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Summary of Topic
This dissertation will attempt to examine whether there is a causal link between creativity and mental health. Referencing artists such as Vincent Van Gogh, Edvard Munch and Yayoi Kusama. All of whom have suffered with mental health issues in different ways, but all have used art as an outlet. This dissertation will explore studies that have attempted to prove either way whether there is a link or not as well as looking into art therapy as a tool for dealing with mental illness. Furthermore, the trope of the ‘tortured artist’ will be explained and dissected before exploring whether or not the trope itself is self-perpetuating and creating a contagion of mental illness.
















Introduction
This dissertation will attempt to examine whether or not there is a causal link between creativity and mental health by discussing artists such as Vincent Van Gogh, Edvard Munch and Yayoi Kusama. All of whom have suffered with mental health issues in different ways, but all have used art as an outlet.
 The first objective of this dissertation is to identify and explore notable figures within the creative industry who have struggled with mental health issues such as Vincent Van Gogh, before going on to review studies that have been carried out with the intention of looking into the link between mental health and creativity. With a particular look into a large scale study carried out in Sweden which supports the link between the two traits, as well as exploring theories which provide alternative explanations for the apparent abundance of mentally ill artists throughout history. These theories will provide a counter argument to the idea of there being an innate link between mental health and creativity. They will provide alternative explanations such as environmental causes, the idea that mental illness is a product of working in a creative environment as opposed to the two traits being innately connected. 
  One theory suggested for the link between mental health and creativity is that mentally ill patients receive art therapy as a treatment, gain an interest and then go on to seek roles within the creative industry. The value of art therapy as a tool for dealing with and exploring mental illness will be addressed. This idea of art therapy leading people to explore artistic pursuits will be explored with particular reference to Yayoi Kusama, an artist who voluntarily admitted herself to a mental institution in the 70s and has resided there since. As well as exploring Kusama, the psychological theory of the nature vs nurture debate will be addressed and explained within context of the connection between mental health and creativity. Edvard Munch’s tumultuous life and reluctance to get mental health treatment in fear that it would hinder his artwork will also be examined. This will lead on to the idea of the ‘tortured artist’.
  When it comes to artists or creative individuals suffering with mental illness there tends to be the idea of the ‘mad genius’ or the ‘tortured artist’. These long-serving tropes will be dissected and explained. Society has romanticised and glorified mentally ill creative individuals, particularly those who have succumbed to their illness and committed suicide. From Vincent Van Gogh to Kurt Cobain, people have discussed these ‘tortured artists’ and how they ‘suffer for their art’, often placing the art created above the creator and their wellbeing. The idea of the romanticisation and glorification of mental illness and mentally ill artists leading to an almost contagion of damaging thoughts will also be discussed. Particularly the idea of this trope of the ‘tortured artist’ leading artists to believe that they cannot seek help for their illness in fear of it affecting their artistic performance or career. Writers, Hannah Gadsby and Matt Haig have both written about and discussed this topic of the ‘tortured artist’ and its significance in contributing to the taboo of mental illness, this will also be discussed. The suggestion that if it was not for society romanticising this idea of artists being mentally ill that some of these artists who have succumbed to their illness and committed suicide could have been prevented will be explored.






Chapter One- Are people creative because of mental illness or are people mentally ill because they’re creative?

Throughout history there has been an inordinate number of notable people in creative professions who have suffered with mental illness. From Vincent Van Gogh to Kurt Cobain there seems to have always been a presence of talented and creative individuals in the public eye, who have suffered with their mental health; some who have eventually succumbed to it and committed suicide. 
Vincent Van Gogh is perhaps one of the most high profile painters in history, he is a household name thanks to works such as “The Starry Night” (Moma, 2018) and “Sunflowers” (Van Gogh Museum, 2018). However, he is also well known for having suffered with his mental health, leading to his eventual suicide in 1890 (Victoria Charles (2012:193). It is difficult to separate Van Gogh or his paintings from his mental illness as they seem one and the same. For example, Figure 1 depicts Van Gogh’s painting, “Self-Portrait with Bandaged Ear” It is a prime example of his mental illness being shown in his work. The painting shows Van Gogh after cutting off part of his ear during a mental blackout (Bernadette Murphy (2016:6). This illustrates how Vincent Van Gogh did not shy away from showing his illness in his paintings, even going as far as to depict his own self-mutilation. Although the idea and the subject matter is not exactly pleasant, it gives a deeper insight into Vincent Van Gogh and the extent of trauma he experienced.
