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Shakespeare understood a few things—
the significance of sleep was one of 
them. 

There is no doubt that sleep quality and 
quantity is a significant issue for the Bar. 

In recent times there has been an 
explosion in our understanding of 
sleep—what sleep does for us, and what 
compromised sleep might do to us.1 Some 
of us, perhaps many of us, have not given 
sleep sufficient respect or attention. Some 
of us, perhaps many of us, have sacrificed 
sleep to the demands of our work. For 
some of us, perhaps many of us, our work 
(or intrusive thoughts about it) disrupts 
our sleep.2 

Scientists have come to better understand, 
appreciate and pronounce upon the 
significance of sleep. Matthew Walker is one 
of these scientists. Walker’s book Why We 
Sleep: The New Science of Sleep and Dreams3 
is full of interesting and informative 
material. Walker has spent a long time in 
sleep research. Walker says:

Sleep is not the absence of wakefulness. 
It is far more than that … our night-
time sleep is an exquisitely complex, 
metabolically active and deliberately 
ordered series of unique stages. 
Numerous functions of the brain are 
restored by, and depend upon, sleep. 4

Neuroscience Research Australia 
(NeuRA) is one of the research institutes 
which conducts research locally into sleep.5 
NeuRA introduces its work on sleep with a 
statement on the fundamental significance 
of sleep:

Sleep is controlled by the brain and 
is essential for human life. Impaired 
sleep adversely affects every organ in 
the body. A sleep disorder occurs when 
sleep patterns are disrupted. They are 
often serious enough to impact on a 
person’s physical, mental, social and 
intellectual functioning. Sleep apnoea 
and insomnia are the most common 
sleep disorders. Other examples of 
sleep disorders include restless legs 
syndrome (RLS) and narcolepsy. 6

As NeurRA suggests, we all should 
perhaps better appreciate the importance 
of sleep to our physical, mental, social 
and intellectual functioning. Having 
a good night’s sleep has an important 
part to play in our carrying out our roles 
as barristers. 

Ninety-Minute Cycles

We sleep in 90-minute cycles. Two cycles, 
and we’ve been asleep for three hours. Four 
cycles, and six hours or so have passed. All of 
us probably need at least five cycles—about 
seven and a half hours per night—to ensure 
we get the benefits we should be getting 
from sleep. For some of us, six cycles—nine 
hours—might even be better. A picture tells 
the story.7 

The different colours depict the 
different phases manifest in different brain 
wave patterns.8 

In the first stage, we go down into what is 
known as ‘non-REM sleep’. We go through 
different phases in our non-REM sleep—
the yellow, the green, the blue and down to 
purple, a least in the early cycles. We then 
move out of non-REM sleep into REM or 
dream sleep—red for REM. All mammals 
have REM/dream sleep. Reptiles, on the 
other hand, do not. 

When in REM sleep, we are in a 
remarkable state. We hallucinate and have 
delusions. In a way this almost mimics 
being psychotic. All our voluntary muscles 
are paralysed. Perhaps evolution has railed 
against those who acted out their dreams. 

As we go from our first cycle to subsequent 
cycles there is more REM sleep (red) and 
shallower non-REM sleep (No purple, then 
no blue, and more green). We might even 
wake a little between cycles—the black bits.

Different things happen in the different 
phases of sleep. 

The Significance of Sleep
By Kevin Connor SC

Sleep that knits up the ravell’d sleeve of care,

The death of each day’s life, sore labour’s bath,

Balm of hurt minds, great nature’s second course,

Chief nourisher in life’s feast.

WILLIAM SHAKESPEARE, MACBETH
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Your chronotype—morning lark or 
night owl or somewhere in the middle?

What chronotype we are is strongly 
influenced by our genetic make-up.9

About four out of ten of us are Morning 
Larks. For Morning Larks, midnight is very 
much a contraction for middle of the night. 
Another three or so of us are Night Owls. 
Another three or so are somewhere in the 
middle. Walker tells us ‘… night owls are not 
owls by choice. They are bound to a delayed 
schedule by unavoidable DNA hardwiring. It 
is not their conscious fault, but rather their 
genetic fate.’10

We might benefit from working out 
where we fall in the chronotype taxonomy. 
Perhaps, as Walker notes, Night Owls 
should not be getting up too early: ‘When 
a night owl is forced to wake up too 
early, their prefrontal cortex remains in a 
disabled, ‘offline’ state. Like a cold engine 
after an early-morning start, it takes a 
long time before it warms up to operating 
temperature, and before that will not 
function efficiently.’11 Morning Larks, on 
the other hand, might retire for the night at 
9pm and wake at 5am.12

Recognising your chronotype and 
adopting a sleep regimen that aligns with 
your chronotype will improve the efficacy 
of your sleep.
Glymphatics and The Wash 
Cycle—getting rid of debris!

