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      The Use of the Strauch Scale to Study Dream Reports from Sacred Sites in England and Wales
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Abstract: 

Thirty-five volunteers spent between one and five nights in one of four unfamiliar outdoor “sacred sites” in England and Wales where they were awakened following rapid eye movement periods and asked for dream recall. They also monitored their dreams in familiar home surroundings, keeping dream diaries. Equal numbers of site dreams and home dream reports were obtained for each volunteer. Two judges, working blind and independently, evaluated each of the resulting 206 dream reports, using the Strauch Scale which contains criteria for identifying “bizarre,” “magical,” and “paranormal” elements. Of the 103 site dream reports, 46 fell into one of these categories, versus 31 of the home dream reports. A number of explanations exist for this difference, including expectancy, suggestion, the effect of unfamiliar surroundings, the nature of the volunteers' awakenings, and possible anomalous properties of the sacred sites. The latter possibility, however, is unlikely due to the fact the 22 volunteers reported site dreams containing Strauch Scale items, while 20 reported home dreams containing these content items, a minimal difference.

Introduction:

The Greeks had two terms for place, topos and chora. Topos signifies a simple location, the physical, observable features of a locale. Chora, however, refers to the more subtle aspects of place, those that can trigger memory, imagination, and mythic presence (Devereux, 1996; 1997). In the Timaeus, Plato claimed that chora could be known “in a kind of dream” (Lee, 1965). People who thought that they were in touch with chora as well as topos built “sacred sites.”   

A customary observation in cosmologies throughout the world is that humans live on one dimension in a tiered cosmos. A transcendent vertical axis mundi connects the other dimensions and transects the ordinary world at special geographies (Campbell, 1974, p. 190). Oftentimes, discontinuity in the landscape –a sudden canyon, a shaft of white quarts, a jagged spire— signals to the adept that an axis mundi is near. The Native Americans of the Columbia River Plateau in the inland Northwest felt that “points of geographic transitions are joined with multiple transitions” in seasonal, individual, and communal cycles (Walker, 1996, p. 67). Thus, ecological transition zones and diurnal times –sunset and sunrise-- are thought to be spiritually auspicious. Where these “points” transect are “especially powerful access points to the sacred” (Ibid.). 

Vine Deloria, Jr. (2000) writes that a sacred site has the “ability to short-circuit logical process; it allows us to apprehend underlining unities” (p. 30). According to some Native American traditions, one experiences these “underlining unities” by participating in rituals at sacred places or by being present at these sites in altered states of consciousness. Participants often experience a unification with nature, a feeling of bliss, interspecies communication, waking visions, unusual sounds, synchronicities, key memories, and ecstasies (Swan, 1988). “Common themes” of experiences at sacred sites are “the disappearance or transformation of familiar apprehensions of time and space” (Deloria, 2000, p. 35).

 Deward Walker (1996), in describing the efficacy of sacred sites, employs the concept “portal to the sacred.” These portals are trans-dimensional and cross-temporal “such that they become sacred times and spaces” to members of various cultural groups, even those separated in time (p.  63).  Many Native American traditions attributed similar properties, such as encounters with spiritual agencies, to nighttime dreaming (Krippner & Thompson, 1996), a conception shared by traditional cultures in Europe. Muslims have a tradition of incubating dreams at temples and tomb sites of Islamic saints (Crapanzano, 1975), and Muhammed offered suggestions about how to approach sleep in a state of ritual purity (Bulkeley, 2002). Paul Devereux (1996; 1997) has suggested treating prehistory as analogous to the human unconscious, and the ruined sacred sites of antiquity as being akin to remembered fragments of dreams; “sacred places, it is suggested, may be those which yield greater information than secular ones; [they may be] locations where information is received more effectively by the unconscious mind” (1997, p.527). 

Even though the possible connection between sacred sites and dreaming has not been studied by science, there is a psychological literature regarding environmental influences on dreams. External stimuli may modify the course of a dream, as when a fine spray of water is incorporated into a dream in which it was raining, or cooling the feet may be associated with a dream of hiking in a blizzard. Outside of the sleep laboratory, a ringing doorbell may evoke a dream that involves answering a telephone (Antrobus, 1993).   

