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“Find out about dreams and you will find out about insanity”

John Hughlings Jackson, 1894
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“If we could imagine a dreamer walking around

and acting his own dream as if he were awake,

we would see the clinical picture of dementia praecox”

Carl Gustav Jung, 1907
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“Dream speech in every detail corresponds to schizophrenic speech 
disorder.”

Emil Kraepelin, 1920
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Traumsprache (“Dream speech”)

1) disorders of word-selection (“paraphasias”)

2) disorders of discourse (e.g. agrammatisms)

3) thought disorders.

The most frequent form

of dream speech is a neologism.

Über Sprachstörungen im Traume

("On Language Disturbances in Dreams"), 1906
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“The dreaming man sleeps and it is the sleeping condition which allows the 
desires to reveal themselves as bizarre and incomprehensible dreams,

by temporarily stopping the connections with the real world

[…]

A patient suffering from schizophrenia doesn't sleep

but sometimes his inner life shows the same characteristics.”

Eugène Minkowski, 1927
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«the same process by which psychotic patients progress from 
salience attributed to irrelevant stimuli to a new, highly relevant 

meaning, appears to occur in dreams where a single hallucinatory 
image can convey an immediate emotionally compelling meaning 

that is not related to the image in any obvious way»
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• dreaming is more likely to 
occur in the presence of 
fast spindles in a central 
and posterior cortical 
region

• reports of no experience 
preferentially occur in the 
presence of slow spindles 
in the same areas

• these findings are 
consistent with the 
observation that subjects 
who report a high number 
of dreams have faster 
spindles (Nielsen et al., 2016)
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• compared to control participants with imagery ability, aphantasic individuals 

report decreased imagery in other sensory domains, although not all report 

a complete lack of multi-sensory imagery.

• they also report less vivid and phenomenologically rich autobiographical 

memories and imagined future scenarios, suggesting a constructive role for 

visual imagery in representing episodic events.

• interestingly, aphantasic individuals report fewer and qualitatively 

impoverished dreams compared to controls. 
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(a) Mean Bizarreness Density Index (BDI) 

values in the dream and fantasy reports of 

acutely psychotic patients with 

Schizophrenia (SCZ) and healthy control 

subjects (HC). (b) Mean BDI values in dreams 

and fantasy reports of acutely psychotic 

manic patients with Bipolar Disorder (BD) 

and healthy control subjects (HC).

Thematic Apperception Test (TAT) was used to elicit 

fantasy narratives. Bizarreness Density was 

calculated by dividing Bizarreness Intensity (BI) by 

the report word count. BI is scored as the number of 

bizarre events in the domains of plot, cognition and 

affect according to the Dream Bizarreness scale 

(Hobson et al., 1987).

Data retrieved from Scarone et al., 2008; Limosani 

et al., 2011. 
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Differentially activated grey matter 

areas during dream and fantasy (TAT) 

conditions, plotted on an inflated 

cortical surface of the human brain 

reconstructed from MRI scans (a).

The BOLD signal change zero line 

marks the higher activation observed 

for both imaginative conditions 

(dreams and fantasies) compared to 

non-imaginative control conditions 

(narrative reports of daytime activities 

or news) (b).



Cosa sappiamo?

• first experimental support to Kraepelin, who postulated that language 

networks and frontal structures associated with abstract reasoning must 

be shut down during dreaming

• Right IFG, STG, and MTG neuronal loss observed in schizophrenia could 

underlie illogicity in patients’ wakefulness

implications?
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• Predictive value and negative symptom correlation of automated 

connectedness measures in dream reports but not previous day 

report (Mota et al., 2014).

• Decreasing rank of diagnostic value for schizophrenia from dream 

reports to story-telling based on emotional scenes and neutral 

scenes (Mota et al., 2017).
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PSYCHOSIS (115) CONTROL (80)

Mean age (±SD) 44.9 ± 14.0 44.2 ± 17.4

Female 43,5% 58,8%

Mean dreams (n) 4,2 4,5

Diagnoses (n)

Schizophrenia

Mania

Depression

Delusional Disorder

67

28

12

8

/
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Cosa sappiamo?

conclusions

• Some overlap exists between the physiological experience of 

dreaming and the pathological experience of psychosis

• Brain regions that are relevant for language processing may 

lower activity during dreaming, as predicted by Kraepelin

• Automated language analysis may be a privileged way to 

explore similarities and differences which may enhance our 

understanding of psychosis
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…hence we may say that we are working towards 
the explanation of the psychoses when we 
endeavour to elucidate the mystery of dreams
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