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Poised between a waning magico-theological tradition of symbolic dream
interpretation and the rising influence of scientific dream theories, which equated
dreaming with disorder, the dream occupied a unique space in nineteenth-century Great
Britain. Dreams were coming untethered from signification, as natural philosophers
deemed their content indecipherable and chaotic. Yet vestiges of early modern beliefs
could still lend supernatural power and polyphony to dreams.

This was not simply a matter of making a binary choice between two ways of
thinking about dreams but instead a site of collisions and coalescences. I contend that the
ways in which dreams were conceptualized in nineteenth-century Great Britain made
them uniquely capable of evoking affect. After mapping the historical and theoretical
framework of this argument, I explore transportive dream visions in Romantic and
Victorian poetry and the shifting use of revelatory dreams in Gothic novels, discussing
what I term the “tandem dream sequence” in the latter. Lastly, I discuss dreamlike states
and dreamy spaces in the context of a correlation that I have found between the
emergence of the private bedroom in middle-class Victorian homes and Britons’ theories
of dreams. If we do not take into consideration the affective potential of dreams as they
were conceptualized in nineteenth-century Great Britain, we miss essential elements of

the literary dreams and somnial states and spaces in nineteenth-century British literature.
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INTRODUCTION
THROUGH THE LOOKING-GLASS

“I’11 tell you all my ideas about Looking-glass House,” Alice says to Kitty in
Lewis Carroll’s Through the Looking-Glass, and What Alice Found There (1871). “You
can just see a little peep of the passage in Looking-glass House ... and it’s very like our
passage as far as you can see, only you know it may be quite different on beyond.” Alice
determines to “pretend that the glass has got all soft like gauze, so that we can get
through.” And following the logic of dreams, since this is a dream, what she imagines
comes to pass: “And certainly the glass was beginning to melt away, just like a bright
silvery mist” (127, emphasis added).

We often expect literary dreams to serve solely as allegories, the purpose of which
is to mirror the themes of the waking narrative. However, the purpose of the titular
“looking-glass” in Alice’s dream is not merely to mirror. The objects that Alice had seen
reflected in the looking glass when she was awake do continue to appear “quite common
and uninteresting” after she passes through the looking glass, “but ... all the rest was as
different as possible. For instance, the pictures on the wall ... seemed to be all alive...”
(127). In this nonsensical dreamland, pictures are not simply representations of the people
they are images of but rather come alive as distinct entities. I propose that we take a cue
from Alice’s journey through the looking-glass and attempt to think dreams beyond

representational logic. There can, of course, also be worthwhile metaphorical analyses of



such works. But I contend that the ways in which dreams were conceptualized in

nineteenth-century Great Britain lend themselves to affective, or emotional, intensity.!

The Affective Intensity of Dreams
As an example, in Charles Robert Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer (1820),
Alonzo recounts a nightmare that, in many ways, mirrors his current circumstances as a
prisoner of the Spanish Inquisition, but for which symbolic analysis would fall short of
capturing the most salient characteristic:
Towards the morning I slept,—Oh what a sleep was mine!—the genii, or the
demons of the place, seemed busy in the dream that haunted me. I am convinced
that a real victim of an auto da f& ... never suffered more during his horrible
procession to flames temporal and eternal, than I did during that dream. (Maturin
182, emphasis added)
Alonzo’s assertion that his nightmare is more intense than the sufferings of an actual auto
da fé victim is remarkable, especially considering that when he has this dream, he is
awaiting a judgment that could condemn him to being burned alive in a similar
ceremony; he is not in a position to take it lightly. His narrative comprises one of the

interwoven stories within stories of characters’ encounters with Melmoth, a man who,

! The term “affect” is sometimes used interchangeably with “emotion” or “feeling,” although they
have different meanings in affect theory. Affect comprises the “phenomenal unaccounted-for quality of
sensations” (Cohn 2015, 20), experienced as an immediate “non-conscious ... intensity” (Shouse 2005).

2 The “auto da f&” originally referred to “a religious ceremony ... held by the Spanish or
Portuguese Inquisition prior to the punishment of prisoners, such as ... heretics.” But the term became
associated with the punishment that followed, coming to mean “the execution of a sentence of the
Inquisition; esp. the public burning of a heretic...” (“Auto-da-fé, n.”).



having gained supernatural powers by selling his soul, must wander the earth tempting
others to sell theirs (538).

The dream is so intense that when Alonzo awakens to find Melmoth before him—
having again inexplicably entered Alonzo’s locked cell—he nearly sells his soul on the
spot in exchange for freedom from the Inquisition. Up until this point, he has withstood
the torment and coercion of both the Inquisition and Melmoth (175). But his affective
response to the nightmare temporarily overcomes his mental fortitude: “With an impulse
I could not resist,—an impulse borrowed from the horrors of my dream, I flung myself at
his feet, and called on him to ‘save me’” (182-83, emphasis added). This impulse is the
immediate and most powerful outcome of Alonzo’s dream. Any symbolic component of
the dream is secondary to the affect that it evokes.

This nightmare does not merely reflect the themes underlying the waking
narrative of the novel but instead bleeds into waking reality. In making the argument that
this, or any, character’s dreamt experience can affect the waking narrative, I hope not to
validate the former by subsuming it to the latter, thereby reaffirming the subordination of
dreams to waking reality; instead, I endeavor to expose a reversal of what we might
generally expect, whereby the dream is not simply influenced by, but rather influences,
the waking reality that surrounds it.2 Alonzo’s dream is, in fact, so intense that when he
tells his story years later, he describes it in greater detail than he does the questioning and

dungeonlike conditions to which he is subjected in waking reality (182-83); the

3 Similar examples include Ebeneezer Scrooge’s transformation at the end of Charles Dickens’s A
Christmas Carol (1843, 110), Catherine’s assertion that dreams have “altered the colour of [her] mind” in
Emily Bronté’s Wuthering Heights (1847, 62), and Jane’s decision to leave Thornfield Hall after having a
dream in which she is commanded to “flee temptation” in Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847, 325).



nightmare seems to have had a greater impact on him than his waking experiences as a
prisoner of the Spanish Inquisition.

When Alonzo reflects on Melmoth’s presence in his cell on the night of his auto
da fé dream, he ponders “whether this inscrutable being had not the power to influence
my dreams,” evoking the belief that dreams can be influenced by supernatural powers
(183). This belief, key to the magico-theological tradition of the early modern era, was
waning when Maturin wrote Melmoth the Wanderer, as scientific dream theories were
becoming increasingly influential, and yet it retained a foothold in the consciousness of
the nineteenth-century British public.*

On the other hand, the dream theories of natural philosophers, or as they were
later known, scientists, had gained predominance in British discourse on dreams.> When
Alonzo observes that a story he had been told in waking reality comes to pass in his auto
da fé dream, he ascribes this to the fact that “our thoughts in dreams wander” (183). This
comment expresses an assumption that was central to scientific dream theories of the
1700s and 1800s. That is, that the content of dreams is derived not from the supernatural
but rather from one’s own impressions of recent events and the mental associations that
these impressions conjure in the imagination, which together create the “thoughts” that
“wander” in dreams.

As Ronald Thomas argues, even “at the outset of the Victorian age,” in many
ways, “dreams belonged as much to the supernatural world as to science” (1992, 6). It is

my contention that the collisions and coalescences of different dream theories and beliefs

4 See Bann 2009, 664; Bernard 1981, 198; Lang 1899, 29; Newnham 1830, 36; and Perkins 1999,
107.
5 See Corbin 1990, 514; Ellenberger 1970, 303; Handley 2016, 11; and Whyte 1960, 70.



throughout the long nineteenth century,® including the concept of the dream as a powerful
conduit to the supernatural, made dreams uniquely capable of evoking affect.” The
historical and theoretical context presented in this introduction lays the foundation for
subsequent chapters, in which I explore the ways in which nineteenth-century British
writers mobilized this potential through the use of literary dreams, depictions of somnial

states, and the creation of somnial spaces through dreamlike atmosphere.®

Historicizing the Dream: From Premonition to Pathology
When Alonzo speculates that Melmoth might have induced his nightmare, the
reason he thinks this might be possible is that although Melmoth is not a demon himself,
he might have enlisted the aid of one:
I know not ... nor is it a problem to be solved by human intellect, whether this
inscrutable being had not the power to influence my dreams, and dictate to a
tempting demon the images which had driven me to fling myself at his feet for
hope and safety. However it was, he certainly took advantage of my agony ...

(183, emphasis added)

& The long nineteenth century is used to describe the period between 1789-1914. However,
because my study focuses on pre-Freudian dream theories, Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams
(1899) marks the end of the period that this dissertation explores.

T Affect is a “non-conscious ... intensity” that is experienced with a sense of immediacy (Shouse
2005). | would argue that the state of dreaming has a heightened potential for affect in itself, as dreams can
produce scenarios that would not occur in waking reality, while suspending disbelief for all but the rare
lucid dreamer. It would be difficult to interpret one’s dream while still dreaming it; in this manner, the
dreamer is generally prevented from performing dialectical analysis while in the dream, so their response
cannot be mediated by dialectical thought until they awaken.

8 “Somnial” refers to that which is “Of or relating to dreams” (“Somnial, adj.”). I use the term to
refer to both standard sleeping dreams and the wide range of nebulous “dream states” (Vrettos 2002, 197).



Although scholarship on literary dreams has tended to center on the impact of Sigmund
Freud’s theories, focusing on the influence of The Interpretation of Dreams (1899), this
does not constitute the only, or the first, major change in the Western world’s
understanding of dreams. By the end of the nineteenth century, Britons’ ideas about what
dreams could do, be, or mean had already undergone a massive shift. Freud entered a
scientific discourse that had risen in prominence over the course of the nineteenth
century, with a “decisive period” peaking in the last two decades of the century
(Ellenberger 1970, 303). From the 1700s onward, Enlightenment interest in the mind had
spurred the work of natural philosophers on sleep, dreams, reveries, the imagination, and
the related “pathological states™ of “fainting, ecstasy, hypnosis, hallucinations,
dissociation,” and “drugged conditions” (Whyte 1960, 70). These medical philosophies
“reshaped” the ways in which sleep and dreams were understood (Handley 2016, 11).
Before roughly the seventeenth century, there had been a “near-universal
acceptance of dreaming as integral to the lives of individuals and communities,”
according to Jonathan Crary (2013, 105). Oneirocriticism, or symbolic dream
interpretation, was a common practice, as it was believed that dreams held the potential to
communicate revelations to the dreamer.® As Sasha Handley writes, during the early
modern era, “sleepers were understood to travel between consciousness and
unconsciousness, between the earthly and supernatural realms, and between life and
death on a nightly basis™ (2016, 72). The potential for sleep to bridge the abyss between

the material world of the living and the realm of the supernatural conferred a special

% “Oneirocriticism” refers to “the art or practice of interpreting dreams” (“Oneirocriticism, n.”).



power upon dreams. An enigmatic dream might contain a vital premonition, and in a
dream about a deceased friend or family member, one might be able to communicate with
the dead. In this view, spiritual entities were not simply dreamt of; they could be fully
present with the dreamer. Moreover, sleep and dreams were believed to make one more
susceptible not only to the auspices of the divine or to the influences of ghosts, but also
potentially to the powers of the demonic'® (Handley 71).1

Over the course of the Enlightenment, such ideas began to transition from the
domain of actual belief to the province of fiction. The belief that dreams could actually
reveal truths and communicate warnings was increasingly “marginalized and discredited”
(Crary 105). These beliefs could and, to some extent, still can be observed; supernatural
dreams continue to appear in Gothic works, and bedtime prayers are a vestige of the
caution regarding the sleeper’s vulnerability to otherworldly forces. But during the
eighteenth and nineteenth centuries, belief in revelatory dreams was falling out of favor
as a consequence of the influence of the Romantic movement, Enlightenment era
“scientific interest in the brain,” and philosophical works on the phenomena of the mind,
(Whyte 130). Because of the latter two, nonfiction discourse on sleep and dreams did not
diminish. To the contrary, the publication of scientific texts on the subject was on the rise
in the 1700s and 1800s (Colson 1990, 165—66). These works focused primarily on

classification and etiology, eschewing the notion that the content of dreams might hold

19 In the eighteenth century, some Britons still believed that “poor-quality sleep, or sleep that was
indulged without bedside devotions, weakened the Christian’s defenses against the Devil” (Handley 71).