Given the difficulty in detecting daily events within dream content (e.g., Roussy et al., 2000), it is not surprising that immediate presleep experiences have rarely been found to impact dream content.  For example, viewing erotic films before falling asleep is not followed by obviously sexual dreams (Cartwright, Berniche, Borowitz, & Kling, 1969). In one study, 5% of dream reports reflected incorporation of presleep exposure to violent films (Foulkes & Rechtschaffen, 1964), but other investigators reported a higher percentage when putative symbolic material was included in the analysis (Witkin & Lewis, 1963). In another study, thirst induced by 24-hour fluid restriction was following by references to drinking in one third of the dream reports (Dement & Wolpert, 1956). Stimuli presented in front of eyes taped open during sleep apparently are not incorporated into dreams (Rechtschaffen & Foulkes, 1965). However, tones, light flashes, cold water stimuli, and wrist shocks during rapid eye movement sleep were incorporated into 9%, 24%, 47%, and 20% of dream reports, respectively, but as a momentary event rather than as a dream theme (Dement & Wolpert, 1956).  

Hypothesis:

It was hypothesized that, following a content analysis of each dream report, the content of site dream reports would differ from the content of home dream reports.

Research participants: 

The collection of the dreams at the selected ancient sites commenced as just one aspect of a research effort known as the Dragon Project (Devereux, 1990, 1999), which for several years had investigated possible objective geophysical causes for anecdotal material in the form of reports of strange experiences at prehistoric sacred sites, and was loosely considered by Project personnel as being a modern version of the “temple sleep” practice of classical antiquity. Dragon Project director, Paul Devereux (PD), recruited volunteer research participants by word-of-mouth for the dreaming program. They came from many backgrounds and from various countries, and spanned a broad age range. Most volunteers were between the ages of 25 and 60, with some outliers in their teens or in their 70s.  Some spent one or more nights at a site, but did not contribute home dream reports, hence were eliminated from the study. Also eliminated were volunteers who contributed home dreams but never dreamed at a site. Thirty-five research participants (14 males, 21 females) contributed between 1 and 8 pairs of dreams, bringing the total number of reports to 103 site and 103 home dreams.

Settings:

PD selected four sites as settings for this study – three in Cornwall (England), and one in Wales. The sites were selected not only on the basis of their prominence in local folklore, but because they easily afforded space for a volunteer to sleep comfortably in a sleeping bag and/or blankets during the night. The sites selected were Carn Ingli, Chun Quoit, Carn Euny, and Madron Well.  

Carn Ingli (or “the peak of angels”) is a jagged peak in the Preseli Hills in southwest Wales, the reputed source of the bluestones of Stonehenge, 200 miles away.  It is a prominent landmark, and ancient people draped it with low stone walls as if placing giant “necklaces” around it.  Huge megalithic monuments such as the dolmen of Pentre Ifan are placed within sight of it, and archaeological investigation has revealed the traces of temporary human occupation of the peak as long ago as the Mesolithic era (c.5,000 B.C.). The peak’s apparently perceived sanctity persisted to the 6th century, when a local anchorite, St. Brynach, claimed to speak with angels there. After a journalist reported that his compass behaved erratically at Carn Ingli, the Dragon Project sent an investigative team which detected full compass deflections on some of the rock surfaces, as well as in mid-air; a compass needle points in opposite directions on either side of the summit rock. Checks with randomly selected other peaks along the Preseli Ridge did not produce similar findings (Devereux, Steele, & Kubrin, 1989). There is some evidence that the megalith builders made specific use of magnetic stones in the construction of some of their monuments (Ibid., Devereux, 1999, p. 155), and such devices as the Geiger counter have been utilized as investigative tools among archeologists intrigued by possible radioactive and ultrasonic properties of the sites (Devereux, 1990, 1999; Sheeran, 1990). 

