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  Abstract 
This article investigates how sleep and dreams contribute to artistic inspiration by 
synthesizing psychoanalytic theory, cognitive neuroscience, and art-historical case 
studies. It argues that sleep—particularly REM sleep—reduces prefrontal inhibi-
tory control and promotes associative, non-linear cognition that recombines 
memory fragments and emotional material into novel, symbolic imagery. Drawing 
on Freud’s account of dream symbolism and examples from artists such as Dalí, 
Louise Bourgeois, Van Gogh, and anecdotes of scientific insight, the paper shows 
that dream content supplies rich, often bizarre raw material for creative thought. At 
the same time, it emphasizes that mature artistic production depends on conscious 
skills—observation, technical mastery, cultural knowledge, and critical selection—
to shape dream material into coherent works. The article, therefore, proposes a di-
alectical model: sleep provides fertile subconscious resources but does not by itself 
generate finished art; inspiration emerges from iterative interaction between sub-
conscious imagery and deliberate, practiced creative processing. It concludes by 
calling for interdisciplinary research to map mechanisms and practical methods that 
harness sleep-related processes for contemporary artistic practice. 
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1. Research Background 

Inspiration is a crucial element in artistic creation. The way to obtain it varies from person to person. Most artists 
often use the observation of real life and the entanglement of inner emotions, analysis, and thinking to come up with 
it. However, it cannot be ignored that sleep and dreams provide a unique perspective for artistic creation. The imag-
inative images in dreams, full of symbols and metaphors, can be said to be a natural and unrepeatable channel for 
obtaining inspiration, and it is also a way for artists to connect with their own subconscious world. In the sleep state, 
especially in the dream stage, the boundary between consciousness and subconsciousness becomes blurred (Freud, 
2006). Freud pointed out in the book “The Interpretation of Dreams” that the essence of dreams is a torturous expres-
sion of subconscious wishes. It is a disguised and symbolic satisfaction of repressed subconscious desires (Freud, 
2006). Artists record the symbols, scenes, and emotions in dreams, and sleep, as a carrier of dreams can provide 
artists with a way to break through the limitations of logic and rationality in the waking state, and inspire creativity 
that breaks through the framework. This “non-logical” form of expression is an important source of many abstract 
and symbolic works. However, no matter which way to obtain inspiration, the arrival of inspiration is not accidental, 
but the result of careful experience and observation of life, deep thinking, and analysis of the inner world. Artistic 
creation does not rely solely on a flash of inspiration but requires the orderly mobilization of structure, language, and 
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techniques. Although dreams can provide “materials” for inspiration, the real inspiration comes from the artist’s long-
term control and judgment of form and content (Gombrich, 1999). So, can sleep really bring inspiration to artists? 
This article will combine specific case analysis to discuss both positive and negative positions, explore how sleep 
affects artistic creation, and analyze the specific role of sleep in inspiring artistic inspiration, and finally present the 
summarized views. 

2. Dream: Incubator of Inspiration 

As a product of spiritual activities, the value of dreams is often overlooked. Hildebrandt proposed that “dreams ele-
vate spiritual life to an art.” This view can be confirmed by almost everyone from their own experience: in the fan-
tastic structure created by absurd dreams, those deep and subtle perceptions, direct and vague visions, flash spiritual 
brilliance from time to time. Even when people wake up from a dream, they still recall the influence of the dream 
world, because such an experience is incomparable and irreplaceable in the real world. 

In the book “Why Do We Sleep?”, the two main stages of sleep are introduced in depth - non-rapid eye movement 
(NREM) sleep and rapid eye movement (REM) sleep, each of which has different physiological and psychological 
functions (Walker, 2021). Matthew Walker once pointed out that deep non-rapid eye movement (NREM) sleep can 
enhance an individual’s memory, but rapid eye movement (REM) sleep provides exquisite and complementary ben-
efits, mixing and blending the elements of memory in an abstract and very novel way (Walker, 2021). During sleep, 
especially REM, the activity of the prefrontal cortex in the brain is weakened, resulting in the inhibition of conven-
tional thinking patterns, thereby releasing unconstrained associations in the subconscious mind, coming to an absurd 
theater, entering a mode that may be a little strange, but is conducive to “jumping out of the box” thinking, thus 
forming innovative insights and abilities (Gazzaniga, 2011). In the awake state, human thinking patterns are limited 
by linear logic and inertial cognition. In dreams, scenes of time and space confusion and disconnected cause and 
effect inspire cross-border, absurd, and even subversive creativity. Many artists and scientists have gained inspiration 
from their dreams. For example, Russian chemist Dmitri Mendeleev “saw” a table in his dream, thus completing the 
conception of the periodic table; British rock musician Paul McCartney “heard” the melodies of the two songs “Yes-
terday” and “Let It Be” in his dream. This kind of “epiphany” inspiration suddenly appeared in their sleeping brains, 
not their awake brains. Although sleep as a source of inspiration is not suitable for everyone, it is undeniable that it 
provides a unique creative path for artists who are committed to exploring different levels of consciousness (Wagner 
et al., 2004). It is this freedom to break the constraints of logic that Chabaneix (Chabaneix, University of Wisconsin-
Madison, 1897)—a large number of case reports—shows that dreams can continue intellectual work during the day 
and answer questions that have not been solved during the day. They are also the source of new inspiration for poets 
and music composers. Such characteristics can make artistic works more full of unpredictable surprises and innova-
tions. 

