koch, during which we spent one week writing and discussing our dreams. “What’s taemong?” I asked. 

 “Birth dreams,” he said. It’s a big part of the culture here in Korea. Whenever a child is conceived, someone has a dream that forecasts the birth. Not only the birth of the child, but through specific symbols of nature and narrative, his or her gender, personality and future career.” Fascinated, I agreed. A couple weeks later we met Jeremy Seligson, the author of Oriental Birth Dreams—the only book on the subject of taemong in English:
Long ago, it may have been that no one could be born into this world without such a dream forecasting his or her birth. This was believed true not only of future saints, heroes and other gifted persons, but of ordinary children as well.

Taemong are lyrical in their repetitions, with prose poem-like quality of language. One of their defining features—how you know a taemong is a taemong—is incredible clarity; unforgettably vivid, they are by nature imagistic. According to Seligson, they are also love stories:

These are stories about love . . .

Love is the source of birth and of the dreams which reveal the conception, sex and destinies of children who may be just entering the womb.

And they are not just stories, but correspondences, as made clear by the book’s epistolary epigraph: This is a Love Letter to the World.
 Upon reflection, there is something pleasant about the realization that this is what led me to devote a whole course—not just a week—to dream writing: LOVE.

While the therapeutic
 aspect of dream work is important, our primary goal as a creative writing class is to approach dreams as a rich—if not limitless—source for artistic discovery, inspiration and expression, to produce literary art out of dreams.

Pedagogy/Methodology

While most students enter the course without much experience inscribing their dreams, and many with some experience keeping a diary or journal, I prescribe the following method: to record our dreams as accurately and in as much detail as possible. Doing so helps enable us to realize our goals of capturing and composing with:

1. Striking, Uncommon Imagery and Action

2. Original Language/Music/Lyricism

3. Psychological Depth

4. Intensity of Emotion

5. The Dramatic, Vivid, and Evocative

Through these approaches, our project of dream writing becomes a recording art—and thus as much a documentary and journalistic project as a poetic or literary one. 

Patricia Garfield’s, Robert Moss’ and Bert States’ instruction and techniques at once demystify and open up the possibilities for inscriptive dream work. One of the ways they demystify is by viewing dreaming and dream writing as practices like any other:
“Writing and dreaming are closely related in daily practice.”
 

“One of the first uses of writing—which was invented in Sumer—was to record dreams… and one of the great things that emerged from recording dreams… was literature. Writers have always been dreamers.”
 

States “compares the mental state of the creative writer to that of a lucid dreamer.”

Robert Louis Stevenson gave credit to his “Brownies”—tiny troupes of actors that populated his dreams, “for accomplishing more than half his literary work.” He only needed to watch their performances and record them upon waking.
 

On Seemingness, Suddenness, and Doubling

Another way to demystify may be to accept without strict division our dreaming and waking lives as a continuum, in such a way that our experiences in both realms are wholly connected, interpenetrating. Still, a common tendency is to approach our dreams with a sacredness, distance and sense of mysteriousness corresponding to the degree to which we view as separate and distinct our waking and dreaming lives. Such separation can manifest in dream writing through oddly elevated or juxtaposed diction, uncertainty and its side-effect, what we might term “seemingness”—the propensity to flood dream works with a diluting ambiguity, apparent in the following excerpt: 
I find myself riding a truck with a stranger on a highway. I say “stranger,” but in the dream she seems [emphasis mine] more like a partner. I somehow know that the world came to an end. The landscape seems [emphasis mine] a little rough and there are no colors in the dream as if they have been ripped out forcefully.
 
Does this passage sound better without the “seems”? Is the landscape more post-apocalyptic, rougher without “a little”? “Somehow” is also of the lexicon of seemingness, though here it may serve to infuse the piece with a bit of mystery. Regular tests for sound and clarity during revision may help dream writers sharpen their works.  

In dream writing, the vividness and dramatic qualities of a piece depend on the precision and accuracy with which the dream is recorded. This example of incongruent elevated diction arose from the title of one of our dream telepathy experiments, which required students to pair up, plan out, and engage in dream travel to a mutually agreed upon destination: “A Journey to our Student Cafeteria”

What kind of person goes on a “journey” to the cafeteria? The pairing of the mundane eating space with the epic adventure of movement toward it results in an odd juxtaposition. 

