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Communication wit h th e Dea d
in Jewish Drea m Cultur e

Galit Hasan-Roke m

for Raanan  Kulka

Mortals ar c immortals and immortal s are mortals,
the on e living the others ' deat h and dyin g the others ' life .

—Hemclitus o f Ephesus

The frequenc y wit h whic h dea d peopl e appea r i n dream s an d ac t an d
associate with us as though they were alive has caused unnecessary surprise
and ha s produce d some remarkable explanations which throw ou r lac k of
understanding of dreams into strong relief.

—Sigmund Freud

1

Dreams ar e visual experiences tha t ar e necessarily transforme d into words i n order
to tur n the m int o meaningfu l communication , no t jus t amon g individuals,  bu t
also between the dreamin g individua l an d her/himself . Thei r presence i n cultur e
is thus characterize d by a  semiotic complexit y of levels in whic h th e see n and th e
heard, th e spoke n an d th e shown , ar e intensely interrelated , bu t als o marke d i n
their difference . Defying Lessing' s taxonomy o f media an d Kantia n categorie s o f
perception, the y see m t o elud e bot h tim e an d space , while turnin g th e element s
of both into categories that are radically transformed by the cognitive an d expressive
uniqueness o f the phenomeno n o f dreaming . Thu s the y resembl e othe r state s in
which numinou s an d supernatura l experiences occur .

As visua l vehicle s o f meditation , memory , an d interpretation , the y presen t
themselves doubly : snapshot s fro m a n internall y generated terra  incognita  bu t als o
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stylized maps of the same ; metonyms as well as metaphors of inner journeys. The y
thus invit e interpretatio n bot h a s fragments of a  whol e neve r t o b e completel y
perceived an d a s synecdochic key s to a  comprehensive symbolica l code. I t i s this
mental, communicative, and semiotic indefiniteness of dreams that has turned them
into a n enigmati c epicente r o f interpretative praxi s in man y cultures.

This essa y i s about th e nexu s o f dreams and deat h i n Jewish textua l tradition .
Although i t i s no t possibl e t o characteriz e "th e Jewis h way " o f dreamin g o r
interpreting dreams , some themes ar e persistent enough t o b e regarde d a s central,
or a s keys. Death , on e suc h ke y theme , powerfull y focuse s th e existentia l an d
episteniological potentia l o f dreams . It s manifestation s in Jewish drea m cultur e
problematize othe r centra l concept s an d practice s o f th e culture , amon g the m
monotheism, visua l representation s of the sacred , divination, an d th e afterlife .

Dreams hav e bee n give n a  privileged positio n i n Jewish cultur e since biblica l
times. Th e tensio n an d oscillatio n betwee n totalit y an d utte r fragmentatio n tha t
are implici t i n dreamin g correlat e them strongl y t o huma n experienc e vis-a-vi s
the divin e a s articulated in Hebre w religiou s literature sinc e it s emergence .

Leo Oppenheim's comprehensive study of dream interpretation i n the ancien t
Near Eas t bear s ampl e witnes s t o th e fac t tha t drea m interpretatio n carrie d a n
enormous weigh t i n th e birthground o f Hebrew culture . Dream s gaine d impor-
tance far beyond the domai n o f private life—for example , i n majo r decisions o f a
political character ; this pervasiveness is intricately interwoven wit h th e expressiv e
articulation o f the presenc e o f holiness in the worl d o f humans. The centralit y of
dreams in earl y Sumerian an d Semiti c text s enabled Oppenhei m to delineat e on e
of the terminologica l construct s still governing muc h o f the discussio n o f dreams
in th e Bibl e an d i n rabbini c literature , namel y propheti c dream s an d symboli c
dreams, o r th e drea m a s prophetic vision , a s riddle o r enigmati c message.

It shoul d thu s not surpris e us tha t dream s have a  special , marked positio n i n
biblical texts, and are inserted into them in a  way which reflect s thei r centra l status
in th e constructio n o f religious fantasie s an d norms .

While the text does not inform us if Abraham's initiation into th e unity o f the
one Go d include d a  dream vision , Jacob—the patriarc h who fathere d the tribe s
of Israel—di d hav e a  majo r drea m experience . Jacob's drea m o f th e ladde r an d
the angel s portrays a formidable axis mundi  throug h whic h th e buildin g block s o f
Israelite identity—patriarchy, electedness , and the land of Canaan—traffic between
heaven an d earth .

The drea m text s o f the Hebre w Bibl e concern , i n general , leader s an d king s
(Jacob, Joseph, Gideon , Solomon , an d Nebuchadnezzar) . Tw o lacuna e cal l fo r
attention: there i s no drea m dream t b y a  woman, an d ther e i s no appearanc e of a
dead perso n i n a  dream . Th e correlatio n betwee n th e tw o omission s ma y b e
understood b y recalling th e visi t of Saul to th e witc h o f Endor, who conjure s up
an apparitio n o f th e dea d Samuel . Th e practic e sh e specialize s in i s absolutel y
forbidden and practically extinguished by the monarch himself. To attai n communi-
cation wit h th e dead , Sau l ha s t o transgres s a  prohibitio n ordere d b y hi s ow n
authority, an d t o concea l his own identity .
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The stor y o f Saul' s visi t t o th e necromance r i s inserted i n th e sequenc e o f
narratives describin g David's preparation s for hi s future positio n a s a king. "No w
Samuel was dead and al l Israel ha d lamented hi m an d buried hi m i n Ramah , his
own city . And Sau l had drive n awa y th e necromancer s an d magician s fro m th e
land" ( 1 Sam. 28:3) . Th e informatio n abou t Samuel's death is redundant, sinc e it
was alread y mentioned ( 1 Sam. 25: 1) . It s reappearance in th e vers e about Saul's
puritan measures against the mediator s o f the worl d o f the dea d i s thus of special
significance. I t is precisely the deat h o f Samuel—who anointe d Sau l but als o kep t
chastising him, and who was Saul's main source of information about God's will—
which seem s to hav e motivate d Saul' s drasti c reform . Sau l trie s t o fre e himsel f
from Samuel' s patronizing presence even as a dead soul . Thus he drive s away th e
necromancers ver y muc h lik e th e fathe r o f Bria r Ros e (Sleepin g Beauty), wh o
orders the destructio n of all the spindle s in his kingdom. Saul' s ambition t o prov e
his personal autonomy is , however, doome d t o fai l i n th e crisi s tha t ha s befallen
him: the Philistines are preparing for war and David recruits popular support against
the king . Moved b y fear cause d by the sigh t of the mass of Philistine soldiers, Saul
tries t o establis h communicatio n wit h Go d vi a al l th e legitimat e mediators —
through dreams , by Urim  ( a divinatory devic e manage d b y th e hig h priest) , and
through prophets—but wit h n o success . The techniqu e of Ovot —necromancy—
is his last hope. Tragicall y for Saul , the apparitio n o f the dea d prophet Samuel can
only reinforc e what alread y seem s obvious: Go d ha s abandoned th e king .

The precise mode of mediation between Saul and Samuel—and through Samuel
with God—is presented in the story in a regrettably unclear way. It seems, however,
that onl y th e conjuro r herself sees the dea d person, whereas the clien t onl y hears
him. Th e separatio n of sensory systems in communicatio n wit h th e dea d echoe s
the stron g sens e o f detachmen t an d fragmentatio n tha t i s th e hallmar k o f th e
perception o f the dea d by the livin g in Jewish culture .