11 Supernatural dreams influenced by beneficent and evil supernatural forces alike appear in
Gothic literature. Although the stereotypical Gothic revelatory dream forewarns or reveals a truth, Gothic
dreams can also facilitate the schemes of an evil entity; a prime example, depending on how one reads it, is
Alonzo’s dream in Maturin’s Melmoth the Wanderer.



significance, and it became a mark of cultural enlightenment to ridicule the unscientific
belief in revelatory dreams (Greenwood 1894, vii).

A large portion of the general public, but especially those who were educated,
would have had at least some familiarity with the dream theories discussed in scientific
discourse. Since the eighteenth century, much of Europe had become enchanted by what
Richard Colson terms a “vogue for scientific lectures and entertainments” (165).
Throughout the early 1800s, new “literary and philosophical” societies continued to
spring up. Interest in such discourse became “unusually widespread,” although initially
only “within a British cultural elite,” according to Colson. As the Victorian period
progressed, interest in scientific theories and studies spread even further, “far beyond the
artisans, educated upper middle class, and aristocratic boundaries ... involving many
elements of the middle class and the working class” (165-66). Scientific dream theories
entered the consciousness of the general public.

However, vestiges of belief in the potential for dreams to reveal truths, foretell the
future, and generally be affected by the supernatural remained in British culture in
different forms, including as elements of Gothic literature. Moreover, there were still
fervent holdouts who continued to espouse this belief; among them were enthusiasts of
secular spiritualism, which experienced a surge in popularity in the nineteenth century

(Bann 2009, 664; Lang 1899, 29).1? Secular spiritualists believed that nighttime visions

12 Collections of prophetic dreams, such as Mrs. Blair s Dreams and Dreaming (1843) and
Catherine Crowe’s The Night Side of Nature (1848), were popular during the long nineteenth century
(Bernard 198). The Society for Psychical Research published numerous letters detailing people’s accounts
of prophetic dreams they had had that were proved to be true in Phantasms of the Living (1886). Magazines
such as Chambers'’s Journal, Blackwoods, London Magazine, and Gentleman's Magazine published similar
anecdotes as well as opinion pieces supporting the possible existence of revelatory dreams; in one of these



could bring the dreamer into contact with the dead, although they tended to focus on the
potential for well-meaning supernatural figures to visit their dreams as opposed to
demonic forces (Hayward 2000, 197, 147). Alternatively, religious spiritualists limited
the supernatural potential of dreams to the domain of the divine. To this point, Mrs. Blair,
the editor of Dreams and Dreaming (1843), asserts that the revelatory dream is a moral
directive sent from God “for the comforting of his tired people” (Blair 1843, i). Another
category of holdouts were the readers of the inexpensive genre of chapbooks known as
dream books (Perkins 1999, 104). Despite the lofty purpose that Blair ascribes to
revelatory dreams, the majority of Britons interested in oneirocriticism seem to have

turned to this disparaged but common form of street literature.

Power and Dream Books

In The Literature and Curiosities of Dreams (1865), Frank Seafield characterizes
dream interpretation, or “oneirocriticism,” as “at present in the sere and yellow leaf of its
fortunes.” According to Seafield, oneirocriticism “sprang up to meet us like a god” but
“retires from us with the hang-dog expression of a rebuked costermonger.” He observes
that dream interpretion, once the “revelation of the divine,” had been reduced to “an
instrument by which a chap-book pedlar [sic] may best ascertain what is the smallest
number of lies which Cinderella will insist on in return for her penny, without
considering herself cheated” (134, emphasis added). The type of “chap-book” to which

he refers was known as a “dream book,” “dreamer” (Perkins 103), or “Dream Key”

opinion pieces, James Hogg, the author of The Private Memoirs and Confessions of a Justified Sinner
(1824), questions the scientific certainty that dream content is meaningless (Perkins 107).
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(Corbin 514). Dream books provided A-to-Z lists of universal dream symbols and the
revelatory meaning of each symbol (Perkins 103-4). Such books also frequently included
prophetic almanacs and fortune-telling guides (106).

In spite of, or perhaps as a reaction to, the increasing number of scientific texts on
dreams, the dream book became, “in Britain at least, the most dominant form of
chapbook,” according to Maureen Perkins (104). Associated with “ghosts and fairies”
(Newnham 1830, 36); “table rappings, séances, and house haunting” (Bernard 197); and
tawdry street literature (Perkins 105), dream books occupied a lowly status in nineteenth-
century literary culture. Writers and publishers of dream books commonly attributed their
content to ancient writings by unknown authors in foreign lands in an apparent effort to
add credence to the content while distancing themselves from it (Perkins 106). In fact, in
the opening pages of The True Fortune Teller (1850), the publisher includes a disclaimer
of sorts: “The foregoing pages are published principally to show the superstitions which
engrossed ... a past age, and which are happily disappearing before the progress of an
enlightened civilization” (24). By all accounts, the readers of dream books were not
purchasing this common form of street literature to educate themselves in the belief
systems of past ages; it is much more plausible that publishers used such statements to
make an excuse for their involvement in the perpetuation of the genre.

The demographic believed to have purchased dream books attests to the influence
that societal roles likely had over how people viewed dreams. Corbin observes that
although some members of the working class were familiar with scientific dream
theories, dream books were bestsellers mainly among members of the lower class (514).

Additionally, the intended audience appears to have been primarily female, as the vast
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majority of dream symbols in dream books relate to courtship, marriage, and good
fortune; all of these, according to dream books, might be deduced by the universal
symbols within premonitory dreams (Perkins 106). For instance, The New Infallible
Fortune Teller predicts that “a virgin dreaming she has put on new garments, shews an
alteration in her condition by way of marriage.” It also affirms that “if @ woman dreams
she is with child, it shews sorrow and sadness” (1818, 12, 13). The symbols are universal,
but the readers are usually assumed to be women.

As the century progressed, the dream book’s male readership diminished further,
and by the end of the century, it seems to have disappeared. Whereas earlier editions of
dream books had occasionally addressed a male reader, the genre shifted to exclusively
targeting female readers (Perkins 110). I postulate that this might, at least to some extent,
be a consequence of the widespread belief that men were the more rational sex. Men
would likely have been exposed to greater ridicule for endorsing a belief in premonitory
dreams and for purchasing a chapbook intended to indulge the superstitions of women.
As Perkins writes, “In the nineteenth century, men who would admit to premonitory
dreams were challenging the norms of middle-class masculinity of their day” (107). The
influence of these norms is reflected in Seafield’s gendered ridicule of the dream book as
an “instrument by which a chap-book pedlar [sic]” may scam a naive “Cinderella” (134,
emphasis added).

An association of superstitiousness, especially about dreams, with lower-class,
female characters appears in nineteenth-century British novels, manifesting in how
characters of different genders and class treat such ideas. For example, a reverence for

premonitions sometimes enters the narrative through a female servant or through her
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influence. In Emily Bronté&’s Wuthering Heights (1847), when Catherine begins to tell
Nelly Dean about her dream, Nelly is resistant because she fears the supernatural power
of dreams: “Oh! don’t, Miss Catherine! ... We’re dismal enough without conjuring up
ghosts and visions to perplex us.” As Catherine persists, she repeats, “I won’t hear it, |
won’t hear it!” Later, Nelly tells Lockwood, “I was superstitious about dreams then, and
am still; and Catherine had an unusual gloom in her aspect, that made me dread
something from which I might shape a prophecy, and foresee a fearful catastrophe” (72).
Similarly, in Charlotte Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847), Jane knows how to interpret her
recurring dream about a small child because she remembers having overheard a female
servant, Bessie Leaven, tell another female servant that “to dream of children was a sure
sign of trouble, either to one’s self or one’s kin” (223). This premonitory symbol is
ostensibly proven to be accurate, both when Bessie dreams of a small child and when
Jane does (223-25).

Conversely, the stereotype of the superstitious female character is reversed in
Wilkie Collins’s The Woman in White (1860) when Walter Hartright makes a comment
that could be interpreted as slightly superstitious. Miss Halcombe, whose rational mind is
celebrated throughout the novel, rebukes him, “Whatever women may be, I thought that
men, in the nineteenth century, were above superstition” (61). Her reference to the
century underscores the assumption that their period must be more enlightened than, for
instance, the “past age,” a time in which, according to the publisher of The True Fortune
Teller, people had been “engrossed” by “superstitions that are happily disappearing

before the progress of an enlightened civilization” (124).
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Thus, a determining factor in the readership of dream books might not have been
a lack of enlightenment so much as a lack of agency within the socioeconomic system.
Education probably played a role in the fact that men stopped purchasing dream books.
But this might also have been related to the association of rational thinking with middle-
class masculinity, making any belief that might be viewed as irrational also potentially
emasculating, as well as to men’s greater potential for upward social mobility.

After all, dream books might have provided reassurance to disempowered
members of society, such as lower-class women, by affirming that a greater, mysterious
power might improve their situation. As Perkins points out, the “interpretations [of dream
books] position the meaning of dreams outside the workings of the mind, implying an
external set of forces that will decide destiny” (108). In a rapidly changing society in
which the living and working conditions of the lower class were often reprehensible, the
hermeneutic offered in dream books could provide “order and meaning in the apparent
confusion” (107). The interpretability of the premonitory dream might have offered some
comfort, in contrast to scientific characterizations of dreams, which made them

synonymous with disorder.

