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Acting is serious
pretense.  So is
dreaming.  Regard-
less of the content,
light or heavy, only
PLAY can bring us in
contact with that con-
tent.
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ON DREAMS AND ART: PART III

PLAY AS SERIOUS PRETENSE:
WHERE ACTORS AND DREAMERS MEET
BY MONTAGUE ULLMAN, M.D.

In the last newsletter I laid out the general framework for the analogy between the
craft of the actor and that of the dreamer.  I want to develop the analogy further
based on the concept of PLAY.  In what follows I have taken what the actors in-

terviewed at the Actors Studio in New York were in general agreement about, summa-
rized their comments and arranged them in clusters around what I consider to be the
seven essential features of PLAY.  In the commentary that follows each cluster I attempt
to show how closely the contents of that cluster correlate with dream work.

A Pre-Cluster Orienta-
tion to What Follows

The actor and the
dreamer are making the
same voyage but using dif-
ferent vehicles to get to the
destination.  The source of
the energy that drives both
vehicles is supplied by our
capacity for PLAY.  The
central feature of acting is
that it is a fascinating and
rewarding form of adult
PLAY.  Like the play of
children, it is pretense acted
out with others in a way
that goes beyond pretense.

In both instances, the result
is growth and self-realiza-
tion.  All PLAY, whether in
childhood or adulthood, in-
volves the elements of inno-
cence, spontaneity, imagi-
nation, and purpose or
meaning.  Acting is serious
pretense.  So is dreaming.
Regardless of the content,
light or heavy, only PLAY
can bring us in contact with
that content.  The element
of PLAY in acting will
emerge as the clusters are
developed by the actors.
The element of PLAY in
dreaming will emerge in the
commentary.  There is
some overlap in the clus-
ters, as there will be in my
commentary on their rel-
evance to dream work.

PLAY as Truth
Actors face the task

of resolving the paradox of
pretense as truth.  Here are

some of the words they
have used to describe what
they strive for in their
work.
Ø It’s speaking from

one’s heart and soul,
not one’s intellect.

Ø It’s being totally hon-
est.  If it isn’t, you can
count on the camera to
reveal it and for the au-
dience to feel it.

Ø It’s shaving down the
performance to a level
of absolute purity.

Ø It has innocence and
total involvement, as in
the play of children.

Ø You know when you
have arrived at an au-
thentic portrayal of the
role.

Commentary
The dreamer is faced

with the same paradox as
the actor.  Let’s look at the
dream itself as pretense.  It
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is pretense with a message,
a challenge to get at the
underlying reality and make
it a part of ourselves.  We
experience the dream as
“real” because the pretense
embodies something true
about ourselves that is
there to be discovered.

Those two great ge-
niuses that led us down the
“royal road” to the uncon-
scious, Freud and Jung,
were both after truths that
were there to be revealed.
They went about it in dif-
ferent ways with different
ideas about where that truth
came from.  Freud, as a
scientist, sought it in the
play of opposing forces.
Jung, as an artist, was more
drawn to its revelatory na-
ture.  For one, the dream is
a mask to be removed.  For
the other, the dream is every
bit as directly expressive of
feelings as the metaphorical
imagery created by the poet.

The actor approaches
the character to be portrayed
with respect and a mastery of
craft that enables the char-
acter to speak in a true and
at times even unpredictable
voice to the surprise of the
actor.  The dreamer also has
to approach the dream in a
respectful and non-judgmen-
tal way if it is to be allowed
to speak in its own true
voice.  For both, craft is in-
volved in giving full citi-
zenship to a creature from
another country.  For the
actor that creature is the
character; for the dreamer
it is the dream.

PLAY as Creative
The actor creates a

character, irrespective of
whether that character is or
was real or is fictional.
That involves not only the
externals pertaining to the
appearance of the charac-
ter, but more important,

what is going on in the in-
ner world of that character.
That is the more difficult
task.  It involves contacting
an unconscious domain and
retrieving from it “chunks”
from within the actor of
what lies unseen in that do-
main but that has to be acti-
vated to bring effective
depth to the portrayal.