One particula r verse in th e Endo r narrativ e has caused the interpreter s severe
trouble: "An d th e kin g said unto her , d o no t fear , wha t hav e you seen , an d th e
woman said : I  sa w god s risin g fro m th e earth " ( 1 Sam . 28:13) . Tw o piece s o f
linguistic informatio n ar e essential . First , "D o no t fear , wha t hav e you seen " i s
actually a  paronomasti c conundru m (a l tirei  k i m a rait)  i n whic h fea r an d seein g
are equated . Saul , wh o onl y hear s an d doe s no t se e th e vision , articulate s the
paradox, "D o no t se e what you hav e seen. " Eve n thoug h th e primar y meanin g
of Saul's words is clear, they also convey the awe of the numinous, visual experienc e
embodied i n th e dea d an d th e divine . Second , th e wor d translate d in Englis h as
"gods" ha s th e exac t for m o f th e wor d usuall y translated as God—Elohim. It i s
from th e plura l form o f the ver b "rising" (olim)  tha t the subject' s identit y a s gods
rather tha n Go d ma y b e derived , an d eve n the n th e pluralis  majestatis  i s als o a
possibility. The Aramai c translation , Targum Jonathan, quote s the woma n a s fol-
lows: " I sa w the ange l o f God rising. " Rashi' s medieva l commentar y elaborate s
as follows : "' I sa w gods rising from th e earth'—tw o angels (or messengers) Moses
and Samuel , because Samuel feared [th e sam e ver b a s in vers e 13 ] tha t h e wa s
summoned for trial, so he brought up Moses along with him." Th e commentator
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Radaq (Rabb i Davi d Qimchi ) mention s th e Talmud  passages but actuall y prefer s
the metaphoric understanding, "Bi g a s gods (o r God?)," whereas a later interpreter
(Metsudat David ) glosse s th e above-mentione d plura l for m a s plumlis majestatis,
that is , the One .

This whole discussio n points to the complexity an d paradoxicality of the status
of th e visua l numinou s experienc e i n Israelite , an d late r Jewish , culture . God' s
words t o Moses , "Ther e shal l n o ma n se e me an d live" (Exod . 33:20) , an d th e
ailing king Hezeqia' s self-pityin g word s quote d by th e prophe t Isaiah , "I shal l go
to th e gate s of Sheo l .. . I  shal l not se e Yah, Ya h i n th e lan d o f the living" (Isa.
38:10—11), a s wel l a s th e descriptio n o f th e revelatio n a t Sinai , "An d al l th e
people saw the voices" (Exod. 20:18)—all this suggests an unresolved contradictio n
concerning visual communication wit h th e divine . I f a living ma n who see s Go d
will no t live , ar e the dea d i n th e presenc e o f God—an d ca n the y se e him? Ca n
Yah no t b e see n i n th e lan d o f the living ? Or perhap s H e i s only i n th e lan d o f
the living ? The complexit y o f the relationshi p o f being alive , being dead , seeing ,
and Go d i s a knot i n th e dept h o f the textua l web .

That there are no dead in dreams in the Bible stems from a general apprehensio n
toward the dead, which permeates the cultural registers of ancient Israel represented
in th e biblica l corpus . Communicatio n wit h th e dea d i s relegated t o th e domai n
of fol k religion , stampe d a s pagan, o r rathe r idolatrous . Whe n a  glimpse o f such
traffic i s shown, i t i s practiced by a  woman, t o poin t ou t it s dubious status.

The communicatio n o f women wit h deat h an d th e dea d i s not restricte d t o
this on e instanc e i n th e Hebre w Bible . Lamentatio n fo r th e dea d i s a  feminin e
practice in biblical culture, as it had been in ancient Greece and in the Mediterranean
area fo r generations. 3 Moreover, i t i s th e creatio n o f woma n i n Genesi s 2  tha t
provides th e narrativ e incentiv e fo r turnin g th e Edeni c immorta l Ada m int o a
mortal man . Sh e becomes hi s woe-man, s o to speak.

Hava, th e nam e o f th e firs t woman , i s associated with life , whic h i s given t o
her by Adam. This resonate s both with hi s own being , " a living soul" (nefesh  haya,
Gen. 2:7 ) an d the totalit y o f living creature s (Gen. 1:24 , 2:19) a s well a s with th e
description o f the snak e as one o f "the livin g creature s of the field " (hayat  ha-sade,
Gen. 3:1) . Th e verba l inscriptio n o f her nam e thu s place s her i n th e domai n o f
life an d foregrounds that part o f her cultura l meaning. I n th e narrative , however ,
she bot h embodie s an d contradict s th e fantas y o f eterna l lif e investe d i n Edeni c
existence.

The ter m fo r Adam's "deep sleep" (tardema)  i s taken up by Elihu in hi s oration
directed to the suffering Job. Elihu's use of the word suggest s the intimate relation-
ship betwee n livin g an d sleeping , o r rathe r livin g an d dreaming : "I n a  dream i n
a vision o f the night , when deep sleep falleth upo n men . .  . . He keepet h bac k his
soul fro m th e pi t an d hi s lif e fro m perishing . .  . . He wil l delive r hi s sou l fro m
going int o th e pit , and hi s life shal l se e light. .  .  . To brin g back his soul fro m th e
pit, t o b e enlightene d wit h th e ligh t o f th e living " (Job  33:15 , 18 , 28 , 30) .
Significantly, Elih u extends the life-givin g powe r God invest s in humans from th e
preventive measure of "keeping bac k fro m th e pit " (yahsokh  nqfsho  mini  shahat)  t o



Communication wit h th e Dea d i n Jewish Dream Cultur e 21 7

"delivery fro m going int o th e pit " (padah  nafshi  me'avor  ba-shahaf)  t o th e explicitl y
redemptive "t o brin g back his soul from the pit " (lehashiv  nafsho  mini  shahat). Elih u
thus provide s a  powerfu l articulatio n o f th e ide a that , althoug h slee p resemble s
death, huma n being s nee d dream s fo r thei r well-being , perhap s eve n fo r thei r
survival.

2

Whereas Elih u i n hi s speech propose s tha t dreamin g vitalize s the dreame r her /
himself, i n Jewish drea m cultur e fro m lat e antiquit y onward , i n marke d contrast
to biblica l texts on  dreams , dreamin g serve s as a major vehicle to  revitaliz e dead
others a s actual presences in th e live s of dreamers .

There ar e numerous an d varied appearances of the dea d in dream s in rabbini c
literature. Suc h a n appearanc e ma y b e presente d a s having a  perfectl y practica l
function. On e suc h instanc e is actually th e textua l hoo k o n whic h th e length y
passage on dreams in the Palestinian Talmud (Ma 'aser Sheni 4-5) hangs . The Mishn a
portion bein g discusse d states:

Whosoever tell s hi s so n tha t th e secon d tithe s [whic h h e reserved ] ar e i n thi s
nook an d h e finds them i n anothe r nook , the y ar e [declared ] ordinary ; tha t h e
left a hundred [coins ] and he finds two hundred, the difference [th e other hundred ]
is ordinary ; tw o hundre d an d h e find s on e hundred , al l of i t i s tithes.

It seems quite eviden t tha t the reaso n why th e fathe r himsel f canno t b e consulte d
is tha t he ha s departed fo r a  distant place or , mor e likely , tha t he i s dead.

The followin g Talmudi c discussio n elaborates on th e issue:

There was a man who wa s worried about hi s father's money. Hi s father appeare d
in his dream and told him the sum and the location o f the money. I t was brought
before th e rabbi s wh o said : What i s sai d i n dreams  doe s no t weig h i n eithe r
direction. (Ibid. )

The initia l reaction o f the rabbi s sounds completely acceptabl e from a rational
point o f view. O n th e othe r han d i t is followed b y a  long passage with example s
which, a t leas t t o som e degree , prov e th e opposite . Thes e text s clearl y indicate
the complexit y o f rabbinic views o n drea m interpretation .