Chun Quoit is an isolated mushroom-shaped monument, a Neolithic dolmen dating to c.3000 B.C., consisting of four inward-leaning stone slabs topped by a massive capstone. It is located in a broad expanse of high moorland in the Land’s End district of Cornwall, situated in exactly the right position for the midwinter sun to appear to set in a notch of the natural outcrop that stands prominently on the southwestern skyline.  There have been reports of short bursts of  unexplained light flashing across the underside of the capstone, and Geiger counter readings have detected high readings (relative to background levels) for radioactivity – exactly comparable, in fact, to the anomalous levels (relative to background) measured inside the King’s Chamber in the Great Pyramid at Giza ( Devereux, 1992, pp. 175-183; Devereux, 1999, pp. 154-155).  Chun Quoit is a granite monument, and the King’s Chamber is clad in Aswan granite: granite issues radioactivity so it is to be expected that granite enclosures like these will build up a higher internal level of radioactivity than pervades the exterior. It is possible that such high-background natural radioactivity can trigger transient altered states of consciousness in susceptible people, for it was noted anecdotally that Dragon Project volunteers conducting other work at other times at other high-radiation ancient sacred sites reported brief but vivid “waking dreams” – even when the percipient did not know that the background level of radiation was relatively high.  It is perhaps of interest that the ancient Egyptians considered granite to be a special, spiritual stone.  Clearly discernible primary acoustical resonances (well within the male voice range) have also been detected at several ancient sites including Chun Quoit (Devereux & Jahn, 1996; Jahn, 1995; Jahn, Devereux, & Ibison, 1996). Because the resonance frequencies are well within the adult male voice range, one may speculate that some form of human chanting, enhanced by the cavity resonance, were invoked for ritual purposes (Jahn, Devereux, & Ibison, 1996).

Carn Euny, another of the Cornish sites, consists of a subterranean passage off which a short, smaller passage leads to a beehive-shaped stone chamber, purpose unknown. This type of underground passage, of which there are several in Cornwall, is known archaeologically as a souterrain, but in local Cornish vernacular is referred to as a “fogou.” The remains of an Iron Age village stand over the site, and though the fogou preceded the village, it is nevertheless thought to also date to the first millennium B.C. It was probably being used into the first centuries A.D.   There is debate as to whether fogous were used for food storage or for ritual activities – there are pros and cons to both arguments. However, the beehive chamber at Carn Euny is unique, and it is difficult to see it as having been anything other than a ritual site. Being an underground granite structure, internal radiation levels are relatively high.  

Madron Well, the third of the selected Cornish sites, was once surrounded by massive blocks of granite (according to a 1910 photograph) and is located near the ruins of a granite chapel, dating back to the 14th century or earlier. The spring water is now fed into a small reservoir in the chapel’s southwest corner. Madron Well was celebrated for its purported healing powers and oracular properties. Being granite, the radiation readings in the chapel ruins are higher than the exterior background, but the water surface of the well gave higher readings than either the chapel or the nearby environment (Devereux, 1999, pp. 156-157).

Instrument:


Content analysis is an attempt to extract meaning from a “text” by means of carefully defined procedures of categorization (Domhoff, 1996). When applied to dream reports, content analysis attempts to categorize units of meaning so as to obtain data that can be subjected to statistical operations, and/or qualitative analysis.

Experimental dream research indicates that most dreams contain bizarre elements, loosely scattered through the reports. Bizarre dream content is unusual because it is distorted or improbable, violates social or cultural standards, or runs counter to mainstream science’s conceptions of time, space, or energy.  Strauch (2001) has developed scales to identify two specific types of bizarre content, “paranormal” and “magical,” as well as other bizarre content. Under the heading, “paranormal phenomena,” she has differentiated psychological, biological, and physical events. Under the heading of “magical phenomena,” she has differentiated magical activities, characters, objects, and scenery. Other bizarre content falls into six categories: activities, characters, objects, sensations, settings, and speech.  

“Paranormal psychological phenomena,” according to Strauch, comprise extrasensory perception (ESP), psychokinesis (PK), related abilities (e.g., out-of-body sensation, flying), and anthropomorphism (e.g., talking animals). “Paranormal biological phenomena” include bodily changes (e.g., shrinking, becoming taller) and invulnerability. “Paranormal physical phenomena” include animism (e.g., a stone coming to life), changes in form (e.g., a bathtub turning into a television set), disappearances (e.g., a house vanishing into thin air), time travel (e.g., the dreamer finding herself in the 17th century), and unidentified flying objects (e.g., the appearance of a vehicle from outer space). These examples are congruent with Hobson’s (1988) bizarreness subcategories, i.e., discontinuity, incongruity, and uncertainty (p. 261).
In the Strauch Scale, “magical phenomena” comprise “magical activities” (e.g., casting a spell), “magical characters” (e.g., fairies, witches, giants), “magical objects” (e.g., magical potions, amulets), and “magical scenery” (e.g., a castle from a fairy tale, an enchanted forest).

