
From the flashing lights of the DJ booth to the cramped backstage corridors and those bleary-eyed 6 AM airport
sprints, touring artists face a unique set of challenges when it comes to sleep. The relentless shuffle across time
zones, erratic set times, weekend-heavy schedules, and constant exposure to artificial light wreak havoc on
circadian rhythms. Over nearly a decade of experience managing club nights, touring crews, and assisting artists
on stuffed with meticulously prepared DJ sets, I’ve developed a keen appreciation not just for the gear in a flight
case but also for the holy grail of every artist’s survival kit: quality sleep.

In this post, we’ll unpack three common sleep aids you’ll find floating in the backstage green rooms or mixed into
artist rider lists—valerian, magnesium supplements, and herbal teas. What do touring artists actually rely on?
More importantly, how do these choices align with what shift work research tells us about managing circadian
disruption and the brutal realities of touring schedules?

The Touring Artist’s Sleep Puzzle: Circadian Rhythm and Light Cues
Understanding sleep for touring artists means appreciating how circadian rhythms work—and how they don’t play
nice when your clock keeps flipping.

Circadian rhythm basics: This 24-hour internal clock is tightly regulated by the brain’s suprachiasmatic
nucleus (SCN) and synchronized largely by natural light cues.

Light cues are king: Bright light suppresses melatonin, the sleep hormone. But for artists exposed to intense
stage lights, light pollution in hotels with faulty blackout curtains (I keep a running list, by the way), and
overnight travel, natural circadian cues are scrambled.

Shift work parallels: DJs and artists are effectively shift workers managing irregular schedules, with weekend
gigs often flipping their sleep-wake cycle entirely. Research on shift work shows that consistent, well-timed
light exposure is crucial to minimizing disruption.

Evidence consistently shows that sleep aids alone—whether valerian, magnesium, or teas—are band-aids on a
fundamentally scrambled system. Yet, these aids often provide the subjective relief needed to slip into rest in
otherwise hostile conditions.



Valerian: The Herbal Sedative
Valerian root, extracted from Valeriana officinalis, is perhaps the most traditional herbal sleep aid around. It’s
known for its mild sedative and anxiolytic properties, often taken to ease insomnia and restlessness.

What Research Says

Valerian is believed to increase GABA levels, a neurotransmitter that induces relaxation, though its effects are less
potent than pharmaceutical sleep aids. Scientific consensus is mixed—some users report it helps reduce sleep
latency (the time it takes to fall asleep), others find its benefits minimal.

Touring Artist Use Case

Valerian shows up in the flight case as dried capsules or tinctures—compact, no-mess solutions that don’t
raise drink suspicion in bars or backstage.

DJs with late-night sets or downtime before delayed flights report it helps “quiet the mind,” especially when
anxiety spikes.

Less effective for combating circadian misalignment; more of a sedative for situational insomnia.

Key takeaway: Valerian is favored for its calming effect but does not correct or reset the internal clock. Its utility is
therapeutic rather than corrective.

Magnesium: Supporting a Magnesium Sleep Routine
Magnesium is a mineral cofactor involved in hundreds of enzymatic reactions including nerve function and muscle
relaxation. https://www.side-line.com/what-nocturnal-work-does-to-producers-and-djs/ Its rising popularity as a
sleep aid is tied to its role in regulating GABA receptors and hence, facilitating relaxation.

Research & Practical Considerations

https://www.side-line.com/what-nocturnal-work-does-to-producers-and-djs/


Studies suggest magnesium supplementation can improve sleep quality, especially in populations with deficiency
or elevated cortisol (stress hormone) levels. The impact tends to accumulate over days or weeks, making it more of
a routine supplement than a “quick fix.”

Magnesium types: Magnesium glycinate and citrate are preferred for sleep; others like oxide have less
bioavailability.

Routine over remedy: Artists who maintain a consistent magnesium intake report feeling less restless and
often combine it with other aids like sleep tea or valerian.

Portable logistics: Tablets fit easily into the flight case alongside essential chargers and spare cables, ensuring
magnesium remains part of a travel-friendly wellness kit.

Key takeaway: Magnesium supports the sleep routine and helps smooth environmental or schedule-driven
disruptions but does not directly counteract circadian misalignment.

