What I learnt from whales

Stirred by a recurring dream, one writer pursues her fascination

to the edge of the world
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As a child obsessed with adventures,
novels and atlases, | remember how vast
the new world seemed. The unknown
is enticing, for it allows us to dream, to
imagine our own visions of western lands
beyond the sea. In my late adolescence |
set off, at first exhilarated by every border
crossing. Yet over the years, wanderlust
gave way to world weariness. The novelty
wore off, differences became similarities,
unfamiliarity morphed into recognition.
In some ways, this is a good thing. As the
world becomes smaller, we develop cross-
cultural understanding. But as the world
becomes smaller, so might our imagination.
Gone is the allure of sailing to the edge of
the world - it's a well-trodden path. America
was long ago discovered, men have walked
on the moon, and seemingly every journey
has been documented and archived.
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Dream recollection is seldom interesting
to anyone other than the dreamer, but
in last night’s, | returned to a place I've
been to many times before, a place where
I learnt to dream again. | was floating in
the middle of the deep ocean, above the
great void. Though | wasn't alone there; a
whale surfaced metres from me, exposing
its tail before returning to the depths. This
dream has come and gone over the years,

re-emerging in different forms. Sometimes
the water is turbulent. On other days, I'm
looking down at migrating whales from a
cliff edge, or watching them from a beach.
The protagonist is always the same, the
whale, close yet distant.

At one time, these dreams recurred so
frequently and were so insistent, it made
me wonder whether we should be more
interested in what our unconscious minds
tell us. Cormac McCarthy, author of Blood
Meridian, asked a similar question in
his essay The Kekulé Problem; might the
unconscious mind, he speculates, have
information “we might well envy"? When
interpreting dreams, most stray away from
literal interpretations. Dreaming of death,
for instance, is seldom a predictor of what
will happen in waking life. | know this, but
since my whale dreams started ten years
ago, I've felt a need to see these animals
in the flesh.

Thinkers of the past did not think
about the world as we do today. Natural
philosophy, thought to be the precursor
to modern science, comprised philosophy
alongside a more empirical approach
to nature. The world was considered in
more holistic terms. In the 19th century, the
Prussian naturalist Alexander von Humboldt
wrote about the interconnectedness of >
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