Disordering the Content of Dreams

In Melmoth the Wanderer, Alonzo recalls that at one point in his auto da fé
nightmare, a story that he had heard about a girl being condemned to death comes to pass
in the dream: “Our thoughts in dreams wander; 1 had heard a story of an auto da fé,
where a young Jewess, not sixteen, doomed to be burnt alive, had ... exclaimed, ‘Save

me... ... Something like this crossed my dream” (182-83, emphasis added). As we have
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seen, in spite of Alonzo’s speculation that the nightmare might have been demonically
induced, he also describes it in terms of his thought processes. The scene with the young
Jewish girl appears because “our thoughts in dreams wander,” and Alonzo characterizes it
as having “crossed my dream” in the same way that one might remark that an idea had
“crossed my mind.” The assumption underlying the use of these phrases is that the
content of dreams originates in one’s own recent impressions and imaginative
associations; this resonates with the claims made by natural philosophers.*®

The consensus among nineteenth-century natural philosophers was that dream
content has its origin in the impressions of recent memory, which are “jumbled” together
by our imagination, along with any mental associations they conjure in the mind
(Macnish 1834, 49). Regardless of the minor differences in terminology among these
texts, they illustrate the currents of scientific thought that were influential in the
nineteenth century. Considering the prevalence of these concepts in scientific dream
discourse and the “unusually widespread” interest in the subject among Britons, who
attended “scientific lectures,” societies, and publications (Colson 165-66), we can expect
these ideas to have informed the reading public’s understanding of literary dreams.*

Moreover, scientific discourse on sleep and dreams had been growing since the
eighteenth century (Ellenberger 303; Whyte 70). For example, the discussion of dreaming

in David Hartley’s Observations on Man (1749) was a forerunner to the studies of

13 Although the setting of Alonzo’s narrative predates the nineteenth century, I suggest that the
author’s familiarity with nineteenth-century dream theories, like other aspects of the culture in which he
lived, very likely influenced his writing.

14 Even in the disclaimer that prefaces The True Fortune Teller (1850), a book of decoding
premonitory dreams, there is a statement promoting scientific dream theories: “It is hoped, therefore, that
the reader will not attach the slightest importance to the solutions of the dreams as rendered above, as
dreams are generally the result of a disordered stomach, or an excited imagination” (24, emphasis added).
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nineteenth-century natural philosophers on the subject, as they expanded on the work of
preceding periods.® According to Hartley, the content of dreams is “deducible from the
Impressions and Ideas of the preceding Day” (384). These impressions and ideas are
linked together through the imagination’s irrational chains of “association,” which lend
themselves to “great Wildness and Inconsistency” (385).1® Hartley’s “Impressions and
Ideas” become, in W. Newnham’s Essay on Superstition (1830), “the recollected
impressions of the preceding day, or of some antecedent period”: “It will often happen
that the dream may be traced to some thought or action which has occupied the attention
during the day, and which will be reproduced at night in dreams, grotesquely associated
with other persons and things...” (179, emphasis added).

Similarly, in On the Phenomena of Dreams, and Other Transient Illusions (1832),
Walter Dendy theorizes that the content of dreams is made up of “Impressions of
memory,” which “by fanciful association become imagination.” According to Dendy, as a
result of the imagination’s fanciful associations, these ideas become linked in “the
grossest absurdity” as “images in this chain” (41, emphasis added). An analogous
explanation appears in The Philosophy of Sleep (1834), in which Robert Macnish'’
attributes dream content to the “resuscitation or re-embodiment of thoughts which have

formerly ... occupied the mind” (49). The use of the word “resuscitation” creates an

15 Hartley’s work influenced Samuel Taylor Coleridge, who was familiar with many eighteenth-
century dream theories, although he eventually became dissatisfied with most, if not all, of them. Like
nineteenth-century natural philosophers, those writing in the eighteenth century “attributed the origin of
dreams at least in part to” the physiological impact of “somatic or sensory causes” (Ford 1998, 162).

18 Hartley follows the “associationist tradition” (Ford 80), which John Locke similarly applies to
dreams and reveries in An Essay Concerning Human Understanding (1689, XXXIII).

7 Robert Macnish was a popular Scottish writer on natural philosophy and a renowned surgeon,
known as “The Modern Pythagorean.” His treatise, The Philosophy of Sleep, was “well received,” and
multiple editions were printed (Anderson 1863, 59).
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almost anthropomorphized image of the process. As in other scientific dream theories, the
imagination links these resuscitated thoughts in a “train of associations” (44, emphasis
added); for Macnish, this “connecting chain” has the potential to link the dreamer’s
“jumbled thoughts™ in “absurd combinations” (49). Following the same line of thought,
in Inquiries Concerning the Intellectual Powers (1839), John Abercrombie®® affirms that
dreams are generally rooted in recent waking impressions and thoughts, which can
include emotions. In dreams, “recent events and recent mental emotions ... follow one
another according to associations over which we have no control,” writes Abercrombie
(198), emphasizing the dreamer’s powerlessness in controlling how the dream unfolds.
According to these natural philosophers, the imagination associates impressions
and ideas that have arisen in the dreamer’s recent waking experiences. But whereas the
imagination is restrained by reason when one is awake, it has the power to create a
private, internal chaos when one is dreaming. This is the source of the incongruous,
irrational, and incomprehensible elements of dream content. Affirming that the
imagination is the predominant power in dreams, Hartley writes that dreams consist of
“nothing but the Imaginations, Fancies, or Reveries of a sleeping Man” (384, emphasis
added).'® Newnham concurs that “the sleeping senses,” including reason, are “incapable
of exerting their regular influence in controlling the wanderings of the intellectual
faculties” (165-66). Likewise, for Dendy, the imagination of the dreamer overrules the

“faculty of judgment.” He identifies rational judgment as the only faculty that

18 John Abercrombie, another Scottish physician, attended the University of Edinburgh and
published in medical journals. His works “achieved wild popularity” (“Abercrombie, John™).

19 In Thomas Hobbes’s Leviathan (1651), an earlier antecedent to these works, the chapter “Of
Imagination” calls dreams “the imaginations of them that sleep” and “the silence of sense” (1.384-89).
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consistently becomes completely “inert” when people dream (22), making the dream a
space in which judgment is not merely impaired but fails to function. Newnham also
theorizes that “erroneous perceptions are occasioned” in dreams because “reason and
judgment [are] suspended” (167, emphasis added).

This suspension of reason and judgment can create “trains of association ...
generally of the wildest character,” according to Newnham (167, emphasis added).
Consequently, in the view of these natural philosophers, the content of dreams can
become replete with “Wildness and Inconsistency” (Hartley 385) to such an extent that
the experience of dreaming approaches that of “madness” (Dendy 56), as there is “a
strong analogy between dreaming and insanity” (Macnish 45). In other words,
associations unfold in nonsensical configurations in dreams, as the imagination
overpowers the dreamer’s ability to reason.

Thus, natural philosophers dismissed the idea that dreams could be rationally
ordered or even necessarily particularly meaningful, arguing against the belief that
dreams could create the circumstances for an “independent flight of soul” (Dendy 26-
27).20 Scientific texts characterized dreams as holding little to no potential to impart
meaning, connoting the idea of meaning in dreams with interpretable messages
originating in otherworldly forces. Considering the preponderance of these scientific
dream theories, along with the British public’s interest in them, these texts mark a point

of divergence from the belief that dreams could contain symbolically coded messages

2 Sleep and How to Obtain It asserts that “the only warrant for supernatural dreams is derived
from the miraculous ones recorded in the Bible.” By making this type of claim, writers of scientific texts on
dreams were able to validate Biblical dream interpretation while maintaining that “miracles ceased” after
Biblical times and that, likewise, dreams were no longer “supernatural or prophetic” (1880, 102).
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from an external divine, demonic, or otherwise supernatural entity. Dreams were

becoming synonymous with disorder, the imagination, and the irrational.

Disordering the Causes of Dreams

Disorder was ascribed not only to the content of dreams but also to their cause.
This presents a striking contrast to our expectation that dreaming can occur as a matter of
course in normal patterns of sleep. Dendy contends, “The dream, I believe, never occurs
in sound or perfect sleep, for then all the senses are quiescent or uninfluenced” (19-20).
And according to Macnish, “In healthy, wholesome, intense sleep,” there “can be no
dream” (40). One can observe these theories appearing in the discourse of the general
public, as one issue of a popular periodical, Chambers s Journal (1876), advises the
reader, “No one dreams when he is sound asleep. Dreams take place only during an
imperfect or perturbed sleep” (56-59). A consensus was forming that dreams would
emerge only out of sleep that was not sound, complete, perfect, healthy, or wholesome.

The cause, or causes, that natural philosophers might ascribe to the occurrence of
Alonzo’s dream in Melmoth the Wanderer would likely be one or more of the ways in
which his mind, body, or sleeping environment had become disordered. Such factors
might include Alonzo’s heightened emotional state, especially in the wake of his recent
encounters with Melmoth and the inquisitorial court; the fact that the nightmare occurs as
Alonzo is beginning to fall asleep while trying to remain awake and is, therefore, in a
liminal, transitional period between wakefulness and sleep; and of course, the

physiological effects of the other conditions to which he is subjected as a prisoner of the
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1.2! The occurrence of

Spanish Inquisition, including the sleeping environment of his cel
dreams was attributed to the influence of natural phenomena, including the position of the
body, physiological disorder ranging from indigestion to more serious conditions, and the
transition between sleeping and waking (Macnish 1834, 18, 58, 39, 24).%

According to Newnham, “Any cause which has powerfully excited their brain,
whether this may have been exercise or disease,” has the capacity to produce a dream
(171). Abercrombie maintains that the onset or intensification of a dream can result from
the “[excitement]” caused by “some bodily feeling of uneasiness, perhaps an oppression
at the stomach, at the time when the dream occurred” (Abercrombie 198-99). More
specifically, Macnish blames indigestion for some unpleasant dreams, recommending that
his readers abstain from eating two or three hours before bedtime (274).

It is significant that dreaming was attributed to symptoms of minor and major
states of physiological disorder is significant. For nineteenth-century natural
philosophers, dreams are not merely intensified by disorder; the dream is itself a form of
disorder. “Dreaming is one of [the mind’s] diseases,” Newnham asserts, surmising that
dreams are a consequence of the “perverting influence of the fall” of mankind (165).

Whether through physiological, mental, or spiritual disorder, dreaming was increasingly

considered a form of disordered sleep.

2L Of the effect of the space in which one sleeps, Macnish writes, “A change of bed will sometimes
induce dreams; and, generally speaking, they are more apt to occur in a strange bed than in the one to
which we are accustomed” (1834, 53). Obviously, his intended audience does not include prisoners of the
Spanish Inquisition, but this is one of the factors that, he argues, could affect the quality of sleep.