There is no direct way
of doing that.  It involves the
interplay of a number of dif-
ficult to define and elusive
features such as talent,
imagination, empathy and in-
tuition.  When they come to-
gether in the right propor-
tion, something meaningfully
new is created.  Of course
it’s more complicated than
this and requires the com-
bined talents of many people
to help prepare the setting in
which all this can happen.
The end point is a creative
act that reaches out beyond
the actors and touches the
lives of others.

Commentary
All of the above holds

true for the dreamer.  The
dream is also pretense in
the service of truth in the
sense that it is both unreal
in its display (it was only a
dream!) but very real in
what it has to say.  A dream

is a creatively crafted sce-
nario that manages to focus
so specifically and often
quite elegantly on whatever
emotional currents are sur-
facing at that moment in
the life of the dreamer.
That creativity is inherent
in the way we have trans-
formed a primitive imagis-
tic ability that involved  in-
ternally picturing into a
highly versatile symbolic
system so in tune with an
unconscious domain that
plays so important a role in
our lives.

In our sleep we are ef-
fortlessly doing what artists
and poets struggle to do
awake.  Just as any art
form transforms its subject
matter, regardless of how
seemingly banal, so can the
dreamer.  To dream is a
kind of natural talent and
is with us all our lives.  We
use that talent in combina-
tion with our imagination
to bring something new and
original into our lives.

PLAY as Overcoming
Obstacles

Given the opportunity
to play, children have no
difficulty with playfulness.
It’s not as easy for us as
adults.  We may make a
fool of ourselves.  Let’s see
what the actor whose work
is PLAY is up against.

A danger signal goes
up when PLAY is linked to
truth.  Changes in the sta-
tus quo result in something
new coming into the world.
At a personal level change
may shake up a carefully
constructed social self im-
age of who we think we are
and who we think others
think we are.  Unlike chil-
dren, adults are at risk
when they indulge in the
kind of PLAY we are talk-
ing about.  At the social
level truth may, as in the
case of a whistle-blower,
result in the loss of a job.
We all resort to a variety of
ways of shielding ourselves
from certain truths about
ourselves (what psycho-
analysts refer to as mecha-
nisms of defense).

Actors face the risk of
feeling vulnerable as they
try to find a way of bypass-
ing their own ego, their
own waking sense of them-
selves, in order to remain in
touch to the fullest degree
possible with the character
they were portraying.  They
have to do two things.
They have to find a way to
overcome their vulnerability
and they have to trust their
surroundings.

The first requires the

To dream is a kind of natural talent and
is with us all our lives.  We use that talent
in combination with our imagination to
bring something new and original into our
lives.
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LEADERSHIP  TRAINING PROGRAM

A Leadership Training Workshop in group dream
work will take place at Monte’s home May 11-13.  This
experiential three-day workshop will cover the underly-
ing premises and key principles on which Monte’s
group dream work is based.  It will explore in depth the
kinds of problems that occur at each stage of the pro-
cess as well as the technique of leading a group.

Even if you have attended one of Monte’s Leader-
ship Workshops before, this can be a helpful way to
“fine tune” the process.

DATE: May 11, 12, 13
PLACE: 55 Orlando Ave.

Ardsley, New York 10502

These workshops fill up quickly, so for information
or to register call Monte Ullman at:  (914) 693-0156.

courage to take risks.  The
actors spoke of this in
many ways, as a leap of
faith, as taking a chance, or
just jumping in.  The sec-
ond comes with experience.
It involves openness to
trust, a trust in one’s fellow
actors, the director and the
very many people involved
in designing a set and creat-
ing an ambience that of-
fered the necessary sup-
port.  One can only make a
dangerous jump if others
are there with a safety net.
That leap of faith becomes
easier as one reaps the re-
wards.  We will come to
those in a moment.

Commentary
The dreamer volun-

teering to share a dream in
a dream group is in pre-
cisely the same situation as
the actor taking on a part.
It involves the same feeling
of vulnerability and the
same openness to trust in
others.  In sharing a dream
the dreamer is mobilizing
the courage to jump off a
cliff into water without
knowing how deep it is and
having to rely on others to
provide a life-preserver, if
necessary.

