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How is mental illness reflected through art history and self-portraiture?
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‘The Extraction of the Stone of Madness’, Heironymus Bosch, c.1494
  Throughout history, mental health has been viewed as an abnormality among people, largely frowned upon in greater society. Due to the lack of support networks and proper understanding of how the mind can be affected by mental illness, many have turned to art – specifically self-portraiture - as a form of expression, unsure of how else to outlet what they felt inside. Historically, this served as an easier coping mechanism than trying to diagnose the issue or simply being deemed insane. In this essay I will explore how self-portraiture served as a catalyst for understanding mental illness by making it a tangible issue which was ultimately easier to decode and understand.







  



  During the Renaissance period, religion was what held power over society. The existence of God was not a topic of debate like it is today – it was fact and it was what was lived by. As was the case with many other topics at the time, the mental state of a person was largely at the mercy of demons, with possession being the ultimate ruling for any person who was mentally unwell. An early example of this is ‘The Extraction of the Stone of Madness’, an oil painting by Heironymus Bosch created c.1494. The painting depicts a surgeon cutting a stone or bulb from a man’s head by a process known as trepanation, where a hole is drilled into the human skull. The painting shares other titles, such as ‘The Cure of Folly’ – meaning the cure to foolishness. ‘Madness’ and ‘folly’ being used hand in hand demonstrates how mental unrest was viewed as a form of absurdity and a bad omen that was cured by simply being cut out. The border features Dutch script which translates to ‘Master, cut the stone out, fast. My name is Lubbert Das.’ – Lubbert Das being a comical character from Dutch literature who represented foolishness, which further pushes the narrative that madness was a fool’s errand. This painting, however, has different interpretations. Paul-Michel Foucalt, a French historian and philosopher interprets that “Bosch’s famous doctor is far more insane than the patient he is attempting to cure” (Madness and Civilization, 1961, Librairie Plon). This highlights the mass hysteria surrounding insanity and the desperation of society to wash its hands of anything they deemed unholy. Personally, I view the painting and its philosophy much more at face-value. I believe it shows how people with mental health issues were viewed as fools and that their ‘madness’ was a physical seed planted in their heads which could be removed. This especially shows to us how misunderstood not only the mind but also the body was at the time. As this was the widely believed truth, many who experienced such mental struggles perceived themselves as having that same stone inside their heads which carries on to their own self-expression.
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‘Head of a Man’, L.S Lowry, 1938
  An example of this is shown in Gustave Courbet’s Self-Portrait ‘The Desperate Man’ or “Le Désespéré”. The painting (1843, Conseil Investissement Art BNP Paribas private collection) depicts Courbet staring face-on with wide eyes in a visibly distressed state. He is clutching at this hair with both hands as if to pull it out – further pushing the idea that the source of distress is inside his head, and he wishes to remove it. Portraiture at the time was widely focused on conveying emotion and humanity, and although this portrait does fit that narrative, it breaks away from the linear Romanticism period and translates visible distress and anguish, illustrating what is seen behind closed doors. Corbet wrote in a letter to close friend and patron Alfred Bruyas (The Bruyas Collection from the Musee Fabre Montpellier, May 2004) that although he puts on a joyous mask, it is only to hide how melancholic he truly feels inside, writing:  “Through this laughing mask that you know me with, I hide the sorrow, the bitterness, and the sadness that grips the heart like a vampire from within.” Despite Courbet’s confession, the portrait itself was largely interpreted as theatrical at the time. This view contrasts with Courbet’s inner turmoil, further pushing the ideology that madness-adjacent feelings and emotional displays were seen as a fool’s performance and not to be taken seriously.
‘Le Désespéré’, Gustave Courbet, 1843