22 The work of mid-nineteenth-century philosophers builds on that of Zoonomia, or The Laws of
Organic Life (1794), in which Erasmus Darwin theorizes, “The trains of ideas, which are carried on in our
waking thoughts, are in our dreams dissevered in a thousand places by the suspension of volition,
perpetually falling into new catenations” (XVIIL.9). As a result, “sensations of pleasure and pain are
experienced with great vivacity in our dreams” (XVIIL.2). In the nineteenth century, Macnish takes this
idea to an extreme: “A dream may be considered as a transient paroxysm of delirium” (45).
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123 approach to their studies, listing

Many natural philosophers took an etiologica
and categorizing the causes of dreams.?* Their study of dreaming has the characteristics
of a pathology, with disease or disorder at the root. For example, Hartley asserts that
dreams, made up of “Imaginations, Fancies, or Reveries of a sleeping Man,” are:

... deducible from the Three following Causes; viz. First, the Impressions and

Ideas lately received, and particularly thought of the preceding Day. Secondly,

The State of the body, particularly of the Stomach and Brain. And Thirdly,

Association. (34)

His list includes both mental and physical causes, and he addresses the role of
impressions and associations in producing the content of dreams.

Dendy also categorizes the causes of dreams into three types (45), although he
does so in a more complicated manner. The first cause that he lists is “the predisposing
cause,” which he identifies as “the influence of black blood on the brain” (56).2° In
addition to this physiological predisposition, with its connection to disease or disorder,
there is a second physiological cause more closely related to the timing in the period of
sleep. This is “the exciting cause,” which creates an “impression on the extremities or ...
nerve” when one is in a state of “departing or returning consciousness” (45). Dendy

refers to this intermediate state as “slumber,” and it is the state in which one dreams (19-

23 describe this discourse on dreams as “etiological” because natural philosophers focused on
“assigning ... a cause or reason” to dreams (“Aetiological | Etiological, adj.”).

2 These works also typically classify a range of dream states. Some assign different terminology
to this process. Macnish avoids settling on a “cause,” but is willing to discuss the “origin” of a dream:
“Dreams generally arise without any assignable cause, but sometimes we can very readily discover their
origin ... The disordered state of the stomach and liver will often produce dreams” (52, emphasis added).

25 This problem of “circulation” can result in other issues, including “indigestion” (57).
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20). Slumber involves a “half consciousness which is essential to the phenomena of
dreaming” (20). If one does not fall immediately asleep, then, one will experience
dreams, since for Dendy, the dream “never occurs in sound or perfect sleep, for then all
the senses [including the imagination] are quiescent or uninfluenced” (19-20).

And finally, the third and final type of cause, Dendy writes, is “the proximate
cause of the dream consists in a recurrence of ideas—memory—I would consider the
origin of mode of impression of a sense, and the mode of recurrence of such impression,
the excitement of the dream” (57). Thus, while the content of dreams is described as the
product of the dreamer’s disordered thoughts, the phenomenon of dreaming is contingent

upon a physiological disease, or disorder, or a period of bodily disorder.

Disordering the Dream

This idea that dreaming never occurs in perfect, profound, or complete sleep—in
short, in orderly sleep—recurs in nineteenth-century scientific dream theories. Like
Dendy, in Chapters on Mental Physiology (1852), Henry Holland?® refers to the “state
intermediate between sleeping and waking” as “slumber” and identifies this as the period
in which dreams occur. Holland describes dreams as “those strange aberrations of thought
(‘the mimicry of reason,’ as Dryden well calls them), in which volition is dormant, and
memory awake only to furnish incongruous images to the dream” (86-87).

Macnish similarly describes the period in which one dreams as “slumber” and

contrasts it with sound sleep, as he considers “dreaming” to be a state of “incomplete

% Henry Holland was the “physician-extraordinary to Queen Victoria” (Schatz 2015, 75).
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sleep.” He reasons that since the mind is producing dreams, it must be partially active,
and that dreaming must, therefore, involve “the active state of one or more of the cerebral
organs while the remainder are in repose...” (10). According to Macnish, “In healthy,
wholesome, intense sleep,” there “can be no dream” (40), in contrast to which, dreams
“disappear altogether” when one experiences profound sleep because the absence of
dreams shows that “the brain is left to thorough repose” (24).

Recalling Dendy’s description of slumber, Macnish pinpoints the “gradual process
of intellectual obliteration” that occurs during the transition between wakefulness and
sleep as a period in which one experiences “a sort of confused dream—a mild delirium
which always precedes sleep” (24). In the same vein, Dendy maintains that “such
derangement of the manifestations of mind ... as we term a dream” can ensue only as a
result of a “disturbed condition of the brain” and that dreaming comprises a “slight and
transient delirium” (55-56). This is not an analogy for Dendy, who writes, “The ideas
arising in slumber may truly be considered as a species of delirium, forming figures and
situations of the most heterogeneous description” (40). In these ways, these scientific
texts presented dreams as deviations from restful sleep that emerge in states of
physiological disorder and disease or in the liminal, disordered period of transition when
one is half-awake and half-asleep.

Accordingly, such dream theories likened the “absence of truth” and “want of
cohesion” in confusing dreams to temporary insanity (Newnham 163), with Seafield even

dedicating a chapter to “Analogies of Dreaming and Insanity.”?’ One mark of the insanity

27 In addition, in 1899, the first chapter of Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams would similarly
contain a section on “The Relations between Dreams and Mental Diseases.”
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inherent in the dreaming state is the sense of immediacy that suppresses dialectical
thought. According to Abercrombie, “The [false] impressions which arise in the mind are
believed to have a real and present existence” (198). As a result of the “quiescent

29 ¢

condition of the reasoning powers,” “the mind is wholly subject to the sceptre of other

faculties,” so that “whatever emotions or images they invoke, [dreams] seem to be real”
(Macnish 83). As Newnham observes, the dream “may appear to be almost rational and
consecutive” to the dreamer, although upon awakening, one will recognize in it “a want

29 ¢¢

of cohesion in the causes and consequences,” “an absence of truth,” and a “deviation
from correct thinking” (163). Dreaming was synonymous with disorder, writ large.
Considering this characterization of dreaming as a state of disordered sleep—the result of
half-waking, half-sleeping moments best described as delirium—which is brought on by
physiological disease or disorder, I advance the idea that one might refer to them as, in
nineteenth-century terms, a form of sleep disorder.?®

What’s more, the wildness of a dream can easily become heightened. In The Book
of Dreams and Ghosts (1899), Andrew Lang maintains that even the slight disorder
manifested by a minor irregularity in the sleeping environment can affect a dream. “As a
rule dreams throw everything into a dramatic form,” Lang writes. “Some one [sic] knocks
at our door, and the dream bases a little drama on the noise” (12). And although even the

liminal transition between falling asleep and awakening entails a “mild delirium” (Dendy

24), the “dreams of disease” are most likely to “present a great variety” of the “wildest

28 |n addition, in nineteenth-century scientific texts, dreams are presented alongside what we
would typically consider sleep disorders. For instance, Macnish notes that somnambulism “bears a closer
analogy than a common dream to madness,” since the sleepwalker passes through waking reality under the
delusion induced by a dream (148).
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character” (Newnham 160-61). Macnish concurs, “The visions, indeed, which occur in a
state of fever are highly distressing” (66). Not only can the emotions of waking reality
enter into dreams; dreams can also create intense affective experiences.

Overwhelmingly, these works characterize the dream as a phenomenon in which
the imagination seizes control, and the dreamer is made a sort of captive participant. The
imagination connects the impressions left by recent events, ideas, and emotions,
amalgamating them with other images and ideas, making connections that the dreamer
would not otherwise make. In a space of such wildness and fanciful inconsistency, there
is great potential for dreams and dreamlike states to break the laws of dialectics, social
convention, and physics. In terms of the third, Macnish highlights the “apparent
expansion of time in dreams” (60). And as Lang points out, temporality and spatial
boundaries cease to signify as they would in waking reality: “In dreams, time and space
are annihilated ... amidst a grotesque confusion” (3). The sleeper’s suspension of
disbelief, resulting from an absence of reason, makes this absurdity possible, for “nothing
... however monstrous, incredible, or impossible, seems absurd” in a dream (Lang 84).

The concept of the dream was coming untethered from the revelatory purpose to
which it had once been attributed, and it had not yet been rendered comprehensible by the
interpretive framework that Sigmund Freud would apply to it in The Interpretation of
Dreams (1899). Although nineteenth-century natural philosophers ascribed the content of
dreams to the fragmented memories of the dreamer’s waking experiences, they had not
had Freud’s epiphany that the hermeneutic of the dream book could be combined with an

etiology of interior causes and individually-generated content.
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Natural philosophers deemed the content of dreams indecipherable, discouraging
symbolic dream interpretation. Ironically, in their efforts to rationalize and exert control
over dreams and sleep, these pre-Freudian theorists actually enhanced the dream’s
perceived potential for affect. The content of the dream, as an experience that one could
neither control in the moment nor make sense of through interpretation later, attained a

greater sense of immediacy.

An Impulse Borrowed from a Dream

The literary dream occupies a nebulous, liminal existence, as it is both a part of
the surrounding waking narrative and set apart from it, as a space of exception, in which
divergences, deviations, and impossibilities are possible. In the dream that affects Alonzo
so powerfully in Melmoth the Wanderer, scenarios that would be impossible to recreate in
a waking narrative with any semblance of realism intensify the dream’s affective force. In
the nightmare, Alonzo sees himself suffer: “I saw myself; and this horrid tracing of
yourself in a dream,—this haunting of yourself by your own spectre, while you still live,
is perhaps a curse almost equal to ... the punishments of eternity” (182). His own image
is reflected back to him, while he looks on from a nonexistent, spectral sort of space,
viewing the horror in his own eyes and the anticipatory prelude of the religious ceremony
preceding his suffering. In Feeling in Theory, Rei Terada’s description of “auto-
affection,” which consists of the “representation of one’s own sensations and ideas to

oneself,” seems germane to this scene (2001, 25).2° Alonzo’s experience takes the form of

2 In contrast to “affect,” which she accepts to be “unconscious and pre-reflexive,” she contends
that “auto-affection” and “full-blown emotions” respond to “the representationality of mental
representations as such” (18).
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literal self-differentiation possible within the space of the dream. When he sees himself
suffer as if from someone else’s perspective, observing his own expression of fear and
pain, the experience intensifies the torment.

Next, the dream’s ability to transform one person into another is used in service of
increasing Alonzo’s suffering. He sees the Jewish girl plead for mercy, only to be denied
it, recreating the story that he had heard in a scene that is moving and horrifying. But the
horror escalates when, as in the manner of dreams, one person transforms into another: “I
saw the supplicant rejected; the next moment the figure was that of my brother Juan, who
clung to me, shrieking, ‘Save me, save me.”” After watching his beloved brother endure
pain, powerless to save him, Alonzo then experiences the torture first-hand: “The next
moment / was chained to my chair again...” The ceremony prolongs his anticipation of
pain, as “the fires were lit, the bells rang out, the litanies were sung...” And then, he
recounts, “My feet were scorched to a cinder,—my muscles cracked, my blood and
marrow hissed, my flesh consumed...” Alonzo’s protracted suffering culminates in the
flames engulfing him, at which point, he awakens to his own screams (182-83).

