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Introduction 
 

“No. I cannot envision anything beyond three dimensions. 

What I can do is I can make use of mathematics that 

describe those extra dimensions, and then I can try to 

translate what the mathematics tells me into lower 

dimensional analogies that help me gain a picture of what 

the math has told me. But the picture is certainly 

inadequate to the task of fully describing what’s going on, 

because it’s in lower dimensions, and in higher dimensions, 

things are definitely different. To tell you the truth, I’ve 

never met anybody who can envision more than three 

dimensions.” 

—Brian Greene, theoretical physicist and string theorist 

 
The mind possesses the capacity to generate unlimited images, but these images 

remain locked inside the mental vault of the dreamer. When we sleep, we leave our 

waking world and enter a dream world. We enter a space unbound by the laws of nature 

and the constraints of our rational mind; it is a place of randomness, delight, and horror. 

When an artist creates an artists’ book, it takes the reader into a dream world as well—the 

dream world of the artist. Within pages and spreads, a reader can sometimes experience 

someone’s stream of consciousness. The book’s narrative, images, prose, and other 

components can break free from the parameters of a conventional book, unbound by the 
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rules of formatting styles, grammar, and narrative. An artists’ book is free to be 

confusing, delightful, and horrifying. 

I’ve often woken with an astonishing dream still fresh on the edges of my mind, 

but when I try to recount it to someone, I find that words cannot fully describe what I’ve 

experienced. The space of a dream includes sensations that engage multiple senses 

simultaneously, and the connotations of descriptor words vary in a constant flux from 

person to person. When creating an artists’ book to represent a dream, the difficulty of 

solidly recounting images and events that existed only in my mind creates a barrier 

between the reader and me. This barrier makes me feel inarticulate and ineffectual in that 

one of my main objectives as an artist is to coherently express an idea.  

While no medium possesses the capacity to fully transmit a dream, the artists’ 

book is one of the most comprehensive, artistic representations of a dream, and the 

parallels between experiencing a dream and experiencing a book allow for the terms 

“artist” and “dreamer” to shift interchangeably. Recent innovations in neuroscience have 

produced the most accurate transmissions of subjects’ dreams that have never been 

recorded, rendered, and perceived before, but none of the results include specifics and 

details that express the emotional and visceral aspect of dreaming. While impressive from 

a technological standpoint, they cannot convey such atmospheric perceptions as 

temporality or rhythm. These computer programs produce flat images based on data 

gathered from subjects’ brain scans. Although only vaguely identifiable and consisting of 

blurry colors and shapes, these images remain relatively accurate when confirmed by the 

dreamers in waking life. While film, sculpture, and two-dimensional art aptly convey 

dreamscapes in their own unique ways, the artists’ book incorporates the most elements 
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of a dream such as sequence, narrative, space, time, and consciousness. While not 

completely accurate in depicting the fantastic images of one’s sleeping mind, the artists’ 

book succeeds in filling in the dream’s informational gaps with its own idiosyncratic 

details.  

 Chapter 1: Early Artistic Representations of Dreams: Religious Definitions 

 Dreams maintained an air of mystery and intrigue in the days before modern 

psychology and neuroscience. Inexplicable visions were sometimes regarded as divine 

messages from a great beyond. Roughly 2,500 years ago, Hippocrates titled his 

manuscript on epilepsy as “On the Sacred Disease,” as many believed the sufferers to be 

blessed by divine visions or plagued by demonic possession1. Modern science has found 

that the legendary Joan of Arc most likely suffered from epilepsy as well. Many Native 

American cultures believe dreaming as a dialogue between the dreamer and the world 

and interpret one’s dreams to answer personal questions or seek guidance through a 

spiritual avenue2. Dreams served as an explanation for the unknown. As a vast number of 

cultures across the globe believed that dreams served as prophetic visions or channels 

through which a divine entity could communicate with the dreamer, the earliest 

depictions of dreams understandably revolved around a spiritual subject. Before the 

inception of the artists’ book and the accessibility of scientific data, artists depicted 

dreams in various ways mainly to explain events that society could not yet explain. 

Historians have even discovered that many recorded instances of “chosen” messengers 

                                                
1 Barbara Bradley Hagerty. “Are Spiritual Encounters All In Your Head.” NPR.org. National Public Radio, 
19 May, 2009. Web. 19 January, 2015. 
2 Barbara Tedlock. "The poetics And spirituality Of dreaming: A Native American enactive 
theory". Dreaming: 183–189. 
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who seemed to receive messages from divine entities actually experienced hallucinations 

and psychotic episodes from severe neurological disorders that still remained unknown at 

the time. Early representations of dreams or surreal images typically tried to explain 

events that could not be proved through a mythological or supernatural standpoint.  