This compexity reflects the formal aspect of the multivocal structur e of rabbinic
literature of late antiquity. Rabbi So-and-So says one thing, Rabbi Somebod y Else
says anothe r thing : th e ver y structurin g of th e tex t a s dialogue an d a s a chain o f
tradition embodies a  dialogical interaction tha t presents itself to u s as a true celebra -
tion o f disagreement . Significantly, th e categorica l rejection of the halaki c signifi-
cance o f dreams, or eve n o f their significanc e i n general , is in thi s case attributed
to a  collective voice , "th e rabbis. " Its initia l positio n i n th e sequenc e o f dreams
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in M a 'aser Sheni  perhaps overstates its normative, representative , and authoritativ e
character, an d present s the othe r view s quote d (fro m individuals ) a s subversive.
As ou r knowledg e o f the intricat e procedure o f turning th e ora l traditions of the
Talmudists (Amoraim ) int o a  written wor k i s still very incomplete, i t i s difficult t o
judge whethe r thi s seemin g oppositio n bewee n authorit y an d subversio n stems
from th e dynamic s of the ora l tradition itself or if it has been superimpose d by th e
editorial organizatio n of the materials.

The discussio n initiate d b y th e exampl e o f th e ma n wh o dream t th e plac e
where hi s fathe r ha d deposite d hi s tithe s lead s t o th e presentatio n o f additiona l
dreams:

A ma n cam e t o Rabb i Yossi ben-Halafta an d told him: I  saw in m y drea m tha t
I was told: G o t o Cappadocia and you wil l find your father' s fortune . He [Rabb i
Yossi] asked : Did tha t man' s [th e dreamer's] fathe r eve r g o t o Cappadoci a i n his
lifetime? H e answered : No . H e [Rabb i Yossi ] sai d t o him : G o an d count te n
rafters i n your hous e an d yo u wil l find your father' s fortune under rafte r kappa.
(Ibid.)

The interpretatio n o f Rabbi Yossi seems to refe r t o the positio n of the Gree k
letter kappa  i n th e alphabe t a s tenth, rathe r tha n t o it s numerica l value , twenty ,
paralleling the numerical system practiced in the Hebrew alphabet . (In the Babylo -
nian Talmud version , Berakhot  55b, "kappa"  i s interpreted as the ter m for the rafte r
and th e numbe r te n i s derived fro m the en d o f the wor d "docia" —"deka").

I have elsewhere discussed the centra l motif o f both th e abov e dreams: a father
who leave s a fortun e t o hi s so n wh o i s compelle d t o complet e a  task , ofte n t o
solve the riddle, in order to inherit it.5 The moti f reflects the father-son relationship
between Go d an d Israel , which i s widely represente d i n rabbinic narratives , espe-
cially i n parables. The relationshi p is thus constantly tested in numerous narrativ e
renderings. Bu t i n thi s cas e th e issu e is als o th e basicall y enigmatic characte r o f
the individual' s identity , whic h seek s reaffirmatio n in a  mode parallelin g i t i n its
elusiveness. Knowledg e abou t the legitmac y o f lineage is reached i n a  dream .

The second dream text presents in an extremely condensed form—characteristic
of the poetic s of rabbinic literature i n late antiquity—the semioti c complexit y o f
the audia l and th e visual , in lin e wit h ou r earlie r remarks . Thu s th e drea m i s a
hybrid o f a  message drea m an d a  symboli c dream , th e classica l categorization o f
Artemidoros, which has become a  standard division in European folk interpretatio n
of dreams as well a s in th e scholarl y discourse on th e subject . Th e dreame r see s a
dream, but it s contents are verbal, almost like a realization of the sacred, synesthetic
metaphor applie d i n th e descriptio n o f the revelatio n a t Mount Sinai : "An d th e
people sa w the voices" (Exod . 20:18) . Thi s cognitiv e process seems to proceed i n
an implied , almos t automatic manner . Th e hypostatizatio n of the hear d voic e as
a visible entity , whic h i s simultaneously t o replac e the visibl e an d t o eradicat e it ,
represents a level of theological epistemology that problematizes the whole percep -
tion o f visua l reality . The synestheti c construction questions sensory experience
by distortin g its usual framework . Likewise dreams very ofte n emplo y the powe r
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of the sense s but als o belie this same power. Th e mixtur e o f sensory systems, like
the above-mentioned separatio n between them , is common to dream experience s
and experience s o f the numinous .

The sequenc e of dreams in the Palestinian Talmud tractate Ma 'aser Sheni contin-
ues with some example s in which dream s are interpreted t o communicate incestu -
ous wishe s o r wish-fulfillment s (th e tw o possibilitie s are withi n a  fairl y sensibl e
interpretative rang e o f th e text) . Thes e text s hav e bee n especiall y centra l fo r
understanding th e rabbini c influenc e o n Freud' s theor y o f dream interpretation ,
based on dream s and interpretations suc h as, "I saw an olive tree watered b y oliv e
oil ... h e knew hi s mother; I  saw one o f my eyes kiss the othe r .. . h e knew his
sister."7 However , th e perspectiv e of this essay leads us to hal t a t anothe r dream :
"A ma n cam e t o Rabb i Yishmae l be n Rabb i Yoss i an d tol d him : I  sa w in m y
dream a  sta r bein g swallowed . H e sai d t o him : Ma y hi s spiri t leav e hi m fa n
extremely powerfu l curse] , he ha s killed a  Jew, a s it i s written: 'Ther e shal l rise a
star ou t o f Jacob'" (Num. 24:17 ; th e blessin g of Bileam). Thi s i s the onl y drea m
from th e sequenc e i n th e Palestinian Talmu d passag e that employ s a  biblical verse
as an interpretative key for a dream. In the much more extensive passag e on dreams
in th e Babylonia n Talmu d (Berakhot  55a-57b) , thi s techniqu e i s presented a s a
standard procedur e o f conversions. Th e drea m ma y also be understoo d t o impl y
an ethni c oppositio n betwee n Jew an d non-Jew.

The interpretatio n o f the symbol is quite simpl e and does not diffe r i n principle
from th e earlie r ones in th e passag e in which no vers e was applied. Th e fac t tha t
a vers e i s employed her e ma y b e a  mere coincidence , bu t i t ma y als o be ther e
because thi s dream , unlik e th e others , ha s moved fro m th e are a o f tabooe d se x
and social status (i n dreams I  have not quoted ) t o that of death. It is the revelatio n
of this subjec t that, mor e tha n others , eithe r need s corroboratior i fro m a  biblical
source or , b y association , leads the discours e t o a  text fro m the sacre d corpus.

The dream s tha t hav e bee n discusse d unti l no w al l lack th e par t whic h fo r
most people who submit their dreams to interpretation mus t seem the most impor-
tant—the realizatio n o f th e interpretatio n i n reality . I n systemati c drea m book s
there are , a s a rule , n o suc h moments . Th e questio n o f realizatio n arise s in th e
context o f drea m narratives , that is , when peopl e tel l thei r dream s no t fo r th e
purpose o f interpretation , bu t i n orde r t o construc t a  pas t reality , o r eve n a
biography, i n whic h a  dream , it s interpretation , an d it s realizatio n al l pla y a n
important role . I n suc h narrative s the directio n o f th e discours e turn s fro m th e
future—which dominate s some , bu t no t all , dream-interpretative discourses—t o
the past ; and the mod e shift s fro m prescription t o description. 8

In th e contex t o f the lega l discourse of the Talmud , whic h leaves most case s
unresolved i n th e strictl y pragmatic sense , thus ope n t o futur e interpretatio n an d
extrapolation, th e lac k o f solution s t o enigmati c dream s i s no t surprising . This
seems to me t o revea l the speculativ e character of the rabbis ' intellectua l activity,
despite th e prevailin g view o f thei r interest s a s mainly pragmatic . Whereas th e
referential aspec t o f th e tex t predominantl y addresse s the past , interpretin g an d
reinterpreting Scripture , the conativ e aspect—focusing o n th e recipient—actively
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turns towar d futur e generations . Th e dialogica l characte r of the rabbini c corpu s
is not limited to internal textual relations, which abound in the varieties of dialogue,
but als o evolve s i n a n openl y self-reflexiv e manne r int o th e proces s o f future -
oriented interpretation .