When he awakens and sees Melmoth, he feels “an impulse I could not resist,—an
impulse borrowed from the horrors of my dream,” to throw himself at Melmoth’s feet
and, repeating the words of the supplicant, who was first a Jewish girl and then his
brother, to beg the evil entity to “save me” (182-83, emphasis added). The nightmare
almost leads to a transformative change in Alonzo’s character and the nature of his soul,
which he is on the verge of relinquishing in exchange for immediate freedom from the

cell of the Spanish Inquisition.
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This reaffirms that the most striking and noteworthy effect of the dream is not its
symbolic meaning but rather the impulse that it evokes. Alonzo’s plea for salvation,
which he makes before he has a chance to rationally consider his choice or to muster up
the mental fortitude that he has consistently exhibited up to this point is the result of the
force of affect. In the words of Elisha Cohn, affect is the “phenomenal, unaccounted-for
quality of sensations.” This “unaccounted-for quality” arises from the fact that affect is
“always prior to and/or outside of conscious awareness” (Shouse 2005, n. pag.). The
irresistibility of this horror-induced impulse suggests that it precedes conscious

awareness or decision-making, positioning it in the realm of affect.

Affective Potential

It is my contention that nineteenth-century scientific dream theories, in
combination with the influence of the early modern’s magico-theological tradition still
prevalent in British culture, emphasize the capacity of dreams to evoke affective
intensity. For this reason, affect theory provideS unique insight into the lens through
which authors and readers conceptualized literary depictions of dreams during this
period. Moreover, in my study of somnial states and spaces, I find that the foremost effect
is their generation, or depiction, of dreamy affective states, such as reverie, trance, and
atmospheric sensations of dreaminess.

While teh term “affect” is sometimes used interchangeably with “emotion” or
“feeling,” its non-conscious quality differentiates it from feelings, which are “personal
and biographical,” and from emotion, which is “the projection/display of a feeling.” As

opposed to emotions, which have a performative role in social interaction and can be
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influenced by the culture in which one lives, or feelings, which can be explained through
self-narrative, the “intensity” of affect is a “non-conscious experience” of “intensity”
(Shouse). An example would be the realization that one is nervous because one’s hands
are shaking. Similarly, Jeremy Gilbert uses the involuntary movement that can occur in
response to music as an example of the “force” of “non-significatory affective power”
(2004, n. pag.).

The most significant way in which affect theory differs from traditional analytical
approaches, including Freudian analysis, is that it focuses on these sensations rather than
solely on their symbolic interpretation. Affect is, according to Gilles Deleuze, “non-
representational,” as it cannot be reduced to signifiers (1978, 2). Thus, resistant to
interpretation, affect has a formal reality, meaning that it exists as something in itself
rather than as the symbol or the inaccessible signified of something else. Operating as “an
unmediated experience” (Massumi 2002, 2), affect encompasses a physiological
sensation that is simultaneously a “mode of thought,” that is, “insofar as it is non-
representational” thought (1978, 2).

Of course, representational approaches can also provide valuable contributions to
scholarship on literary dreams. But affect is non-representational and non-dialectical to
such a degree that even the dialectical component of matter-of-fact narration can dampen

our receptivity to it (Massumi 86).% Therefore, exclusively symbolic interpretation,

30 “Matter-of-factness dampens intensity,” Brian Massumi states, citing an empirical study that
monitored children’s physiological responses to varying versions of a short film about a melting snowman.
The most intense response coincided with the silent version of the film, likely because it did not disrupt
their affective experience. Conversely, the children responded the least to the version in which a voice-over
narrated the scenes as they occurred, ostensibly because the simple narration actually “interfered with the
images’ effect” (86). Our experience of affect evoked by, or in, literature is necessarily mediated, but this
does not preclude us from informing our approach to texts with a cognizance of the operations of affect.
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which does not take affect into account, risks not only overlooking this intensity in
nineteenth-century literary dreams, but also hindering our ability to recognize it.
Describing the representational, and therefore, dialectical, thought, Deleuze and Felix
Guattari write, “all signs are signs of signs” (1987, 112). In contrast to the dialectical
thought underlying, for instance, linguistic signification, affect is felt with immediacy,
whether it exerts an influence on the character who is dreaming or the reader’s vicarious

experience of it.

Dreaming the Virtual

When a character is depicted dreaming or experiencing an affectively unique
somnial state or space in nineteenth-century British literature, the concept of the dream as
the realm of a disordered and disordering imagination, capable of producing “absurd
combinations” of ideas through its varied repetitions of memories (Macnish 49), can
create a space with elements of what Deleuze, borrowing from Henri Bergson, articulates
as the “virtual.”

According to Deleuze, the virtual is a plane on which the recollections and
intensities of the past are repeated, but with differences, in the present (1994a, 29-31).
The virtual is real, but conceptual, related not only to the potential for change but also to
memory (1994a, 279). In the virtual, “the present that [the past] was” commingles with
“the current present in relation to which it is now past” (2004, 29). This coexistence of
the past with the present seems akin to Lang’s observation that the dialectical delineations
of “time and space are annihilated” in dreams (3). Moreover, with the “faculty of

judgment” rendered “inert” (Dendy 22), “reason ... suspended” (Newnham 167), and the
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force of the imagination unburdened with these dialectical processes, the resulting
“Wildness and Inconsistency” (Hartley 385) of dreams, as conceptualized in nineteenth-
century Great Britain, create the potential for non-dialectical thought and unmediated
intensity of affect. Experiences from different periods of life can become conflated, or
conversely, monsters can approach at impossibly swift speeds.

In terms of the latter, the continued familiarity with, and for some, belief in, the
idea of the supernatural dream makes the dream space potentially one in which the
imaginative force is met with a supernatural one. The divine, demonic, or otherwise
supernatural might also enter the space of the dream. Consequently, the space of the
dream has the potential become, to borrow a concept from Mikhail Bakhtin,
“polyphonic” (1984, 176). For Bakhtin, there is a possibility in this for the creation of a
“plurality of independent and unmerged voices and consciousnesses” in which all are
“fully valid voices,” a state that is disruptive to hierarchical thinking (176, 6).

Shifting back into Deleuzean terms, the “multiplicity” that this would entail, and
of which the virtual is capable, can serve as an “escape” from “dialectics,” or binary
thinking (1987, 32). The capacity for disruption in these concepts echoes nineteenth-
century natural philosophers’ characterizations of dreaming as a “deviation” from
“correct” thinking (Newnham 163). In the same vein, Macnish’s observation that there is
a close connection between “dreaming and insanity” (Macnish 45) also calls to mind the
Deleuzean use of the term “schizophrenization” to describe the generation of
multiplicities (1977, 53).

The thinking of Deleuze and Guattari on multiplicity and the virtual have

implications for the unconscious: “The past is therefore the in-itself, the unconscious, or
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more precisely, as Bergson says, the virtual” (2004, 29, emphasis added). Favoring the
schizophrenized, polyphonic unconscious, they argue against the representational
analysis typified by the fixed Oedipal signifiers of Freudian dream interpretation:
“Wouldn’t it be better to schizophrenize ... the domain of the unconscious, so as to
shatter the iron collar of Oedipus...?” (1977, 53).

Like the Deleuzean unconscious, the unconscious as viewed in nineteenth-century
terms is very different from the Freudian version. As described by natural philosophers, it
seems to possess the characteristics of the virtual, meaning that it can function as a

“rhizomatic”3!

space, which operates through multiplicities instead of binaries, and with
the potential to generate new affects. Furthermore, the potential “multiplicity” of the
virtual coincides with Deleuze’s contention that the unconscious is “fundamentally a
crowd”; there is a possibility for this space to become an “assemblage” of the self that is
“polyvocal” (1987, 29), or in Bakhtinian terms, “polyphonic” (1982, 170), rather than
stable or single-minded.

The dream was considered a realm of the unconscious even before the publication
of Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams (Whyte 1960, 130). Jill Mattus concurs, “The
recognition of a realm of feelings and memories that exists below or beyond ordinary
consciousness certainly predates the nineteenth century” (2009, 34). Moreover, Nicholas

Rand’s characterization of nineteenth-century ideas of the unconscious is reminiscent of

Deleuzean multiplicities: “The drawn-out attempt to approach and define the unconscious

31 Deleuze and Guattari describe the “rhizome” as a root-like system of multiplicities, in contrast
to an arborescent system, which operates by the binary logic of dialectics and representations. During
dreams, flights of fancy can become Deleuzian “lines of flight,” transporting the dreamer out of the rigidly
imposed, hierarchical, arborescent context of totalizing dialectical principles and into dynamic, constantly
changing, interconnecting associations (1987, 8).



32

brought together the spiritualist and psychical researcher of borderline phenomena (such
as apparitions, spectral illusions, ... trance ...),” along with the psychologist and the
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psychiatrist interested in “mental disease” and “abnormal ideation,” “the physiologist and

the physician who puzzled over sleep, dreams, sleepwalking, anaesthesia,” “the

99 ¢c

neurologist concerned with ... the physiological basis of mental life,” “the philosopher
interested in ... emotions, consciousness,” and “the imagination and the creative genius”
(2004, 262-63, emphasis added).

Moreover, according to John Miller, the unconscious as viewed in the nineteenth
century is “enabling,” in contrast to the “custodial” unconscious that Freud would later
conceptualize (1995, 17, 18). Mattus concurs that for the Victorians, the unconscious
lends its psychic power in a spirit of “accessibility” (2009, 34). Conversely, the Freudian
version holds its mental contents in what Miller refers to as a state of “detention” (29). In
the context of dreaming, this sense of accessibility explains the free reign that the
imagination is able to access, even to the point of creating elements of the irrational and,
in terms of affect, the nonrational.

Jill Mattus affirms that nineteenth-century dream states are linked to affect, which
figures into her Victorian trauma studies. She notes that in the mid-nineteenth century,
“powerful emotion is figured as a state of entrancement” (2007, 184, emphasis). Shock,
trauma, and fright, states defined by their affective qualities, were commonly described as
dreamlike states (69, 82). In fact, the “dazed condition” that can be caused by trauma was
considered “very closely allied to, if it be not identical with, the state induced in
purposive experimental hypnosis” (qtd. in Mattus 69). Moreover, the relationship of the

emotions to the trance state into consideration suggests that dreams have commonalities
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with experiences such as hallucinations; mesmerism, the antecedent to hypnosis; and
reverie. In fact, Athenia Vrettos asserts that “dreaming” and “dream-state” could refer to
many types of dreamy mental states in the nineteenth century (2002, 197).%2 I add to these
the somnial spaces in which atmosphere can affect characters and vice versa.

While representational analysis maintains a foothold in literary analysis, an
increasing number of scholars, such as Audrey Jaffe (2016) and Elisha Cohn (2015), have
begun to employ affect theory in their treatment of nineteenth-century literary dreams and
reveries. In much of this work, though, scientific dream theories and the influence of
early modern belief in the supernatural have been secondary. On the other hand, Helen
Groth and Natalya Lusty highlight a historical focus on “the incongruity of dreams and
their approximation to insanity” (2017, 34), but affective potential is not their main
concern.