“Other bizarre content” in the Strauch Scale includes elements or events that, from an ordinary perspective, are unusual or impossible. This definition resembles Hobson’s (1988) bizarreness “domain” of dream elements that are physically improbable or impossible (p. 261). They include “bizarre activities” (e.g., riding a bicycle backwards), “bizarre characters” (e.g., a two-headed man), “bizarre objects” (a ski lift made out of rubber bands), “bizarre sensations” (e.g., feeling a volcano is erupting in one’s ear), “bizarre settings” (e.g., an iceberg floating past a tropical island), and “bizarre speech” (e.g., a child speaking with an adult’s voice). 

Strauch (2001) has reported on six different samples with a combined total of 758 dream reports collected in a laboratory and 360 home reports gleaned from dream diaries. Paranormal and/or magical phenomena appeared in from 6% to 16% of these dreams, while other kinds of bizarre content appeared between 34% and 51% of the reports. Longitudinally, there was a significant decrease of bizarre elements in dreams starting at 13 years of age; in other words, dreams with bizarre content are more frequent in childhood than in adulthood. Paranormal and magical content is most frequent in the youngest age groups.  All types of bizarre content are more prominent in home dreams than in laboratory dreams; this might be due to the fact that home dreams are recalled selectively, while laboratory dream reports are requested whenever the technician observes a period of rapid eye movement.    

There are several instruments that purport to measure bizarre dream content (e.g., Domhoff, 1996; Hobson, 1988, pp. 259-261). The Strauch Scale was selected because its focus on paranormal and magical elements was thought to match what might be expected from dreamers asleep at sacred sites.

However, Knudson (2001) observes that the literature on highly significant dreams is filled with references to the bizarreness of their content, but suggests that “unrealistic” might be a better descriptor. States (2000) also objects to the term “bizarre” because dreams follow their own “logic” and can best be thought of as “thoughts-in-process” (p. 179). 

Method: 

The Dragon Project’s collection of dream reports was overseen by PD.  On any given session, the research participant would be taken to one of the designated sites by at least one volunteer facilitator, who stayed with the dreamer throughout the night, waking him or her at times of R.E.M. sleep in order to audio tape what the person could recall of their dreaming.   These tape-recorded reports were later transcribed by selected Dragon Project aides, and these transcriptions were in turn sent to Stanley Krippner (SK) who had a clerical assistant retype them on standard forms. These transcriptions were done blind so as to reduce possible bias. Following the advice by Domhoff (1996) on content analysis, any report with less than 50 or more than 300 words was eliminated from consideration. 

Some volunteers tallied an uneven number of home dreams and site dreams; in these cases, dream reports from the excess side were matched on the basis of length so that the total represented equal numbers of site and home reports. The rationale for this procedure was that any long dream would be more likely to have the possibility of a content item appearing in it; a very short dream is less likely to contain this content item. All dream reports were matched or eliminated before content scoring was attempted, thus avoiding bias in selection on a content basis. This matching and elimination was done without reading the content, so as to reduce bias.  

Nine volunteers contributed 1 pair of reports, nine contributed 2, eight contributed 3, two contributed 4, two contributed 5, four contributed 6, and one contributed 8 pairs of reports. All reports were given code numbers (so that judges would not be able to discriminate site dreams from home dreams), and were given to each of the judges in a different random order (assigned by use of a random number table). The two judges scored the resulting 206 dream reports blind and independently. The judges were trained to use the Strauch Scale by SK, attaining a reliability of about .90 for each content item. When there was disagreement on an item, SK discussed the choice rationale with one or both of the judges and made the final decision, based on his interpretation of the Strauch Scale.

If there were two content items in the same report (e.g., “paranormal” and “magical”), each item was given a value of .50; if all three content items appeared in the same report, each item was given a value of .33.

Results:

Of the 103 site dream reports, 21 had “bizarre” content, in comparison to 10 of the 103 home dream reports. “Paranormal” content was found in 16 site dreams report, vs. 15 in home dream reports; “magical” content was identified in 9 site reports and in 6 home reports.  A total of 46 site reports contained one or more of the Strauch Scale content items, as compared to 31 home reports. Of the 35 volunteers, 22 had dream reports containing one or more Strauch Scale item, while 20 had home dreams containing one of more item. 

