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Abstract
The aim of this essay is to provide an overview of recent scholarship on specific kinds of sleep and dream-
states in 19th-century literature and science and to note areas where there is an apparent dearth in order to
encourage further research. The categories surveyed here are general studies of sleep and dream-states,
mesmerism and related trance-like states (such as hypnotism and animal magnetism), déjà vu, and night-
mares or Incubus (more recently termed “sleep paralysis”). Given the plurality and f luidity of historical
approaches to understanding “dreamy” mental states, this survey will expand the contemporary literary
corpus on dream-states by including historical, scientific, anthropological, and other studies alongside
literary criticism in order to suggest possible points of comparison across disciplines that have not been fully
explored. As this survey will demonstrate, Victorian discussions of dream-states were highly interdisciplin-
ary in nature, and so reading different contemporary methodological approaches to these topics can
illuminate ideas, questions, and points of interest that are not necessarily apparent from a single theoretical
or disciplinary perspective. This multi-discipline approach allows for a more pluralistic account of scholar-
ship on Victorian dream-states and will encourage greater cross-talk among scholars and journals about
Victorian dream-states and their continuing relevance in contemporary literature, culture, and science.

The 19th century is particularly notable for watershed developments in the physiology of sleep,
and consequently, it produced novel ideas on dream-states, including the first detailed scientific
analyses of nightmares, sleepwalking, and daydreams. Not surprisingly, this outgrowth of scien-
tific literature was accompanied by a concomitant proliferation of prominent novels concerned
with dream-states. As many literary scholars have observed, Victorian novels are often consid-
ered the pinnacle of literary explorations of psychology and the mind (Ryan 618, 616). This
interest inmental processes included consciousness studies and dreamymental states, and a num-
ber of scientifically-savvy novelists were conversant in medical literature on sleep and dreams
during this time. Charles Dickens, for example, owned (and later cited in a letter) a copy of
Robert Macnish’s The Philosophy of Sleep (1830), a text on sleep and dream-states that
Sally Shuttleworth describes as “highly inf luential” during the Victorian period (Mind of the
Child 48–49). Earlier in the century, Thomas De Quincey claimed that his popular Confessions
of an Opium Eater (1821)—which was re-printed six times by 1853—was written more as a
treatise on dreams and dream-states than as an exposition on opium (Ford Coleridge 4; Ford
“Beyond Opium” 230). Even authors of children’s books like Lewis Carroll regularly consulted
a number of popular scientific and medical studies on dreaming. Charles Lovett’s Lewis Carroll
among His Books (2005) reveals that Carroll cultivated a particular interest in the science of mind
and was an avid reader of the cutting-edge, medical dream literature of his day.
But the relationship between 19th-century British literature and the science of dreams was

not one of unidirectional inf luence. Decades of scholarship has shown the integrated,
mutually-inf luential relationship between Victorian literature and psychological theory.1

Groundbreaking studies like Gillian Beer’s Darwin’s Plots: Evolutionary Narrative in Darwin,
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George Eliot and Nineteenth-Century Fiction (1983), George Levine’s Darwin and the Novelists:
Patterns of Science in Victorian Fiction (1992), Sally Shuttleworth’s Charlotte Bronte and Victorian
Psychology (1996) and many others have demonstrated that, in the words of Gillian Beer,
“scientists … drew openly upon literary, historical and philosophical material as part of their
arguments. […] The traffic, then, was two-way. Because of the shared discourse not only of ideas
but metaphors, myths, and narrative patterns could move rapidly and freely to and fro between
scientists and non-scientists” (7). The literature and science of dreams is no exception to this trend.
Because the Victorian exploration of dream-states was an interdisciplinary endeavor,

contemporary scholars should not restrict their study of Victorian dream-states to a single
discipline. Reading different contemporary methodological approaches to these topics can
illuminate ideas, questions, and points of interest that are not necessarily apparent from a single
theoretical or disciplinary perspective. This survey will therefore include historical, scientific,
anthropological, and other studies alongside literary criticism in order to suggest possible points
of comparison across disciplines that have not been fully explored. This multi-discipline
approach allows for a more pluralistic account of scholarship on Victorian dream-states and will
encourage greater cross-talk among scholars and journals about Victorian dream-states and their
continuing relevance in contemporary literature, culture, and science.
Given the plurality and f luidity of contemporary critical approaches to Victorian theories of