Kenneth Koch’s pronouncement on a line someone wrote from a subterranean New York City dream helps to clarify the issue: 
I’m on the subway platform. It’s dark. I’m alone. The subway pulls in and the doors open with a whoosh. I enter the subway.

Koch’s comment: 

You don’t enter a subway, you get on. Only the Queen of England enters a subway.”

The often striking imagery, emotion and uncommon logic of dream works makes them optimal templates for instruction on clarity of expression, concision, evocativeness and originality—lessons which may be applied in all fields of writing, creative and expository. 

One dream lesson in evocativeness and originality derives from the preponderance of the word “Suddenly” in dream writings. So many things happen so suddenly in dreams. But how might we express this suddenness without using the word “Suddenly”? Take this example from a taemong:
My Dad was driving alone and suddenly a red cat appeared on the passenger seat. He thought it adorable so he took the cat to my Mom and the cat licked the back of her hand.

Now let us read it again, slightly revised:
My Dad was driving alone and a red cat appeared on the passenger seat. He thought it adorable so he took the cat to my Mom and the cat licked the back of her hand.

Sometimes things are more sudden without the “suddenly.”

Another lesson in evocativeness arises from a specific form of redundancy I term “doubling” which commonly occurs in the writing of dreams. It generally arises from desire for emphasis, and ultimately has the opposite effect: 
I squint my eyes and think I see something far away. But it grows larger and larger until it is only a few hundred meters away; the ruins of a castle standing lie in the distance. I rush toward it with a sense of urgency.

The first doubling occurs immediately: “I squint my eyes”—as opposed to my ears? Notice the second doubling in the last line: imagine “rushing toward” something with a sense of… insignificance. Now let us consider an excerpt from this airport dream scene:
I hastily scamper through the random people to the security inspection area.

“Hastily scamper”—as opposed to slowly scamper? “To scamper” means “to run with quick light steps”
.
Another dreamer, relating an episode of dream paralysis (qawi), states:
I try to get out of bed, but my body does not move. My body is too heavy. I cannot move even my little fingertips.

As Ted Berrigan discovered in his Sonnets, inversion can be a most productive poetic device
; one wonders about the surrealistic possibilities of enormous fingertips! To be fair though, the writer is probably referring to the tips of his or her pinkies. This dreamer, describing a protective, “devoted pastor and fearless shepherd,” recalls:
He had a strong metallic sword which stands for his faith and his holiness as his weapon.

Do you mean to tell me he didn’t have one of those strong plastic swords?

Describing a nightmare scene in which corpses with severed heads are hung on telephone wires, this dreamer recalls:
From below the corpses, a low bellow followed by the sharp intake of air resonates throughout the forest.

There’s some nice assonance and lyricism in this line, but “a low bellow”—as opposed to one of those high-pitched bellows? The definition of “bellow” is “a deep roaring shout or sound.”
 Another dreamer opens with the following establishing shot:

A low rumble sounds in the distance.

Here too, one might think fondly of those high-pitched rumbles of the nostalgic past, the definition of rumble being “a continuous deep, resonant sound like distant thunder.”

Delineating a scene of confrontation with her boss at a cram school, this dreamer relates: 
The head teacher at the hagwon I work in during the weekends, my employer, stood towering over my bed. Rimless glasses revealed tired eye bags from running the private education business twenty-four hours a day.

There’s some lovely internal rhyme and alliteration in these lines, but the phrase “tired eye bags” makes one wonder about the possibilities of energetic, invigorating eye bags.

Through such counter-examples illustrating the de-emphasis of doubling, one comes to appreciate even more the truly evocative, original oppositional technique of the Surrealist juxtapositions.

Dream Telepathy & Travel Experiments

Once one begins—through practice—to entertain the notion that waking and dreaming life are not separate but form a continuum, the mystifying distance begins to close and the possibilities expand: one can experiment with lucidity, dream telepathy, dream travel, and so on. Here are a few examples of such experiments from our classes.

