
  

Francisco Goya: The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters (1799) 

When Francisco Goya created Plate 43 of "Los Caprichos" in 1799, he produced what would 

become one of the most iconic and endlessly interpreted images in Western art. "El sueño 

de la razón produce monstruos"—The Sleep of Reason Produces Monsters—shows the artist 

himself slumped over his desk, head buried in his arms, while bats, owls, and a lynx emerge 

from the darkness behind him. It's an image that has come to define the Enlightenment's 

anxieties, yet its meaning remains as elusive and multifaceted as anything Goya ever 

created. 

The image appeared at a pivotal moment, not just in Goya's career but in European history. 

The Enlightenment's promise of reason triumphing over superstition was colliding with 

brutal reality—the French Revolution had descended into the Terror, Spain remained mired 

in ignorance and corruption, and Goya himself had been profoundly changed by the illness 

that left him deaf. The deaf man's world is different; stripped of ambient sound, of casual 

conversation, of the acoustic cushion that softens reality, everything becomes sharper, more 

immediate, more disturbing. 

What makes this print so powerful is its ambiguity, starting with the word "sueño" itself. In 

Spanish, it means both "sleep" and "dream." So the caption can be read two ways: when 

reason sleeps, monsters emerge—a warning about abandoning rational thought. Or: the 

dreams of reason produce monsters—suggesting that reason itself, when taken to extremes, 

when divorced from imagination or humanity, generates its own horrors. Goya, 

characteristically, refuses to choose between these interpretations. 

The technical execution is masterful. Goya used aquatint to create deep, velvety blacks from 

which the creatures emerge—not fully formed but suggested, threatening, half-seen. The 

owls and bats have a weight and presence that makes them almost tangible, while 



maintaining their quality as nightmare visions. The artist's figure is solid, real, vulnerable—

the only human element in a composition dominated by creatures of darkness and 

unreason. 

Originally, Goya intended this image as the frontispiece to "Los Caprichos," positioning it as 

the key to understanding the entire series. He even drafted a longer explanation: 

"Imagination abandoned by reason produces impossible monsters; united with her, she is 

the mother of the arts and the source of their wonders." Eventually, he moved it to the 

middle of the series, perhaps finding it too revealing, too explicit a statement of his artistic 

philosophy. 

The creatures themselves are significant. Owls and bats were associated with ignorance and 

superstition in the symbolic vocabulary of Goya's time, but they're also creatures of the 

night, of insight that comes through darkness rather than light. The lynx—barely visible in 

some impressions—was a symbol of watchfulness. These aren't simple emblems of evil but 

complex figures occupying the space between reason and unreason, between consciousness 

and the unconscious. 

This single print has generated more scholarly interpretation than perhaps any other image 

from "Los Caprichos." It's been read as autobiography, as political allegory, as artistic 

manifesto, as prophecy. The Romantics saw it as validating imagination over cold rationality. 

The Surrealists claimed it as a precursor to their exploration of dreams and the unconscious. 

Modern interpreters see it as anticipating psychoanalysis, recognizing that the monsters 

within are as real and powerful as those without. 

There's something deeply human about this image of the artist overwhelmed, head down, 

while the products of his imagination—or his fears—take flight around him. It suggests that 

the creative act isn't always triumphant, that making art means confronting what emerges 

when conscious control relaxes, that the artist is both creator and victim of the visions that 

haunt him. 

This is Goya at his most vulnerable and most universal, showing himself as every artist, every 

thinker who has wrestled with the darkness that reason cannot fully illuminate, proving that 

the most powerful images are often those that refuse easy answers, that contain 

multitudes, that show us something true about the human condition by embracing rather 

than resolving its contradictions. 

 