Exciting work on affective states, with a foundation in nineteenth-century science,
is being undertaken by literary critics such as Jill Mattus (2007) and Athenia Vrettos
(2002). The predominant current in this scholarship, however, is in trauma studies, which
is important, but limits the scope and does not necessarily address dreams or dream
states. Additionally, the vast majority of scholarship on these subjects does not relate the
dreams or somnial states to the dreamy spaces from which they emerge, and few consider
both science and superstition as key influences in conceptualizations of dreams. I hope to
build on the impressive work that has been done on this subject by opening a new

channel of inquiry exploring dreams as well as dreamlike states and spaces over the

32 One issue for scientists studying mesmerism was how to differentiate it from “ether dreaming,”
a term they used to describe the state of being under anesthesia (Winter 2000, 183, emphasis added).
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course of the long nineteenth century. I will take a nimble approach, informing this study
with historical and affective context, in the manner and to the degree that is useful.

To this end, I begin this dissertation by exploring the use of transportive dream
visions in Romantic and Victorian poetry. In these visionary experiences, the dreamer is
transported by a supernatural force or through a dreamlike state of consciousness to new
places, thought processes, or states of being. First, I discuss three poems in which
transportive dream visions subvert the expectations, rooted in medieval dream poetry, for
them: Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem” (1813), Melesina
Trench’s “Laura’s Dream; or, the Moonlanders” (1816), and Robert Browning’s “Bad
Dreams III” (1890). Next, I explore three poems in which altered state of consciousness
takes the place of the supernatural: Samuel Taylor Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight" (1798),
Alfred, Lord Tennyson's "The Lotos-Eaters" (1832), and Christina Rossetti's "Goblin
Market" (1862),

The focus of chapter two is on the varied and shifting dynamics of dreams in
nineteenth-century Gothic novels. This can be seen, first, in a comparison of the
treatment of sympathy in Charles Dickens’s A Christmas Carol (1843) and Charlotte
Bronté’s Jane Eyre (1847). While these are very different novels, both center on the
revelations generated through somnial scenes for which a key element is a nineteenth-
century understanding of sympathy. In the second section of this chapter, I trace a striking
shift in the use of dreams and somnial spaces through a study of Sir Walter Scott’s The
Antiquary (1816), Mary Shelley’s Frankenstein (1818), and Emily Bront&’s Wuthering

Heights (1847). All three novels mobilize a generally overlooked convention that I have
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observed in Gothic literary dreams, which I refer to as the “tandem dream sequence,” but
in different ways that illuminate the trajectory of the dream’s role in the Gothic tradition.

In chapter three, I combine historicism with close reading. In the first section, I
investigate a possible connection that I have found between the emergence of the private
bedroom in middle-class Victorian homes and a concurrent shift in how Britons
conceptualized their dreams. The environment in which these changes occurred also
figures into this investigation, with particular attention to the issues of class, gender, and
propriety. In the second section, the conceptual framework supporting the idea of the
private bedroom informs my exploration of dreams and somnial spaces in Charles
Dickens’ Dombey and Son (1848). Here, too, the cultural context of class, gender, and
propriety come to the fore. I focus on chapter 43, “The Watches of the Night,” but place
the scenes in context with the wider novel. Of particular interest in “The Watches of the
Night” are, first, the somnial atmosphere, generated by dreamy nighttime reverie, sleep-
watching, and portentous foreshadowing, and second, the optative *reflections that these
spaces facilitate.

This application of historicism is crucial because Britons’ views of actual dreams
must have informed how they conceptualized literary ones, especially as the realist novel
was emerging in the mid-nineteenth century (Watt 1957, 32). Of course, literary dreams
can, like waking narratives, also be analyzed through symbolic analysis; the oneirocritical
tradition dating back centuries has enforced this hermeneutic. But it is my contention that

by failing to take the historical context of sleep, dreams, and somnial states in nineteenth-

33 Andrew Miller applies the term “optative reflections” to “what if...” meditations on what might
have been “had circumstances been different” (2007, 119).
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century Great Britain into consideration, we miss essential elements of the dreams as well

as the somnial®*

states and spaces in nineteenth-century British texts. I hope, like Alice in
Through the Looking-Glass, to pass through the reflective surface of interpretive analysis

and to explore what lies beyond.

3 My use of the term “somnial,” a term referring to that which is “Of or relating to dreams”
(“Somnial, adj.”), is informed by nineteenth-century conceptions of dreaming. For this reason, it is
expanded to include not only sleeping dreams, but also a wide range of nebulous “dream states” (Vrettos
2002, 197) as well as literary scenes that adopt the characteristics of sleeping and waking dreams.
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CHAPTER ONE
TRANSPORTIVE DREAM VISIONS
IN ROMANTIC AND VICTORIAN POETRY

Even before the publication of Sigmund Freud’s The Interpretation of Dreams
(1899), a shift was underway in the predominant thinking about what it meant to dream
and what dreams could mean or do. In 1798, roughly one century earlier and the year in
which William Wordsworth and Samuel Taylor Coleridge published Lyrical Ballads, the
theories of natural philosophers had already gained a foothold over the early modern
stance that the sleeping state made the soul vulnerable to the spiritual world. According
to this belief, “sleepers were understood to travel” not only “between consciousness and
unconsciousness” but also “between the earthly and supernatural realms, and between life
and death on a nightly basis” (Handley 2016, 72). Through a dream, a sleeper could be
transported to the spiritual realm, making the dream a potential medium for a
premonitory vision, an encounter with a deceased loved one or with another spiritual or
supernatural entity, or a sublime experience of heaven.

However, over the course of the Enlightenment, these ideas had become
increasingly “marginalized and discredited” (Crary 2013, 105). Dreams, as
conceptualized in the long nineteenth century, comprised the site of a collision between
and coalescence of spiritual belief, superstition, and pre-Freudian scientific theory. For
the latter, there was an increasing emphasis on, and intensification of, the role of the
imagination as a disordering force. According to Walter Dendy and other natural
philosophers, dreaming “never occurs in sound or perfect sleep” (1832, 19), connoting

dreams with disorder.



38

Dreaming was considered the symptom of a disordered state of the body, mind, or
soul. But dreams could also generate further disorder. The content of dreams was
attributed to the recollected impressions from the preceding days, which the sleeping
mind had “grotesquely associated” together in jumbled “trains” of thought “over which
we have no control” (Newnham 1830, 179; Abercrombie 1839, 198; Newnham 167). The
wildest dream might even take the dreamer into a “transient paroxysm of delirium"
approaching “madness” (Macnish 1834, 45, 148).

| propose that this emphasis on the imagination as a disordering force and, as a
result, its potential for subverting the rational conventions of waking reality, made the
dream temptingly subversive territory for the Romantics. Romantic poets drew from and
subverted the mythos surrounding the transportive dream vision, while Victorian poets, in
turn, mobilized those elements to their own ends.

Two major approaches to the transportive dream vision emerge in these works:
first, a subversion of the content expected within such a vision, as in Percy Bysshe
Shelley’s “Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem” (1813), Melesina Trench’s “Laura’s
Dream; or, the Moonlanders” (1816), and Robert Browning’s “Bad Dreams I1I”” (1890);
and second, a morphing of the transportive dream vision's elements into the depiction of a
somnial, or dreamlike, state within waking reality in the form of a reverie or trance, as in
Coleridge's "Frost at Midnight™ (1798), Alfred, Lord Tennyson's "The Lotos-Eaters"

(1832), and Christina Rossetti's "Goblin Market™ (1862).
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I MYTHOPOETIC CHANGES IN PERSPECTIVE IN PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY’S

“QUEEN MAB”

An Atheistic Celestial Vision

In a subversion of expectations, Percy Bysshe Shelley depicts a grand celestial
vision with an atheistic message in “Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem” (1813). He
conceived of and wrote “Queen Mab” between 1811 and 1813, and the message that it
conveys against blindly following the authority of “priest, conqueror, or prince” (IV.237)
resonates with the ideas in his concurrent works, On the Necessity of Atheism (1811) and
Declaration of Rights (1812). That he would make his first major poem a nine-canto
dream narrative in blank verse in order to explore these subversive ideas suggests an
awareness that the dream, as it was conceived of in this period, had subversive potential.

To draw this out, he reimagines the fairy queen and contemporary dream mythos
by calling on a combination of early modern beliefs and pre-Freudian scientific theories
about sleep and dreams. The main character, lanthe, is introduced through a description
that likens sleep to death. Her deep slumber, which is so uninterrupted as to resemble
death, is treated as an indication of a clear conscience, a “sinless soul” (I1.17-18, 11). A
disordered inner state is one of the causes that nineteenth-century dream theorists
attributed to disrupted sleep (Newnham 1830, 160-61). Additionally, the emphasis on the
connection between sleep and death invokes the premodern belief that sleep and dreams
serve as a threshold between the living and the dead.

Recalling the early modern concept of the “power [of sleep] to transport men and

women between the earthly kingdom and a ... world of spirits” (Handley 2017, 30), a
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supernatural entity appears to transport lanthe to celestial realms: The mythical Queen
Mab transports lanthe’s spirit into a celestial realm. Shelley intensifies the scenario by
reimagining Queen Mab; in this case, she is not the small, trouble-making fairy described
by Shakespeare as bringing fanciful dreams to sleepers in Romeo and Juliet (1597), but
instead a powerful “Queen of spells” who detaches lanthe’s spirit from her body,
proclaiming, “I am the Fairy Mab: to me ‘tis given / The wonders of the human world to
keep” (I.21, 63). She is, in Shelley’s version, a powerful and potentially revolutionary
figure.®

Her power to invoke images, scenes, and figures from the past functions in a
manner akin to the work of the imagination in a dream as conceptualized by natural
philosophers. Queen Mab seems to summon the contents of lanthe’s dream vision from a
jumbled multiplicity of memories and trains of thought. Multiplicities of images and
ideas co-exist in the space of a single dream, recalling what Gilles Deleuze characterizes
as the virtual, a realm that is, in some ways, consistent with pre-Freudian
characterizations of the potential of dream content. The virtual is a plane on which the
intensities of the past—the recollected impressions to which natural philosophers refer
(Newnham 179)—as well as ideas and affects unfold in a multiplicity of different

combinations. The virtual is not a way of describing only the possible or the fake; rather,

% David Hartley’s Observations on Man (1749), which Shelley read and thoroughly annotated
(Wroe 2010; 40), describes dreaming in terms of an imagination run amuck. A forerunner to nineteenth-
century dream theorists, Hartley emphasizes the “great Wildness and Inconsistency” created by the
imagination’s “association” of the dreamer’s impressions and ideas (Hartley 385). In particular, Shelley
makes special note of a passage on “‘frightful dreams, agitations, oppressions’ at night, which, because
they cause uneasy states of body in the waking hours, ‘leave vestiges of themselves’” that remain with the
dreamer after they have awakened (Wroe 40). This suggests an interest in the potential of the dream to
create a lasting impression— and, in literary form, possibly even to influence readers to effect political

change.
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it is considered real, even though it does not occur in the actual (1994a, 29-31), or in this
case, even though it is not currently occurring in waking reality. This can foster new
forms of thinking, as multiplicities can replace the binary dialectics that typically govern
reason and language in the waking world. In a coincidentally appropriate turn of phrase,
Deleuze writes, “One of the essential characteristics of the dream of multiplicity is that
each element ceaselessly varies” (1987, 30).