Examples:


Several site dream reports contained elements reminiscent of ancient and mythical Cornwall, for example, “Jurassic rock,” “a cave in the earth,” “a stone tomb,” “a labyrinth,” “a stone circle,” “a cave painting,” “a hag,” and “magicians.” However, a number of home dream reports included similar elements, for example, “fairies,” “a witch,” “a goddess,” “a shamanic initiation,” “a stone tower,” “a big quarry with lots of rocks,” “ancient burial mounds,” and “prehistoric sacred sites.” These examples underscore the necessity of having a standard classification system, such as the Strauch Scale, for purposes of comparison. 

Under the heading, “paranormal phenomena,” the Strauch Scale differentiates psychological, biological, and physical events.  “Paranormal psychological phenomena,” according to Strauch, comprise extrasensory perception, psychokinesis, related abilities, and anthropomorphism. Examples in the site dream reports include: “I am watching a wedding and “could control where the wedding took place” (“psychokinesis”); “my consciousness was starting to leave my body” (“related abilities”); and “furry cat-like creatures…had big open mouths and were singing” (“anthropomorphism”). In one home dream, a medieval society had the ability of “seeing into the future” (“extrasensory perception”); in another home dream, the dreamer had “an orgasm [then] became conscious of being about to ‘astrally project’ [and] my consciousness began to telescope outward” (“related abilities”).  

“Paranormal biological phenomena” include bodily changes and invulnerability.  In one site dream report, the dreamer suddenly realized that “I was very small, about one centimeter tall” (“bodily change”). A home dream was reported that included the image of “my sister and her husband [who] were really tiny…. They seemed relaxed and happy, but it was bizarre seeing them.” In another home dream report, fire started coming up the floor but the dreamer “didn’t react in panic…. [We] just stood and watched. The flames didn’t burn anything” (“invulnerability”).

“Paranormal physical phenomena” include animism, changes in form, disappearances, time travel, and unidentified flying objects. One home dream report included an account of a “dark house” that played games with its inhabitants; “I go up a lift and I find I am on the top level. It is a game, maybe some sort of test…. I am in chains. I press the top button by accident and can’t seem to get down…. Nevertheless, I break free and run downstairs. It is a voluntary but addictive game” (“animism”). In another home dream report, a horse turns into a woman, and in a site dream report, a man becomes “a reptilian female” (“changes in form”).  While sleeping at a sacred site, one dreamer reported, “I came upon three people I know, having a conversation…, but they were all disappearing” (“disappearances”).  A home dream report began in “a medieval setting…being showered with arrows from crossbows” but ended up being saved with tricks “made possible by modern technology”  (“time travel”). Several dreams took place in other historical periods, but could not be placed in the “time travel” category because the temporal setting remained constant during the entire dream. One home dream report took place aboard the “Starship Enterprise” where the dreamer was interacting with a “woman from another planet.”  However, this dream report could not be placed in the “unidentified flying objects” category because the craft was clearly identified. 

In the Strauch Scale, “magical phenomena” include magical activities, magical characters, magical objects, and magical scenery.  In one site dream the report described  “a roundtable of ancient scholars” (“magical characters”) whose robes were red and emitted “a special musical key” (“magical objects” and “magical activities”). This dream had a “mathematical beauty to it …. Complicated chaos was communicated during the event.” In another site dream, the dreamer reported “the entrance to a celestial palace”; she wanted to explore beyond the gates but first had to “perform a task” (“magical scenery” and “magical activity”).  One home dreamer reported “a momentous event is about to take place. It is called the changing of ley-lines…. People can be swept away if they are not in the right place” (“magical activity”).  