the mind, I will organize this essay around critical scholarship of general studies on dream-states
followed by three kinds of sleep or dream-states that demonstrate the relationship between
science and culture (especially literature): mesmerism and related trance-like states, déjà vu,
and nightmares or Incubus—although these categories hardly exhaust the diverse mental
states associated with or described as “dream-like.” I have chosen to focus on these specific kinds
of mental phenomena for three main reasons. Firstly, there has been a recent resurgence of
scholarly interest in these particular mental states that has produced new and interesting studies
but which, taken together, is still not entirely comprehensive, and so these topics are still fruitful
sites for scholarly intervention. Secondly, limiting the survey to more recent scholarship allows
me to investigate scholarly trends in greater detail than if I were to expand the survey’s
investigative scope. Thirdly, Michael Greaney has recently reviewed scholarship on sleep for
Literature Compass in his valuable essay “Sleep in Modern Fiction,” and so this survey will target
particular kinds of dream-states in order to avoid repeating themes in Greaney’s detailed essay.
This survey will not focus on psychoanalytic readings of Victorian literary texts because as
scholars like Janet Oppenheim, Elaine Showalter, Anne Stiles, and others have demonstrated,
Freud was largely ignored in Britain before the First World War, and consequently, psychoana-
lytic interpretations tend to be anachronistic (Oppenheim 151–152; Showalter 189–90; Stiles 1).
General Studies and Reviews of Victorian Dream-Literature

This survey will highlight mostly recent trends; however, there are two works that provide
valuable contextualization for contemporary scholars. Nathaniel Kleitman’s extensive survey
Sleep and Wakefulness (1963)2 is a good resource for scholarship on physiological studies of
sleep and dreams—although it includes almost no literary references and focuses largely on
early 20th-century scholarship and exclusively on the Western experience of sleep and
dream-states. The few references to 19th-century studies, however, are useful and easy to locate
in this admittedly voluminous survey. As Kleitman notes, Sleep and Wakefulness includes “a
Bibliography of more than 4,000 references [constituting] a great diversity of contributions”
(6). Of particular interest in Kleitman’s study are discussions—taken largely from primary
sources—of the different physical experiences of sleeping in Victorian Britain. Contemporary
scholars have paid very little attention to the embodied (or embedded, if you will) experience
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of different kinds of sleepers, and there is a paucity of research on the role that gender, age, and
class played in the physical experience of sleep. The embodied experience of sleep in Victorian
Britain is an area that offers numerous fruitful opportunities for pioneering scholarship.3

In addition to Kleitman’s work, Daniel L. Schacter’s critical review (1976) of scientific
research on hypnagogic states or “the drowsy interval between waking and sleeping”4 contains
a useful, albeit brief, review of scientific literature in the late-19th century (452). Indeed,
Schacter refers to the 19th century as “the heyday of reports of hypnagogic phenomena” and
notes that the “list of [Victorian] scientists and philosophers who considered aspects of the
hypnagogic state is impressive” (455). Interestingly, Schacter notes that the years between
1926 and 1976 “showed less research on [hypnagogic states] than had the years [before
1926]” and it was not until the late-1970s that “widespread interest in hypnagogic states” had
begun to re-emerge (452). Given the nature of his survey, it is understandable that Schacter does
not attempt to explain why scientific interest in hypnagogic states suddenly saw a sharp decline
in the 1920s. The purpose of his essay is to chart publications related to hypnagogic states, not to
explore their cultural significance or to explain the sudden decline in their popularity among
scientists. But these topics are ripe for exploration by scholars interested in the intersections
among literature, culture, and the history of science.
The two most comprehensive studies on the cultural history of dream-states in 19th-century

