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For Rita and Ricky




PROLOGUE

I want to tell you a story. It’s about a man called Joe Simonton, a 54-year-old plumber from Eagle River, Wisconsin, who, one evening during the spring of 1961, opened the door of his house to discover a large shiny metal object hovering in the sky above his backyard. Joe watched in wonder as a hatch opened in the side of the vehicle to reveal a little figure standing inside: small and hairless.

The figure tilted his head back, gesturing to Joe that he needed some water, then handed him a bowl. Eager to help, Joe took it into his house and filled it with water. When he returned to the craft, he noticed two more beings inside: one sat at a control panel and another cooking something on what appeared to be a grill. Joe motioned an eating gesture to ‘get a conversation out of him’, so this strange being scooped up some of what he was cooking and gave it to him. They looked like pancakes. Upon eating them, Joe found them to be hot and greasy, but totally flavourless, ‘like a piece of cardboard’.

Having given Joe the pancakes, the being swiftly made its way back to the craft, shut the hatch and flew away.

Upon hearing this story, most people would understandably dismiss it as just a hallucination, something conjured purely by Joe’s mind, containing, as it does, all the hallmarks of a dream. This would all be well and good except for the fact that, when a local man with an interest in UFOs, Judge Franklin Carter, arrived on the scene, Joe was still in possession of the pancakes. This was really inconvenient because they were only supposed to exist in his head.

I think about those pancakes all the time. They represent something for me. An object passing over from that dreamy otherworld, a place currently inhabited by aliens but once home to fairies, spirits and all sorts of other supposedly supernatural beings, and moving, transitioning, inexplicably, disobediently into the physical world.

Isn’t this what artists seek to do?

Isn’t this what they’ve always sought to do?

Whatever artist you are, whatever you’re trying to do, I believe that, in our best moments, we’re making pancakes from space.

‘If a man could pass through Paradise in a dream, and have a flower presented to him as a pledge that his soul had really been there, and if he found that flower in his hand when he awoke – Aye! and what then?’

Samuel Taylor Coleridge




INTRODUCTION

As a child I had a lot of nightmares. They would keep me awake for nights on end, scared to close my eyes and drop off to sleep. In them, I was constantly being chased by a shadowy figure who wished to do me harm. He would follow me, just out of reach, but closing in with every step. But then, one night, I couldn’t tell you how it happened exactly, I realised that I could wake myself up. I held my breath, counted to ten and, as if by magic, I was ejected out of the dream to the comfort of my bed.

From there, things started to get interesting. I figured, if these were dreams, then why wake up at all? After all, if the monster was a product of my mind, then it couldn’t hurt me. Eventually I decided to turn around and face my nocturnal pursuer. As I did so, something strange happened – it transformed from a monster into a friend. From then on, I could explore the virtual world of dreams safe in the knowledge that everything I could see, hear, touch, taste or smell was the product of my own mind.

Going to bed was no longer something I feared, but something I looked forward to. I found that once the awareness of being in a dream kicked in, my mental faculties were totally intact. I could make decisions, roam vast dreamscapes and was able to interact with my environment like I would in waking life. My dreams had become a Choose Your Own Adventure book. Instead of being on autopilot, I was the director, the actor, and the audience of my own personal story. Everything around me in the dream could be shaped and transformed. I could create, change and engage with my surroundings as if I was moulding clay. I talked to people, flew over landscapes and plunged deep into the ocean; the possibilities seemed endless. The dreamworld granted me freedoms that my physical existence never had.

Some years later, I was watching a TV documentary and the presenter was talking about something called lucid dreaming: dreams in which the dreamer is aware that they are dreaming, allowing them to influence their content. Recognising this as the phenomenon I frequently experienced, I went online and did some research. I discovered lucid dreaming had become a serious subject of scientific study in the late 70s, but its roots went back thousands of years, the practice of becoming conscious in dreams being part of many religious traditions, particularly Hinduism and Tibetan Buddhism.

As a teenager, I would take breaks from what I admit was a very active dream-based love life to make drawings of my lucid dreams. However, in contrast to my nocturnal dalliances, the results of these dream drawings were always disappointing. There was such a huge gulf between what I drew on the page and what I had experienced in my dream. Then one day I had a brainwave. Instead of creating depictions of my dreams, I started creating drawings directly in my dreams. I would be in a dream, realise I was dreaming, make a pen and paper appear and create a drawing right then and there. Then I would wake myself up and immediately create a copy of the drawing in my dream diary.