The dream s in the passage from the Palestinian Talmud discussed above, wher e
the resul t in  realit y is  accounted for , presen t powerfu l example s of  wha t is  best
characterized, I  believe , a s word magic . Th e magica l effec t o f th e interpreter' s
words i s further stresse d by th e nex t account , wher e a  woman come s t o Rabb i
Eliezer (variants : Elazar) an d tell s a  dream—i n whic h a  rafte r o f he r hous e wa s
broken. Hi s interpretation predict s the birt h o f a son, whic h indeed occurs . Th e
symbolic aspect of the interpretation resonates with a standard metaphor in rabbinic
language: a  man's wife is called his house. The interpretatio n o f birth in term s o f
breaking a  rafter reveal s an intimate knowledge o f the connectio n betwee n givin g
birth an d rupture , danger  an d death.

After a  while, however , th e woman dream s the same dream again. She returns
to ask for an interpretation. When she arrives for the second time, Rabbi Yishmael
happens to have lef t hi s students alone; they d o thei r best to replace him a s dream
interpreter. Thi s prove s t o hav e fata l consequence s a s their interpretatio n reveals
a much more one-dimensional understandin g of the symbol of the broken rafter—
so tha t deat h alon e i s projected, and th e subtl e and vita l connection wit h givin g
birth i s overlooked . Th e student s interpre t th e broke n bea m a s predicting th e
death o f the dreamer' s husband , which soo n occurs . Upon hearing the wailing o f
the widowe d dreamer , Rabb i Yishmae l teache s his disciples a n importan t lesso n
in dream interpretation: "Yo u hav e killed a man. The drea m follows its interpreta-
tion, a s has been said : 'An d i t cam e to pas s as he interpreted t o us' " (Gen . 41:13;
the maste r o f butlers t o Pharao h concernin g Joseph).10

More than any theoretical formulation in rabbinical texts, the dreamer's return
to Rabbi Yishmael clearly states a rejection of static interpretations of dreams based
on list s of symbols and their meanings. The interpretatio n proves to be absolutely
dependent on a specific contex t o f interpretation, on the personality of the partici -
pants, their knowledge, wisdom , an d maturity, an d their choice of those fate-laden
words i n whic h the y choos e t o formulat e thei r interpretation . I t thu s strongl y
resembles the hermeneutica l praxi s of Midrash, i n which numerous , contextuall y
recreated interpretations may grow out o f reading one an d the sam e biblical text .
Interpretation o f dreams, like the interpretatio n o f sacred texts, is thus seen as the
specific dialogu e o f a  given individual  i n a  personalized context .

Rafters see m to carr y special significance in ancien t drea m lore. I n on e o f the
best-known dream s o f antiquity—Penelope's i n Odyssey  19 , line 544—th e eagl e
(interpreted a s Odysseus himself ) perche s o n th e rafte r o f th e gable d roof . Th e
dream itsel f is followed b y th e mos t articulat e version o f earl y Helleni c oneiri c
theory, built around th e famous image o f the gate s of ivory and the gate s of horn.
The rafter , however , connect s th e drea m -wit h intimat e experience s inside th e
house, within the family and the married couple. In both th e Greek and the Jewish
examples, th e rafte r i s interprete d as a  mal e elemen t which , togethe r wit h th e



Communication wit h th e Dea d i n Jewish Drea m Cultur e 22 1

female image of house, constructs the union o f man and wife (in rabbinic language
beta—house—is explicitl y also a  term fo r wife ; th e Homeri c ter m melathron  ma y
also mea n "house " i n late r usage) . I n al l the rafte r dream s mentioned here , th e
dynamics o f fragmentation of the whole , an d th e constructio n o f a  whol e from
fragments, see m t o b e central . Birth , whic h complement s th e structur e o f th e
family, occur s throug h a  brea k i n th e femal e body . Th e deat h o f th e husban d
obviously truncates the wholenes s o f the family . And Odysseus' s interpretation of
his wife's dream (before  sh e ha s recognized him ) signal s the imminen t en d o f th e
long separatio n between them .

3

The passag e on dream interpretation in the Palestinian Talmud, whic h has supplied
the example s discussed above, i s "recycled" (in a reformulated version) in Midrash
Rabba on th e Book o f Lamentations. Man y culture s privilege th e them e o f death
in the  discours e of  drea m interpretation . I  hop e tha t the  discussio n abov e has
introduced some of the specifi c issues that arise in the context of a culture wrestling
with th e complexit y an d paradoxe s of monotheism , an d als o laborin g t o shap e
meaningful connection s betwee n th e latter and the human experience s of separa-
tion, fragmentation , individuality , an d insecurity . I n th e Palestinia n Midrash o n
Lamentations, Eikha Rabba, the theme o f death in the text of dream interpretations
echoes th e centra l historical subjec t o f th e book—deat h an d sufferin g cause d by
the destructio n o f the secon d templ e i n Jerusalem an d Roman oppression . Th e
dream narrative s foreground th e metaphysica l a s well a s the universa l aspects o f
this historica l narrative.

Eikha Rabba presents a succession of riddle tale s and dream tales. This sequence
naturally stresse s th e interconnectednes s o f bot h genre s and , i n th e proces s o f
reading, project s on e genr e ont o another . Thu s both th e oneiri c flavo r o f riddle
images and th e enigmati c characte r of dreams are highlighted .

The drea m of the swallowe d star , cited above, is also interpreted a s the murde r
of a  Jew in  Eikha  Rabba, on  the  basis , however , of  a  differen t Biblica l verse, the
image o f the innumerabl e star s i n God' s promis e t o Abraha m (Gen . 15:5) . Bot h
verses set the murder o f an individual Jew i n the contex t o f a collective prophec y
of a bright futur e fo r the people . While , o n on e hand , th e transcendenc e of th e
group ove r individua l mortality ma y be understoo d a s a source o f consolation , i t
also sharpens the tota l loneliness of the individual , most clearl y embodied i n each
individual death . Similarl y to death , which i s inevitably experienced individually ,
dreams are a cultural practice rooted i n a  radically isolated experience; thi s experi-
ence can , moreover , onl y b e communicate d secondarily—unlik e death , whic h
usually canno t be communicate d at all.

The mos t extensiv e text o n drea m interpretatio n in rabbini c literature is the
passage o f almos t thre e folio page s i n th e Babylonia n Talmud , Berakhot  55a—57 b
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ff. This passage displays striking variety in form, contents , an d genre s as well a s in
ideological an d epistemologica l approaches.

The tex t move s fro m a  total denia l o f the ontologica l valu e o f dreams t o th e
view that a dream is a diminutive prophecy ; fro m examples o f how interpretation ,
is the on e an d onl y facto r tha t determine s ho w th e drea m i s going to b e fulfille d
in reality , t o list s o f dream symbol s an d thei r standar d interpretations. This wid e
range o f ideas is again possible because of the choru s of voices—or rather , the hos t
of expressive solos—representing informants of at least three centurie s (firs t centur y
C.E. t o fourt h century C.E.) , tw o countrie s (Palestin e and Babylonia) , and several
cultural environment s (lat e Hellenistic , Roman, Persian , Byzantine).

This text understates the role of dreams as conveyors o f messages from the dea d
in comparison with other texts , both in the Palestinian sources already discussed and
in the Babylonian Talmu d itself . On th e othe r hand, it includes a horror tal e about
the deat h o f the wif e o f Rava ( a Babylonian Jewish sage ) as the resul t o f a  dream
interpreter's negative interpretation—give n becaus e Rava di d not pa y him. Her e
again the magica l power o f the interpretativ e formula is highlighted. Sinc e Rava' s
dreams, like those of his colleague Abaye (wh o pai d the interprete r an d therefore
received benign interpretations) , are mostly scriptural verses, the exposition o f the
inherent polysem y o f the biblica l tex t emerge s a s a by-product o f the story .