One of the earliest artworks involving surreal images and situations originated in 

China as early as 202 B.C.E., and depicted spiritual guardians of Chinese mythology. In 

the ceramic tile painting Zoomorphic Guardian Spirits of Day and Night, the unknown 

artist illustrates the deities that govern day and night as human forms with the heads of a 

rodent and a rabbit (Figure 1).3 While not specifically representing a dream, early 

Chinese representations of the spirit world share the peculiar qualities of dream art 

through their fantastic imagery. Often the basic laws of nature become suspended with 

depictions of impossible hybrid creatures and beings and objects floating in air. Likewise 

in pre-modern Japan, dream art and dream mythology often went hand in hand, 

particularly in regards to ghosts and spirits. Kenji Kajiya, Associate Professor of 

Contemporary Art History at Kyoto City University of Arts, describes early Japanese 

depictions of dreams and spirits as, 

 Neither the dream nor the ghost is real but each is perceivable. The most 

important characteristic of dreams and ghosts is their visualization. Ghosts appear 

                                                
3 Unknown artist, “Zoomorphic Guardian Spirits of Day and Night.” Ceramic tile, 202 B.C.E — 220 A.D. 
National Museums Scotland, Edinburgh, Accessed October 15 2014. 
<http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_mythology#mediaviewer/File:Guardians_of_Day_and_Night,_Han_
Dynasty.jpg> 
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often in the dream world. They can also appear in the waking world, and dreams 

include creatures other than ghosts.4 

Kajiya goes on to explain that many works of literature also portrayed dreams as a 

supernatural occurrence, with ghosts bearing divine messages or with intentions to 

possess or kill the dreamer. One painted hand scroll titled Legends of Dojoji from the 16th 

century depicts two heavenly women appearing in a monk’s dream (Figure 2)5. These 

spirits assign a holy task to the monk in order to put them to peace. Similarly in the 

Western world, early representations of dreams circulated about a religious basis. Dr. 

Kelly Bulkeley, director of the Sleep and Dream Database (SDDb), sheds light on 

Christianity’s lore as source material for accounts of dreams. 

 “The Bible is filled with material on dreams: reports of dream experiences, 

examples of dream interpretations, and comments on the nature and function of 

dreams. However, this does not mean that a unified theory of dreams is presented 

in the Bible.”6 

Many passages in the Bible regard dreams as a channel through which God 

communicates with humans, which is an understandable explanation for the bizarre 

nature of dreams; any odd visions can be attributed to the mystery of the great beyond. 

On the contrary, other passages describe dreams as illusions that should not be followed, 

resulting in an indefinite interpretation of dreams that would only continue to baffle and 

fuel people’s fascination with the metaphysical. One of the most well-known and popular 

                                                
4 Kenji Kajiya, “Reimagining the Imagined: Depictions of Dreams and Ghosts in the Early Edo Period”. 
Impressions 23 (2000): 87. 
5 Unknown artist, “Dream Scene.” Legends of Dojoji (Dojoji engi). Scroll 2 , scene 2, sheet 19 (detail). 16th 
Century . Dojoji, Hidaka County, Wakayama Prefecture. 
6 Kelly Bulkeley, An Introduction to the Psychology of Dreaming (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 1962), 5. 
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artistic renderings of dreaming also comes from supernatural origins. Henry Fuseli’s the 

Nightmare7 (Figure 2) portrays an unconscious female figure with a demon perched atop 

her body while a ghostly horse looks on. This painting has widely become known as an 

explanation for the physiological condition of sleep paralysis in which a sleeper’s mind 

awakens and becomes conscious while the body remains asleep, resulting in temporary 

paralysis of the body. From Europe to Africa to Asia, the majority of folkloric 

explanations for sleep paralysis include the presence of a malevolent, supernatural entity. 

With the limited technology of pre-modern times, dream depiction and interpretation 

understandably went the route of spiritual origins to explain what science could not.  

Over time, art grew to serve more than strictly religious purposes. Surrealism in 

the 1920s brought forth a flood of deeply psychological, dreamlike works of art. As 

artists seized the opportunity to produce works unbound by the rules of convention and 

waking life, the art of recounting a dream became a little more accurate. Fantastic 

dreamscapes could be experienced by viewers to literally paint a vision from the interior 

of the artist’s mind. Prominent Surrealist artist Salvador Dalí’s work grew increasingly 

popular and remains so to this day. One of his most famous works Dream Caused by the 

Flight of a Bee around a Pomegranate a Second Before Awakening8 (Figure 3). The 

painting depicts a woman sleeping while a large pomegranate spews out tigers and a 

bayonet. An elephant with impossibly long, spindly legs looms in the background. The 

sheer randomness of the images aptly captures the strange nature of dreams as dreamers 

                                                
7 Henry Fuseli, “the Nightmare.” Oil on canvas, 1781. Institute of Fine Arts, Accessed October 15 2014. < 
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:John_Henry_Fuseli_-_The_Nightmare.JPG> 
8 Salvador Dali, “Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee around a Pomegranate a Second Before 
Awakening.” Oil on canvas, 1944. Thyssen-Bornemisza Museum, Accessed October 5 2014. < 
http://en.academic.ru/dic.nsf/enwiki/408047 > 
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often return to waking life puzzled by what they have experienced in sleep. However, 

Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee around a Pomegranate a Second Before Awakening 

is far from an accurate portrayal of a dream. Not only does the viewer depend on Dalí’s 

translation of a dream, but his happens to be from yet another translation; the dream 

actually belonged to Dalí’s wife Gala Dali, whose personal memory of the dream remains 

the most accurate. With each translation, the dream veers farther and farther from the 

truth. At the moment, no true method of transmitting a dream exists. 