The dreamer in volun-
teering to share a dream
knows that to do so in-
volves undressing psychi-
cally and standing naked be-
fore a group, the members of
which remain more or less
fully clothed.  In addition,
one has to recast one’s
thought processes from the
linear, objective waking

mode to the nonlinear sub-
jective mode of the dreaming
self.  No easy task!

Two needs have to be
met to accomplish it.  The
dreamer has to feel safe in
disrobing before the others
(the Safety Factor) and re-
ceive from them the stimu-
lation and help needed (the
Discovery Factor) to help
the side of the self por-
trayed in the dream emerge
into clear view.  The struc-
ture of the group process
and the way it unfolds are
designed to meet these two
needs.  Trust is generated
through the respect the
leader and the group mem-
bers have for the basic fact
that only the dreamer has
the right key to his or her
unconscious domain.  All
the others can do is to fa-
cilitate the search for that
key.  Substitute director as
dream group leader, and
co-actors as the co-dream-
ers in the group, and the
parallel nature of the task
becomes obvious.  It takes
others to support the actor
or the dreamer in getting
the job done.  Actors have
to master the craft of lis-
tening and reacting to the
co-actors, and the dreamer
has to learn how to be open
to and react to the co-
dreamers.

Acting and dream work
are interactive affairs.  A
shared emotional field
evolves until an end point is
reached that feels right for
the actor (who hears the
word PRINT!) and for the
dreamer when he or she ex-

periences an inner “A-HA.”
In both instances we

are dealing with a field
that is powerful yet subtle,
a field that marks the suc-
cessful end of a group ef-
fort, a field that is only dis-
rupted by inappropriate in-
trusion of anyone’s irre-
pressible ego.  Since outside
of acting and dream work we
do not usually communicate
with each other at this level
of openness and intimacy, it
takes time, talent and mas-
tery of craft before the field
comes effortlessly into being.

It is no easy matter to
dislodge the obstacles our
waking egos put in the path
of meeting others in this
way.  Only when the actor
or dreamer realizes that the
onus of responsibility does
not rest completely on his
or her shoulders and that
they are all engaged in a
unique cooperative task

does the feeling of vulner-
ability dissipate.

PLAY as Healing
What is the definition

of healing?  The term usually
applies to someone who is
sick and is in the process of
getting well.  There is a
broader meaning derived
from the root of the word it-
self, its reference to whole-
ness.  In terms of the fullest
realization of ourselves, none
of us grows up perfect at
this stage of our efforts to
civilize ourselves.  Healing in
the sense of becoming more
whole is an appropriate term
to describe the effort to get
in touch with the full range
of our resources.  It is not
easy to dislodge some of
them from their hiding place.
That’s what acting and psy-
chotherapy are all about.
Many of the actors inter-
viewed made a point of em-
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Healing in the
sense of becoming
more whole is an
appropriate term to
describe the effort
to get in touch with
the full range of our
resources.

phasizing this sense of emo-
tional growth.  As Ron
Howard put it, “You touch
parts of yourself you didn’t
know you had.”  If dreams
are the “royal road to the un-
conscious” as Freud put it,
then acting is one way of
traveling that road.

Commentary
Not much more needs

to be said about the analogy
of healing between dream
work and acting.  What
Freud meant when he used
the term “royal road” was
that dream interpretation
was the most direct path
from point A, where the
dreamer was in the waking
state, to point B, a deeper
understanding of the emo-
tional load we all are carry-
ing as we tread that path.
We can increase our pace
once light is shed on both the
good and the bad of what is
going on within us (our ca-
pacity for good and evil).
As someone well-known once
said a long time ago, “The
truth shall set you free.”

Truth, creativity and
the overcoming of obstacles
(resistances) are intrinsic to
the act of healing through
dream work.  By giving
voice to the characterization

of  the self we have created,
we unload illusions and ex-
pediency and arrive at deep-
er truths about who we are.

PLAY as Work
I  men-

tioned resis-
tance.  The
word involves
the obstacles
that have to be
removed in
order to get on
the right path.
The biggest
obstacle is our
waking ego,
our own sense
of who we are or who we
have to be in our relations
with others.  This is where
craft comes in.  Craft pro-
vides the tools for overcom-
ing self-imposed obstacles.