Sleep Tea: The Soothing Ritual
Sleep teas usually blend herbs like chamomile, passionflower, and lemon balm, designed to promote relaxation and
natural drowsiness.

The Ritual Effect & Research Backdrop

The placebo effect and the ritual of tea-drinking can be powerful. The warmth, flavor, and undivided focus for a few
minutes create a small-but-meaningful wind-down routine before sleep.

Most herbal teas contain mild sedatives and antioxidants that reduce anxiety and promote parasympathetic
(“rest and digest”) activity.

While scientific evidence for direct sedative effects is inconclusive, sleep teas help reinforce consistent bedtime
cues—valuable for artists trying to anchor unpredictable nights.

Transport-wise, pre-packed tea bags or loose-leaf in small tins get tossed into the flight case’s personal care
pouch with ease.

Key takeaway: Sleep tea supports the behavioral side of sleep hygiene and helps simulate natural nighttime cues
that can be lost on the road.

Schedule Flipping, Time Zones & Routing Tradeoffs
The single biggest sleep disruptor for touring artists is the schedule—not just the hour you sleep but when you
sleep relative to local time cues.

Weekend Tours & Schedule Flips

Many weekend gigs flip sleep times entirely—artists may stay up until dawn Saturday-Sunday and sleep
during the day Monday. This resembles night-shift work, proven to increase circadian strain.

Sleep aids like valerian and magnesium help induce rest, but without strategic light exposure and consistent
schedules, sleep quality remains poor.

Time Zone Management & Routing

Travel routing options frequently involve tradeoffs: more stops but easier layovers, or longer direct flights with less
recovery time. Artists often juggle set times, airline schedules, and hotel availability (shoutout to those with



blackout curtain fails!) to optimize sleep windows.

Routing Option Sleep Impact Typical Aid Use Comments Direct overnight flight High circadian disruption,
challenging to sleep Magnesium + valerian capsules, sleep tea before bed Maximizes venue time but often leads to
daytime exhaustion Multi-stop with daytime layovers Disrupted but with naps possible Light exposure strategies
+ sleep tea More flexible, allows partial acclimation to time zones Red-eye but early arrival Sleep pressure high but
limited realignment Valerian for early sleep onset, magnesium for next-day recovery Risk of “second wind” and
poor next-day focus

USB Sticks and the Flight Case: Beyond the Sleep Aids
While sleep aid choices are critical, the contextual environment often overshadows them. For example:

Flight case essentials: Aside from backup hard drives, the flight case often holds travel-sized sleep aids,
blackout eye masks, earplugs, and even portable light therapy devices.

USB sticks with DJ sets: Artists meticulously prepare for flawless sets—no chance to "wing it." A disrupted
sleep cycle threatens set execution, underscoring sleep’s importance.

Hotel blackouts: Time and again, I've seen blackout curtains fail (note to hotel chains: please invest), forcing
artists to rely on sleep masks and aids for uninterrupted rest.

Final Thoughts: What Touring Artists Actually Use
Across the spectrum of touring—whether you’re a DJ setting up multiple booths in a weekend, or a band road-
tripping across time zones—the sleep aid toolbox often looks like this:

1. Magnesium as a nightly routine staple. This mineral supports overall sleep quality but requires consistency
and isn’t an on-demand sedative.

2. Valerian for acute stress or situational insomnia. Popular for its calming effect on show nights or pre-flight
anxiety.

3. Sleep tea for ritual and relaxation. Often a gentle aid to signal the body toward downtime in hostile
environments.

But make no mistake: the best supplement in the world cannot replace proper sleep hygiene strategies, strategic
light management, and thoughtful routing/travel planning. This means:

Prioritize stabilizing circadian rhythms by maximizing daytime light exposure and minimizing light pollution
evening-side.

Integrate sleep aids intelligently, understanding they assist but don’t fix fundamental timing issues.

Aim for routine even when touring demands swing wildly—a challenge that only experience and discipline can
navigate.

Next time you peek into an artist’s flight case, see more than just cables and USB sticks—notice the little
containers of magnesium, the herbal vial of valerian, and the tea bags nestled between setlists. These humble
items are as vital as the mix in their sticks, keeping them sharp, rested, and ready to step back into the booth
under those bright, unforgiving lights.