 

Chapter 2: Slightly More Empirical Explanations for the Unexplained 

“Humans have an innate desire to gain knowledge of what 

the future has in store for them… There was, though, one 

way accessible to anyone of any social and economic class, 

background, or gender to know the unknown: dreams. 

Everyone dreams, everyone receives images during their 

sleep. Thus, since it was agreed in the ancient and medieval 

worlds that dreams could unlock the future, the decoding of 

the symbolic images of a dream could accomplish on a 

personal level what professional diviners or oracles did for 

kings, governments, and the wealthy.” 

— Steven M. Oberhelman, Dreambooks in Byzantium 
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As the understanding of dreams progressed past ambiguous accounts of spiritual 

divination, science emerged as a more rational and convincing belief. The works of 

Sigmund Freud and Carl Jung serve as a significant point of reference for Western 

society’s perception of dreaming. Although challenged and discredited in more recent 

psychoanalytical studies, Freud’s dream theories made a momentous impact on the public 

as his book The Interpretation of Dreams reached a wide audience with its publication. 

He believed that dreaming protected the act of sleeping and allowed the mind to rest 

peacefully. As for his explanation behind the phenomenon, Freud presented a new 

method of decoding to interpreting dreams with aspects of the dreamer’s life represented 

as abstract symbols, allowing the dream to work as an analogy for waking life. 

 “Freud’s approach to dream interpretation is similar to the decoding method in 

that it breaks the dream down into parts and analyzes the meaning of each specific 

image. But unlike the decoding method, Freud does not translate the dream’s 

images according to the definitions prescribed in an interpreter’s manual. Rather, 

he looks at what occurs to the dreamer in relation to each part of the dream.”9 

The desires and feelings of the dreamer hide behind symbols as the dreamer’s 

consciousness disguises their meanings, because the true meanings remain too disturbing. 

He implemented the use of free association by the patient to develop a route to decoding 

the dream. Freud’s contemporary and ex-confidant, Carl Jung presented a different route 

to interpreting dreams. 

 “In Jung’s view dreams are the direct, natural expression of the current condition 

of the dreamer’s inner world. Jung rejects Freud’s claim that dreams intentionally 

                                                
9 Kelly Bulkeley, An Introduction to the Psychology of Dreaming (Westport: Praeger Publishers, 1962), 16. 
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disguise their meanings, and he dismisses the psychoanalytic distinction between 

a dream’s manifest and latent contents. Jung believes that dreams give an honest 

self-portrayal of the psyche’s actual state.”10 

Jung advised that the analysis of a dream must examine its details in relation to the 

dreamer’s waking life, not by free association. He believed that free association led the 

dreamer further away from the dream and towards irrelevant, albeit interesting, ideas. 

 One of the compelling qualities of dream art is the emotional presence in the 

work. Since most static forms of art have limited ways of emoting without substantial 

descriptor words and dialogue, they must turn to nonverbal approaches. As dreams 

suspend one’s understanding of the world and one’s senses, dream art possesses the 

ability to portray images that break through the limitations of conventional society and 

nature. They can visually exaggerate and augment an emotion to achieve greater impact 

in the viewer. While accepted as inherently outlandish within a dream, viewing such 

works in waking life while aware and grounded in the real world provides an amplified 

emotional and sometimes jarring experience. 

 In recent years, science and advancements in brain image mapping has made way 

for more concrete explanations behind dreams. Scientists such as Antonio Zadra at the 

University of Montreal have taken advantage of the virtually limitless ability of a 

computer to store and process information and applied it to explaining dreams and how 

the brain processes information.11 Zadra collected data over 6,000 dreams, broke down 

each element of the dream and assigned a number to each element. By plugging the 

correlating numbers into a computer program, he succeeded in coding an entire dream 
                                                
10 Ibid., 30. 
11 NOVA, “What Are Dreams?” Directed by Charles Coville. 2011. 
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series. Through the computer program, Zadra was able to map out the frequency of 

specific elements in components of dreams and find patterns in other details that may 

contribute or activate each other. The computer would display actions and emotions as 

they occurred during a dream as the subject remained connected to the machines. From a 

non-artistic standpoint, the data achieved from the sleep study is a relatively accurate 

translation of a dream. However, from a humanistic standpoint, the resulting images 

leave much to be desired as the computer cannot depict such qualities as detailed 

descriptions of scenes and dialogue that occurs within dreams. 

Even before the advent of digital brain imaging technology, Greek philosopher 

Aristotle postulated that dreams occurred as natural echoes of daily life. While many at 

the time believed that dreams held prophetic significance, Aristotle believed that most 

events that dreamers believe to hold connections with their dreams are merely 

coincidences. The fallacy of mistakenly connecting unrelated events continues to happen 

as mankind carries on trying to make sense of the world. From spiritual answers to 

subconscious desires of the psyche, the decoding of dreams remains one of the 

undiscovered frontiers of science. Although Freud and Jung’s theories continue to remain 

prominent in popular culture, new ideas have emerged in the fields of psychology and 

neuroscience. Michio Kaku, professor of theoretical physics at the City College of New 