 Van Gogh himself said in one of his letters to his brother, Theo, that when he was low he concentrated his attention “On the things that never change — that is to say, the eternal beauty of nature.” (Vincent van Gogh (2014:402). Given that nature is a prominent focus in many of Van Gogh’s paintings it is fair to assume that Van Gogh used art as an outlet for any pain he was experiencing. He went on to say in another letter to his brother, Theo, that he was aware that people saw him as “The lowest of the low.” but he would like to one day show using his work what “Such an eccentric, such a nobody, has in his heart.” (Vincent van Gogh (2014:416). This illustrates how Van Gogh himself believed that his paintings were a true representation of who he was as a person, mental health and all. It also implies that he was either self-aware and acknowledged how many people around him viewed him or his mental illness had convinced him that he was relatively alone in the world and that nobody cared for him, that is except for his brother.
There has been a number of studies into the link between mental health and creativity, perhaps the most notable being that of the Karolinska Institutet in Sweden, entitled “Mental illness, suicide and creativity: 40-year prospective total population study”. The study is quoted as being “The most comprehensive in its field.” down to its large scale, boasting almost 1.2 million patients as well as their relatives (Karolinska Institutet (2012). Researchers delved into medical records of 1.2 million patients as well as their immediate relatives, looking at diagnosed mental health issues as well as the occupation the patients held. They concluded that mental illnesses, specifically bipolar disorder, were more prominent in members of the artistic or scientific; creative, communities. During the same study it was observed that some of the patients suffering with bipolar disorder, schizophrenia or anorexia nervosa had relatives within the creative profession (Karolinska Institutet, (2012).
 Although the study did seem to find an apparent correlation between creativity and mental health, it did not attempt to look into a causal link between the two. All the study seemed to acknowledge was that there seemed to be a higher prevalence of mental illness among creative individuals. 
Doctor James MacCabe, lead researcher of King’s College London, suggested that the link between mental health and creativity could be either a genetic one or one connected to a “Person’s thinking style”. He stated that “With creativity you often make creative or intuitive leaps between ideas. And this often happens in mental disorders as well – when you are forming a delusion, for example by adding 2 and 2 and making 5 and coming up with some creative theory.” 
Unlike the study carried out by the Karolinska Institutet, this theory approaches the subject by trying to identify a causal link between the two traits; a “thinking style” being an underlying cause or identifier for both creativity and mental health (Tom Bawden, 2018).
However, the conclusions reached by the study carried out by the Karolinska Institutet were founded by facts and figures, empirical data, making the results quantifiable, whereas Dr. MacCabe’s theory is simply that, a theory, which would be difficult to substantiate but also unfalsifiable.
 Doctor Albert Rothenberg, American psychiatrist and psychology professor at Harvard University, with a keen interest in art and mental illness, agreed somewhat with the theory of Dr. MacCabe. He believed that “Both creativity and mental illness involved deviations, sometimes fairly extreme ones, from normative modes of thought.” (Albert Rothenberg, 2015) and that people assume these deviations mean there is a link. Unlike Dr. MacCabe, Dr. Rothenberg sees that there are commonalities between ‘thinking styles’ or ‘deviations’ but he did not believe mental health and creativity are inherently linked (Albert Rothenberg, 2015). Some researchers believe there is a definitive link between mental health and creativity, others think that there is not, others fall somewhere in between. Professor Victoria Tischler is an expert in art and health at the University of West London. She does not believe that there is an innate connection between mental health and creativity, instead she proposes that it is the creative environment itself that people are working in that affects people’s mental health. She goes on to say that “the creative sectors are rife with poor conditions” “Low wages, long hours and unstable employment.” (Yashi Banymadhub, 2018). This idea suggests that it is not in fact that mentally ill individuals have an innate talent for art or vice versa, instead it proposes that the art community and the jobs within it are not healthy environments or circumstances to live or work in; in turn causing mental illness. In terms of psychology, with a majority of human behaviours there is the debate of nature vs nurture; the idea of people being a product of their genetics or a product of their environment (Joel Levy (2017:161). Tischler suggests that any link is due to nurture and the environments people are living and working in whereas Dr. MacCabe is very much under the impression that the link is a natural one and a result of genetics or the way individual minds function. 