In 2012 glymphatics were discovered.13

This discovery is likely to prove to be 
incredibly significant. Glymphatics are 
a drainage system for the brain—they 
carry away debris and waste products. 
Glymphatics operate optimally in the deep 
phases of non-REM sleep (purple and 
blue)—The Wash Cycle. It appears that if we 
get into these phases, our brain cells shrink a 
touch and the Glymphatic channels open up 

a bit.14 It has been postulated that -Amyloid 
protein—the misfolded protein that is 
prevalent in the brains of those suffering 
Alzheimer’s—might be taken away in the 
deep phases of non-REM sleep when our 
Glymphatic channels are most operative.15

The Journal of the American Medical 
Association recently carried a little piece: 
‘Does Sleep Flush Wastes from the Brain?’ 
where it was suggested:

Why do people sleep? How does the brain 
eliminate waste products? Increasingly, it 
appears that the answers to these questions 
may be linked: a principal reason for sleep 
may be to activate the newly discovered 
glymphatic system to flush waste products 
from the brain.16

The debris includes -Amyloid protein 
(A ) and Tau:

Up to 60% of large proteins and solutes 
are removed via the glymphatic pathway. 
Removal of A  and tau mitigates the 
formation and growth of A -rich 

plaques and prevents the seeding and 
spreading of tau filaments—2 key 
features of [Alzheimer’s Dementia]. 
Perhaps more important, the 
glymphatic system flushes out the small, 
soluble forms of A  and tau that may 
be neurotoxic.17

Getting rid of debris is not the sole function/
benefit of sleep. There is a plethora of functions/
benefits, too many and too complex to be 
simply listed here. Walker’s book Why We Sleep
or one the podcasts he features on is a place to 
start having a glimpse into the complexity of 
sleep and its significance. 
Sleep and memories

Memories and memory processes are complex. 
There is no single memory system. Sleep is 
critical for how our memory systems function. 

Walker speaks of reception, 
reflection and integration:

When it comes to information processing, 
think of the wake state principally as 
reception (experiencing and constantly 
learning the world around you), non-
REM sleep as reflection (storing and 
strengthening those raw ingredients of 
new facts and skills), and REM sleep as 
integration (interconnecting these raw 
ingredients with each other, with all past 
experiences, and, in doing so, building 
an ever more accurate model of how 
the world works, including innovative 
insights and problem solving abilities). 18

Walker writes of ‘our memory storage crisis’:

… sleep may elegantly manage and 
solve our memory storage crisis, with 
the general excavatory force of non-
REM sleep dominating early, after 
which the etching hand of REM 
sleep blends, interconnects, and adds 
details. Since life’s experience is ever 
changing, demanding that our memory 

Matthew Walker
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catalog be updated ad infinitum, our 
autobiographical sculpture of stored 
experience is never complete. As a 
result, the brain always requires a new 
bout of sleep and its varied stages each 
night so as to auto-update our memory 
networks based on the events of the 
prior day. This account is one reason (of 
many, I suspect) explaining the cycling 
nature of non-REM and REM sleep, 
and the imbalance of their distribution 
across the night. 19

The notion of ‘sleeping on it’ may well 
reflect something profound. We have all 
perhaps had the experience of new and better 
ideas emerging (from our subconscious) and 
appearing in our cognitive consciousness 
the next morning. We all have a ‘smear’ 
of cognitive consciousness overlying 
our subconscious. 

Freud was not wrong when he said: 

The conscious mind may be compared to 
a fountain playing in the sun and falling 
back into the great subterranean pool of 
the subconscious from which it rises. 20

Sleep, your immune system 
and risks of cancer

The World Health Organisation has 
declared shift work to be a carcinogen. 
Walker claims ‘routinely sleeping less than 
six or seven hours demolishes your immune 
system, more than doubling your risk 
of cancer.’21

Sleep and gene expression 

Epigenetics may well be one of the most 
significant new things to emerge in recent 
decades.22 We are not simply a genetic 
rollout. The way we live influences our 
genetic expression. Our sleep, what and 
when we eat, how we move and how we 
connect with others matter to our genetic 
expression—this and more is epigenetics. 
Overnight therapy!

Walker says: ‘REM-sleep dreaming offers 
a form of overnight therapy. That is, 
REM-sleep dreaming takes the painful sting 
out of difficult, even traumatic, emotional 
episodes you have experienced during the 
day, offering emotional resolution when you 
awake the next morning.’23

What is lost is lost!

There is no credit-debit system for sleep. 
We cannot catch up on lost sleep. What is 
lost is lost. 

We might not be able to get Matthew 
Walker to speak to us. However, there are 
some wonderful sleep scientists in Australia 
and we very much hope to bring you a 
presentation on the significance of sleep this 
year, as part of the Wellbeing Committee’s 
Eat Sleep Move initiative. BN
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WALKER'S 
TWELVE TIPS FOR
HEALTHY SLEEP

Stick to a sleep schedule

Exercise is great, but not too late in the day

Avoid caffeine24 and nicotine

Avoid alcoholic drinks before bed

Avoid large meals and beverages late at night

If possible, avoid medicines that 
delay or disrupt your sleep

Don’t take naps after 3pm

Relax before bed

Take a hot bath before bed

Have a dark, cool and gadget-free bedroom

Have the right sunlight exposure (try and get 
natural sunlight for 30 minutes each day)

Don’t lie in bed awake, get up and do some 

relaxing activity until you feel sleepy.25
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