Britain are Kenton Kroker’s The Sleep of Others and the Transformation of Sleep Research (2007) and
Natalya Lusty and Helen Groth’s Dreams and Modernity: A Cultural History (2013). Lusty and
Groth’s lively and admirably accessible study “takes up the challenge of the cultural history of
the dream in the period beginning in the early decades of the nineteenth century and extending
through the middle decades of the twentieth century” (2). AlthoughDreams andModernity is not
comprehensive, it does not try to be. Given the voluminous material produced on dreams
during the period they cover, the authors’ decision to limit the scope of their project is a decided
virtue.Dreams andModernity is organized around key nodes of popular historic interest in dreams
and examines these in order to illuminate broader epistemic, cultural, and social concerns,
especially as they relate to changing conceptions of modernity and the modern subject. In
addition to readings of important Victorian scientific theories of dreaming—especially by
Robert Macnish, Walter Cooper Dendy, John Addington Symonds, and James Sully—Dreams
and Modernity also discusses dream journals and journalistic accounts of dreaming, arguing that
popular journalism played an indispensable role in “the mediation of theories of the dreaming
mind to a general readership” (43). Of particular value is the authors’ demonstration that the rise
of Freud and psychoanalysis does not necessarily herald the dawn of the “modern dream theory”
as many scholars have suggested. Using their discussion of 19th-century literature on dreams as a
springboard, Dreams and Modernity “question[s] the neat epistemological break between
nineteenth- and twentieth-century approaches to dreaming” (7). This contextualization of
Freud and psychoanalysis is a major point of the book and will no doubt have interesting
implications for periodization as it demonstrates that psychoanalysis did not make as clean a
break from the 19th century as many scholars have supposed.
It is worthwhile to brief ly note that Lusty and Groth are not the only scholars to question the

originality of Freud’s work, especially with respect to The Interpretation of Dreams (1899). In a
notable article in Psychoanalysis and History (2002), G.W. Pigman demonstrates that Freud
was not the only scientist to explore dreams as interpretable events and that the 19th-century
witnessed a more rich and complex history of dream-studies than Freud outlines in his review
of literature in the first chapter of Interpretation. But scientists were not the only ones that
discussed the psychological ramifications of dreams during this time. As Catherine A. Bernard
notes in her brief but informative survey of early 19th-century dream theories, Charles Dickens
was very well-versed in the medical literature of his day and “[came] close in his theories to
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recognizing certain aspects of dream psychology that Freud and his followers would later
formulate” (205). Both Pigman and Bernard’s carefully researched articles compliment Dreams
and Modernity and should be read alongside Lusty and Groth’s discussion of Freud.
While Dreams and Modernity breaks significant ground, as its authors note, it is not intended

to be comprehensive, and so there is still significant need for future scholarship on the culture
(and especially the cross-cultural experience) of dreams. For example, while the study offers
an admirable overview of several major scientific texts on dreaming during the 19th century,
it does so in the space of about two chapters, and with few exceptions (most notably
De Quincey),5 it does not engage in significant ways with the popular fiction or poetry of
the period. In addition to this, certain dream-states are not discussed at all. For example,
somnambulism (sleepwalking), hypnagogia, and nightmares or Incubus (to name just a few)
are mentioned only in passing or not at all inDreams and Modernity. There is also relatively little
discussion of studies on the closely-allied Victorian physiology of sleep—although this is
reasonable given the study’s emphasis on culture. This content restraint was necessary in order
to draw broad and diverse connections across one and a half centuries. While Dreams and
Modernity is an informative and inventive cultural history, it nevertheless leaves open significant
space—and provides critical scaffolding for—further scholarly work on the history of dreams.
Kroker’s groundbreaking and highly-original Sleep of Others covers an even broader

timeframe than Dreams and Modernity. This voluminous study begins with dream interpretation
in antiquity and concludes by tracing the history of modern-day sleep research. Although he
describes his book as “an essay in cultural history, written from the perspective of a historian
of knowledge,” Kroker rarely discusses the role that popular literature, art, or other similar
cultural products played in shaping Western ideas about sleep and dreams (15). This is not
necessarily a drawback as the enormous scope of the project demands that certain data be
omitted. Sleep of Others, consequently, is largely a history of sleep as an object of scientific
inquiry, or rather, as it “gained a new prominence as an investigative object” alongside the rise
of 19th-century clinics and experiments in hypnosis, which Kroker outlines in Chapter Two (71).
This study is extremely valuable because there is almost no historical research on the rise of the
science of sleep during this critical period. This is a little surprising given the fact that the rise of
the clinic and other mental health institutions was, as many historians have noted, a significant
feature of 19th-century British culture, and so Kroker’s research on clinical studies of sleep is a
welcome addition to contemporary scholarship on Victorian mental health.
Because Sleep of Others covers such broad terrain, it does not provide a comprehensive