Chapter Two - Is art just a tool for coping with mental health and does it prompt people to follow artistic pursuits?

Where some researchers believe that there is an intrinsic link between mental health and creativity, others believe that the correlation between the two is due to people using art as a therapy. Meaning that people who are already mentally ill have started creating art as an emotional outlet, as opposed to someone who is ‘innately creative’ having mental health issues. It is suggested that some of these people who experience art therapy then move on to artistic careers (Albert Rothenberg, 2015). Rothenberg is one of these researchers. He admits there is a correlation between mental illness and creativity and how both traits involve deviations in terms of thinking but he theorised that a number of people who have been in mental institutions “Use art therapy, and so when patients come out, many are attracted to artistic positions and artistic pursuits.” (Philip Perry,2017). This theory suggests that when people have experienced art therapy and found it to be successful they go on to explore more of the art world. This again goes back to the nature vs nurture debate.  Nativists would believe that artistic talent and interest is genetic so unless a patient was already artistically inclined, art therapy wouldn’t pique an interest (the nature approach) whereas empiricists would believe that it is entirely feasible to experience art therapy and from there develop an interest and go down a creative path (the nurture approach) (Joel Levy (2017:161).
In David Edward’s book, Art Therapy, he states that throughout history there has been a “Growing realisation that art was valuable in rehabilitating a patient’s mental health, not as ‘a mere distraction, but rather as a tool in the acquisition of self-control, and as a means to the elevation of the spirit’.” (David Edwards (2004:24).
There is no denying that art therapy is a proven successful therapy for those with mental health issues or those who have experienced trauma, not just as a distraction from their issues but as a way of expressing and moving past them. Yayoi Kusama is potentially one of the most prominent artists at the moment who is very open about their mental health. She has been a resident in a mental institution since the 1970’s, after she voluntarily admitted herself. 
According to exhibit curator, Mike Yoshitake, “She’s suffered a lot, and the artwork is really a kind of therapy. A healing process for her.” (Sadie Dingfelder, 2017). This does support the idea of art being a helpful form of therapy and it working as an outlet for negative emotions however Kusama has practiced art since long before she entered the institution. Since she was young, Kusama has experienced vivid hallucinations and she wrote in her biography that “Whenever things like this happened, I would hurry back home and draw what I had just seen in my sketchbook.” (Yayoi Kusama (2013:105). Figure 2 depicts one of the earliest drawings produced by Kusama, created when she was only 10 years old; the drawing shows a portrait of Kusama’s mother with an overlay of polka dots which typifies Kusama’s style and potentially exemplifies one of her hallucinations. This shows that although art may be a therapy for her, it was not a therapy she was taught or encouraged to use, it was just her way of processing what was going on in her mind that others could not see or potentially understand without her illustrating it.
 Edvard Munch, much like Yayoi Kusama and Vincent Van Gogh, is also known to have suffered with mental health issues. 
Munch wrote in his journals that “Without anxiety and illness, I am a ship without a rudder.” he believed that his suffering was an intrinsic part of him and went on to say that “Their destruction would destroy my art. I want to keep those sufferings.”. He saw the line between his mental illness and himself as being indistinguishable and that they were one and the same (Sue Prideaux (2007:251). Figure 3 depicts Munch’s painting “The Scream”, the painting itself has a melancholic atmosphere and depicts a gaunt figure screaming. It is said that the painting is based on a true moment experienced by Munch, he heard a scream “When his mind was in an abnormal state.”. (Edvard Munch: 2017)
This suggests that Edvard Munch’s work was largely inspired and motivated by his mental health issues and that Munch believed that by treating his anxieties or illnesses his work would suffer. Which to an extent, he was correct. 
In 1908, during an auditory hallucinatory episode, Munch collapsed and was later persuaded by a friend to check into a private mental institution. Whilst there his mental health stabilised and he reduced his alcohol consumption. Even though he was only half way through his life it is widely agreed by art historians that a majority of Munch’s best work was created before 1909 (Arthur Lubow, 2006).