I soon discovered that drawing in a lucid dream is nothing like drawing in waking life. The drawing behaved very strangely. I would draw one or two lines then the rest of the picture would get filled in by the dream. It was like watching a live interaction between my conscious and my unconscious mind. Although I was conscious of my desire to create a drawing, the actual content was out of my control. I found this incredibly exciting. Every drawing was, and still is, a surprise.

I remember one of my earliest attempts. I found myself in a dream wandering around outside my house and wanted to do a drawing. I went up to a parked car, wiped the condensation from the window and made a piece of paper and a pencil appear in the back seat. I opened the door, got the paper and started to draw a circle. Pretty much immediately, the circle started sprouting petals and became a flower. I followed the stalk of the flower and watched as the figure of a strange-looking baby appeared underneath it. I woke myself up and created this version in waking life.

[image: A line drawing of a half-flower connected by a curved stem to the back of a baby-like figure.]
When I saw this image, I knew straight away what it related to. I had a twin brother who died in infancy. Looking at that flower with half its petals missing, I couldn’t escape the conclusion that this drawing symbolised his passing. This was one of my first hints as to the power of the dreaming mind.

Following this initial burst of experimentation, I went off to study art at university. However, lucid dreaming was a bit of an odd fit for the postmodern ethos of the course, so my dream life slipped into the background. In fact, it would be more than a decade before I picked up my dream pen again. The art I made while at university was often funny – most of the time, this humour was intentional – so it made sense when, following graduation, I ditched art all together and started doing stand-up comedy. I worked in a café during the day and performed stand-up at night. I did that for ten years.

I was eventually able to quit the café job and do stand-up full time. I’d been doing this for a year or so when the pandemic hit. All the venues closed down, and during the forced isolation of lockdown, my unconscious came flooding back in. I found myself having lucid dreams more and more frequently, and it wasn’t too long before I was creating my drawings again. I would regularly find myself conscious in my dreams searching frantically for a pen and paper to create a drawing with. I would run the pen across the page, and the dream would fill it with the most bizarre imagery. Then I would wake myself up and excitedly transcribe what I had seen. I did this hundreds of times. Following the encouragement of friends, I started to share these drawings online. People seemed to dig it, so I carried on. A year or so later, I’d had a documentary made about me, been the subject of numerous scientific studies and given a talk at the Tate Modern.

On the surface, the Covid-19 pandemic was responsible for my return to lucid dreaming, but in truth, the wheels had been set in motion some time before this. It was 2017. I had been out doing stand-up the previous night. I was getting ready to go to work at the café, when out of nowhere I had this intense pain in one of my hands. It wasn’t long before it spread to other parts of my body. My jaw, my neck, my back, there wasn’t a single part of my body that wasn’t in pain. Some days, it was so bad I had to stay in bed. I had a year or so of being bounced around different specialists, but nobody could find anything physically wrong with me. I thought I was going crazy. Was it really all in my head? If so, what did that even mean?

Attempting to grapple with these questions gave me a newfound interest in the mind. After all, if my mind could conjure this excruciating pain from nowhere, what else could it do? I deepened my meditation practice and started reading everything I could on the subject of consciousness. I wouldn’t go as far as saying this questioning was the point of my getting sick, but it was certainly the result. It was this seeking, triggered by my illness, that set the stage for my return to the dreamworld.

I’ve always loved those movies where the character wakes up at the end, and you’re left wondering if it was all a dream, only to have them pull something from their pocket revealing that their fantastical adventure was all for real. There is something magical about the idea of an object crossing over from the dreamworld into waking life. It is that sense of wonder that I seek to recapture when I create my drawings. The drawings in this book aren’t drawings of dreams; they are drawings from dreams.

[image: Figure in striped overalls with a hammer balances on two dotted figures, pointing at a scribble.]
This isn’t a book about how to draw your dreams. It’s a book about how to draw in your dreams, how to discover art in your dreams, and there are a million different ways you can explore that idea. I’ve given this book the subtitle An Artist’s Guide to Lucid Dreaming simply because I am an artist, but you don’t have to be an artist to enjoy it. If you’re here just to learn about lucid dreaming and see some mind-bending art, it works that way too.

A lot of artists don’t like talking about their work; it’s hard to get me to shut up about it. For this reason, this book won’t just be packed full of drawings, it will also be packed full of stories about the ways in which these drawings were created. These stories aren’t tangential to the art, they are part of it. I’m hoping that you take these stories, run with them and make them your own.