4

This section o f Bemkhot  masterfully expresse s the delicat e balance between psycho -
logical motivation s an d magica l power s i n th e stor y o f two Jewish sages , Rabb i
Yehoshua ben-Hanani a (Palestinian ) an d Shmue l (Babylonian) , wh o ar e ap -
proached b y two kings , a Roman empero r an d the Persia n king Shapur . The tw o
rulers provoke th e sage s to enac t Jewish wisdo m b y demandin g tha t the y predic t
what th e empero r an d the kin g wil l drea m th e nex t night . Th e sage s recite tw o
striking pictures, paralleling and mirroring eac h other, in which th e ruler is captured
by adversaries  (the Roman b y th e Persian s and vice versa ) and force d t o perfor m
a menia l tas k usin g a  golde n tool . Th e pictur e remind s u s o f Harol d Bloom' s
remark abou t Rieff' s commentar y o n th e relationshi p betwee n th e drea m an d its
message according t o Freud: " . . . wha t matters is some protruding element , som e
element tha t seems hardl y t o belon g t o th e text. "

The consecutiv e appearanc e of th e tw o scene s a s dreams i s doubly code d i n
this context . On e possibilit y i s that th e Jews ar e indee d abl e t o forese e dreams ,
and thu s thei r wisdo m i s of a magical character . Th e othe r i s that th e wisdo m o f
Rabbi Yehoshu a and Shmuel is psychological: they apply the devic e of suggestion,
thereby determinin g th e content s o f the dream s rather tha n predictin g them .

The doubl e perspectiv e o f psychologica l an d magica l motivation s lie s a t th e
center o f th e multifacete d pictur e o f dream interpretatio n in rabbini c sources. It
\vould b e fals e t o tr y t o trac e that ambivalence back t o a  sociological dichotomy
such a s popular (magical) an d elit e (psychological)— a solutio n sometime s offere d
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by scholars . In th e contex t o f the paradoxe s o f monotheism i n it s correlation t o
human experience , th e nee d t o contai n epistemologica l ambivalenc e ma y b e a
major reaso n for th e centra l position o f dreams. Along thes e lines, dreaming an d
dream interpretatio n ma y be understoo d a s one o f the expressiv e arena s in whic h
a human and a superhuman perspective meet, communicate , an d clash. Other such
arenas ar e sacre d texts and rituals.

5

The rite s of the dea d are conducted b y th e living . Often , however , eulogie s an d
lamentations us e the desperat e second-person form , t o prolon g the limina l phase
of parting, t o hal t th e fina l detachment . Th e imag e o f dreamin g i s suggestive of
that flui d stage . B y introducin g i t th e rabbi s presen t a  possibl e bridg e ove r th e
clear divisio n between th e livin g and the dead :

R. Shimo n ben Laqis h said: The differenc e betwee n us and the [dead ] righteous
is only in speech. R. Ishia n [said]: The dea d person hears his praise as if in dream.
R. Shimo n ben Laqish said: Those who ar e alive know wha t those who ar e dead
do, and those who ar e dead know nothin g about what those who ar e alive do.12

In a  long passag e in th e Palestinia n Midrash compilatio n Bereshit  Rabba,  from
which th e abov e i s quoted, Be n Laqis h deals with hindrance s in communicatio n
between th e living and the dead (he is discussing the immortality o f the righteous).
One o f thes e hindrance s i s th e inabilit y t o speak . I n th e Babylonia n Talmu d
(Berakhot 19a) , the sam e is said in the contex t o f the questio n of whether th e dea d
can hea r eulogies . Th e discussio n introduces a  detailed lis t o f th e differen t stage s
of the decompositio n o f the bod y an d the varyin g degree s o f ability of the dea d
to hea r durin g thos e stages .

The powe r o f th e tex t lie s i n it s intens e ambiguity : th e dea d ar e dreamin g
those alive—who ar e in a dream—and the dead appear in the dreams of the living .
R. Ishia n proposes the dream as a possible bridge between the worlds. His intuition
correlates the dea d with dreams , since that is where mortal s are able to encounte r
them. A  dead person is portrayed as sleeping and dreaming of those alive who ar e
praising him . Thu s thos e -wh o are aliv e ar e th e drea m o f th e dead . R . Ishian' s
image come s quit e clos e t o th e widel y know n notio n o f lif e a s a  dream . Be n
Laqish's second sentence—"Thos e wh o ar e alive know what thos e who ar e dead
do, and those who ar e dead know nothing abou t what thos e who ar e alive do" —
may be seen as a reaction to the idea expressed by R. Ishian : since the dea d dream
the living , th e livin g constitut e fo r the m th e unknow n spher e o f the dream . I t
remains unclea r wha t Be n Laqis h means wit h th e beginnin g o f thi s sentence —
"Those wh o ar e alive know \vha t those who ar e dead do"—unless he i s referring
to th e physica l conditio n of the corpse .

One o f the mos t compellin g dream narrative s about the communicatio n be-
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tween th e livin g an d th e dea d appear s in th e Babylonia n Talmu d (Mo'ed  Qatan
28a):

Rav Seorim , th e brothe r o f Rava , wa s sitting [an d studying] i n fron t o f Rava.
He saw him [Rava ] "fal l asleep" [dying] . H e [Rava ] said : Tell [the angel of death]
not to cause me pain. The other answered: Are you not a "best man" [a n important
man] yourself ? He answered : Onc e man' s fortun e is in th e hand s [o f the ange l
of death] he doe s no t min d him . H e said : Please appear to m e [i n a dream, afte r
death]. H e appeare d t o hi m an d asked : Wer e yo u i n pain ? H e said : Lik e th e
piercing fo r bloodletting .

Rava wa s sitting [an d studying] i n fron t o f Rav Nahman . H e sa w him [Ra v
Nahman] "fal l asleep " [dying] . H e [Ra v Nahman ] said : Tell [th e ange l of death]
not to cause me pain. Answered the other: Are you not an important man yourself?
He answered : Wh o i s important, wh o i s safe, wh o i s strong [facin g th e ange l o f
death]? H e said : Pleas e appea r t o m e [i n a  dream, afte r death] . He appeare d t o
him and he asked: Were you in pain? He said : Lik e pulling a thread out o f milk.
But i f God would tel l me "G o bac k to the world wher e you were," I would no t
want it , sinc e the fea r i s great.

This drea m narrativ e present s th e distanc e betwee n th e livin g an d th e dea d a s
unusually close . The dyin g teachers an d thei r disciple s are even abl e t o arrang e a
dream rendezvou s acros s the borde r betwee n her e an d eternity . Th e narrative s
are, however , permeate d wit h feeling s o f insecurit y an d fea r i n th e fac e o f th e
moment o f death . Both teacher s reveal thei r weakness , turning t o thei r disciple s
in a  desperat e attemp t t o alleviat e th e pai n o f death . Accordin g t o th e rabbini c
ethos, disciple s learn fro m thei r teacher s by close observatio n an d imitation , eve n
of most intimat e an d quotidia n behaviour . Th e functio n o f the doublin g o f th e
narratives seem s t o b e a t leas t partl y t o sho w tha t eve n th e manne r o f dyin g i s
transmitted from teacher to disciple, from R. Nahma n to Rava. Rava, who occupies
a special position in Babylonian Jewish magical tradition (th e making of the Golem ,
Bab. Talmu d Sanhedrin  65b) , serve s a s the connectin g lin k o f th e tradition ; h e
learns from his teacher and teaches his own discipl e the traditio n o f bridging ove r
the limi t o f death an d life—by dreaming .

Unlike Ben Laqish, the narrator of the double tal e seems to think that the onl y
ones who kno w wha t dying is really about are those who hav e already experience d
death. Th e concludin g word s o f R . Nahma n remai n enigmatic , an d eve n th e
lexical choic e fo r th e wor d "fear " i s unusua l (b'twty).  On e coul d interpre t th e
concluding sentenc e accordin g to  Stoi c philosophy : deat h is  where cal m is,  and
returning t o thi s worl d an d it s anxieties i s undesirable . O n th e othe r hand , th e
enigmatic formulatio n a t th e en d o f the stor y convey s a  countermessag e t o th e
story itself . Wherea s th e stor y seems t o tel l u s that dream s ar e a  possible channe l
of communication betwee n th e dea d an d the living , th e final sentence reinforce s
the emotiona l presenc e of the impenetrable , unknow n domai n o f death.