Lubow further stated that Edvard Munch painted for the rest of his life before passing away at the age of 80 in 1944. Although his later work did not receive as much notoriety as his earlier pieces, a lot can be said about the fact that he led a long life doing what he loved most, which was painting. His later years were spent mostly in solitude but they were not nearly as tumultuous as his earlier life (Arthur Lubow, 2006). This could show that the turbulent parts of Munch’s life could possibly have been caused by the environment he was working in as well as being caused by his alcohol consumption and previously untreated mental illness.
Much like Yayoi Kusama, Edvard Munch saw art as a way to express what was going on in his mind. Both were institutionalised but whether or not they took part in art therapy is unknown. Yayoi Kusama stated in an interview with Grady Turner “I have been grappling with art as a therapy for my disease.” (Liss Catillo, 2017) which implies that she does use art as a form of therapy, but it is unknown whether she receives any prescribed art therapy. Both artists have a history of creativity and artistic expression and both have a history of deep-seated mental health issues. Whether the traits are connected or not is debatable, but it is fair to say that both use art as a tool to deal with mental health. Overall it is undeniable that art therapy is a valuable resource in terms of helping somebody suffering with mental illness. Whether or not art therapy being prescribed to patients as mental health treatment causes an influx in individuals who decide to follow artistic pursuits as stated by Rothenberg is debatable. It very much depends on what side of the nature vs nurture debate people fall on. Whether people believe that creativity is an innate talent one is born with or whether people believe that it is a human behaviour that can be learned by anybody regardless of genetics. Munch’s success and then apparent decline in terms of producing notable works of art begs the question of whether the idea of the ‘tortured artist’ is an accurate one, does it prove that artists must suffer in order to create meaningful or ‘good’ pieces of art?








Chapter Three- Exploring the trope of the tortured artist, is it a self-perpetuating ideology?
        
The idea of the ‘tortured artist’ has been long-serving, according to Christopher Zara (2012:14) “The tortured artist phenomenon is probably as old as art itself.” This is the romanticised idea that in order to be an artist one must suffer or have experienced some form of trauma; some pushing it as far as to say that only art that is fuelled by trauma or suffering is ‘good’ art (Christopher Zara (2012:83).  Many people have speculated whether or not Vincent Van Gogh would have been as successful as he was if not for his mental health struggles (Christopher Zara, 2012). Much like Edvard Munch, Van Gogh channelled his struggles into creating beautiful artwork. Both Munch and Van Gogh received treatment for their mental health problems, Van Gogh is known to have medicated and to have seen psychiatrists; even painting some of them. However unlike Munch, Van Gogh was not helped back to mental stability and unfortunately committed suicide (Victoria Charles (2012:125).
Some people discuss Van Gogh and his suicide as if he was simply collateral damage for a much larger cause, his art. When in reality, Van Gogh could have potentially gone on to live a full life if he hadn’t been plagued by mental illness.
 Australian writer and art history graduate, Hannah Gadsby, suffers with her mental health and was advised not to take medication for it because she is an artist and “Artists need to feel.”. An example given to her was Vincent Van Gogh and how if he was medicated the world would not have had his sunflowers. Gadsby went on to say, “As an empathetic person, I feel quite sad that a man should shoot himself in the chest so someone 100 years later can enjoy some sunflowers.” (Hannah Gadsby, 2015). This idea suggests that some people within society, outside of the art community, trivialise and can often be unsympathetic toward the struggles some artists go through; using the art created in times of struggle as an excuse or justification. The notion that artists must suffer to produce ‘good’ art is not only unfounded, given the long list of successful artists who do not suffer from mental health problems, but damaging and poisonous to those within the art world; some who may feel like Edvard Munch, in that they can not seek treatment because their art would suffer. 