York divulges on the more progressive theory of Dr. John Allan Hobson, dream 

researcher and Emeritus Professor of Psychiatry at Harvard Medical School, 

 “Dr. Hobson (with Dr. Robert McCarley) made history by proposing the first 

serious challenge to Freud’s theory of dreams, called the “activation synthesis 

theory.” In 1977, they proposed the idea that dreams originate from random 
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neural firings in the brain stem, which travel up the cortex, which then tries to 

make sense of these random signals.”12 

These random signals make sense as the visions that manifest in dreams often appear 

without reason or provocation, leading to the customary disjointed and erratic narrative of 

a dream. Visually, these images work as compelling subjects in surreal art As technology 

has allowed researchers to break down the act of sleeping into stages, one of the more 

progressive theories of dreaming in recent years has presented dreaming as an 

evolutionary trait. As the human mind grew exceedingly more complex and capable of 

abstract and multi-layered thought, sleep also branched into a multi-level practice—non-

REM sleep and REM sleep. A typical sleep cycle begins with the stage of non-REM 

sleep followed by a stage of REM sleep, generally where the more intense dreaming 

occurs. A full period of sleeping usually includes multiple cycles. Dr. Hobson proposes, 

“REM sleep is most abundant in the early life of those mammalian and avian 

species that evince it. REM occupies eight full hours per day in human infancy 

and the time devoted to REM is even greater in the third trimester of pregnancy. 

This fact indicates that REM sleep is functionally significant in the growth and 

development of the brain in the phylogenetically most advanced animals.”13 

With sleep serving as such an integral supplement to brain development, one can posit 

that sleep also acts as a crucial step in an artist’s creative process. In a sense, dreaming is 

a form of unconscious problem solving. Unrestrained by the rules and conventions of 

                                                
12 Michio Kaku, The Future of the Mind (New York: Random House, 2014), 168. 
13 J. Allan Hobson, M.D., “Ego Ergo Sum: Toward a Psychodynamic Neurology,” Contemporary 
Psychoanalysis 49, no. 2 (2013): 148. 
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waking life, a dreamer possesses the freedom to act more creatively in a dream, thus 

opening up more possibilities that can be applied to situations in waking life. 

 “… human consciousness mainly represents the brain constantly creating models 

of the outside world and simulating them into the future. If so, then dreams 

represent an alternate way in which the future is simulated, one in which the laws 

of nature and social interactions are temporarily suspended.”14 

In a sleep study by Robert Stickgold at Harvard University, Stickgold and his team 

studied the impact of sleep on subjects’ performance of learned tasks in waking life15. 

They assigned the subject to play a challenging video game prior to going to sleep. It 

involved full body synchronization with the ski simulation on the screen, requiring both 

mental and physical coordination. At multiple points in the night, the researchers would 

wake up the subject and ask him to detail his dream. In early stages, the dreams were 

simple reenactments of the video game, but as the subject progressed deeper into sleep, 

the video game simulations began to incorporate different aspects of the subject’s 

memory. In these stages of sleep, the dreamer applies existing knowledge stored in the 

mind to solve the new problem of winning the video game. Stickgold suggests that this 

creative form of problem solving yields positive results in that the subject awakens the 

next day to perform much better when presented with the same assignment. The same can 

be applied to artists struggling to coherently and creatively express an idea, or more 

specifically a dream. Creativity exists as an integral part of an artist’s being. With 

researchers proposing that dreams serve an evolutionary purpose, one might come to the 

idea that when an artist dreams, the artist’s subconscious begins working on its art. 
                                                
14 Michio Kaku, The Future of the Mind (New York: Random House, 2014), 167. 
15 NOVA, “What Are Dreams?” Directed by Charles Coville. 2011. 



13 

While early attempts to solve the mystery of dreaming held spiritual reasons, the 

recent advancement of technology has allowed for more scientific studies that yield far 

more contrasting explanations. Many scientists suggest that dreaming is a biological 

function of the brain to process the mass of daily information received during waking 

life, presenting a new point of view where dreaming exists more as a physiological 

function rather than psychological. This explains the random nature of dreams. Michio 

Kaku, professor of theoretical physics at the City College of New York explains, 

“The brain, as we have seen, is not a digital computer, but rather a neural network 

of some sort that constantly rewires itself after learning new tasks. Scientists who 

work with neural networks noticed something interesting, though. Often these 

systems would become saturated after learning too much, and instead of 

processing more information, they would enter a “dream” state, whereby random 

memories would sometimes drift and join together as the neural networks tried to 

digest all the new material. Dreams, then might reflect ‘house cleaning,’ in which 

the brain tries to organize its memories in a more coherent way.”16 

Furthermore, as technology has allowed researchers to break down the act of sleeping 

into stages, the advent of digital imaging processes have brought forth the possibility of 

actually seeing inside a person’s mind. In 2011, researchers at UC Berkeley succeeded in 

decoding and reconstructing the images inside a subject’s brain17. Using functional 

Magnetic Resonance Imaging (fMRI) machines, they produced blurry, yet basically true 

images of movie trailers that the subjects viewed prior to the brain scans. While not a 
                                                
16 Michio Kaku, The Future of the Mind (New York: Random House, 2014), 165. 
17 Yasmin Anwar, “Scientists Use Brain Imaging to Reveal the Movies in Our Mind,” UC Berkeley 
Newscenter, (September 22, 2011), Accessed October 15, 2014.  
< http://newscenter.berkeley.edu/2011/09/22/brain-movies/> 
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100% accurate representation of a dream, this is the closest to a visual translation of a 

person’s mental visions as of today. 

