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Introduction
On the 8th of February, 2020, popular Canadian artist Qing Han (known as ‘Qinni’ or ‘Qinniart’ online) passed away from Stage 4 cancer. She was an artist that I’d followed for many years and was an inspiration to me, and in the wake of her sudden death, and the flood of comments and messages that her social media pages has received, I wanted to explore how pain and suffering, especially that of the artist themselves, affects both their art, and how their art is viewed. Since her death, several stationary companies -most notably ‘Melon Notebooks’- have been criticised for attempting to sell stationary featuring Han’s artworks without asking for permission. This situation caused me to also consider how the “tortured artist” image can be taken advantage of, whether to romanticise (and subsequently justify the reselling of a deceased artist’s work only a few days following their death, among other assumptions), or vilify (and push the belief that people with disabilities, physical illnesses or mental illnesses are inferior to able-bodied or atypical individuals). This has been an issue throughout history, of course, and while our developing understanding of disabilities and illnesses may lead some to believe that the idea of the “tortured artist” is an outdated concept, I believe that, while we may have moved away from “vilifying” to “romanticising”, the latter is as harmful an attitude as the former, if not more.













First Keyword – Art Therapy
The first subject that I would like to explore is the concept of an outlet, specifically in relation to expressing oneself through an artistic medium. Art, in any of its many forms, may be used to improve the emotional and mental state of individuals; "Art Therapy: Journal of the American Art Therapy Association" have conducted hundreds of studies proving that art therapy can be utilised to lesson symptoms of depression, anxiety, post-traumatic stress disorder and many other conditions, as well as create an easier form of communication for individuals. Dr Jessika Boles, of ‘Pediatric Nursing’ (2019) states that art therapy “art therapy practiced in the medical setting helps individuals and families communicate and cope with pain, anxiety, complex health-related issues, lifestyle transitions, grief, and loss” – being able to use visuals as a non-direct outlet for expressing emotions has been proven to work for many different groups of people, especially those suffering from mental and physical issues or illnesses. 
However, it could be claimed that the method taken by individuals who either are already part of the art industry, or at least have a degree of familiarity with artistic skill, differs from that of individuals who focus purely on expressing themselves, and not on the quality of the art itself. There is separation between art therapy versus art classes, although to some, they may appear quite similar (Malchiodi, 2018), despite the focus on different outcomes. To further explore the difference, a comparison between a professional artist and a non-artist’s work will be made.
Created during the course of a study into the effects of art therapy on individuals with brain injuries (Guay, 2018), figure 1 displays energy and passion that could be argued to come from a more Expressionist-based approach; the abstract paint splatters combined with the mixed-media additions of photography, beads and feathers imply a sense of joy, due to the colours and looseness of strokes. Guay notes that participation in the group sessions “appeared to have reduced the shame of having problems, rendering them more socially acceptable” (2018), a result that is present in many of the studies conducted by Journal of the American Art Therapy Association.  Similar results were achieved during the association’s study of “Impact of Art-Based Life Review on Depression Symptoms Among Older Adults’. Symptoms of the mood disorder in the participantsFigure 1: “Anger Transformed into Freedom” (approx. 2018)

lessened considerably during the art therapy sessions, and helped them both communicate and understand their feelings (Ilali, 2018).
In comparison, Figure 2, “Without Hope” (1945), was painted by artist Frida Kahlo during a period of illness caused by a failed surgery, which subsequently led to the loss of appetite and her becoming malnourished. Because of this she had to be force-fed a pureed diet of fattening food (Ketterman, 2000). Kahlo’s painting depicts a pile of food and gore, topped with a sugar skull, being funnelled into her own mouth, which in turn belongs to a covered-up yet clearly thin and unhealthy body. The main colour of the piece is a murky red, used to colour both the sun and the collection of food and gore within the funnel, and despite its desaturation, these elements still draw our attention within the rest of the desaturated setting.Figure 2: Frida Kahlo “Without Hope” (1945)

Kahlo’s artistic expression here comes from a more physical than mental sense of pain (although she was also emotionally suffering due to her bedridden state, and the humiliation of being force-fed) than that of the creator of figure 1, however the differences between the two may still be compared, to view the difference between a suffering individual who uses art to express themselves, and a “tortured artist”. When used specifically as a therapeutic tool, art can help “express and regulate emotions; [understand] emotions, thoughts and behaviours; and [use] improved social skills and problem-solving skills” (Haeven, 2018) – there is no implied pressure to produce “good” artwork (however this topic of artistic quality is entirely subjective, so it will not be focused upon). Conversely, when art forms a large part of a person’s livelihood, as it did for Frida Kahlo, one could argue that creating drawings, paintings, sculptures, etc, to express themselves may end up causing even further distress and anxiety, as it subconsciously ties the trauma that is felt to their career and/or hobby, which would have the negative effect of hindering them and their recovery. Of course, this depends entirely on each individual – art therapy can be an effective tool for both artists and non-artists, but some may respond more positively to alternate forms of therapy.