During the writing of this book, when it only existed as a pile of notes on my desk, I went through a phase of having lucid dreams in which I would enter bookshops and ask to see a copy of Doodles in the Dark by Dave Green. I would look inside these dreamworld tomes and find endless versions of my drawings. Sorry to make your head ache this early on, but I have recreated one of these drawings here.


I was cycling along a road through some woodland. I realised I was dreaming and decided to look for a bookshop. I jumped off the bike and made my way towards a door, which I had made appear among the trees. I opened it up and told myself there would be a bookshop inside. Upon entering, I was confronted with what looked like a yoga studio with a few bookshelves.

Sitting at the back of the room was a lady, who I knew to be the manager of the place. She was in her 50s with long grey hair. I approached her and explained that I was looking for Doodles in the Dark by Dave Green. She accompanied me to the bookshelf and, after a bit of rummaging, exclaimed, ‘Here it is!’ She handed it to me, and I started flicking through the pages, which were filled with many beautiful drawings. I remember one quite clearly. It looked like this …



[image: A large circle with a face, containing a train shape inside, surrounded by an outer ring of smaller faces.]



1

WHAT IS LUCID DREAMING?

It’s 12 April 1975, in a sleep laboratory in the psychology department of Hull University in England. A man named Alan Worsley is fast asleep. In an adjacent room sits a scientist named Keith Hearne. Keith is anxiously watching the pens of his EOG machine as they gently ink their lines across the chart paper. Keith has conducted many sleep studies, but this one is different. If this experiment is successful, it could change the way we look at dreams forever.

There had long been whispers of people becoming aware they were dreaming within the dream experience itself, but the scientific community remained sceptical. This made no difference to Keith; he had a hunch that lucid dreams were the real deal, and he was determined to prove it. What he needed was a signal, some way for Alan to send a message from his dream to the outside world. How would they do it? The answer was in the eyes.

In the early 50s, a scientist named Eugene Aserinsky discovered, by running tests on his eight-year-old son Armond, that the state of dreaming was almost always accompanied by erratic eye movements beneath the lids of the sleeping child. He originally planned to call this discovery ‘jerky eye movements’ but, fearing his critics might play off the word ‘jerk’, settled for rapid eye movements instead or REM.

A few years later, in 1957, building on Aserinsky’s work, another researcher named William Dement was monitoring the eyes of a sleeping subject, when all of a sudden, he found them to be rhythmically toing and froing from left to right. Curious, he awoke the sleeper only to discover they had been dreaming of watching two people throw tomatoes at each other. This was a revelation: despite the fact our bodies are largely paralysed during REM, our physical eyes seem to reflect the movements of our eyes within the dream.

It is this strange quirk of REM that was about to allow Keith in Hull, some 18 years later, to make his breakthrough discovery. The plan was elegant in its simplicity: Alan, upon becoming aware that he was dreaming, would move his eyes in a pre-arranged pattern – from left to right eight times – thus sending a signal to let Keith know he knew he was in a dream. This is why Keith was watching those pens on the chart paper so intently: they were recording the movement of Alan’s eyes.

It was a little after 8am when it finally happened. Keith startled as the pens sprang to life, the line they were drawing suddenly switching from the irregular peaks and troughs typical of REM into large and very defined zigzags from the top to the bottom of the page. Keith couldn’t believe it. The plan had worked: Alan was intentionally signalling to him via his eyes from within his lucid dream. As he would later put it, ‘It was like getting signals from another solar system.’

As is often the case with big ideas, this one was too big for one man’s head. Three years later, on the other side of the Atlantic, unaware of Keith’s previous work, a scientist at Stanford named Stephen LaBerge was taking a similar tack: using eye movements to send messages from the world of dreams into waking life. LaBerge, who experienced lucid dreams himself, was, like Keith, keen to prove they weren’t merely folklore but scientifically verifiable phenomena. It wasn’t long before he too was getting positive results.

Despite some initial pushback and a string of rejections from major journals, in 1981, LaBerge finally published his results in the low-key but respectable academic journal Perceptual and Motor Skills. In the following years he published other studies building on these findings. Slowly but surely, the scientific community had no choice but to take notice, and lucid dreaming gained mainstream acceptance. In the decades since, with lucid dreaming a firmly established aspect of the way scientists study our nocturnal reveries, there is little denying that the age-old wisdom is true: we can indeed wake up within our dreams.