overview of the 19th-century scientific literature on sleep and dreams. Most notably, “sleep”
is discussed in general terms, and there is little mention of different kinds of sleepers, i.e., are
there different gendered experiences or social attitudes about sleep? Additionally, while Kroker
provides an admirable overview of studies on insomnia by such inf luential physicians as
Robert Macnish, he does not mention several prominent mental health experts like Henry
Holland (the physician-extraordinary to queen Victoria) or Henry Maudsley, both of whom
wrote widely-cited studies on sleep and dream-states. These omissions are partly due to the
fact that Kroker focuses almost entirely on insomnia and sleep disorders (in Chapter Two)
rather than sleep and dreams more generally. This narrow focus is ultimately a virtue,
however, as it allows him to delve more deeply into a particular topic rather than offer a
shallow overview of an entire century. Similar to Lusty and Groth’s study, Sleep of Others
offers an extremely valuable, lucid, albeit (strategically) limited overview of 19th-century
scientif ic studies on sleep and dreams.
Although it is not a comprehensive cultural history of sleep, Daniel Pick and Lyndal Roper’s

edited collection, Dreams and History: The Interpretation of Dreams from Ancient Greece to Modern
Psychoanalysis (2004), is an excellent book to read alongside Dreams and Modernity and Sleep
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of Others because it balances these science-heavy texts with discussions of popular artistic, literary,
and spiritual representations of sleep and dreams in Victorian Britain.Dreams andHistory centers on
Freud’s “captivating and universally significant” work on dreams and analyzes both the context
that gave rise to Freud’s work as well as its “legacy and methodological implications” (1–2).
For the purposes of this survey, there are two noteworthy essays in Dreams and History: Rhodri
Hayward’s “Policing dreams: History and themoral uses of the unconscious” and “Samuel Taylor
Coleridge and ‘The Pains of Sleep’” by Jennifer Ford. Although Ford focuses on Coleridge and
the Romantics, her essay provides a useful context within which to read 19th-century theories of
dream-states because it emphasizes the extent to which physiological and medical theories of the
brain inf luenced Coleridge’s interpretations of the Romantic imagination. This chapter is no
doubt an extension of Ford’s earlier and more comprehensiveColeridge on Dreaming: Romanticism,
Dreams and the Medical Imagination (1998), an excellent, groundbreaking study on the tension and
cross pollination between literary depictions of the Romantic poetic imagination and concurrent
scientific research on physiological and psychological processes related to dreaming and imagina-
tion. Although Ford’s essay on “The Pains of Sleep” focuses on Coleridge and the Romantics, it
nevertheless provides a detailed survey of medical and scientific theories of the physiology of sleep
and dream-states that is useful in contextualizing later 19th-century developments.
Similar to Ford’s article, Hayward’s study is interdisciplinary and draws upon spiritual,

political, medical, and cultural interpretations of dreams to argue that “[t]he idea of the
subconscious or unconscious mind … emerged in the nineteenth century as part of a general
strategy for containing the power of dreams. It was a rhetorical mechanism for returning the
free-f loating inspiration of the spiritual vision into the f leshbound history of the individual”
(170). Focusing on “inspired-dreaming” or “magical agency,” Hayward demonstrates that
many Victorians believed that dreams involved a supernatural or religious element and that
efforts to medicalize dreams often resulted in historical narratives that excluded the religious,
“irrational,” or magical dimensions of dream-related phenomena (170–171).
As the above studies indicate, although there are some surveys of medical and scientific studies

on particular dream-states in Victorian Britain, there is currently no comprehensive, systematic
study of dream-states that traces the relationship between literature and science during the
Victorian period. This is despite widespread scholarly interest in the relationship between
Victorian psychology and literature. Although there have been scattered scholarly accounts of var-
ious dream-related phenomena such as somnambulism, reverie, mesmeric sleep, and trance and
fugue states, these studies often cite a limited number of medical and scientific sources for the pur-
pose of analyzing specific literary texts rather than offering a detailed, systematic treatment of sleep
and dreams throughout the period. This dearth of scholarship is partly explained by the over-
whelming and—until the recent digitization of archives6—difficult-to-access medical studies
needed to properly contextualize Victorian ideas about dreams. Additionally, Victorian dream
theories are often overshadowed in contemporary scholarship by discussions about Freud and
the uncanny on the one hand and by the strong Romantic interest in dreams on the other, espe-
cially by Samuel Taylor Coleridge. As the historian Ludwig Binswanger has remarked, the three
great periods of investigation into dream states are typically identified as the classical Greek era, the
Romantics, and by the publication of Sigmund Freud’s Interpretation of Dreams. Bookended as it is
by Coleridge late in the 18th century and Freud early in the 20th, Victorian literature on sleep and
dream-states is often eclipsed by the dual luminaries that f lank it in the history of ideas.
Trance: Mesmerism, Hypnotism, Magnetic Sleep, and Animal Magnetism