Students were presented with six historical figures (the “Masters of the Three ‘Only’ Things”
) whose lives revolved around dream practice (Joan of Arc, Harriet Tubman, Lucrecia de León, Wolfgang Pauli, Mark Twain and Winston Churchill) and attempted to induce a dream meeting with the dream hero of their choice. The following two students successfully met Mark Twain in dreams:
It is sunset. I am standing at a harbor which is quite a distance away from a city much like Los Angeles in that there are many buildings but none too tall. The sun is splashing onto the buildings. It is beautiful. I am admiring the view when Mark Twain startles me. He asks, “Isn’t it beautiful?” I nod and for some reason, I know that he is the architect behind all these buildings. Twain then goes on a long detailed explanation of how he built the buildings, why he laid them out that way, the benefits and shortcomings of the layout. I listen attentively, nodding fervently. Then he asks me out of the blue: “What do you like about the architecture?” I am nervous. I didn’t know that I would have to do any of the talking. So I think for a few minutes while staring hard at the buildings and something comes to me. A building has cast its shadow on another one behind it and this somehow makes the building behind seem taller. I mention this to Twain and tell him that’s cool. He stares at the shadow for a while and nods. I am satisfied with my answer and wake up.

Twain, a believer in crossed-letters and practitioner of mental telegraphy, was an avid noticer. Here the dreamer emulates Twain—when he “stares hard at the buildings” and notices the elongating effect of the interplay of shadows. There is also something of an unspoken correspondence—a mutual assent—in the reciprocal nodding. Twain’s question about architecture—following immediately after his explanation of it—is rather pop quiz-like, so could reflect the classroom context of the experiment. On the other hand, it could serve as a test or bridge serving to relieve the distance between the “Master” (Twain) and the student, resulting not only in a more comfortable dialogue, but—perhaps influenced by Twain’s honest self-reflections, through similar depth of contemplation (e.g., “So I think for a few minutes while staring hard at the buildings”)—a significant self-empowered emotional shift from nervousness to satisfaction. 

Another student induced her Twain dream by drawing pictures of him: “while drawing, his wide forehead reminded me of the phrenology tip that people with broad foreheads are creative. His hair and mustache reminded me of a schnauzer, and I wondered if he would appear as one. I liked his original name, Sam Clemens, better than his pen name and thought of calling him Sam instead of Mark—I wanted to call him by his first name for a friendlier approach and casual conversation.”
 In this dream, the student achieved it:
He reminds me of grapes, a cabin painted in white, beach and a chair. I say “grapes.” He tells me grapes are creative. In the last picture I drew, I covered his forehead with hair. He says, “Don’t cover my forehead with hair.” I tell him that he looks like a schnauzer, and he replies “thank you.” He says that “Voyage is going to wonderful places. Every dream is a voyage” and “My favorite place is the moon, because the Earth looks beautiful there.” I tell him I like his original name better. He replies “Yeah, it is my original name!” I tell him I liked his quotes, and he says he does too. I ask him if he liked walnuts (I was eating walnuts while dreaming). He laughed. I ask him, “Why do you laugh?” He tells me “well, walnuts, they are funny.”

I later searched if Mark Twain had anything to do with grapes or walnuts. 

I found out that his grave is on Walnut Street.

The way in which this autobiographical detail—whether unconscious or coincidental—manifests concretely within the dream draws attention to its impressionistic and synesthetic qualities, resulting in a Twain portrait of Arcimboldo effect. It also resonates with the other gustatory element of the grape—the definition of which recalls both Gertrude Stein’s Tender Buttons and Freud’s rebus method of dream interpretation.
 Highly associational, this dream is remarkably telepathic not only in its travel and encounter, but its dialogue, which unfolds according not just to what is spoken, but what is thought. When the dreamer thinks of the portrait she drew of Twain, covering “his forehead with hair,” Twain responds aloud, “Don’t cover my forehead with hair.”
 As in the previous Twain dream, there is a progression from confrontation (in reprimand/imperative of “don’t”) through the colloquial to intimacy, then via agreement and laughter to accord. In this sense, both dreams serve to alleviate anxieties, while enabling the dreamers to recalibrate and enhance their own personal mythologies through dream apprenticeships with a dream Master.