Despite the differ-
ences between the craft of
the actor and that of the
dreamer, the end point for
both is the same.  Actors
speak of the importance of:
Ø Listening and reacting

to one’s co-actor (or
co-actors)

Ø Having total concentra-
tion

Ø Being in the moment
Ø Being open to the un-

predictable

Ø Avoiding any judgmen-
tal approach to the
character

Only with respect for
the human essence of the
character can the actor do

justice to the
role, take
risks, and
trust in one-
self and oth-
ers to come
up with
whatever is
needed to get
the job done.
The closer
one gets to a
total involve-

ment in the role, the more
one is left with the feeling
that the self simply becomes
a channel that allows talent
and imagination to do their
thing.  Actors frequently re-
fer to it as a “gift.”  Their re-
sponsibility is simply to learn
how to use it properly.

Commentary
What I have referred to

as “obstacles” are for the
dreamer the “resistances” I
referred to earlier.  It’s hard
to partially anesthetize the
waking ego so that it is
there, but no longer in con-
trol.  That ego feels as com-
fortable and natural as our
very skin.  Both are what we
allow others to see of our-
selves.  We can’t shed our
skins but we can modulate
the ego to the point where it
is no longer running the
show.  The dreamer faces the
same work requirements as
the actor.  Let’s look at them
one by one.

Concentration:  The
dreamer has to maintain an
unwavering focus on all
that is going on within him-
self at a feeling level, some
of which is extraordinarily
subtle, as the group process
plays itself out.  To main-
tain that level of concen-
tration on what is going on
“in the moment” requires
recognizing and dismissing
any irrelevant ego concerns,
e.g., “What I have to say
will be too embarrassing,”
“What will they think of
me?” or “Am I doing what-
ever is expected of me?”

Openness to the Co-
Dreamers:  Just as the actor
brings spontaneity and
openness in reacting to a
co-actor, the dreamer has
to be open to the help being
offered by the co-dreamers
as they play out their part
in their dialogue with the
dreamer.  That means using
what is given by them, not
as intrusive demands, but
as possibly helpful instru-
ments with which to explore
their own psyche.

Non-judgmental Atti-
tude:  The dream is not to be
judged from the waking
state.  It is not to be judged
at all.  It just is.  If we recall
a dream we are ready to be
confronted by it and learn a
bit more about ourselves.  In
other words, regardless of
how disturbing the content of
a dream may be, it has not
been dreamt to make us feel
worse but to call something
to our attention, so it can be

Group Process at ASD Conference

Wendy Pannier, Editor of Dream Appreciation, will
be conducting a workshop on Montague Ullman’s group
process at the Association for the Study of Dreams con-
ference in Santa Cruz, California, July 10-15.

For details of the full conference program and regis-
tration information, please visit the ASD website,
ASDreams.org.
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Regardless of how disturbing the con-
tent of a dream may be, it has not been
dreamt to make us feel worse but to call
something to our attention, so it can be
dealt with more effectively in the future.

dealt with more effectively
in the future.

Trust:  There are two
aspects to the kind of trust
that has to be generated and
maintained in dream work.
The first is trust in the fact
that the answer to the dream
is there in oneself, ready to
be found.  The second is
trust in one’s co-dreamers to
help one find it.  The meta-
phor I used earlier of the
dreamer being in a state of
psychic nudity surrounded by
others who are fully dressed
illustrates the need for both
aspects of trust.  The
dreamer can only see what’s
going on on the front part of
his body.  Others, however,
can see that something is go-
ing on on the back of his
body.  The dreamer has to
trust the fact that the an-
swers are there from the be-
ginning and to trust others in
the search for them.

PLAY as Social
Both actors and

dreamers need a hate-free
zone for the kind of work
they do.  One can’t do
brain surgery with a hatchet
nor can one venture into
deep and sensitive uncon-
scious domains without the
cooperation and support of
others.  Actors talk about
the closeness and family
feeling that evolves in the
course of the production.