Contemporary scholarship reveals that “dreaming” or “dream-state” could be a historically
nebulous term, and so the classification of dreamy kinds of mental events was irregular and
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contested during the Victorian period (Vrettos “Dying Twice” 197). This is especially true of
hypnotic or trance states such as those produced through mesmerism. In his detailed study on
late-Victorian debates about medical ethics and mesmerism—also known as (or closely
related to) “magnetic sleep,” “hypnotism,” or “animal magnetism”—historian Teri Chettiar
explains that mesmerism-induced trances were only referred to as sleep-like or dream-like states
by some mental health experts. TheManchester surgeon James Braid, for example, who coined
the term “mesmerism,” believed that, in the words of Chettiar, “the trance state was induced by
the patient him/herself based upon a willed decision to become entranced—a state [Braid]
likened to sleep” (Chettiar 339). But other medical experts like Dr. Hippolyte Bernheim, the
chief physician at Nancy Hospital, argued that trance states induced by mesmerism were, as
Braid puts it, “nothing more than a heightened state of normal waking suggestibility” (340).
In other words, as Bernheim argued in his inf luential Suggestive Therapeutics (1889), trance states
were not considered a new class of sleep or dream-state because “there is nothing in induced
sleep which may not occur in the waking condition” (qtd. in Chettiar 340). Similarly, Alison
Winter explains in Mesmerized: Powers of the Mind in Victorian Britain (2000), a comprehensive
medical and social study of the rise and fall of mesmerism in Britain, that there was debate about
how to differentiate mesmeric trance states from what was sometimes called “ether dreaming”
(a state induced by anesthesia) (183). Both mental states were described as analogous to
dreaming, but despite their similarities, it was not always clear whether they belonged in the
same class of mental phenomena.
Alan Gauld further explores the nebulous link between dream-states and waking conscious-

ness inAHistory of Hypnotism (1992), which describes in detail the different ways that hypnotism
was characterized throughout the 19th century. This study traces the history of hypnotism from
Franz Anton Mesmer (who discovered “animal magnetism,” which was later referred to
as “mesmerism”) to James Braid and scientific debates about the legitimacy of hypnotism as a
scientific discipline. Chettiar and Winter’s work are excellent capstones to History of Hypnotism
as they provide a more detailed analysis of one of its central questions: what caused the ultimate
demise of hypnotism? As these authors all demonstrate, debates over the scientific classification
of mesmerism were central to Victorian theories of the mind, and so their uncertain status as
dream-states had important implications for theories of consciousness and perception.
Jill Matus sheds further light on the ambiguous status of trance and hypnotic states in

Victorian mental health in her innovative study, Shock, Memory, and the Unconscious (2009),
which investigates the interrelations between 19th-century psychology and the novel. Matus
explores “the cultural formation of trauma as a concept, the changing representations of mental,
nervous or psychic shock in the mid- to late-Victorian period, and the various ways in which
the Victorian authors render the tangle of physiological and psychological effects that attend
on great emotional upheaval, strain, or terror” (3). She argues that “theories of shock” were
indissoluble from Victorian constructions of mind/body relations, and that “changing concepts
of emotions … were central in shaping mid-19th-century theories of consciousness and
memory” (3). Of particular note is a fascinating chapter titled “Dream and Trance,”—a study
of Elizabeth Gaskell’s North and South (1855) as a condition-of-consciousness novel. In this
section, Matus highlights Gaskell’s attention to “dreams and abstracted states,” arguing that
“the novel’s crises of inner life and consciousness are an integral part of Gaskell’s attempts to
chart the social transformations of mid-century England” (82). Interestingly, Matus notes that
Victorian depictions of shock, trauma, and fright were also described as dream-like states, noting
that the railway physician Herbert Page likened unconscious states after trauma to hypnosis,
claiming that “[it] is now very commonly held that the dazed condition [following trauma]
which has been described is very closely allied to, if it be not identical with, the state induced
in purposive experimental hypnosis” (qtd. inMatus 69). The fact that dreamymental states were
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used by Victorians to describe the diversity of physiological and psychic responses to shock
demonstrate that the term “dream-like” could encompass a broad swath of conditions,
including varying states of consciousness.7
Déjà Vu