THE EXPERIENCE OF LUCID DREAMING

When describing a lucid dream, you’ll hear a lot of people describing it as a dream you can control. I think this is misleading. It is much more accurate to say it is a dream you can influence. This is just as well – if you could control every aspect of the dream, the experience would be far less rewarding. Lucid dreams are almost always filled with an atmosphere of exploration and discovery, and you can’t discover anything if you already know what you’re going to find.

Generally, people shy away from comparing lucid dreaming to imagination. I understand this. On one level, a lucid dream is absolutely nothing like imagination. In terms of how vivid it feels when you are experiencing it, a lucid dream is much closer to waking life. But lucid dreaming is similar to imagination in terms of the dynamics of the experience.

Take a moment now: close your eyes and imagine you’re at a fun fair.

Done? Good. Now, have a think about what you saw. I guarantee your imaginary fun fair was filled with all types of stuff you didn’t decide to put there; things were just kind of … there. Lucid dreaming is a bit like that, only the fun fair feels as solid, tangible and real as the world around you right now.

When you’re in a lucid dream you are navigating a world that feels like waking life but is governed by the rules of imagination. You can decide to go to a specific place, but you aren’t necessarily in control of what you’ll find there. You can decide to meet a specific person, but you don’t know what they’ll do or say. You can attempt to perform a specific action, but the outcome is often unpredictable. It’s this give and take between the conscious and the unconscious that plays itself out in my drawings. I start by drawing a simple shape then watch as other lines and markings appear in response.

[image: Illustration showing a simple circle next to a circle filled with intricate branches and leaves.]
Lucidity is best thought of as a spectrum. At the lower end of the scale, there are dreams where people have the vague inkling that they are dreaming, but the insight hasn’t kicked in to the point where they can actually influence anything. At the opposite end of the spectrum, you have full-blown lucidity, where the dreamer is fully immersed in the knowledge that their whole environment is a product of their mind, allowing them great freedom to move within it.

Even within the confines of a single dream, one can easily slip back and forth between these states.

Most of the time, when I’m doing a drawing in a lucid dream, once I feel it is finished, I’ll wake myself up very quickly so that I can recreate it faithfully. However, on some occasions, I get greedy and, not wanting to waste my lucidity, I’ll explore the dream a bit more while reciting the contents of the drawing in my head. This is a risky business as it is very easy to get swept up in the dream narrative and lose lucidity entirely. That’s what happens in the following dream. At the end of this report, I start making a copy of the drawing under the assumption that I am back in the waking world, when in fact I am still dreaming.


… I found myself staring at a doorframe. The paint looked unusually vivid and bright. I realised I was dreaming. I jumped into the air and used my legs to propel myself like a breaststroke and I started to fly. Remembering my task, I pulled a pen and paper out of my pocket and started to draw as I was flying through the air, first a spiral, and then I saw the alien-looking buildings and some stars with faces.

I was repeating the contents of the drawing to myself as I shot further up through the air and out of the Earth’s atmosphere. All of a sudden, I was floating in the vast expanse of space, and I felt a kind of dread about how empty it all was.

An asteroid flew by. It had a kind of door in it that I opened. There was a pie inside and some crisps. I was going to eat the crisps, but when I opened them, they were all disintegrated. Then Estelle from college was floating by. The scene suddenly shifted, and I was no longer in space, but in some kind of office party.



[image: A line drawing of a spiral, castle-like buildings, and spiky stars with faces.]

I was surrounded by people, but I knew I had to recreate the artwork. I grabbed a pen and paper and started drawing, but everyone in the office was watching me so I felt really self-conscious and kind of threatened. I got as far as the spiral and the castle-like buildings and then I woke up.



Sometimes people email me with accounts of their experiences of attempting to draw in lucid dreams. The best one I got was from a lady called Anna, who while attempting to do a ‘Dave Green’ drawing was surprised when the line she drew ‘came to life’ and wriggled off the page like a worm. I chuckled when I read this as it is a perfect example of what makes lucid dreaming so exciting. In dreams, everything is constantly changing. Nothing is static for more than a couple of seconds before it morphs into something else. This ever-shifting quality of the dreamworld is what psychologists refer to as hyper-associativity. It is responsible for dreams sometimes feeling disjointed and strange, and it is also the essence of creativity.