Commentary
Dream work involves

sharing at so profound a
level as to evoke a deep

sense of communion.  There
is a palpable sense of tran-
scendence as one participates
in what can best be described
as a common unconscious
field.  It’s the closest I have
come to the meaning of the
word spirituality.

In their own work ac-

tors note this level of close-
ness and camaraderie and
at least one actor used the
term spiritual in describing
this feeling.  I hesitate to
call it love, but that’s actu-
ally what we are talking
about.  Love is a powerful
force when the conditions
are ripe for its appearance.
Actors feel something akin
to that when they are in a
mutually respectful and
helpful relation to all con-
cerned.  It takes the com-
bined efforts of many tal-
ented people in addition to
the actor to create a suc-
cessful scene, and it takes
the combined efforts of
other dreamers to be there
for the dreamer.  Judgmen-
tal, authoritarian or con-
trolling attitudes have no
place in the kind of social
milieu essential to either
acting or dream work.  One
can’t engage in satisfactory
PLAY at any age without
everyone enjoying it.

PLAY as Passion
Why PLAY if you are

not having fun at it?  Ac-
tors love their profession.
Jack Lemmon talked about
passion.  He went on to say
that to be passionate about
one’s work and to make a
living out of it was an un-

beatable combination.  In
greater or lesser measure
these feelings came through
in all of the other actors.
When James Lipton asked
them, “What work other
than acting would you have
chosen?” many had to think
a bit before coming up with
what might be second best.
Others felt that there was
none.

Commentary
Dream work has the

same playful fun-like qual-

ity regardless of how heavy
or painful the content of
the dream.  A dream is a
puzzle that one has fun
solving regardless of the
message.  After all, one en-
joys a good detective story
even though it might be
about murder and mayhem.
I conduct the dream work
in the living room of my
house.  For those three
hours my wife Janet would
read in the bedroom at the
other end of the house.  She
was very aware of the peals
of laughter periodically
breaking through the other-
wise quietness of the work.
The issue may be grim, but
dream work shouldn’t be.
It should be PLAY in the
deepest and most regarding
sense of the term.

There is one person I
have thus far left out of the
picture.  In the case of act-
ing it is the director.  In the
case of the dream group it
is the leader.

The Director
Actors seemed almost

unanimous in what they de-

In Memoriam

In February Monte lost Janet, his beloved wife
of 60 years.  Many of us remember Janet not only
for her wonderful support of Monte and his work,
but also for her incredible warmth and hospitality.

Janet, you will be greatly missed at Monte's
dream groups and leadership trainings.  We will al-
ways remember you with great love and gratitude.
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sired of a director.  They
wanted respect, help and
confidence in the actor’s
ability to successfully play
the role.  In return they
recognized their own re-
sponsibility to the director
who was the only one with
an overall sense of the
movement and the aim of
the story and how to get
there.  The general feeling
was that with good casting,
the director and actor
should be able to collabo-
rate in a way that would
bring out the best in both of
them.  It isn’t that criticism
should be avoided, but it
should occur in the frame-
work of a supportive rela-
tionship.  It should be one
of mutual trust in which
mutual creative energies
flourish.  As one actor put

it, it comes close to love.

Commentary
All of the above apply

to the leader of a dream
group.  Both the director
and leader have the respon-
sibility for framing the pro-
cess so that in the case of
the actor there is the free-
dom to experience the emo-
tional range of the charac-
ter, and for the dreamer to
experience the felt meaning
of the dream.  Both are
aware of the vulnerability
of the actor-dreamer and
both are responsible to pro-
vide the safety and trust
needed to take risks and to
be of help when the going
gets rough.  The only sig-
nificant difference is that
although a director may
also be an actor in the film

he is directing, he usually is
not. However, the leader of
a dream group participates
in the process in exactly the
same way as the other
dreamers do.  That means
he or she has the same op-
tion to share a dream as the
others do in which case he
or she becomes, like Woody

Allen, the script writer, di-
rector and actor.

In Part IV the actors
will be speaking for them-
selves.  Their remarks will
liven up the analogy and I
hope will provide a broader
context in which to pursue
dream work.