Mesmerism was not the only mental state described as dream-like in the 19th century. As the
historian of science Anne Harrington and literary scholar Athena Vrettos have demonstrated,
déjà vu was frequently described as a kind of sleep or dream-like state. Harrington’s
meticulously-researched study, Medicine, Mind, and the Double Brain: A Study in Nineteenth-
Century Thought (1987), focuses on 19th-century theories of double consciousness and the
functional asymmetry of the brain.8 In it, Harrington outlines debates over what was known
as the “double brain” theory in Victorian neurology—in simplest terms, the theory that each
hemisphere of the brain might function as a distinct organ. “Cut[ting] through the brambles”
of the admittedly voluminous literature on 19th-century neurology, Harrington demonstrates
that many scientists believed that the differences between the (rational) left hemisphere and
the (emotional) right might explain gender, race, and class differences. Insanity was seen by
many phrenologists as an “incongruous action of this double structure” (21).9 Although
Harrington makes relatively brief remarks about dream-states in her study, these are nevertheless
noteworthy for their insightfulness and for the great care that she takes in supporting them. Her
study demonstrates that Victorian theories of consciousness and dreamymental states were often
closely linked to contemporaneous neurological theories and brain science.
Harrington’s discussion of déjà vu is particularly interesting because it explains the

neurological underpinning of what was literally referred to in the scientific community as
“the dreamy state.” The so-called “dreamy state” was a symptom of temporal lobe epilepsy,
which is described by Harrington as “a complex, elusive syndrome in which a patient may
experience déjà vu or jamais vu, a vivid, dreamlike revival of distant memories, a panoramic rush
of ideas, or a terrifying sense of dissolving personal identity” (232). The prominent physician
and surgeon John Hughlings Jackson notes that patients often described this state “as a feeling
of double consciousness,” which he attempted to explain via reference to hemisphere
differences and epilepsy (Harrington 232). Interestingly, in a recent (2003) study in The
American Journal of Psychiatry, Hogan and Kaiboriboon note that Jackson used his studies on the
“dreamy state” to develop a theory of degrees of consciousness. They outline this theory in their
essay and argue that Jackson’s “innovative thoughts about [the implications of temporal epi-
lepsy] in consciousness provide an interesting model of brain function that remains relevant to
contemporary ideas about consciousness” (1746). It is clear from these remarks that Victorian
perceptions of dream-states were also inf luenced to some degree by prominent neurological
theories, and that in some cases, these discussions remain significant in contemporary investiga-
tions of consciousness and related “dreamy” states today. There is, however, a paucity of schol-
arship on this fascinating phenomenon in relation to Victorian literature and popular fiction.
Athena Vrettos has done the most comprehensive recent work on Victorian literary and

cultural perceptions of déjà vu to date. In her fascinating and informative essay “Dying Twice:
Victorian Theories of Déjà Vu,” Vrettos weaves together literary and scientific illustrations
of déjà vu and argues that prominent medical and scientific practitioners, including
Sir James Crichton-Browne (a prominent physician and psychiatrist) relied on fictional and
poetic representations of déjà vu to define and explain this phenomena. She persuasively
argues that the “repeated quotations” of fictional instances of déjà vu in scientific literature
“transformed psychological explanations of displaced memory into strange reenactments of
the déjà vu experience itself” (214). It is interesting to compare Harrington’s study of déjà vu
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with Vrettos’s because each one applies a slightly different set of disciplinary tools to bear on the
same topic. Harrington applies a fine, laser-focus to specific medical and scientific theories of
the brain in order to trace the history of ideas about déjà vu in a specific scientific context.
Vrettos, on the other hand, draws from a broader disciplinary corpus and includes an
examination of the cultural and social conditions that combined to form “a constellation of
discourses of the self at a moment when psychological conceptions of selfhood were becoming
increasingly destabilized” (198). Attendant to the kairos in which the term “déjà vu” arose,
Vrettos contextualizes scientific theories of dreamy mental states with prevalent social concerns
to demonstrate that déjà vu was “emblematic of the fin de siècle” because it “offered an
especially significant topic at a moment in history when anxieties about the passing of a century
and the advance of a new era were crystallizing assessments of evolutionary development,
national character, and spiritual consequences” (198, 214). Reading Harrington and Vrettos
alongside one another is instructive because it demonstrates that the diversity of approaches to
studying Victorian attitudes about dream-states may often be complementary.
Nightmare, Incubus, and Sleep Paralysis