In “Queen Mab,” the elements that Ianthe is shown do ceaselessly vary. The
eruption of multiplicities emerging from impressions of the past, the present, and the
imagined, especially as these elements are injected into the celestial vision, guide her to
engage in subversive thought. This vision, facilitated and guided by a revolutionary-
minded Queen Mab, is inhabited not only by the ideas from Ianthe’s own mind, as when
she recollects seeing an atheist burned as a child (\V11.2), but also by the supernatural
entity of the fairy queen and, therefore, any ideas, images, or other entities that she
chooses to reveal or to conjure. With the flick of her wand, Queen Mab summons and
then waves away the phantasmal Ahaseurus, who seems to be a representation of Xerxes.

After he shares his dark interpretation of God and the world, he is made to vanish
again as “Fast as the shapes of mingled shade and mist ... Flee from the morning beam: /
The Matter of which dreams are made / Not more endowed with actual life / Than this
phatasmal portraiture / Of wandering human thought” (VIL.266-75). In this dream,
Ahaseurus appears only to be real insofar as he is a real idea— that is, as an element of
the virtual, but not of the actual. The dream encapsulates the potential of the supernatural,
following early modern belief, to enter dreams, but also of the imagination to influence

dream content, as was argued by nineteenth-century natural philosophers (Dendy 1834,
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41).%® Thus, the indeterminate space of the dream, through the coalescence of these

influences, becomes a virtual realm.

Multiplicities of the Virtual

Remarkably, the multiplicities within this celestial vision center not on the
celestial, but instead on the human. In a sudden turn, the fairy queen shifts the focus of
the virtual dreamscape from the grandeur of the heavens to the temporality of earth. After
gazing upon “the immense of Heaven” and finally arriving at the “Hall of Spells” (11.42),
Queen Mab calls Ianthe’s attention away from it, noting that the “pleasurable impulses”
to be found in the “celestial palace” would immure them in a sort of “prison” (I1.60-61).
Instead, Queen Mab has brought her spirit to this place because only “a spirit’s eye”
could recognize the world, and they could “behold / Each action of this earth’s
inhabitants” from “no other place / But that celestial dwelling” (I1.85-87).

In these “aerial mansions,” where multiplicities of ideas from the past and from
the imagination can ceaselessly vary, “matter, space and time ... cease to act” (I.90-91).
As Queen Mab tells her, “the past shall rise,” and lanthe shall “behold the present” and
learn “The secrets of the future” (I1.65-67). Looking upon the world is intended to cause
Ianthe to gaze inward as well, so that she can “Learn to make others happy,” take in the
fairy’s lessons about Heaven and Hell on earth, and through virtue, “pursue / The gradual
paths of an aspiring change” that must, in turn, change the world around her (I1.63,

IX.147-48). This transportive dream vision thus initiates a Deleuzean “line of flight,”

3 See the introduction for a discussion of nineteenth-century natural philosophers’ dream theories.
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moving through the virtual and leading to a “change in assemblage” (Deleuze 1987, 438)
in lanthe, with the hope that, once changed, she will play the role of a human Queen Mab
in the world.

This dramatic shift from gazing upon heavenly grandeur to gazing outward and
inward resonates with the mythopoetic shift whereby Romantic poets were reimagining
what Northrop Frye describes as the “traditional metaphors of the Western world” (1968,
31). The conventional Western metaphor of the “great chain of being”—an inherently
hierarchical relationship in which humanity stands above nature but looks upward to the
divine—was, during the Romantic era, being supplanted by the theory of the “great chain
of life.” By contrast, the great chain of life can be envisioned as a horizontal chain
connecting humanity with the natural world and focusing the gaze inward rather than
upward (Gaull 1988, 352-53). Queen Mab’s act to change their perspective from the
celestial to the human sets the stage for further mythopoetic reimagining.

Shelley takes advantage of the virtuality of the dreamscape to create a space in
which new metanarratives, or interpretive myths, are acted out and applied to human
history—and, more specifically, to humanity’s relationship to the divine, to one another,
and to nature. For instance, the view seems to zoom in and out, just as the passage of time
seems to be able to speed up or down. First, lanthe witnesses one great civilization after
another rise and fall through history. Then, the series of varying structures of authority,
the greatness of which are undercut by the weaknesses of man, compels her to view not
only her own civilization, but humanity itself, as other.

In a reversal, the view zooms in, so that even “the smallest particle” can be seen

as a great civilization (11.232), and then zooms out to focus on the corruption of a single
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king, who serves as an example for others in power, to reveal the corruption of power.
This king, like his ancestors and descendants, struggles to achieve “one moment / Of
dreamless sleep” as a result of his troubled conscience (II1.66-67)—again associating
dreamless and, therefore, “perfect,” untroubled sleep to a virtuous soul and unclouded
mind (Dendy 1832, 19; Macnish 1834, 40). The king cannot give up “The scorpion that
consumes,” so his soul cannot assert its humanity (II1.87, 92). The incompatibility of

power and virtue becomes a central focus of the poem (111.98, 150-153).

Affective Fluidity

Transitions between these myriad civilizations, between the cantos that follow,
and between shifts in ideas and images of “life, in multitudinous shapes” (VI.235), more
generally, are facilitated by the fluidity of time and space through which lanthe can view
a “flood of ages combating below” (I1.254). One component of this is the sense of
immediacy produced by the fact that this is not a conversation in which lanthe is
recounting the dream as a memory to be described upon awakening. Unlike most poems
about dreaming, this is narrated instead as an experience that unfolds on the page for the
reader. Another element of this sense of fluidity is the affective quality of Queen Mab’s
form of education; ideas and emotions can jump from one to the next as in a dream, and
Ianthe’s spirit is characterized as having “felt / All knowledge of the past revived”
(11.244-47, emphasis added).

The sensations that make this virtual space possible are also generated through
references to the movement of water, to a slippage of time that organizes lanthe's single

night of dreaming into several, and to repeated references to dreams and the fancy. The
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ocean, tempests, waves, and other forms of water are repeatedly referenced, enhancing
the sense of fluidity that governs the rapid variations as well as the affective intensities
that accompany them; one standout, for example, is the “flood of ages” (I.116, 111.136,
V.29, VI1.225). The ocean and the sky are portrayed similarly, with the universe
characterized as having a “depth” of unboundedness at one point (I1.255).

In addition, the series of days that pass within this single night have a similar
function in navigating the affective experience for lanthe as well as for the reader. Often
these references convey hope, as in references to “tomorrow” (IV.25) or to the “brighter
morning” that “awaits” (V.251). And the repeated references to sleep and dreams over
the course of the poem, such as the phrase “lulled to their portioned sleep,” contribute to,
and intensify, the somnial sensation of the vision (V111.7). Combinations of the three
appear as well, as in “the slumbering sea” (VIII.24). This sense of fluidity also resonates
with the ripples or waves in which affect might be transmitted.

Such allusions act as an affective shorthand by which changes in mood, tone, and
perspective can occur in a manner that feels seamless and is organic to the movement
through the narrative, which might, considering the number of scenes and ideas covered,
otherwise seem disjointed.

These create a space in which Shelley can engage in a mythopoetic reimagining
that culminates in a vision of hope for the future and a call to action. In Wordsworthian
fashion, Shelley depicts nature as inherently good, with a divine quality of its own
(111.191-92), in a striking contrast to the corruption of the world of humanity (V.147-

162). As the dream narrative unfolds, the mythos that Shelley is dramatizing becomes
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clearer and more explicit, with a description of man growing up and becoming more

corrupt, along with a narrative of how man “makes” God to gain power (V1.101-110).

Subverting Authority

Shelley highlights this corruption as an inherent concern not just attendant upon
civilizations overall, but upon authority figures, specifically, whether “priest, conqueror,
or prince” (IV.237). It seems to be wrong even to hold such a position because those who
do so inevitably embrace power for themselves and fail to combat oppression.
Furthermore, those who have held these positions of power have used God as an excuse
for violence, making God a means of oppression. Heaven and hell also come increasingly
to the fore at the midpoint of the poem, which Shelley conceptualizes not as places in the
tradition of Western Christianity, but rather, as states that one can inhabit, affectively and
spiritually, while on earth (1\VV.210-229, V1.70-71). The conclusion, which turns the focus
onto the future, is hopeful. Yet while there is an effort to make it affectively powerful—
and a vivid description of lanthe finding it so—this hopeful passage is not nearly as long
or as specific as the darker characterizations of past and present.

Ultimately, Shelley merges elements of early modern and nineteenth-century
scientific dream theories to reimagine the mythos of Queen Mab; figures of authority,
especially those in Western Christian orthodoxy; and the transportive dream vision itself.
His powerful version of Queen Mab guides a young woman’s soul through a transportive
dream vision, so that she can attain an enlightened spiritual state, which turns out to
embrace atheism—and the fairy queen transports her to the heavens not to look upon

them, but instead to gain a new perspective on the world.
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1. MEMORY AND AFFECT IN MELESINA TRENCH’S THE MOONLANDERS

The Intensity of the Fever Dream

Melesina Trench’s “Laura’s Dream; or, The Moonlanders” (1816) is another
transportive dream vision that unfolds through a dialogue primarily featuring two female
characters, one of whom is the dreamer, but it is entirely focused on the dream vision’s
location in space.3” But the content is also not what readers would likely have expected
from a celestial dream vision.

Like Percy Bysshe Shelley’s “Queen Mab: A Philosophical Poem” (1813), “The
Moonlanders” invokes the early modern belief that one is especially vulnerable to
spiritual forces while asleep—spiritual forces that could facilitate an interaction with the
divine or deceased, or a voyage to glimpse heaven itself, as in William Blake’s “The
Chimney Sweeper” (1789a) and “The Land of Dreams” (1789b). In each case, the
dreaming protagonist’s proximity to death—either being close to dying or having had a
loved one recently die—is the reason for each of their respective visions of heaven. As in
such poems, “The Moonlanders” begins by establishing that Laura has been very ill (I.31-
34), and if her illness is grave enough to have brought her close to death, then a genuinely
divine vision might seem plausible.