After the Great Depression and as the Expressionism movement rolled around, art became a tool of political rebellion and societal uprising. People were now, more than ever, using the medium as a voice which could represent what they struggled with and what they felt was right, expressing in a way that words fell short. Painters such as L.S. Lowry produced works which serve as time capsules now, not only for their surface presentation but also because of the evident display of the everyday struggles of the man behind the canvas. “Through his self-portraits, Lowry negotiated the contradiction between his ambition to paint and the pressure to earn a wage as the household breadwinner” (Ella Nixon, December 2023). Much like Gustave Corbet’s self-portrait, Lowry’s works consist of somewhat disturbing face-on portraits of wide and red-eyed men, one of these being named ‘The Manchester Man’. The name alone is a telling stereotype which refers to unrealistic standards of economic prosperity and masculinity among men in the mid 1900s. The series of portraits demonstrate to us the effect that this societal standard had on these men, not only from the distressed appearance of the subjects but also the nature of the paintings themselves. The faces are abstract and convey unrealistic physical levels of distress that may only be seen as realistic by someone experiencing it, underlining how it can affect mental health and warp our perceptions of reality to unbalanced and exaggerated extremes.
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  Looking back on self-portraits can often be like a form of diary, telling a story of the progression of a person’s mental state by how their visual language changes over time. This can be seen in famous historical artists’ work, such as Vincent Van Gough who painted quite literal demonstrations of melancholy. However, moving away from ideas of depression and stress, artists who suffered from other clinical mental illnesses also used the art of self-portraiture as an outlet. Bryan Charnley was a British artist who suffered from acute schizophrenia. He painted primarily in the 1980s during the height of the Neo-Expressionism movement, and this style is largely reflected in his art. Charnley’s portraits give an abstract sense of peering into the mind, with surreal colors, shapes and concepts chained to self-portraits. Targets, nails, needles and erratically placed facial features are key subjects in his art – these could convey meaning of feeling singled out, tied down and confused. These were all likely results of his schizophrenia and give an interesting visual translation of what it may be like to suffer with such illness.
Series of Self-Portraits, Bryan Charnley, 1991

Charnley was prescribed heavy medication for his condition and mixed with the weight of his day to day struggles only proved to worsen his mental state. His final works were painted during a time when he was experimenting with different doses of his medication with the intention of experiencing the full extent of his schizophrenia (bryancharnley.info, 2025). His final self-portrait does not depict a face, yet a color story which was consistent throughout his portrait series. These colors carry meaning in the works in which they are present, and their overwhelming presence on the canvas could symbolize how Charnley was eventually consumed by these feelings, any essence of human form entirely clouded over. This painting was found still mounted on an easel in Charnley’s studio following his suicide in July of 1991.

  The use of self-portraiture as an outlet and a form of expression throughout history has been observed and studied, and it is commonly used today as a therapy practice for patients of mental illness and distress. During the 1980s, a young woman was sent to the psychiatry department at the Hospital of New Orleans after throwing her suitcase in anger at an airport and refusing to co-operate with security. There, she was instructed to study herself in a mirror for a time before drawing a self-portrait. In the place of her lips, she drew a zipper, which was enough to tell the psychiatrist that the young woman was mute and depressed (Drawn Out, Andrew Waithe, 2015). This was an effective method as it allowed the woman to speak without words, communicating how she felt in a way no other form of communication could replicate. It was an opportunity for her to express her feelings without interrogation and reflect a piece of herself she could not otherwise translate. It demonstrates why self-portraiture is and was such a popular method for expression and speaking without words throughout history, no matter how mental health and illness was perceived at the time.

  In most cases, mental illness and self-portraiture come hand in hand. The foundation of what it means to create a self-portrait is not just to paint your physical self, but to tell your story on a canvas and to translate what lies beneath the skin. Reflecting a person and saying what words cannot are the fundamentals of a self-portrait, and sometimes to understand what goes on inside it takes a brush and canvas to lay it out visually. To outlet your feelings into something tangible can feel like physically getting it out of your head, where sometimes it’s easy for thoughts and emotions to feel trapped. Colors carry emotion, and shapes translate narratives – coming together to create the perfect tool of self-expression.
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