The 19th century is particularly notable for developments in the science and literature of
disturbed sleep, commonly referred to as “nightmares.”Before it was firmly classified as a disease
early in the 19th century, “Night-mare” literally referred to a witch’s horse, or more generally,
the dark inf luence of witchcraft, demons, or maleficent spirits on a helpless sleeper (Rivière 50;
Adler 2–3; Ekirch 292). The Scottish physician John Bond wrote the first medical treatise in
English on the night-mare in a 1753 titled Essay on the Incubus, Or Night-mare (Adler 51). As
Bond notes, “this strange term [night-mare] arose from superstitious notions which the British
had, and perhaps still have” about witchcraft and demons (2). Identified variously as “hagged,
“hag-riding” (or “hag-ridden”), “witch’s mare,” and most commonly as “Incubus,” the
night-mare was frequently characterized in medical literature throughout 18th- and 19th-
century Britain as a state in which a person experiences paralysis at the offset of sleep and is ac-
companied by feelings of terror and a sense of suffocation (Adler 51–55; Rivière 70). Known
today as “sleep paralysis,” the pre-modern night-mare evoked fear of the supernatural because
of its association with “night hags” who could summon demons to torment or “ride” helpless
sleepers. Although a number of 18th-century physicians attempted to overturn popular super-
stitions associated with night-mare, Victorian scientists made it their special mission to uproot
so-called “spectral phenomena” from discussions of disturbed sleep (Hayward 162–163). As his-
torian Rhodri Hayward notes in his essay “Policing dreams,” many British physicians claimed
that “modernity could not be achieved until individuals moved from a belief in the external or-
igin of dreams to an acceptance of their internal generation within the psyche” (163).
There are two notable, recent studies that discuss the night-mare in 19th-century Britain:

Shelley R. Adler’s Sleep Paralysis: Night-mares, Nocebos, and the Mind-Body Connection (2011)
and Janine Rivière’s “Demons of Desire or Symptoms of Disease? Medical Theories and
Popular Experiences of the ‘Nightmare’ in Premodern England” in Dreams, Dreamers, and
Visions: The Early Modern Atlantic World (2013). Of these two studies, Adler’s is by far the most
far-reaching in scope and therefore also the least focused on Victorian attitudes about night-
mares. Sleep Paralysis is part of a series on medical anthropology, and so it reads like a survey
of cross-cultural and historical attitudes about what Adler terms “night-mare”—a term she uses
consistently throughout her study because it retains “its original sense of a nocturnal visit of an
evil being that threatens to press the very life out of its terrified victim” (3). As opposed to “night
terror” and themoremodern “nightmare,” the hyphenated “night-mare” has a closer etymolog-
ical link to sleep paralysis, and it more specifically denotes the nocturnal experience of suffocation
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usually associated with “a nocturnal pressing spirit” (2–3). As a medical anthropologist, Adler is
concerned with both the cultural and physiological experience of night-mares, and not surpris-
ingly, she argues that “the night-mare illustrates the dynamics and consequences of the interac-
tion between cultural beliefs and human physiology” (2). Interestingly, Adler claims that the key
physiological features of the night-mare are “the same the world over… even in societies with no
commonly accepted beliefs or traditions to offer cultural models for the experience” (8–9).
Although Adler’s study is valuable partly because it offers cross-cultural perspectives on night-
mare and other dream-like phenomena, there is (understandably) little discussion of literary
depictions of night-mare and only a cursory nod towards Victorian scientific and medical discus-
sions of night-mares. Although Sleep Paralysis is ambitious in its scope, it is nevertheless an ex-
tremely valuable study, partly because it encourages cross-cultural examinations of sleep and
dream-states by demonstrating that although the physiological experience of certain dream-states
may remain stable across social and national boundaries, cultural interpretations of these bodily
experiences do not. In other words, studies on dream-states (like the night-mare), cannot divorce
social and cultural views on dreaming from physiological models purporting to represent them.
Janine Rivière’s “Demons of Desire or Symptoms of Disease?” is a discussion of the early

modern experience of night-mare. Drawing primarily on accounts of witchcraft trials and some
medical texts, Rivière argues that “accounts and theories of the nightmare can… reveal
important insight into premodern men’s and women’s fantasies about sex and sexuality” and
that “in the history of dreams, the night-mare can be understood as the dark ‘other’ of the
dream, offering us glimpses into the terrifying fears and anxieties of past peoples” (51–52).
Although Rivière’s study focuses on early modern attitudes about dreams and night-mares, it
is valuable to scholars of 19th-century literature and science because it demonstrates that “there
is evidence that the supernatural theory of the nightmare persisted among the populacewell into
the nineteenth century” (51). In addition to this, throughout the 17th and 18th centuries,
theories about the night-mare “evolved slowly,” suggesting that it was not until the advent of
John Bond and later, 19th-century medical theorists, that the science of disturbed sleep
developed new models to explain the seemingly age-old problem of night-mares.