 Another distinctive quality of a dream is the gaps in recognition and memory. Not 

only do events occur without rhyme or reason, they also exit the mind as abruptly as they 

entered. Dreamers accept the omission of certain details as an inherent part of the 

dreaming experience. Some artists’ books choose not to depict crystal clear, easily 

identifiable and interpretable images, while other books rely heavily on images to convey 

the desired, surreal quality. As mentioned previously, one of the obstacles in creating 

dream art is the lack of opportunity for proof or reference. While brain mapping 

techniques such as through fMRI machines have managed to produce astounding images 

based on data gathered from a subject’s brain, the images still continue to appear blurry 

and generally indistinct. Book artists, much like the fMRI machines and the computer 

program of Antonio Zadra, must make the best of their resources as well. They use text, 

images, pages, and other bookmaking materials in the same way the scientists use 

mathematics and data to interpret a version of what might exist in a subject’s mind. An 

artist’s interpretation of a dream remains just that: a well-crafted yet uncertain 

interpretation. 

 

Chapter 3: Dreaming vs. Reading 

“Dream consciousness is richer than waking consciousness 

in its ability to create a remarkably reliable simulacrum of 

the world and the notable capacity to integrate highly 

disparate images and themes into a seamless 
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scenario…Dreaming abounds in features of primary 

consciousness, especially perceptions and emotions, which 

are produced by the brain without external stimulation. But, 

compared with waking, dreaming is deficient in its failure 

to recognize its own true condition, its incoherence (or 

bizarreness), its severe limitation of thought and its 

impoverishment of memory” 

 — Dr. John Allan Hobson, REM Sleep and 

Dreaming: Towards a Theory of 

Protoconsciousness 

 

 Experiencing a dream encompasses a mixture of many sensations that do not exist 

in waking life. There is a suspension of the basic laws of nature, a warped sense of time, 

the manifestation of new identities, and multiple levels of consciousness. These are all 

aspects that can be found in the reading experience as well. 

 The form of a book in the realm of artists’ books is very broad and flexible with 

many works breaking out of the typical codex form, free from the constraints of 

conventional page layout and formatting. Accordingly, the dreamscape very much comes 

to existence like the artists’ book. The rules of logic and basic laws of the universe do not 

apply to a dream, and things can appear and disappear without reason or explanation. The 

increased freedom of constructing an artists’ book fits appropriately with the necessary 

freedom a dream requires. The unconventional form of artists’ books gives way to more 

possibilities to use intense visuals and structures to further drive an idea and more 
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accurately illustrate a dream. Dreams typically involve base-level emotions, instinctual 

reactionary feelings of fear, anger, joy, and desire. An artists’ book can take creative 

liberty to jump from one extreme to the other. There doesn’t have to be a reason for 

certain things to occur within the book just as circumstances abruptly change and 

disappear without reason in a dream. 

 Another phenomenon that occurs during a dream is the warped and disjointed 

sense of time. The narrative of a dream can last from a few minutes to years. The 

dreamer’s sense of time remains purely subjective as it drifts about during a sleep cycle.  

 “REM Sleep Dreams may not just enhance memory for today’s or last year’s 

experience. They may form emotionally meaningful complexes of experiential 

data from remote times, persons, and places.”18 

The experience of reading can also have this effect on a reader. A reader can become so 

engulfed in a book that he or she loses track of time—hours can seem to drift by like 

minutes. Many surreal, dreamscape stories employ this trope as a common device, such 

as Alice in Wonderland where the protagonist awakens at the end of the story in the same 

moment in time as when the story began. Contrarily, the reading of an uninteresting book 

can result in time passing at an unnaturally slow pace. Reading also plays with one’s 

sense of time in that the narrative within the book possesses the capability to jump 

between various points in time. Some can even contain multiple timelines in one book, 

represented in both visual and textual form.  

In artist Genie Shenk’s book on dreams Dream Voices19 (Figure 4), the book 

contains multiple tiny books that contain texts of dreams. These books are connected to 
                                                
18 J. Allan Hobson, M.D., “Ego Ergo Sum: Toward a Psychodynamic Neurology,” Contemporary 
Psychoanalysis 49, no. 2 (2013): 162. 
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each other by string, representing a web of dreams. They are a single body of work but 

contain multiple timelines at once. This is one aspect of dream representation in art that 

other forms such as drawing and sculpture do not have the ability to express. A dream 

itself always exists as one unit containing multiple timelines—the dreamer’s physical 

state in the future, the existence of the dreamer’s memories, which remain in the past, and 

there is even the possibility of the dream depicting a simulation of a future event. Shenk’s 

tiny books bear vague thoughts and messages that feel like small parts of a larger 

narrative. However, even when put together, the text doesn’t make sense. They seem to 

be random neural firings from the brain that happened to coalesce together in a dream 

state. 