Beyond anecdote and neuroscience, dreams function as symbolic condensers of lived material: they recombine 
fragments of perception, affect, and memory into novel juxtapositions that would rarely arise in directed waking 
thought. REM-stage processes favor remote association and metaphor formation, producing imagery whose associa-
tive leaps can suggest unexpected motifs, formal inversions, or narrative ruptures for an artist to pursue (Walker, 
2021; Gazzaniga, 2011). Yet those raw dream images require retrieval and translation; without recording or reflective 
work, they dissipate quickly upon awakening, so the artist’s preparation—sketching, journaling, and cultivating per-
ceptual sensitivity during waking hours—is crucial to capture and develop promising fragments (Wagner et al., 2004). 
Moreover, cultural knowledge and technical skill act as filters: they determine which dream inventions can be made 
legible and effective within a given medium or audience. Thus, dreams supply surprising material and emotional 
thrust, but creative realization depends on an active, trained response that selects, refines, and integrates dream-
derived content into coherent form. In short, sleep generates possibilities; conscious artistic labor turns those possi-
bilities into artistic value. 

3. Inspiration Comes from Self-awareness, not the Gift of Sleep 

Dreams are nonlinear, discontinuous, and distorted in time and space; reality is just the opposite, linear, continuous, 
and stable. Dreams confuse logic, while reality establishes rules and creates the basis for experience and observation. 
The pictures in dreams are mostly fragments, with vague emotions and images, but mature artistic creation often 
requires emotional thematic expression and aesthetic control. In other words, art is not just about “seeing” the 
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inspiration in dreams, but how to choose and finally shape it is the most important. In the book The Story of Art, the 
author Gombrich advocates and emphasizes that artistic inspiration is based on observation, learning, technical ac-
cumulation, and cultural background (Gombrich, 1999). As mentioned in the book, Picasso’s “Le Coq” (1938) is a 
charcoal drawing of a little rooster. When drawing this little rooster, Picasso was not satisfied with just depicting an 
ordinary chicken. He wanted to draw its aggressiveness, its rudeness, and its stupidity. The author of the book sug-
gested that this is a work using cartoon techniques, but I think it is more of a surrealist painting that expresses the 
inner emotions. The rooster’s frenzy and deformation in the picture go beyond the level of realism and are the exter-
nalization of the inner psychological state. He uses extremely distorted images to express emotions rather than repro-
duce the real form. This painting is not an ordinary sketch, but it is a record of emotions and the background of the 
times. It is Picasso’s way of denouncing war and expressing fear through deformation and symbolism. With just a 
few strokes of charcoal sticks, it contains years of painting skills and observations, and contains deep thinking and 
meaning. This kind of inspiration is the intersection of reality and perception. In history, there are many works of art 
that come from the interpretation and response to reality. For example, Van Gogh’s “Café Terrace at Night” was 
created when he was in Arles, France (Van Gogh Studio, n.d.). Van Gogh had suffered a series of catastrophic failures 
in love, which exacerbated his final mental illness that caused him to live with. His only respite was to appreciate the 
surrounding scenery and incorporate it into the canvas. His deep feelings about the night, the stars, the lights, and the 
quiet atmosphere of the city became the starting point of his creation. Van Gogh used a lot of contrasting colors and 
tones in this painting, creating a color pulse that was incompatible with the darkening night sky (Van Gogh Studio, 
n.d.). The slightly unrealistic use of colors (for example, there is no black sky at night, but a lighter blue) is an 
emotional treatment, but the basis is still the cafes and street scenes in reality. Moreover, artists often synthesize 
dream fragments with lived experience: they extract motifs, moods, or symbolic details from dreams and test them 
against observations, sketches, and compositional rules, thereby converting ambiguous dream elements into control-
lable creative resources. This transformation is iterative—artists sketch, revise, and filter dream-derived material 
through formal constraints (composition, color harmony, perspective) and conceptual aims (theme, narrative, social 
commentary). Technical skill and critical judgment determine which anomalies are preserved as expressive devices 
and which must be disciplined or discarded. Consequently, the final artwork often carries a double logic: it preserves 
the strange, affective power of dreams while remaining anchored to perceptual truth, cultural codes, and communi-
cative clarity. 