Although I have never had a drawing attempt to escape from the paper like Anna’s, every single one of them has been alive with movement, an effortless dance of associations in which one image leads onto the next and onto the next in a seemingly never-ending display of inventiveness. Sometimes the associations seem to evolve along a given theme. Sometimes they are less obvious. All the artworks in this book are best thought of as freeze-frames of something that was in motion.

One way to look at what I’m doing with my drawings is I’m taking all the fun and exciting things you could do in a lucid dream and, rather than watching them play out in the wider dream environment, I am taking that same dream content and watching it unfold in two dimensions on a piece of paper in these very simple pictorial drawings that I know I can recreate (somewhat) faithfully when I wake up.

[image: A simple black and white line drawing depicting a dream.]
Take the drawing below, for example. Rather than having a dream about seeing some aeroplanes flying over three futuristic-looking towers I am seeing that same dream dancing around on a piece of paper in my dream.

Of course, in reality, things are a little more complicated than that. Because dream content operates via association, the very action of making a drawing in a lucid dream affects the content of said drawing. My artworks often contain text, and I have a hunch that my mind associates looking at a piece of paper with reading. So, despite the fact reading and writing are usually incredibly rare occurrences in dreams, they show up in my drawings all the time.

[image: Black and white sketch of three tall buildings with airplanes flying above them.]
Sometimes lone words or letters:

[image: A black and white line drawing of a ring of faces. It includes the words Justice and A.]
Sometimes lists:

[image: Illustration showing drawn faces, names Steve, Terry, Paul, and two lemon-like shapes.]
And sometimes full, poetic-sounding sentences:

[image: Black and white doodle of a robot, a snowman-like bird, and text 'YOU TO KNOW EXPLORE SIR'.]
There are also numbers that show up in my dream drawings:

[image: A line drawing of a boat with a face shape containing numbers and letters, and a box labeled Roots.]
[image: Two black and white line drawings containing numbers and other objects.]
[image: A black and white line drawing of a teddy bear, an arrow, a cross, and numbers.]
[image: Black and white sketch of a bird's head and neck.]
The idea that numbers hold symbolic significance is known as numerology and has roots in many ancient schools of thought. Could it be that the number one symbolises unity, solitude and beginnings? And the number two symbolises duality, partnership and opposition? How about the number seventeen symbolising enlightenment? Though these ideas do interest me, in general I prefer to concentrate on the dance rather than the dancers, a habit you may find refreshingly objective or irritatingly evasive as the book goes on.

[image: A line drawing of a stick figure with a pan tossing eggs, letters, and numbers.]
SOME QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS

Can anybody do this?

You’ll be happy to hear that lucid dreaming is a skill anyone can learn. Like attempting to speak a new language, some will have a natural talent for it, while for others it will come a bit harder, but it is something that everyone can do with a bit of time and effort. In Chapter 3, we’ll go over some of the techniques you need to know in order to have lucid dreams, but rest assured, with a bit of practice, anyone of any age or background can learn to do this.

In terms of tasks you can perform in lucid dreams, grabbing a pen and paper and whipping up a drawing is not that advanced. By the same token, if you want to learn to lucid dream but have no interest in the drawing bit, that is also cool. Though lucid dreaming and art are the focuses of this particular book, lucid dreaming is an ability that can be used for a number of different ends – from exploring fantasies and practising skills to facing nightmares and creative problem solving.

Does lucid dreaming affect your sleep?

Ignoring for the moment the fact I have signed a contract saying I will create 80 new drawings for this book (that’s 80 lucid dreams in which I have to be aware enough to carry out certain tasks, some of which are quite specific) and assuming you haven’t been stupid enough to tie







DREAM CHARACTERS




[image: A black and white line drawing of numerous faces encased in shapes hanging from the top edge.]


[image: Black and white sketch containing abstract shapes, faces, and a list of words.]


[image: A black and white line drawing of a truck inside a box with a building above.]


[image: Black and white doodle of a structure with a spoked wheel, cross shape with human outlines, and legs.]

[image: Handwritten text that says Next 21 gift lift Shopping.]

[image: Black and white sketch of nine circles containing a central number 8 surrounded by numbers and symbols.]

[image: A black and white drawing of rectangles, palm trees, an oval, and 'THANK YOU'.]

WHAT DOES IT ALL MEAN?



















DREAMS & CREATIVITY










[image: Black and white drawing of two face profiles with a sword between them.]
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