 Another peculiarity of dreams that artists’ books possess is the ability to convey is 

the presentation of multiple levels of consciousness and identities. From a basic first 

person point of view, a dreamer can experience the scenarios as his or her true self and 

react accordingly and appropriately as expected. Through the baffling and bizarre nature 

of dreams, however, often times a dreamer will experience a scenario in which a subject 

will act in away that would never occur in waking life. In this case, the dreamer 

experiences the dream from a third-person perspective, much like how a reader 

experiences a book. These dreams present instances where one’s common sense and 

personal values become warped to the point of creating a completely different person so 

that the subject ends up watching a dream unfold as if completely removed from it. This 

manifestation of different personas creates multiple levels of consciousness within a 

dream, as a dreamer and as an observer. Another level of consciousness can be achieved 
                                                                                                                                            
19 Genie Shenk, “Dream Voices.” Assemblage, wooden box, with paper books and string, 1993. 
Mandeville Special Collections Library, University of California, San Diego. 
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if the dreamer manages to achieve a higher sense of consciousness within the dream, 

meaning the dreamer reaches a point of understanding that is different from the 

consciousness that first entered the dream. Sudhir Kakar, psychoanalyst and writer on 

dream theory, tells of one of his recurring dreams from childhood and how he discovered 

a pattern and inadvertently created a separate stream of consciousness while sleeping. 

 “Occasionally, I could persuade myself (again, during sleep) that I did not need to 

get out of bed and walk around and thus restrain myself from getting up. This 

intentional regulation (during sleep) of my sleepwalking was an early experience 

of multiple levels of awareness. I was a participant in an imagined experience (the 

dream of the soap bubble) and sometimes also an observer in that I could 

sometimes watch myself sleepwalking; it was also from an observer perspective 

that I recognized the soap-bubble dream as a trigger of my sleepwalking and 

eventually came to use this awareness to set (and fulfill) the intentions of 

remaining in my bed.”20 

Kakar’s dream contained three identities: one of himself as the dreamer who is 

experiencing the dreamscape, another as the observer who realizes he is experiencing a 

dream, and finally the new identity where he discovers that this particular dream serves 

as a trigger for his physical body to sleepwalk. This third identity doesn’t always occur in 

dreams as not every dream radically alters the perspective of the dreamer. With such an 

infinite number of dreams taking place on a regular basis, such light and casual dreams 

are frequent and often pass unnoticed.  

                                                
20 Sudhir Kakar, “On Dreams and Dreaming,” Boundaries of Consciousness: The Wasan Conversations 
(New Delhi: the Penguin Group, 2011): 110. 
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 What sets the artists’ book apart from other media is its unique way in which it 

tells a story. There is some sort of plot, no matter how loose or conceptual it is. With the 

capacity to present unrestrained visuals and text, the artists’ book possesses a rhetoric that 

is unique to other forms of art. This rhetoric proves highly fitting in the transmission of 

dreams. Bert O. States, writer and professor emeritus of dramatic arts at the University of 

California, Santa Barbara, claims that dreaming is a form of fiction. 

 “This is not to claim that we write fictions because we dream or that dreaming 

teaches us how to write stories, only that the dream precedes the creation of 

written or oral fictions in both the historical life of the species and the personal 

life of the individual.”21 

 While at times disjointed and illogical, dreams contain stories. States presses on to 

suggest that dreams serve as the private literature of the self, that the dream becomes the 

dreamer’s personal fiction. It is a form of fiction where something happens to the 

dreamer that isn’t really happening outside the dream. The narrative of daily life fuels 

dreams as sleep permits the mind to process and sift through the information encountered 

during waking life. During waking life, the dreamer’s experiences also fuel the creation 

of fictive narratives.  

An artists’ book is an interactive entity that incorporates the consciousness of the 

reader, the artist, and any identities within the narrative of the book itself. As the reader 

experiences the book, he or she enters the space with a unique, subjective consciousness, 

complete with his or her own set of opinions and ideas. As the reading experience 

progresses, the identities present within the book’s narrative itself come to exist, and the 

                                                
21 Bert O. States, Dreaming and Storytelling (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1993), 3. 
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number of identities within the book itself are virtually limitless as it relies on the artist’s 

decision. The artist’s consciousness also remains present, as the entire book is his or her 

own expression of thought, weaving the artists’ identity throughout the book as an 

overarching stream of consciousness. There is one last identity that manifests in an 

artists’ book that is similar to the third identity of a dream. Along the same vein, the 

reader’s own perspective can change during any point of the book if he or she reaches a 

new level of understanding that did not exist at the start of the reading. However, like the 

third identity of dreaming, this new state of consciousness in the book does not always 

manifest, as many books do not impact the reader on such a transcendental level. Similar 

to dreams that pass unnoticed, many readers end up using the “autopilot” method of 

reading where their eyes go through the content, but none of its meaning reaches the 

brain. The inundation of content in today’s media-saturated society gives many 

opportunities daily to experience “autopilot” reading. 

The rhetoric of dreams usually includes a large amount of ambiguity and 

confusion. While the dream can present inspiring and glorious images, it is also difficult 

to follow. In a study by Katherine MacDuffie and George A. Mashour at the University 

of Michigan, they explain the difficulty of accurate dream reports. 