As i n man y othe r dream s i n ancien t Jewis h sources , here , too , ther e i s a
striking visua l component , althoug h th e dream s ar e primaril y stage d a s audia l
communication. Th e tw o metaphorica l description s of the pai n of death functio n
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at first "sight" to familiarize the utterly unknown an d to reassure the listener about
the unthreatenin g proportion s o f the awesom e moment . O n th e othe r han d th e
symbolic significanc e of blood an d mil k connect s these fluids -wit h a  mystery of
no les s powe r tha n th e momen t o f death—namely , tha t o f birth . Th e re d an d
white o f the vita l fluids introduce th e perspectiv e o f the beginnin g int o dream s
dealing wit h the anxiet y o f the end . Thus a  heightened sens e o f transformation is
created that leads in (a t least) tw o directions . Birth an d death are the harmoniou s
frame o f a  meaningful unit—life. The meanin g lie s i n it s very framin g a s a linear
process. O n th e othe r hand , th e occurrenc e o f blood an d milk i n the descriptio n
of deat h als o transpose s the departur e fro m on e lif e int o birt h i n anothe r one .
Strangely, the introduction o f the perspective of a new lif e int o the stor y does no t
create a  tone o f consolation, bu t rathe r disrupt s the equilibriu m achieve d by th e
framed span .

In Jewish culture of late antiquity, as in many other periods and places, midwiv -
ing and lamenting are both womanly arts . Thus the appearance of blood an d milk,
representing labo r an d nursing , ma y b e see n a s representatives o f th e "exotic "
world o f wome n i n th e all-mal e realit y o f teacher s an d disciple s (especiall y in
Babylonia). O n th e othe r hand , th e relation s betwee n th e me n i n thes e tw o
narratives represen t a n alternativ e mod e o f intimacy , tha t o f studyin g together ,
from whic h wome n ar e excluded . Th e picture s o f blood an d milk i n thes e tw o
dreams ar e carefull y detache d fro m th e archetypa l context o f birth an d nursing :
bloodletting occur s i n rabbini c text s a s a  perfectl y acceptabl e mal e occupatio n
(Abba Umn a i n Bab . Talmu d Ta'anit  21b-22a) . Th e liftin g o f the threa d o r th e
net fro m th e mil k brings to mind the preparation of cheese, which i n the Middl e
East unti l this day may be don e by men , unlik e the preparation o f other kinds of
food. White and red are also the dominant color s in the passage called "the tractate
on th e gestatio n o f the child " (Bab . Talmud Niddah  3la) . Ther e th e vita l fluids
are blood and semen, an d there i s an operative collaboration—rather than separa -
tion—of femal e an d male i n conjunctio n wit h God . I n contras t t o th e imag e o f
wholesomeness in the relationship man-woman-God projected in "the tractat e on
the gestatio n o f the child, " th e tw o shor t storie s abou t Ra v Seorim , Rav a an d
Rav Nahman also introduce fragmentation into the sphere of the divine by associat-
ing the process of dying with th e ambiguous agent called the angel of death, rather
than with Go d himself.

An earlie r passage of the Niddah  tex t elaborates another aspect of the transcen-
dental potentia l o f dreams:

Rabbi Simla i presente d th e text : Wha t doe s th e chil d look like i n hi s mother' s
womb? H e rest s like a  folded writing board [pinax],  hi s hands on bot h temples ,
both forearm s on bot h knees , bot h heel s o n bot h buttocks , an d hi s head rest s
between hi s knees, the mout h seale d and th e nave l open; h e eat s from wha t hi s
mother eats , drink s from wha t hi s mother drink s and doe s not excret e so as not
to kil l his mother, an d when h e ha s seen dayligh t the seale d opens and th e ope n
is sealed , otherwis e h e canno t liv e eve n fo r a n hour . An d a  candl e i s li t o n hi s
head an d h e look s fro m on e en d o f the worl d t o th e other , a s it i s said "Whe n
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his candle shined upon my head and when by his light I walked through darkness"
[Job 29:3] . An d yo u shoul d no t wonder , sinc e man sleep s here an d see s a  dream
in Ispami a [Spain] and ther e are no day s in which ma n ha s such pleasure as those
days, a s it i s said "O h tha t 1  were a s in month s past , a s in th e day s whe n Go d
preserved me" [Jo b 29:2]. Which day s consis t of months only and no years ? Th e
days o f pregnancy. And h e i s taught al l of Learning [Torah ] a s it i s said .  .  . and
when h e goe s ou t t o th e worl d a n ange l come s an d hit s his mouth s o tha t h e
forgets al l of Learning . . ." (Bab . Talmud Niddah  30b )

The compariso n betwee n the child in the womb and a dreaming perso n reache s
beyond th e simpl e technicalit y o f explainin g th e abilit y o f th e unbor n t o se e all
of the world—exactly like a person who ca n dream abou t distant lands. The unborn
is t o R. . Simlai lik e on e wh o dream s th e entir e world, much lik e th e dea d ar e to
R. Ishia n i n th e Bereshit  Rabba  tex t quote d above . Th e drea m o f th e unbor n
expands to include th e entire Torah, which i s then forgotten, i n a Platonist manner ,
with th e help  o f the angel' s finger .

The framin g o f human lif e a s a dream i n rabbini c cultur e ma y wel l revea l th e
influence o f other cultures , suc h as Greece o r India . The distributio n o f the ide a
among the rabbis should i n any case not b e overrated, sinc e it has been synthesize d
here from tw o separat e texts o f separate origin. Th e following , late r tex t present s
a somewha t inconsisten t variatio n o n th e sam e theme:

Rabbi Zechary a says : slee p a t nigh t i s lik e thi s world , an d awakenin g i n th e
morning i s like th e worl d t o come . An d a s at night  ma n lie s dow n an d sleeps
and hi s sou l roams aroun d in th e worl d an d tell s hi m i n th e drea m everythin g
that come s along, a s it i s said "I n a  dream, i n a  vision o f th e night , when dee p
sleep fall s upo n men , i n slumbering s upo n th e bed ; the n h e open s th e ear s o f
men an d seal s thei r instruction " [Jo b 33:15-16], likewis e th e soul s o f th e dea d
roam in th e worl d an d tel l them everythin g that come s along. . . . There ar e six
whose voice run s from on e en d o f the worl d t o th e othe r an d their voice i s not
heard: when a  tree "which bears fruit i s felled .  . .  when th e ski n of the snak e fall s
. .  . when a  woman i s divorced from he r husban d . .  . when a  woman i s with he r
husband fo r thei r first intercourse . . . when th e chil d comes ou t o f hi s mother's
womb .  . .  and when th e sou l leaves the body—th e voic e runs from one en d o f
the worl d t o th e other , an d the voic e i s not heard . And th e sou l does no t leave
the bod y unti l i t ha s seen th e divin e Presenc e [Shekhina]  a s it i s said "Fo r ther e
shall no ma n se e me an d live" [Exod . 33:20|.14

This tex t i s somewhat late r tha n th e classica l rabbini c perio d (approximatel y
eighth century C.E. ) and is characterized by a typically didactic tone. The ideologica l
proposition whic h state s tha t thi s worl d i s sleep , an d th e worl d t o com e th e
awakening, i s consistent wit h th e vie w tha t lif e i s a dream. Bu t tha t view i s soon
followed her e b y th e compariso n o f deat h wit h sleep . Th e moti f "Slee p i s on e
sixtieth o f death " (an d Bab. Talmud Berakhot  57b , an d " a drea m i s one sixtiet h o f
prophecy") i s widened t o includ e th e worl d a s the drea m o f the dead . I t seems as
if th e author(s ) conceptualiz e separately the experienc e o f dyin g an d deat h an d
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the ide a o f th e worl d t o come , a s if i t wer e no t th e dea d wh o ar e supposedl y
populating th e world t o come .