4. Dialectical Thinking: Is Dream Equal to Inspiration, or a Mirror of Inspiration? 

In the field of art, dreams can indeed create abstract images, atmospheres, and irrational symbols, allowing artists to 
see unrealistic experiences. In Dali’s surrealist painting “The Persistence of Memory”, the impossible dream scene 
is visualized through extremely realistic details, realizing the “concrete expression of dreams” (MoMA, n.d.; Artsper, 
n.d.). Three “melted” clocks, they are like soft cheese, hanging weakly. The body lying in the middle of the picture 
has closed its eyes, and its long eyelashes cover its face. It looks very quiet, as if it is asleep and in a dream, and there 
is even a hint of sadness in its expression. I don’t know what the scene in its dream is like. Maybe it is the scene in 
Dali’s painting. The artist just uses his dream to express all this to the audience, but it is just a scene in his dream. Of 
course, all this can only be a scene in a dream. This violates logic and rationality, and it is very weird. In dreams, free 
from the concept of linear time in reality, time can be extended, distorted, repeated, or even disappear. This work has 
both realistic texture and unrealistic logic. It is a work that challenges concepts and perceptions at the same time. It 
seems to reveal that inspiration is not always the product of sober thinking, but often comes from the vague, irrational, 
and even neglected world of sleep and dreams. Not only in the field of painting, Louise Bourgeois’s mixed media 
installation “The Destruction of the Father” was inspired by her dreams and childhood shadows (MoMA, n.d.; The 
London List, n.d.). This is a dramatic and oppressive installation work, with dim lighting and flesh-colored colors, 
which makes people uncomfortable, like a weird ritual scene in a nightmare, simulating a twisted and soft “dining 
table” scene. On the table are “food” that looks like human organs, surrounded by collapsed, deformed, and wrinkled 
structures. She concretized and materialized this dream into an installation, which is both a release of trauma and a 
translation of dreams; in the work, “eating the father” is not a real behavior, but not only an expression of dreams, 
but also a model of how dreams are “installed and immersive” in contemporary art. It breaks the boundaries between 
painting and sculpture, and combines the symbolism, absurdity, and physical sense of dreams into a realistic and 
tangible scene. 

So, can sleep bring inspiration to people? The answer is not black and white. Many artists or scientists capture 
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unique perceptual experiences in the brief moment before waking up, between half asleep and half awake. When 
Thomas Edison encountered a bottleneck in his invention, he would take a nap in an armchair with a steel ball in his 
arms. When he began to fall asleep and his muscles relaxed, the steel ball would hit the floor, waking him up and 
giving him a clearer understanding of the problem. This technique is to wake up in the transition period between 
sleep and wakefulness, that is, before deep sleep (Moutinho, 2021). Sleep does not directly “create” inspiration, but 
as a channel to the subconscious, it provides fertile soil and free space for inspiration. However, whether it can 
ultimately constitute “inspiration” still depends on the artists’ ability to extract, process, and shape the content of 
dreams. Instead of opposing dreams to reality, it is better to regard them as the dual power engine of artistic creation. 
Perhaps dreams are the other side of reality. What you see in dreams often needs to be explained by reality. 

5. Conclusion 

In artistic creation, sleep is not only a necessary stage for physiological rest, but also an important source of inspira-
tion and creativity (Walker, 2021). However, the generation of inspiration is not a straight line. Their formation is a 
multi-factor interweaving process, which is a complex interweaving between experience and fantasy, consciousness 
and subconsciousness. Therefore, sleep itself is not the source of inspiration, but it is an important soil for the birth 
of inspiration. It disrupts conventional thinking patterns, activates subconscious content, and creates new combina-
tions and associations for “existing cognition”, thereby inspiring creativity (Wagner et al., 2004; Walker, 2021). In 
artistic creation, the ambiguity, symbolism, and jumping triggered by sleep just make up for the rational limitations 
of the awake state. Sleep is more like a material warehouse in the artist’s creation, especially in those art fields that 
pursue symbolism, surrealism, and subconscious expression. It cannot directly create works, but it can extract clues 
from chaos and prompt the creator to some possibilities that have not yet been realized. Although the relationship 
between sleep and inspiration is full of subjectivity and individual differences, a large number of surrealist and sym-
bolist artistic practice works have proved that sleep has an important role in artistic creation (MoMA, n.d.; The 
London List, n.d.; Artsper, n.d.). The connection between dreams and reality is often very hidden and requires careful 
analysis. Because the memory in dreams also shows some characteristics, although many people have analyzed these 
characteristics, they still make dreams mysterious. In the future, with the deepening of interdisciplinary research, the 
connection between sleep and artistic inspiration will be explained in a more detailed and comprehensive way, provid-
ing new theoretical support and practical methods for contemporary art creation. 
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