 “It has been reported that 65% of the imagery and context we experience in the 

dream state is derived from our memory of people and places we have seen 

before. Yet the way memory functions in dreams is unique. Instead of a 
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chronologically ordered series of events, memory in dreams is fragmented. One 

almost never recalls a complete episodic memory of an event in a dream.”22 

In addition, dreamers forget the majority of their dreams. With the disjointed and 

confusing sequence of events contained in a dream plus the lapse in memory by the 

dreamer, dreams remain extremely difficult to follow. As previously discussed, scientists 

have achieved impressive results in digital brain image mapping, but the results are 

ambiguous at best. The exact representation of a dream still continues to be, appropriately 

so, a pipe dream. However, this conundrum makes up the basic essence of why dreams 

can be successfully represented in artists’ books. Unlike traditional narrative for books 

that must include elements like an introduction, rising action, climax, and resolution to 

give the reader clear direction, artists’ books are allowed to be difficult to follow. 

Furthermore, with many artists’ books are exhibited in a public setting sometimes even 

behind glass cases, impeding the reader from closely reading the text, if the artist even 

chooses to incorporate text. Nevertheless artists’ books continue to proliferate as the 

reader has always been fascinated with the unknown, with the opportunity for the 

imagination to fill in the blank spots. Dreams cannot fully be explained, and that in turn 

remains one of their defining qualities.  

Unlike traditional books, artists’ books maintain the liberty to be just as 

mysterious and uncertain as their creators’ dreams. Book artist Donna Fenstermaker’s 

book Water Dream23  (Figure 6) displays vague images over the majority of the book. 

Full of lines and shapes and hardly any identifiable details, the visual components of 

                                                
22 Katherine MacDuffie and George A. Mashour, “Dreams and the Temporality of Consciousness,” 
American Journal of Psychology, vol. 2 (2010): 192. 
23 Donna Fenstermaker, “Water Dream.” Artists’ book, concertina fold, ten panels, 1990. Courtesy of the 
artist, Oakland. < https://jamespcocks.files.wordpress.com/2014/01/scan_230120140334_001.jpg> 
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Water Dream remain open to interpretation. Likewise, the accompanying text also gives 

only a vague sense of Fenstermaker’s dream. Written along the top of the pages in trite, 

handwritten script is the stark description of her dream where her dream character 

unknowingly swam toward an unknown something. The text and visuals coexist 

appropriately in that most likely, the artist herself did not fully understand or remember 

her dream, which is something any reader can relate to. Her book captures the watery 

feeling of trying to remember a dream. Another artists’ book that relies on the element of 

mystery and ambiguity is The Flight into Egypt by Timothy Ely24 (Figure 7), whose 

modus operandi often employs the allure of the unknown. The book contains illustrations 

of otherworldly environments and puzzling presentations of data. To top it all off, Ely 

wrote the majority of text in a language that does not exist, presenting the notion that 

books can be read without being understood. This way of thinking can also be applied to 

dreams, as they are rarely understood. This cryptic conundrum in codex form only further 

piques the reader’s curiosity and opens up endless possibilities to interpret and relate. 

While today’s technology has yielded tremendous advancements in brain 

imaging, the data remains simply data. The computer’s digital results are not dreams even 

though the data becomes more and more accurate as research advances.  

“At sleep onset, the dreams are likely to be fleeting. In NREM sleep, the 

dreaming is likely to be thought-like. In REM sleep, the dreaming is likely to be 

hallucinatory, bizarre, and sustained. In other words, a dream is not just a dream, 

                                                
24 Timothy Ely, “The Flight into Egypt.” 1995. Chronicle Books, San Francisco. < 
http://www.spamula.net/blog/i23/ely1.jpg> 
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no matter what its provenance is, and of course, no report is really a dream; it is 

always just a report.”25 

There is no human, emotional quality behind the results, and those organic qualities hold 

an integral place in the feeling of a dream. Art possesses the ability to fill that void, 

particularly the artists’ book and its ability to contain more information than a traditional 

drawing or sculpture. The popular, codex form emerged out of utilitarian purposes and 

was a form of record keeping and means of instruction, not meant as a vehicle for artistic 

expression. Even most contemporary writers must work through an editor before 

releasing their work. An artists’ book allows complete creative control to the creator by 

having the freedom to remove the middleman. It is almost as if the audience gets the 

message straight from the artist rather than receiving a message that has been translated 

several times through several different people. While there is no way to directly transmit 

a dream, book artists have the ability to add or take away parts of a dream in order to 

augment or clarify its message as they see fit. Bert O. States explains, 

 “In short, we have all been inside the dark matter of the dreamworld and we carry 

the memory of how things are there—what it is like to dream. Thus, what is most 

valuable in a dream report is not its “literary” or textual quality, or its accuracy in 

describing someone else’s mental experience, but its “exchange value,” or its 

vehicular power to evoke a peculiar kind of experience shared by all dreamers. 