The passag e on th e worldwid e sound s tha t ar e no t hear d construct s a grou p
of phenomena unite d by their deep and truly tragic pathos. They are all irreversible
transformative changes , involving los s and some violence . I n thi s context i t makes
sense tha t firs t matin g an d birth , a s well a s the moltin g o f the snake , which ar e all
in principl e positiv e changes , ar e groupe d togethe r wit h th e fallin g frui t tree ,
divorce, an d death . Th e cluste r highlights o n on e han d th e violent , hurtfu l sid e
of apparently positive changes and, on the other , th e liberating , generative aspects
of the sadde r ones. The inheren t ambivalenc e of the tota l human proces s is made
very concrete .

The tre e felle d while i t carrie s fruit i s to m e th e mos t enigmati c imag e o f th e
six. Unlik e th e others , i t arouse s a n empath y tha t i s perfectly disinterested , a s it
describes a n experienc e whic h w e neve r hav e an d wil l neve r b e par t of . I t thu s
activates a n almos t purely poetic-aestheti c sens e of compassio n (eve n i f environ -
mentalists may se e here a n ancien t prefiguration of some o f their ideas).

The thre e first images ech o th e worl d o f Eden: th e tree , the serpent , and the
expulsion (th e Hebrew word fo r divorc e i s identical t o th e wor d fo r expulsion);
the last three expres s the human conditio n afte r Eden—sex , birth , an d death. Th e
rabbinic configuratio n ca n no longe r separat e the tw o stages . Thus th e being s o f
Eden ar e tainte d b y loss , wherea s dreamin g serve s as a re-creatiori o f possibilities
which ar e experience d a s lost, tha t is , as having existe d i n th e idea l past .

What does the oxymoroni c universal , unheard soun d signify ? Probabl y some -
thing similar to the soun d o f the atomi c explosio n a s described by a  deaf and mut e
survivor in the Swedish poet and Nobel Prize laureate Harry Martinson's dystopia n
epic poe m "Aniara" : "On e mut e a s stone bega n t o describ e /  th e worst nois e he
ever heard , /  soundless. "

The oxymoro n i s an intensification of synesthesis. Synesthesis, mixing the senses,
puts the concep t o f sensory reality, and especiall y the possibilit y of representing i t
in words, into a  state of insecurity and ambiguity. Oxymoron , made o f impossible
sensory connections and combinations, explode s the distinction o f separate sensory
systems. Both ar e part of the intricat e mechanism b y which dreams condense an d
distort reality . They also are means o f uttering th e ineffable , o f giving for m to th e
transcendent. Alon g thes e line s th e passag e in Pirqe  de-Rabbi  Eliezer  ends: "An d
the sou l does not leav e the body unti l it has seen the divin e Presence " (Shekhina).

6

Medieval and premodern Jewish culture transmitted rabbinical dream lore in various
modes of expression. One suc h is the creatio n of handbooks, similar to the adapta-
tions mad e o f Artemidorus' s Oncirocritica  i n almos t ever y Europea n language.
These Hebrew drea m books, which are still reproduced in almost unchanged form,
organize som e o f th e rabbini c texts , mainl y large portion s o f th e passag e fro m
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Berakhot, in an alphabetic—or some othe r systematic—order . The y are compose d
as dictionaries where the dream symbol is presented as a word in a foreign language,
and its traditional interpretation a s the definitio n in translation . The emergenc e o f
dream book s tha t standardiz e the relationshi p betwee n drea m symbol s an d thei r
meaning introduces a radical change into the communicative proces s and therefore
to th e cognitiv e statu s o f drea m interpretation . Wherea s rabbinica l literature , a s
we hav e seen, highlights the interpersona l contex t o f interpretation, drea m book s
seem t o contrac t th e contextua l connotation s int o conventionalize d denotations .
The Berakhot  passage is the neares t to a  dream book tha t classica l rabbinic cultur e
produced. Althoug h no t exactl y a  standard lis t o f interpretations, it s frequent ref -
erence to biblical texts , which appear both in dreams and as interpretative devices ,
serves as a more stable textual framework for dream interpretation tha n most othe r
rabbinic text s o n th e subject , which interpre t dream s contextualized in narratives.
But eve n i n th e Berakhot  passage, the fac t tha t th e th e rabbi s se e texts as eternally
open t o reinterpretatio n generate s a  potentia l fo r th e recontextualizatio n o f th e
interpretations o f dreams.

There are , however , numerou s othe r instance s of oneiric creativit y i n Jewish
culture afte r th e en d o f th e classica l rabbinica l perio d (afte r th e eight h centur y
C.E.). On e tha t ha s been centra l fo r th e constructio n o f th e traditio n o f drea m
interpretation bot h i n th e responsa literature an d in folklore i s the ric h and varied
corpus o f drea m narrative s a s wel l a s discussion s o n dream s i n th e contex t o f
Ashkenazi Hassidism—Germa n Jewis h Pietism—o f th e twelft h century . I t i s
significant tha t the twelft h century constitute s a  real peak in the articulatio n o f the
return o f the dea d i n Wester n Christianity , a s Jean-Claude Schmit t ha s recentl y
shown.

Much of the Ashkenazi Hasidic material, which has since been endlessly recycled
by rabbi s al l over Europ e an d th e Mediterranea n countries , discusse s o r portray s
the appearanc e o f the dea d o n a  level o f quotidianity tha t seems quit e rar e in th e
rabbinical literature . Rabbi s i n th e sixteent h centur y ar e asked what t o d o when
a dea d perso n come s i n a  dream an d ask s t o b e remove d fro m hi s grave because
he i s burie d nex t t o a  heav y sinner . On e dea d ma n i s sai d t o hav e aske d i n a
dream tha t hi s clothes b e burie d wit h him . I n thi s cas e th e rabb i showe d specia l
resourcefulness b y suggestin g tha t th e clothe s b e distribute d t o th e poor , s o tha t
the dead man's soul be clothed with charity in its eternal abode. There is no doub t
that dreams serve in thi s cultura l sphere a s the majo r mode in which th e dea d are
believed t o communicate wit h the living—more s o than the living with the dead .

Modern Jewish drea m cultur e i n it s Israeli manifestation draws upo n a  variety
of traditions . Th e mai n feature s o f rabbini c drea m interpretatio n no w cooexis t
with a  variety o f other component s o f dream cultur e acquire d throug h centurie s
of cultural interactions .

Moroccan Jews , a s well a s other ethni c group s in Israe l today , construc t th e
cult o f decease d hol y me n an d saint s upo n oneiro-biographie s of th e worshipers
and their objects of worship, creating networks of oneiro-communitics. Commu -
nication wit h th e dea d i s accepted , matter-of-factly . Importan t collectiv e an d
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private event s are communicated throug h dreaming . I n a  recently publishe d fol k
book containin g a  Sephardi woman's repertoir e o f dream narratives , the dreame r
herself write s i n he r introductio n tha t dream s are , fo r her , sign s o f a  worl d i n
which lif e an d death exis t in harmony withou t pain . They open up the possibility
of meeting her dear ones, both th e living and the dead . In her ow n words , "They
have made m e believ e in a  life afte r thi s one. "

At that moment I  was not selective. After having locked the door of the bathroo m
behind me , I  too k of f my clothe s an d mounte d m y bed , tha t i s I  entere d th e
bathtub an d prostrated myself in it . Rabb i Nahman o f Braslav used to say , Th e
Holy Name Blesse d be He conduct s His world with mercy ever y day better and
better. Fo r m e i t i s not so . Every new da y which th e Hol y On e Blesse d be H e
gives m e i s harder.

