What role do subconscious play in inspiring and shaping artistic expressions across different cultures and time periods?

Introduction 

Art has long been viewed as a window into the human psyche, a medium through which the depths of the subconscious are revealed and hidden. With its emphasis on lived experience and subjective perception, phenomenology provides a unique framework for understanding the complex interplay between the subconscious and artistic expression. This article aims to explore this relationship and explore how the subconscious mind affects human consciousness and behavior, thereby creating more profound works of art. This article delves into the relationship between the subconscious and art, employing a phenomenological approach to unlock the depth of human experience in artistic expression. First of all, modern art is the product of the artist's consciousness and subconscious. To explore this process, the first question is where does the artist's inspiration come from? Using phenomenology to analyze Surrealist paintings illuminates the dynamic interplay between awareness, perception, and interpretation. To illustrate the intersection of the subconscious and phenomenology in art, the article turns to the surrealist works of Salvador Dali. These artists attempted to bypass the rational mind and tap into the deep recesses of the subconscious, creating dreamlike landscapes filled with surreal images and symbols. Through the use of visual metaphors and juxtapositions, they invite the viewer to explore the mysteries of the subconscious and the mysterious nature of human experience. Secondly, this article lists methods that can be used to explore the subconscious mind. Finally, it was concluded that the relationship between the subconscious and reality affects each other. To create works of art with profound thinking, continuous research on culture, society, history and personal experience is required.

Methodology

Methodology refers to the systematic theoretical analysis of the methods applied in a particular field of study. It covers the principles, procedures, and techniques used to collect and analyze data, as well as the rationale behind their selection and application. In research, the methodology outlines the framework within which the investigation is conducted, ensuring that it is carried out in a rigorous, logical, and reliable manner. It typically includes a description of the study design, data collection methods, data analysis techniques, and the reasons for their selection (Topolski., 2012).

According to Freud, the unconscious mind contains repressed wants, anxieties, and memories that have a significant effect on human behavior and creativity (Storr, 2001). The unconscious presents itself in art in a variety of ways, including dreams and fancies, spontaneous movements, and symbols. Artists frequently go into their subconscious, incorporating raw emotions and primordial impulses into their art. This artistic process could be viewed as a sort of self-expression and catharsis in which the unconscious speaks via the medium of art.

Phenomenology is a philosophical approach that focuses on the study of conscious experience and the structures of subjective phenomena. It seeks to understand and describe the essential aspects of human consciousness, perception, and lived experiences without imposing external interpretations or preconceptions. Phenomenology emphasizes the first-person perspective and encourages the exploration of phenomena as they appear in immediate experience, rather than through theoretical or abstract frameworks. It involves rigorous, systematic reflection and analysis of subjective experiences to uncover their underlying structures and meanings. Developed by philosophers such as Edmund Husserl and later expanded upon by thinkers like Martin Heidegger and Maurice Merleau-Ponty, phenomenology has influenced various disciplines, including psychology, sociology, anthropology, and the arts (Zahavi, D., 2018).

Exploring the subconscious in art through phenomenological investigation

Husserl and Merleau-Ponty have defined phenomenology as the subjective experience of consciousness and the embodied aspect of perception. In the context of art, phenomenology encourages us to explore how our lived experiences influence our understanding and appreciation of works of art. The observer engages with the world of art by attentively paying attention to sensory phenomena and participating in an embodied manner, allowing the subconscious to enter conscious awareness. This visual experience is inherently subjective and influenced by personal viewpoint, memory, and emotional state (Lavazza, 2009). Artistic creation can be understood as a phenomenological process, in which artists engage in dynamic interaction between conscious intentionality and subconscious inspiration. Through the acts of perception, imagination, and expression, artists form their innermost thoughts and emotions, often bypassing rational thinking in favor of intuitive gestures. This fusion of conscious and unconscious elements imbues art with depth and ambiguity, inviting viewers to delve deeper into the surface and uncover hidden meanings.
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Figure 1: The Persistence of Memory" , Salvador Dali, 1931

Phenomenology provides a perspective from which to analyze Surrealist paintings and study the subjective experience of encountering these artworks. Surrealism as an artistic movement sought to unlock the mysteries of the subconscious and explore the realms of dreams, fantasies, and the irrational. Phenomenology, with its focus on the subjective experience of consciousness, provides a framework for understanding how viewers engage with Surrealist paintings on a deeply personal and intuitive level. A key aspect of Surrealist painting is its ability to break traditional modes of perception and challenge the boundaries of reality. Phenomenological, this disruption prompts viewers to engage in what Edmund Husserl calls "phenomenological reduction," where they suspend preconceived notions and allow themselves to experience the artwork directly (Parry, 2010). Surrealist paintings often feature dreamlike imagery, juxtaposing seemingly disparate elements in a way that cannot be rationally explained. Through phenomenological reduction, the audience is encouraged to explore mystery, absurdity and irrationality, opening the door to the mysterious depths of the subconscious. Figure 1: The Persistence of Memory" (1931): Dali’s iconic painting challenges viewers to question the nature of time, reality, and perception. The melting clocks draped over various objects evoke a dreamlike atmosphere, blurring the distinction between the conscious and subconscious realms. From a phenomenological perspective, viewers are prompted to explore their subjective experience of time, confronting its fluidity and malleability. The soft, almost tactile quality of the melted forms invites tactile imagination, further immersing viewers in the surreal landscape of the painting. Through phenomenological analysis, we can appreciate how "The Persistence of Memory" disrupts conventional perceptions of temporality, inviting viewers to contemplate the elusive nature of time and the ephemeral quality of existence.