In addition to our meetings with Moss’ six Masters, we also conducted a dream rendezvous experiment. One team of three met at a Korean dry sauna to formulate their telepathic dream rendezvous strategies and sleep in close proximity with the hope of increasing their chances of success. One member recorded the plan in dialogue form:
A: Where should we meet, then?

K: How about Angkor Wat?

A: Hmm… It would be cool to meet in Angkor Wat, but first of all I’ve never been there, so I think it would be difficult for me to even imagine that location in the first place. 

I: How about somewhere that’s familiar to us?

A: Yeah, that sounds like a better plan! That might increase our possibility of actually succeeding.

I: School Cafeteria?

K: Yeah, I guess that’s a place where we won’t have a difficult time imagining, since we basically go there every day.

Of all places the students could have chosen to meet in dreams… Angkor Wat feels much more in the spirit of the experiment. That said, one of these three students actually made it to the cafeteria: 
Waiting for his teammates, he sits down and starts humming the Beatles’ “Yellow Submarine.”
He looks down at his feet. He is on top of a stone structure. There is rain coming down from the cloudy skies. There is a vast ocean in front of him. The waves of the ocean violently clash into the stone. A yellow submarine pops out from the ocean. The hatch door opens and out comes a bald Caucasian man smiling. He is wearing a black sailor uniform. 

Bald Man (with a very strong Welsh English accent): Ahoy there, lad! Whatcha doing on top of Angkor Wat?

Patricia Garfield emphasizes the importance of song in dreams,
 and we know from Robert Moss that both “Yesterday” and “Let It Be” derived from dreams.
 So it is neat to see how even more Beatles’ songs serve as vehicles for further dreams (or dreams within dreams). 

Another team member dreamt of driving to the edge of a cliff, then noticing: 
A woman with long hair is standing in front of the car. She is enwrapped in a mass of hair that is both silver and golden at once. Her eyes, which have slits instead of pupils, observe us emptily.

This female figure bears a striking resemblance to the Devatas who appear in silver and gold, with slit-like eyes on the stone friezes at Angkor Wat. Even more striking, perhaps, is how the female figure blocks the driver from the precarious fall off the edge of the cliff while observing each passenger “emptily.” According to Cambodian mythology, Devatas—wives of the gods—serve as guardianss, giving “their divine blessings to those who face them respectfully.”
 Could this be the way to the cafeteria?

The last team member dreamt:
On top of a hill I am watching the stars from a night sky. There is just the right amount of darkness and breeze to appreciate the beauty of the stellar objects. Just then, one of the stars radiates light so bright. I try to have a closer look so I stand up. Suddenly I loose my sense of gravity from the Earth. I start to hover and within a few seconds am thrown out into the galaxy at the speed of light. I pass a myriad of stars and planets and reach the star that has been emanating such a bright light. It is, to my astonishment, planet Earth. Somehow I came back to where I was. I am stunned. Not because of the beauty of the planet Earth, but because I was only going in a straight line, never making any turns.

Like many ancient pyramidic structures, some theorize Angkor Wat was designed as an astronomical observatory or Earth Portal to the heavens, its construction corresponding with that of a specific constellation.
 In the dreamer’s stargazing there is something—if not Manichean, perhaps Taoist—in the essential balance of cosmological darkness and light. Might this sense of “thrownness” also indicate a cosmos, a nature which is “not resource but source” and which “gives rise to a type of existential bond, which can be broadly understood as an ethical relation”?

As these students aptly demonstrate, drawing from our dreams to produce work in the creative writing classroom can lead us, in and at the speed of radiant star light, well-beyond; not just to Angkor Wat—or even outer space—but back to an Earth we never even knew we left. Such work can lend the power of flight, leading back to an enlightened Earth, and a sense of beauty and astonishment in it—a return to the beauty and astonishment of our illuminated selves. Or at least the cafeteria.
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