A scenario in which a young woman who is close to death has a celestial vision

would have created expectations of glimpses of the divine, as the report of a divine vision

37 Although Trench is unlikely to have read “Queen Mab” (1813) while writing “The
Moonlanders” (1816) (Behrendt 2019, 76), her work shares several similarities with “Queen Mab”; the
transportive dream vision is a dream of slumber, unfolded for the reader primarily through a dialogue
between two female characters, and the protagonist is a young woman whose dream transports her into
space.
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would still have conjured early modern associations. However, Laura is not given a
glimpse of heaven by an angelic host anxious to soothe her fears of death; instead, she is
transported to an Edenic arcadia on the moon. Even though this idyllic environment is not
the afterlife qua Western Christianity, it is “a blooming Eden,” albeit, again, not the Eden
(220, emphasis added). And while Laura’s experience is not with an angel or a deceased
beloved family member, she meets the spiritually and emotionally enlightened
moonlanders, and she experiences a way of life that is more joyous and virtuous than that
found in human societies. Unlike the anti-divine celestial vision in Shelley’s “Queen
Mab,” “The Moonlanders” does not explicitly oppose the idea of the divine. But like
Shelley, Trench does reimagine the mythos associated with the celestial dream vision.
Intriguingly, Trench embraces the ambiguity inherent in the beliefs and theories
surrounding dreams, as Laura’s account of her dream is prefaced by an explanation for it
that is scientific rather than supernatural. She has had a fever, and as her mother tells her
that the vividness and intensity of her dream are likely the products of the “Phantoms of a
wand’ring brain” which have “sprung from [her] pain” (Trench 1816, .35, 12, 11). Along
somewhat similar lines, according to David Hartley (1791), fever can cause fitful or
unnaturally disorienting, deep sleep akin to the drugged sleep caused by “opiates,”
although “Fever” can also cause “Delirium” (54-55). This also echoes the common
observation by nineteenth-century natural philosophers that, in the words of W.
Newnham, the “dreams of disease” often “present a great variety” (1830, 160-61).%8

Robert Macnish also highlights the affective intensity of such dreams, writing that “the

38 Although Trench would not have read these later works of natural philosophy, they demonstrate
the current of trends in scientific dream theory. As natural philosophers were influenced by one another,
these suggest which ideas were likely rising in dominance in the period preceding their publication.
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visions ... which occur in a state of fever are highly distressing” (1834, 66). The illness
that has brought Laura close to death, potentially increasing her likelihood to receive a
celestial visitation, has also supplied a reason to believe that the dream was the product of
her fevered imagination.

Despite the fact that the dream’s intensity could, counterintuitively, invalidate it
as a genuine vision, it is also this intensity that poses the strongest counterargument to
discrediting it. Laura’s intense emotional response makes her feel certain of its reality,
and as she recounts the dream, its vividness leads her mother to find it increasingly
compelling as well.

The sense of reality that Laura experiences in the vision extends to smelling
appealing aromas, eating and tasting, drinking, and falling asleep within the dream, only
to reawaken still within it, multiple times. Laura even has a dream while asleep,
ostensibly, on the moon. This second dream closely resembles what one would expect of
a typical, non-supernatural dream, as it consists of fragments of her past recollections and
thoughts (11.25-34), making the contrast between it and Laura’s time on the moon more
striking and thereby lending further credence to the idea that her voyage to the moon was
truly a transportive vision. Ultimately, Laura’s intense emotional response to her time

with the moonlanders leaves her changed, possibly forever (11.308-13).

The Spirit Guide
And yet even though the dream has such an impact on Laura, her experiences on
the moon do not appear to have been orchestrated with the express purpose of achieving

this. There is no evidence that Laura has been summoned to, or has herself invoked, the
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vision of the moonlanders.3® Shelley’s fairy queen selects Ianthe because her soul, in its
“naked purity,” has been “Judged alone worthy of the envied boon” of the knowledge
that, through the perspective gained by leaving earth, has the potential to improve human
civilizations (1.132, 123).

Such rationale is absent from “The Moonlanders™; there does not seem to be a
reason for Laura, specifically, to be transported to the moon, and Aurelio, the moonlander
who serves as her guide, seems to lack the clarity of purpose of a Queen Mab figure. He
does make sure that Laura is cared for and directs her attention to specific scenes, as
when he takes her hand and, “with mild command,” takes her to witness the birth of a
moonlander who is emerging from the soil (1.259, 258). But his direction never reaches
the level of Queen Mab’s dramatic, repeated commands to Ianthe to “Behold ... Behold!
... Behold! ...” (II.109, 111, 112). Moreover, whereas Ianthe’s vision is meant to
promote progress on earth, Laura’s focus remains on the moon rather than on any
positive changes that she might be able to make in the world as a result of her celestial
vision. Instead of conveying a message, the conceit of the transportive dream vision
allows Trench to imagine a place that is not Heaven, but for which the environment is

celestial and ideal.

39 This is unlike the transportive visions that William Blake’s child characters have of heaven,
Ianthe’s transportive vision in “Queen Mab,” or even the reverie-turned-transportive-vision in Anne
Laetitia Barbauld’s “A Summer Evening’s Meditation” (1773). Even Barbauld, who envisions herself
transported through space, can, as the driving force of her own reverie, imagine a vision that answers her
own curiosities, desires, or wonder. And of course, the boys in Blake’s “The Chimney Sweeper” and “The
Land of Dreams” receive much needed comfort when death is near. Similarly, in Blake's “Milton: A Poem”
(1810), the fictionalized Milton is guided to revelatory enlightenment through a vision that is uniquely
meaningful to him.
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The English Dream Vision Poem

In fact, the focus on visiting the moon might follow more closely in the tradition
of seventeenth-century lunar voyage texts (Kittredge 2007, 19) than that of celestial
dream visions. But the work does also adopt the conventions of medieval English dream
vision poetry (Behrendt 2019, 76). Following these conventions, “The Moonlanders”
consists of a dream report, which unfolds in verse and is structured as J. Stephen Russell
describes the genre: The poem begins with an introductory frame narrative, transitions
into the report of the dream, and ends with a brief epilogue, which often leaves the ending
of the dream and any resulting resolution or conclusion in a fragmented state (Russell
1988, 5-6).4

Along these lines, “The Moonlanders™ has just such a hasty, fragmented ending,
as Laura’s departure from the moon occurs suddenly, and the cause of it is debatable.
Having come to love Aurelio, Laura is struck with jealousy at the realization that a
recently born female moonlander is meant to be Aurelio’s soulmate. Jealousy cannot be
sustained in the idyllic environment of the moon: “On that fair orb, so near to Heaven, /
No second pain was ever given. / This jealous anguish could not last” (I1.300-02). Then,
“In one wild moment all was past” (I1.303). It is possible that the feeling of jealousy has
been extinguished, the idyllic environment of the moon changing Laura, as Stephen
Behrendt argues (2019, 79). But it is also possible that, as Katharine Kittredge contends

(2007, 29), the fact that such an emotion cannot be sustained in this environment means

40 While “Queen Mab” achieves immediacy through the fact that the narrative occurs in real time,
and the dialogue is not the recounting of the dream, but rather the conversations of the characters in it,
Trench’s poem, like Blake’s two poems about children having visions of heaven, holds to the convention of
the “dream report,” the dreamer’s recounting of their dream which structures medieval dream vision poetry.
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that Laura must automatically be expelled from it. Kittredge’s argument is convincing,
considering the rapidness of Laura’s departure: “Sleep on my senses softly stole, / And
hushed the tempest of my soul, / Till wafted from that happy seat, / | wakened at my
Mother’s feet” (11.303-07). Although the tempest of her soul is hushed, the work ends on
a disheartening note, with Laura asserting that her life on earth can never make her as
happy as her time on the moon, for she now “can only wish to live / While she [Memory]
her charmed cup will give” (I1.312-13).

Laura is not left with an impulse to facilitate revolution and progress on earth, as
seems to be the case at the end of “Queen Mab,” and despite her soul’s tempest being
hushed, she does not even seem to have overcome her jealousy of Aurelio’s partner. But
she also does not make a frenzied attempt to record her memories of the moonscape, in
case she begins to forget them, or to think of rebuilding a similar paradise on earth, as
Samuel Taylor Coleridge feels a compulsion to do at the end of “Kubla Khan; Or, A
Vision in a Dream” (1816a, 42-43, 45).*! Laura’s memory of the moon, the affective
intensity that it has induced, and her inability to shift her focus from it seem, together, to
render such action unnecessary.

Instead, Laura’s memories will serve as sustenance for her time on earth, and
although this might not be entirely positive, it is incredibly similar to the role that
memory plays in William Wordsworth’s conception of the pastoral reverie. For

Wordsworth, “Those shadowy recollections, / Which, be they what they may, / Are yet

1 Trench’s arcadian scene is not the pleasure dome that Coleridge envisions in “Kubla Khan”
(1816), nor does Trench make herself the dreamer-poet as Coleridge does, but the speaker in each poem
emphasize the importance of recalling the dream later. For Coleridge, this centers on a failure to remember:
“Could I revive within me / Her symphony and song ... I would build that dome in air” (42-43, 45).
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the fountain-light of all our day, / Are yet a master-light of all our seeing; / Uphold us—
cherish— and have power...” (“Intimations Ode” 1807; V1.2-6). Even after he has left
the harmonious state of reverie, then, Wordsworth is able to relive those sentiments
through the power of memory. Laura’s celebration of memory positions it more as a
sustaining force than a light: “To Memory shall Laura raise / The votive hymn of prayer
and praise, / For I can only wish to live / While she her charmed cup will give” (11.310-
13). But both cherish their memories of a way of living connected with nature and

childlike innocence.

Wordsworthian Affective Attunement

This is not the only similarity between “The Moonlanders” and Wordsworth’s
depictions of recollecting his time spent in nature. Laura’s dream, while not itself a
reverie, adopts the characteristics of a Wordsworthian reverie inspired by nature. For
Wordsworth, the affective connection that he feels in nature is spiritually uplifting. In
“The World Is Too Much with Us” (1802), he articulates humanity’s capacity for
connecting with the natural world in terms of being in tune, or musically attuned, to it:
“For this, for everything, we are out of tune; / It moves us not...” (8-9). Humanity’s
alienation from nature amounts to a sort of musical dissonance. The moonlanders’ way of
life provides a solution to this dissonance, as they are “attuned to milder sweeter grace”
(1.60). Their actions and feelings even emit scents and music; in fact, Laura realizes that
Aurelio loves his moonlander soulmate because he is “Diffusing as he floats along / ‘The
floods of odor and of song”” (1.145-46). Moreover, the moonlanders live in harmony with

nature, both figuratively and literally. As they move through their environment, branches
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move out of their way at the touch of a hand, and birds fan them and bring them berries
when they sense that these services are needed (1.262, 78, 87). Through a state that might
be described as perpetual reverie, the moonlanders commune with and understand their
world through affect, and for this reason, they do not need to speak (11.155).

The dialectical process of using language, or any sort of representational analysis,
dissipates affect by mediating one’s experience of it. Eric Shouse describes affect as an
experience of “intensity” that is “always prior to and/or outside of conscious awareness”
(2005).%? Dreams have the power to suppress dialectical thought, and in this dream
vision, the moonlanders are able to navigate their world through their expressions of, and
responses to, affect alone. There is a form of affect transmission between them; this
occurs when “one intensity is folded into another” (Shouse). The moonlanders interact
with their natural environment through these affectively intense interactions through
which they remain in harmony with one another. Everything and everyone capable of
experiencing affect is attuned to one another, and their affect transmission seems integral
to the virtue and joy that fill their life in this environm