“Other bizarre content” in the Strauch Scale includes elements or events that, from an ordinary perspective, are unusual or impossible; its six categories include activities, characters, objects, sensations, settings, and speech.  One home dream contained a description of a “tent with funny runic symbols on it…. Inside the tent is a hooded person sitting like the Buddha in meditation. I pull back the hood and it’s me, it’s my face” (“bizarre activity”); the same dreamer reported a home dream in which he was “flying over the countryside” (“bizarre activity”). A site dreamer reported “a “scraggly person” coming down a chimney; “he was very skinny and bony and hairy all over” (“bizarre character”). “A narrow boat” in one home dream report “was kind of a chapel. Inside was a crude, rustic, window altar, where you could see one eye rolling around” (“bizarre object”). In a site dream report, the dreamer was listening to someone talking in an angry tone of voice; “there was a large distance between this voice and myself. I think that is why we were having trouble communicating” (“bizarre speech”). The same dreamer, at the same site, reported “the feel of parallel curves moving side by side”; she had the feeling of “traveling up and down, up and down” (“bizarre sensation”). Another site dream report described “a huge surge of energy going through my heart area and over the top half of my body” (“bizarre sensation”).  A home dream report placed the dreamer in “some kind of rectangular enclosure…. I am just going to paint over the wood ships and brighten it up, but I discover I have to do a lot of strip work first. The more I strip, the more work I find for myself” (“bizarre setting”).

Discussion:

The results of this study confirmed the hypothesis. A number of explanations exist for this difference, including expectancy, suggestion, the effect of unfamiliar surroundings, and possible anomalous properties of the sacred sites. However, several limitations are obvious. In the first place, volunteers contributed unequal numbers of dream reports. However, if each volunteer had been limited to one pair, insufficient data for statistical analysis would have been available.  


This currently unique modern collection of ancient site and comparison home dreams was always considered to be merely a pilot study, and steps could be taken to narrow down the available explanations. The effects of expectancy and suggestion could be reduced by having volunteers dream in one or more “control sites,” i.e., outdoor locations equally as interesting as the “sacred sites,” but locations with no history of ritual use by indigenous people (see Houran & Brugger, 2000). The possible impact on dream content of sleeping in unfamiliar surroundings could be reduced by allowing volunteers to spend some time at the outdoor sites during daytime, and by randomizing the order in which they slept at home with the nights spent at the sites.

The Strauch Scale was selected to study dream content because its scales seemed well-suited for this particular investigation. Given that site dreams differed from home dreams, for whatever reasons, it might be useful to re-score the dreams utilizing a more complete system of content analysis such as the Hall/Van de Castle system. This instrument contains eight empirically-derived categories, most of which are divided into subcategories (Hall & Van de Castle, 1966); subsequent research has demonstrated high intercoder reliability in scoring (Domhoff, 1996). 

In addition, previous anthropological work could be adapted to this type of study. For example, Lewis-Williams (1998), drawing on the work of earlier researchers (including Klüver, 1928; Reichel-Dolmatoff, 1978; Siegel & West, 1975), proposes that some images reported from altered states of consciousness are cross-culturally similar. He has delineated three stages in the development of imagery, based on laboratory studies and experiential reports. “Luminous, pulsating, enlarging, fragmenting and changing geometric forms” constitute the first stage. The second  stage includes, “grids, dots, zigzags, nested catenary curves and sets of parallel lines,” while the third (and deepest) stage contains “iconic hallucinations” of animals, people, and monsters (p. 163).  Where Lewis-Williams used this instrument in archaeology to categorize pictographs, we would suggest using it in an archaeological context to categorize dream reports. 

There were several reports reminiscent of Lewis-Williams first stage; one dreamer reported,  “I started to see … red lights…flashing backwards and forwards and I felt … I was losing it.” Another thought that she was in a “channel or passageway, with buzzing coming at me from both sides.” For both, the input (lights and sounds) consumed the dreamer’s sensorium.  A dream report of “black and white stripes” is reminiscent of Lewis-Williams’ second stage, while “a tall white robed figure guarding a gate” in another dream report exemplifies the third (or “iconic”) stage.

Conclusion:

This investigation attempted to make a modest contribution to the study of environmental 

influences on dreams.  The differences in frequency between sacred site dreaming and dreaming in familiar 

surroundings were modest, and the differences in the number of volunteers reporting unusual dreams was 

minimal. However, the same could be said for many of the earlier studies that explored the impact of pre-

sleep experiences and external stimulation on the content of dream reports. If this line of inquiry evokes 

interest on the part of other investigators, there are many improvements that could be made to better 

understand an ancient practice that remains virtually unexplored. 
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