But stil l I  fel l aslee p and slept . Ho w d o I  know that I slept? From th e drea m
that I  had . Wha t di d I  dream , I  dream t tha t a  grea t wa r cam e upo n th e worl d
and I  was called ou t t o war . I  swor e a n oat h t o th e Lor d tha t i f I  return hom e
in peac e from th e war , whatsoeve r come s fort h fro m m y hous e t o mee t me ,
when I  retur n fro m th e war , I  shal l bring a s a burnt offering . I  returne d hom e
in peac e and lo , her e I  myself come fort h to mee t me .

The stor y in which thi s dream is recounted open s with th e narrator' s landlady in
Berlin dreamin g tha t he—th e narrator—wil l brin g bac k her so n wh o ha s disap-
peared a t th e fron t i n Worl d Wa r I . Th e stor y wa s written b y Agno n i n 1949 ,
after Worl d Wa r I I an d afte r th e Holocaust . Th e narrator-protagonist , a  Polis h
Jew wh o ha s left hi s home i n Palestine , i s moving fro m on e plac e t o anothe r i n
Germany, mostly by trains . The stor y has been criticized for "not havin g a center
which holds. " '  I t is , however, a  story about th e destructio n o f the inne r cente r
and becoming a  Wandering Jew, upon whom other s project dreams of omnipotent ,
miraculous rescue , and who himsel f dreams about exorcisin g an immense guilt —
that o f survival—by becoming a  burnt offering . Th e crossin g point betwee n lif e
and deat h is , in thi s dream, moved int o th e self .

Agnon lived i n a n intellectual milieu in which psychoanalysi s had an integra l
place. His stories are replete with psychoanalytic insights and motives. The Germa n
context o f thi s specifi c stor y ma y hav e triggere d a  heightene d articulatio n o f
psychoanalytic discourse (although some stories that occur in Polan d ar e also like
this, for example, " A Simple Story") . I t is, however, th e despai r of the Holocaus t
that resonates through the reality of the First World War, a displacement of ineffable
mass deat h transforme d back into a  "normal" war . Th e disappearanc e into tota l
invisibility o f a n entir e Jewis h cultur e position s idea s o f transcendenc e o n a n
extremely shar p edge . Collectiv e nightmares ca n trul y mel t th e cente r of the self
with sacrificia l flames .

Even i f Agnon had not mentione d Rabbi Nahma n o f Braslav in the paragraph

7
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leading to th e dream , th e drea m itsel f might hav e reminded th e reade r of one o f
Rabbi Nahman' s ow n dreams:

And I  sa w i n th e drea m tha t i t wa s th e Da y o f Atonemen t [Yorn  Hakippurim],
and i t was clear to m e tha t every Day o f Atonement on e perso n is sacrified, an d
the hig h pries t sacrifices him. They were lookin g fo r one fo r the sacrifice , an d I
agreed t o b e th e sacrifice . An d the y aske d me t o mak e a  written commitment ,
and I  did so . Later , whe n the y wanted t o sacrific e me , I  regretted i t an d wante d
to hide . Bu t then 1  saw that the crow d surrounde d me , s o how coul d I  hide? I
left th e tow n an d whil e I  was leaving I turned back and entere d int o th e town .
And I  looked aroun d an d sa w that I was back in th e town ! So I  wanted t o hid e
among th e non-Jews . I  thought tha t i f the communit y wil l com e an d as k them
for me , the y wil l certainl y hand m e ove r t o them . Another on e t o be sacrifice d
in m y plac e was found . And ye t I  fea r th e future . 24

The religiou s imagery of sacrifice link s ritual and dream as stages of the enact -
ment o f the battl e between th e identity o f the individua l and the need t o destroy
the uniqueness of individuality—and this in th e fac e o f the monotheisti c conduc t
of a world tha t often present s itself as chaotic and senseless . Both Rabb i Nahma n
and Agno n see m t o accep t the despotis m of the One , but thei r dreamin g rebels
against th e violenc e o f that despotis m as it reache s into interna l space.

The relationshi p in Jewish cultur e between the human and the divine is rooted
in radica l separatio n and division . It i s thus not surprisin g that th e ac t o f creation
itself is structured as a series of divisions, between hig h an d low, wet an d dry , man
and woman , and , finally, morta l and immortal . Jewish drea m cultur e echoes this
basic structure: dreams become very complex means of bridging the division , eve n
of transposing it i n paradoxica l ways, such as changing roles between dream s and
dreamers, th e livin g and th e dead .

Notes

1. Oppenhei m 1.956 .
2. Base d on a  passage in Palestinian Talmud Hagiga  chapte r 2, paragraph 2 and Babylo-

nian Talmu d Hagiga  2b .
3. Alexio u 1974 ; Nenola-Kallio 1982 : 97-111; Hasan-Roke m 1996a : 121-140 .
4. Kristianpolle r 1923 ; Stemberger 1976 ; Niehoff 1992 ; Hasan-Rokem 1996a : 101 -

120. Fo r comparativ e perspectives, see also Lewy 1978 ; Cox Mille r 1994.
5. Hasan-Roke m 1987 ; 1996a: 50-77.
6. Chapte r 5 , thi s volume .
7. Baka n 1958 ; Bilu 1979 ; Miller 1981 ; Handelman 1982 ; Hasan-Rokem 1996a :

141-154.
8. Bowersoc k 199 7 claims that whereas Artemidorus was mainly intrested in dream s

as omens, his contemporaries who wrot e fictional prose presented mainly "Freudian" dreams
that expres s fears , anxiety , an d othe r similar states o f mind.

9. Jakobso n 1960.
10. Whe n I  told one o f the senio r administrators a t the Hebre w Universit y about th e
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topic o f our symposiu m at Hubertusstock, she reacted as follows: "You know , a  neighbo r
on David Yellin Street where I  lived when I  was young ha d a  dream about the roof falling
down. Sh e went t o a  rabbi (whos e nam e I  don't know ) an d he tol d he r tha t he r husband
would die . Sh e cam e frightene d to Rabb i Ary e Levin wh o live d nearb y an d tol d hi m i n
panic th e drea m an d the rabbi' s interpretation . H e said : 'Tha t rabb i killed you r husband ,
because a s the drea m i s interpreted yo u ge t it. ' Thi s i s a true stor y that I  can tel l you. H e
really die d within a  year o r so. "

11. Bloo m 1987 : 5 .
12. Midrash  Rabba  fo r Genesis , Bereshit  Rabba  Vatica n M S version , Theodor-Albec k

edition p . 1237 ; Variants : Pal. Talmud, Avoda  Zara  ch . 3  paragraph 1 Midrash Zuta  Eccle -
siastes, Qohele t Zuta , ed . S . Buber, ch . 9 .

13. I n th e Palestinia n versio n o f th e "gestation " theme , i n th e Midrash  Rabba  fo r
Leviticus, Vayiqr a Rabba  14, 2-3 (Margaliot-Margulie s ed. esp. pp. 302-305), the interaction
is exclusively between Go d an d the woman .

14. Pirqe  de-Rabbi  Eliezer  ch . 3 4 i n th e Warsa w editio n wit h th e Luri a commentary ,
and in the Horowitz edition; ch. 33 in the Higer edition. I thank Dina Stein for the insight
and th e reference.

15. Martinso n 1954 : 45 .
16. Se e chs. 7 and 8  in th e presen t volume.
17. Fo r th e relationshi p between th e rabbis ' interpretatio n o f text s an d thei r drea m

interpretations, se e Lieberman 1962 ; Kuge l 1986 ; Niehof f 1992 ; Hasan-Roke m 1996b .
18. Harri s 1963 ; Da n 1971 ; Trachtenber g 1974 : 230-249.
19. Schmit t 1994 .
20. Prof . Yoram Bilu , Hebre w University , Jerusalem; personal communication .
21. Raymon d 1995 : 54 .
22. S . J. Agno n 1968 , "A d Henna, " 7:76 . (m y translation)
23. Prof . Da n Laor , Tel-Aviv University ; persona l communication.
24. Sade h 1983 : 117 .
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