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As Prospero says in Shakespeare’s The Tempest, “We are 
such stuff as dreams are made on; and our little life is rounded 
with a sleep.” Indeed, dreams have been part of human societies 
since the beginnings of recorded human history. In Dreaming the 
English Renaissance: Politics and Desire in Court and Culture, 
Carole Levin attempts to trace the varied meanings of dreams in 
early modern England. She has succeeded admirably in achieving 
that goal. 

Levin’s work consists of an introduction and six chapters 
detailing the importance of dreams for English men and women of 
the early modern era. The first and fifth chapters, detailing some of 
the realities of dreams in terms of the Jacobean and Elizabethan 
court life respectively, and the other chapters range far and wide 
concerning other aspects of the world of dreams. Levin’s treatment 
is rich in detail drawn from an amazing variety of primary sources, 
such as learned tomes on dreams, plays, poems, diaries, letters, 
ballads, pamphlets and broadsheets, as well as on a substantial 
number of recent scholarly works concerning the life and times of 
early modern England. 

A propos of Prospero’s statement, Levin, in her introduction, 
states that she will focus on dreams experienced during sleep, 
although some attention is paid to visions in her narrative. Levin’s 
first chapter focuses on both dreaming and sleeping with a study 
of James I’s skeptical attitude towards the importance of dreams 
as prognostications of the future; his unmasking of the fraudulent 
Richard Haydock, the “sleeping preacher,” who made a reputation 
for himself as a great preacher while in the sleeping state; the 
dream of Robert Wintour, one of the Gunpowder Plot conspirators, 
used at his trial for treason; and other dreams which either 
prevented or revealed murders. Levin also introduces the issue of 
the early modern debate over the causation of dreams by citing 
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Richard Haydock’s own classification of dreams. Haydock believed 
in three origins for dreams: one related to the predominant humor 
in the body, one caused by events of the day preceding the dream, 
and lastly one caused by supernatural forces, either good or evil. 

In her next chapter, Levin offers a more detailed analysis of 
early modern dissections of dreams and their origins. One 
discovers that some believed the veracity of dreams depended on 
the time when the dreamer dreamt them: dreams dreamt closer to 
dawn were more truthful than earlier dreams. Some, such as 
Thomas Hill in his Pleasant Art of the Interpretation of Dreams, 
believed that the interpretation of a dream varied with the social 
status and gender of the dreamer. Some, such as Thomas Wright 
in his Passions of the Minde, believed that the dominant humor 
helped cause the dream and determined its nature. The worst 
dreams were dreamt by the melancholic: they were of dark places, 
such as graves and caves and of savage beasts. Again, the same 
dream would have a different meaning depending on who dreamt it 
in terms of his dominant humor. Along with this naturalistic 
explanation of dreams is the suggestion by some that dreams are 
caused by what we eat. Some sound like Scrooge who attempted to 
explain away his vision of Marley by speaking of the problems 
caused by an undigested bit of beef. Thomas Nashe and Owen 
Fellthem offered psychological interpretations of dreams. Nashe 
saw nightmares as coming from guilt feelings and dreams. For 
Fellthem, dreams were a doorway into the self. Instead of 
psychiatrists and psychologists, this age offered the troubled 
dreamers cunning men and women, astrologers and others as 
explicators of their dreams. John Dee and Simon Forman were two 
prominent astrologers who also made a name for themselves as 
experts in the reading of dreams. 

Levin continues her explication of dreams with a valuable 
chapter on dreams as they relate to beliefs concerning witchcraft 
and religion. One reads of devils and angels appearing in dreams, 
as well as of Christ appearing to early modern English women. 
Indeed, given Levin’s treatment of this phenomenon, it would 
appear that dreams of Christ were especially important for late 
medieval and early modern women, as contrasted with men. One 
also reads of accused witches receiving dreams of the Devil or 
devils. The dreams of accused witches were supposed to be 
powerful and the sleep deprivation “torture” utilized against such 
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accused was partially meant to prevent them using such dream 
weapons. Of course, some contemporary skeptics concerning 
witchcraft, such as Reginald Scot, saw the supposed acts of 
confessed witches as, in reality, only their own dreams. 

Levin concludes her work with two chapters devoted to the 
dreams recorded in literary and other works surrounding the 
turbulent times of the establishment of the Tudor dynasty and 
then of the troubles of the Elizabethan Age, such as the execution 
of Mary Stuart and the revolt of the Earl of Essex. Levin even 
moves across the English Channel for a brief look at the 
importance of dreams vis-à-vis the French monarchy. 

In summation, this is quite a good book on English dreams 
and dreamers of the early modern era. On only one major issue 
can Levin be faulted. At times she makes very ambitious claims for 
these dream interpreters and sees this period “as a fault line 
between medieval and modern” (8). At times, modern is seen as 
synonymous with a more rational approach to dreams. Levin does 
not really demonstrate the truth of this assertion, which would 
have required her to write a much larger work analyzing, in depth, 
medieval views concerning dreams. Perhaps, that will be 
forthcoming? 
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