Bestselling British author known for his work on mental health, Matt Haig, wrote in his book The Humans that “Humans, as a rule, don't like mad people unless they are good at painting, and only then once they are dead.” (Matt Haig, (2013:42). This suggests that as a society, people generally find it difficult to support or deal with those who are mentally ill unless of course they provide a service or a talent; but even then Haig suggests that people only value that talent after the ‘mad person’ has died and they do not personally have to deal with them. This further supports the notion that mental illness is still very taboo and how society is still not entirely equipped or perhaps willing to support or help somebody cope with their illness. The idea of the ‘tortured artist’ has been romanticised and has been used time and time again when a famous person dies after suffering with their mental health; Vincent Van Gogh, Kurt Cobain and Amy Winehouse have all fallen into this category of ‘tortured artists’ often being referred to as ‘gone before their time’. Vincent Van Gogh particularly has been adopted as an almost ‘poster boy’ for mental health struggles within the creative profession and the ‘tortured artist’ trope. Yet within his lifetime he only “officially” sold one painting (Lisa Marder, 2018). This reinforces Matt Haig’s proposition of people not liking or supporting a “mad person” until they have died. According to an excerpt on the official Van Gogh museum website, “Vincent was not an easy person to know.”, his friendships were a constant up and down and “His self-centred behaviour sometimes led to massive rows.” (Van Gogh Museum, 2018). These facts could also support Matt Haig’s theory that humans in general dislike “mad people” considering that the traits that made Vincent Van Gogh “not an easy person to know” could have been related to his mental illness (Van Gogh Museum, 2018).
It has been suggested that some of these ‘tortured artists’ who have suffered from untimely deaths; whether they have been musicians, writers or artists, could have been helped and had their deaths prevented if mental illness and suffering “Wasn’t so romanticised by society.” (Yashi Banymadhub, 2018). This implies that the romanticisation of the ‘tortured artist’ trope might not only be discouraging those suffering with mental illness from seeking help, but it could be actively contributing to the elevated suicide rate within the creative industry (Olivia Rudgard, 2017).
 Overall it seems as though the ‘tortured artist’ trope, although long serving is entirely irresponsible. It is not only potentially skewing societies ideology of how an artist must be in order to create, but it seems to also be initiating a self-perpetuating contagion of negative mindsets toward the idea of seeking help for mental illness within the art community. When writers such as Christopher Zara fully believe and support the trope of the ‘tortured artist’, going as far to say that “Tortured people produce better art.” (Christopher Zara (2012:18). Artists may see this and similarly to Munch, believe that without their sufferings then their art will not be successful. Thus, creating a cycle in which artists suffer, create art, the art is acknowledged as being created by a ‘tortured artist’, people write about how the art is ‘great’ because of the trauma that powered it, the artist sees this and decides not to seek help as not to hinder their work and the cycle begins again. 
 Within society there seems to not only be a romanticisation of the ‘tortured artist’ but an almost need for the idea of the ‘mad genius’ to legitimise and normalise those not pursuing creative pursuits. The idea that everybody seeks to be ‘normal’, and creative and artistic careers do not fall under that category, so some consider artists ‘mad’ simply for being artists.




















Conclusion
Overall there is not enough quantifiable evidence to give a definitive answer either way to the question of whether mental health and creativity are inherently linked. There is no denying that mental illness has been prevalent in the art world and within creative professions generally, from writers to musicians. The elevated position these creative people hold in society means that there is of course a higher social awareness of the problems they experience. This itself could be partly responsible for the idea that mental illness is more prevalent within the creative industry. Vincent Van Gogh is well known to have suffered with his mental health and is also known to have used painting and creating artwork as an outlet for his emotions and anxieties. This supports the idea that although mental health and creativity may not have an innate link, art is a valuable therapy for those suffering. 
The Karolinska Institutet’s sizable study carried out in Sweden concluded that there seemingly was in fact a link. They found an increased presence of bipolar disorder within members of the art community. Although they did find a correlation between mental illness and creativity, they did not investigate a causal link; they just surmised that there is in fact a higher rate of some mental illnesses within creative professions such as artists and scientists.
Doctor James MacCabe, lead researcher at King’s College suggested that the link between the two traits could be a genetic link or one connected to a person’s “thinking style”. Unlike the large-scale study carried out by the Karolinska Institutet, this theory addresses the idea of a causal link between mental health and creativity. However, since this is just a theory it does not provide any quantifiable or empirical data that can be examined or proven. Professor Albert Rothenberg, psychiatrist and psychology professor at Harvard university agreed somewhat with Doctor MacCabe. He agreed that mental illness and creativity are similar in terms of thought processes. Where MacCabe called them “thinking styles”, Rothenberg referred to them as deviations in thought. However, Rothenberg concluded that that was as far as the link went and that just because they are similar in terms of being deviations in thought, that does not mean they are innately linked.