Method

Qualitative research is a methodological approach used to explore and understand complex phenomena, often focusing on the subjective experiences, perspectives, and meanings of individuals or groups. It involves collecting and analyzing non-numerical data, such as interviews, observations, documents, and artifacts. The primary goal of qualitative research is to generate rich, detailed insights into the social, cultural, psychological, or organizational aspects of the phenomenon under study. Researchers employing qualitative methods often seek to uncover underlying meanings, patterns, and relationships by immersing themselves in the context of the research setting and engaging with participants in a flexible, iterative manner. Common qualitative research methods include interviews, focus groups, participant observation, ethnography, content analysis, and case studies. These methods allow researchers to gather in-depth, nuanced data that capture the complexity and diversity of human experiences and perspectives. Qualitative research is characterized by its interpretive and exploratory nature, emphasizing the importance of context, reflexivity, and researcher subjectivity. It is widely used in fields such as sociology, anthropology, psychology, education, and healthcare to investigate phenomena that are difficult to quantify or understand solely through quantitative means (Fernandez, 2024).

Qualitative research enables researchers to delve into the subjective experiences and meanings associated with phenomena such as dreams and the subconscious. There are several ways in which qualitative research can be applied in dream and subconscious studies:

Interviews: Conducting thorough interviews with individuals to explore their dreams in detail. Researchers can ask open-ended questions to elicit descriptions of dream content, emotions, and interpretations, gaining insights into the personal significance of dreams and their relation to subconscious processes. In Mattnew pugh’s dream experiments he said that the purpose of dream interviews is to explore the meaning and 'hidden messages' of dreams. Each element in the dream represents a part of the self. Dream dialogue interviews are based on the Voice Dialogue approach. He set up different seats or rooms to distinguish between reality and dreams. When the interviewee sat in chair A, he answered the questions as his dream self, and when he sat in chair B, he answered the questions as his real self (Pugh & Bell, 2020).

Questions to note during the interview:

Ensure the safety of the interviewee.
Ensure that the data collected is not misused.
Inform the interviewee how the data will be used.

Dream Journal Analysis: Analyzing written accounts of dreams collected from participants' dream journals allows researchers to examine recurring themes, symbols, and patterns across different dreams. They can also observe changes in dream content over time to identify underlying subconscious influences and psychological themes. There is a mobile app called Dream Journal that is specifically designed for recording dreams. It aims to provide clues for interpreting the deepest desires, fears, and hopes by identifying recurring patterns or themes. This can help users gain a better understanding of themselves and their subconscious mind, promoting personal growth and self-discovery. Exploring various theories regarding the meaning of dreams and discussing why keeping a dream journal might be a useful tool for unravelling the mysteries of dreams is important. The developers of the software believe that the brain is capable of making connections and associations during dreaming that it may not be able to make when people are awake and focused on more immediate concerns (Wright, 2023).

Phenomenological Inquiry: Using phenomenological approaches to explore the subjective experience of dreaming. Researchers engage participants in reflective exercises or guided imagery to describe their experiences while focusing on sensory perceptions, emotions, and narrative structures in order to uncover the lived experience of the dream state. The statement "phenomenology of the unconscious" appears to be an oxymoron. In phenomenology, the term phenomena refer to consciousness and its transcendental structure. The epistemological aspects of phenomenology, which began with Husserl, do not appear to allow for the possibility of total unconsciousness. However, when it comes to observing events and describing their essence, phenomenology has guiding relevance for the study of the subconscious. By collecting samples, we can still summaries the underlying relationships. As long as one descends into the abyss, the unconscious remains a "thing" of awareness. The transition from phenomenological epistemology to phenomenological ontology, the fundamental reexamination of the idea of temporal flow, the development of Merleau-Ponty's impersonal subject and Ricoeur's otherness subject present us with more radical instruments, allowing us to sound ‘dark’ (Lanfredini, 2018).

Thematic Analysis: Employing thematic analysis techniques to identify common themes and motifs present in dream narratives. Researchers systematically code and analyze dream content with the goal of uncovering underlying psychological, cultural, or symbolic meanings associated with specific themes such as fear, desire or transformation.

Autoethnography: Conducting autoethnographic research into researchers' own dreams and subconscious experiences. By reflecting on their personal experiences and interpretations of dreams, researchers can provide insider perspectives on the subjective realities of dreaming as well as insights into the workings of the subconscious mind (Edwards, 2021).

Questions to note during the interview

Ensure the safety of the interviewee.
Ensure that the data collected is not misused.
Inform the interviewee how the data will be used.

In conclusion, the relationship between the subconscious and phenomenology in art is a rich and complex area that offers insights into the depths of human consciousness and creativity. By exploring the interplay of perception, interpretation, and meaning-making, we gain a deeper understanding of the profound ways in which art reflects and refracts the mysteries of the subconscious. Enriching our creation of works of art through ongoing inquiry and engagement.
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