                                                
25 J. Allan Hobson, M.D., “Ego Ergo Sum: Toward a Psychodynamic Neurology,” Contemporary 
Psychoanalysis 49, no. 2 (2013): 146. 
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Indeed, one can use a fake dream to make a point about dreaming as well as a real 

one, as long as it is consistent with dream experience.”26 

For instance, book artist Robbin Ami Silverberg’s book From Dream to Ashes27 (Figure 

5) incorporates unlit matches to emphasize the potential danger of her dreams, that they 

have the possibility to figuratively burn. In doing so, she adds yet another layer of 

information to drive her message to the reader. From Dream to Ashes comprises of two 

books containing text about her dreams. Even though they literally do not involve the 

incineration of a book, the addition of matches amplifies Silverberg’s idea that her 

dreams hold destructive power. 

 Although most dreams occur in a space of bizarreness and irreverence, few, rare 

dreams manifest where the dreamer maintains some degree of control. Lucid dreams 

reveal a state in between the dream world and the waking world.  

 “In lucid dreams, dream characters sometimes give the impression of having 

consciousness of their own. They speak and behave logically, perform amazing 

cognitive feats and express in their behavior distinct purposes and feelings…”28 

The dreamer is able to experience a dream while recognizing the presence of the dream 

and being aware of reality versus fantasy. Lucid dreamers find themselves in a clear 

mental state where they can recall their own memories and circumstances of waking life 

but also experience the vivid and fantastic space of the dream. One of the key indicators 

of a lucid dream is the dreamer’s ability to perform actions on his or her own volition. 

                                                
26 Bert O. States, Dreaming and Storytelling (Ithaca and London: Cornell University Press, 1993), 8. 
27 Robbin Ami Silverberg, “From Dream to Ashes.” Matches, mugwort, and abaca papers, photographic 
and inkjet prints, eggshells, and bookbinding materials, 1996-98. Courtesy of the artist, New York. 
Accessed December 14 2014 < http://www.robbinamisilverberg.com/from_dreams_to_ashes.html> 
28 Paul Tholey, “Consciousness and Abilities of Dream Characters Observed during Lucid Dreaming,” 
Perceptual and Motor Skills, vol. 68 (1989): 567. 
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 “Hallucinators usually just stand and marvel. Typically, they feel no desire to 

probe, challenge, or query, and take no steps to interact with the apparitions… In 

a lucid dream, however, the hallucinators habitually experiment with the 

hallucinations.”29 

In terms of thought and control, the artist plays the role of not only the dreamer but also 

the lucid dreamer. Not all artists’ books depict dreams in abstract and cryptic manners. 

Some artists’ give a straightforward description of their dream with minimal room for 

interpretation and uncertainty. Another of Genie Shenk’s artists’ books details her dreams 

in a more empirical way. Her book Dreamlog30 (Figure 8) works as an account of her 

dreams dating back to 1998. Densely packed with information in both visual and textual 

form, Dreamlog serves as an index of her dreams and even gives the possibility of 

displaying trends and patterns in Shenk’s personal dreaming habits. In an objective 

manner, her book does not introduce any sort of narrative; rather it presents data in an 

artistic form. 

 

Conclusion 

 Based on various dream studies in labs across the world as well as firsthand 

involvement with both experiencing dreams and creating and reading artists’ books, I 

have found numerous parallels between dreaming and reading. These parallels have lead 

me to believe that the artists’ book achieves one of the most complete representations of a 

dream. They encompass more elements than conventional forms of art such as painting 

                                                
29 Antti Revonsuo, “Consciousness, Dreams, and Virtual Realities,” Philosophical Psychology 8, no. 1 
(1995): 35. 
30 Genie Shenk, “Dreamlog.” 1998. Solana Beach. < http://www.bookarts.uwe.ac.uk/nat11/shenk1.jpg> 
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and sculpture and remain the only medium with the capacity to present elements of 

sound, sight, tactility, smell, and even taste all within a single unit. Coupled with the 

ability to present spans of time, narrative, and the simultaneous appearance of multiple 

streams of consciousness, the artists’ book creates a multi-faceted dreamscape that a 

reader can take the time to immerse in. Given the fragmentary nature of recalling and 

transmitting dreams, the artists’ book fills the gaps made by lapses in human memory 

with additional material and textual information to give a more comparable conveyance 

of the dream. The result is not a 100% accurate representation of a dream, but a unique 

translation of one. 
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Unknown artist, “Zoomorphic Guardian Spirits of Day and Night.” Ceramic tile, 202 
B.C.E — 220 A.D 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 2 
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Unknown artist, “Dream Scene.” Legends of Dojoji (Dojoji engi). Scroll 2 , scene 2, sheet 
19 (detail). 16th Century . Dojoji, Hidaka County, Wakayama Prefecture. 
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Henry Fuseli, “the Nightmare.” Oil on canvas, 1781 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 4 
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Salvador Dali, “Dream Caused by the Flight of a Bee around a Pomegranate a 
Second Before Awakening.” Oil on canvas, 1944 
 
Figure 5 
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Genie Shenk, “Dream Voices.” Assemblage, wooden box, with paper books and string, 
1993 
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Robbin Ami Silverberg, “From Dream to Ashes.” Matches, mugwort, and abaca papers, 
photographic and inkjet prints, eggshells, and bookbinding materials, 1996-98 
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Donna Fenstermaker, “Water Dream.” Artists’ book, concertina fold, ten panels, 
1990 
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Timothy Ely, “The Flight into Egypt.” 1995 
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Genie Shenk, “Dreamlog.” 1998 
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