Conclusion

The aim of this essay was to provide an overview of recent scholarship on specific kinds of
dream-states in 19th century literature and science and to note areas where there is an apparent
dearth in order to encourage further research. Although this survey merely scratches the surface
of new studies on Victorian dreaming, it may serve to provide a sketch of the great diversity of
methodological and disciplinary approaches to studies about 19th-century dreaming and related
mental phenomena. It is my hope that that by providing a more interdisciplinary, pluralistic
account of scholarship on Victorian dream-states, this essay will encourage greater interdisci-
plinary research and collaboration on these fascinating and continuously relevant subjects.
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neglected—primary archival scientific and medical investigations, Victorian Somnium outlines
the ways that Victorian literary representations of sleep and dream-states cross-pollinated with
the physiological psychology of the time. It argues that discussions of dreams and related mental
phenomena were not only foundational in constructions of the mad subject but were also indis-
solubly linked with social identity. By highlighting the role that popular literature played in the
production and dissemination of medical knowledge,Victorian Somnium fundamentally interro-
gates the ways that “health” functions as both a cultural construct and a physical state.

Notes

* Correspondence: Purdue University, English, 220 500 Oval Dr. West Lafayette, Indiana, USA, 47907–2038. Email:
sschatz@purdue.edu
1 Although this essay will not review scholarship on the development of psychology as a discipline in 19th-century Britain,
an excellent resource for such information is Jill Matus’s “Victorian Framings of the Mind: Recent Work on Mid-Century
Theories of the Unconscious, Memory, and Emotion” in Literature Compass (2007), p. 1261.
2 The 1963 revised and enlarged edition is the most comprehensive version.
3 For a rare and interesting study on the politics and power dynamics surrounding the emergence of Victorian sleep spaces
(which became increasingly privatized and medicalized throughout the century), see Tom Crook’s “Norms, Forms, and
Beds: Spatializing Sleep in Victorian Britain” in Body and Society 14.4 (2008): 15–35.
4 As Janine Rivière notes, “hypnagogic” refers to sleep onset and “hypnopompic” to sleep offset, although both terms imply
a state in between sleep and waking consciousness (49).
5 For a detailed (and excellent) discussion of Thomas De Quincey and reverie, see Natalie Ford’s “Beyond Opium: De
Quincey’s Range of Reveries,” (2007) which outlines the various ways that “reverie” (another word for a dream-like or
trance-like state) functions in De Quincey’s works. Although De Quincey is often considered a Romantic, as Ford notes,
his use of the word “reverie” “would have been transmitted to early Victorians as well” due to frequent re-prints of his
popular Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (230).
6 See especially the new open-access database, Science in the Nineteenth-Century Periodical: An Electronic Index. This
project, which is co-directed by Geoffrey Cantor, Sally Shuttleworth, Jonathan Topham, Gowan Dawson, and Richard
Noakes, and run under the aegis of the Humanties Research Institute of the University of Sheffield, is an electronic index
of 16 general periodicals and contains over 14,000 articles.
7 Popular Victorian fiction also described mesmerism in ambiguous terms. See Daniel Picks’ Svengali’s Web: The Alien
Encounter in Modern Culture (2000) pp. 54 and 113, and Sharrona Pearl’s “Gender and Mesmerism in Wilkie Collins” in
Martin Willis and Catherine Wynne’s Victorian Literary Mesmerism (2006) pp. 163–172.
8 Of brief but significant note are cases of hypnotism that Harrington also discusses in relation to 19th-century neurological
theories. In one such case, a patient was said to have only half of a brain (one hemisphere) awakened from a trance—bringing
an entirely new meaning to the phrase “half asleep” (187). In another case, one side of a patient’s brain was believed to be
hypnotized to a different degree than the other, resulting in an incident wherein “one half of [the patient’s body] had
fallen into a state of catalepsy and the other half into lethargy” (204).
9 Although further discussion of Victorian ideas about double consciousness (which was sometimes linked to dreamy
mental states) is beyond the scope of this review, for a fascinating and informative essay on Victorian literature and the
double brain, see Anne Stiles’s “Robert Louis Stevenson’s Jekyll and Hyde and the Double Brain” (2006).
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