Professor Victoria Tischler, expert in health and art at the University of West London, does not believe that there is an innate link between mental health and creativity either. She instead suggested that the correlation between the two traits could instead be due to the creative environment that individuals work in. She suggested that it could be due to the low wages and generally unstable environment that often comes with some artistic careers. Overall the studies and theories examined in this dissertation for the most part supported the idea of a correlation between mental health and creativity but none of them provided any empirical data to support the idea of a causal link between the two traits.
  Another theory examined in this dissertation is the idea that the link between mental health and creativity could be due to art therapy being prescribed to those who are mentally ill, this then could have caused individuals to develop an interest in creative pursuits. This theory was supported by Albert Rothenberg. This theory is again dependent on the nature vs nurture debate. If human behaviour is genetic, which nativists believe it is, then a person would have to be already artistically inclined for art therapy to spur any kind of further interest. Whereas if human behaviour is dictated by the environments people live in, which empiricists believe to be true, then it is perfectly feasible for art therapy to lead to an interest in artistic pursuits. Writer, David Edwards, supported the idea that art therapy is a valuable tool for those with mental illness. 
Artist, Yayoi Kusama, has very open about art being a form of therapy for her. This supports the idea of art therapy being a valuable tool for those with mental illness however, Kusama has been artistic and has used art as an outlet since long before admitting herself to the institution. This is supportive of the nativist belief that a person would have to be artistically inclined for art therapy to lead to a heightened interest in art and any sort of career within the creative industry.
Similarly to Kusama, Edvard Munch also used art as a means of therapy. Munch believed that without his anxieties and mental illness his art would suffer, implying that his work was largely fuelled and motivated by his issues which reinforces the usefulness of art as an outlet for emotions. Munch’s worries of his art suffering if his mental illness was treated did not appear to be completely unfounded. After admitting himself into a mental institution, becoming more mentally stable and reducing his alcohol consumption, although Munch continued to paint; his later paintings did not receive as much notoriety. This apparent decline in notoriety could provide support for the ‘tortured artist’ trope.
The ‘tortured artist’ trope has been a long-serving idea surrounding the creative industry. It has been suggested that this idea could in turn be contributing to the link between creativity and mental health. Writer and art history graduate, Hannah Gadsby, was told not to medicate because ‘artists need to feel’ as well as this she discussed the idea of Vincent Van Gogh and how people have suggested that if he had not suffered then perhaps we would not have some of his paintings. She disputes this idea as she believes inhumane to justify somebody’s suffering and suicide because without it we may not have paintings to look at. This provides support for the idea that the ‘tortured artist’ trope that society has adopted is causing people to be less empathetic to those who are suffering which in turn could be causing less people to seek help for their problems. Bestselling writer, Matt Haig, suggested that society in general does not like people who are mentally ill, unless they are an artist and even then, people only like them after they have died. This suggests that society contributes to the taboo that is mental health, making people, specifically creative people, who do suffer less likely to seek treatment as to not become a part of this ‘tortured artist’ trope. It has been suggested that many untimely deaths caused by suicide could have been prevented if it was not for suicide being so romanticised by society. This suggests that the ‘tortured artist’ trope could not only be deterring people from seeking help but it could be actively contributing toward the apparent elevated suicide rate within the creative industry.
In summary, there are many varied views and suggestions about the link between creativity and mental health. At this present moment it would be impossible to definitively state a causal link between the two traits as there is not enough empirical data to support that. However, there are a number of theories based on the way human minds work and environmental attributes that could explain the apparent link. Although these links could be considered theoretical, this makes them unfalsifiable and therefore significant to acknowledge when discussing the potential link between mental health and creativity. The presumed link could also be due to the general public’s glorification and desire for the ‘tortured artist’ trope to be a fact. People seek ‘normality’ and artists are deemed as being outside of that spectrum which in turn could be perpetuating the ‘tortured artist’ trope.
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