Second Keyword - Myth
The second keyword that I wish to focus on is Myth. 
Benjamin (2017) gives his view of a “successful creative artist”, As someone who “has received the respect and acknowledgement for his or her work by a community of her or his peers or society-at large, and who is also considered both psychologically and ethically to be a “well adjusted” member of his or her society and the greater world.” However, this could be considered a very narrow-minded view of an artist, one that excludes many known, famous artists who suffered from mental health issues and cannot be considered “well-adjusted”, at least not throughout their entire careers. Van Gogh’s artworks, for example, have become posthumously successful following his death, however this contradicts Benjamin’s statements, as Gogh suffered from many psychological issues while he was alive, and is documented to have only ever sold one painting.
Due to the common assumption of depression as almost a necessary aspect of a successful artist, it could be claimed that this has led to a sense of complacency, and the belief that the mental illness shouldn’t need to be treated if “they would lose their "self" or their creativity if their depression were treated” (Szegedy-Maszak, 2005). With the presumed connection between artistic talent and mental or physical ailments, it could be claimed that many would designate the work of an artist more important than their wellbeing, if securing treatment and help of the latter would negatively affect the former. Szegedy-Maszak also states that romanticising depression specifically has led to humanity not treating it “as aggressively as we should”; the stereotype of the “tortured artist” has become to accepted and normalised that many choose to believe that it is the sign of a “true artist”, a conflicting opinion to Benjamin’s.  Neither side of the argument seem to consider outliers to their views, such as Van Gogh or Frida Kahlo versus Benjamin’s views.
When addressing the belief that an artist’s suffering directly correlates to great art, the views of artists themselves can provide an interesting counter-argument. Writer and painter Gregory Scheckler, following CPAP therapy to treat his obstructive sleep apnea stated “As a result of treatment, I had a lot more concentration and energy throughout the day: What a surprise! … I'm no longer a "tortured artist”” (HME News, 2013). As stated during discussion of the first keyword, therapy (including art therapy) and medical assistance are proven to help most individuals suffering both mentally and/or physically, however as Szegedy-Maszak stated, people worry that treatment (at least, treatment of depression) will reduce their creativity. This fear, along with the current trend of ‘anti-recovery’ (in relation to mental health issues) groups, leads to a hypochondriacal belief that mental illnesses define an individual, their opinion, and their content (in this case, their art); “community members are fiercely defending their right to be identified as depressed, schizophrenic, autistic, or bipolar” (Giles, Newbold, 2011).
The media plays a large part in the romanticisation of the “tortured artist” stereotype, the most well-known examples being the reporting of celebrity deaths including Norma Jeane Mortenson (the given name of Marilyn Monroe), Robin Williams, Heath Ledger and, as stated in the introduction, Qing Han (‘QinniArt’). It would be inaccurate to argue that the media as a whole attempted to romanticise any of these deaths, especially intentionally, however, examining how the deaths of these individuals were portrayed following their passing may also shed light on how the issues of celebrities are also considered as a ‘part’ of their art. For example, Marilyn Monroe, following her suicide, is idolised much more now than she was when she was alive. “People are more interested in the idea of Marilyn Monroe than the person she actually was” Ellis, (YouTube, 2016), states, as the tragedy of Monroe is utilised by many, not to raise awareness about her depression (Spoto, 1993) or drug abuse, but as a glamourous tale; she became a symbol following her death - “A symbol of dying young, a symbol of Hollywood glamour, a cautionary tale” (Ellis, YouTube, 2016), a common trend amongst people who fit into the “tortured artist” stereotype. Figure 3 shows Andy Warhol’s depiction of Norma Jeane, on the left her image is saturated and could be considered more glamorised and happy, while on the right the ink smudges and painting “errors” represent the dark side of Hollywood fame and mental health.Figure 3: Andy Warhol, “Marilyn Diptych” (1962)







Third Keyword – Cliché
The Oxford English dictionary defines a Cliché as “a phrase or an idea that has been used so often that it no longer has much meaning and is not interesting” (Bradbury, Deuter, Turnbull, Oxford English Dictionary), and in recent years has most commonly been used to negatively describe predictable writing of television shows and films. The specific cliché of the tortured artist is so popular that it features three sub-categories on the trope collection ‘TV Tropes’, those being: “True Art is Angsty”, “Mad Artist” and “Starving Artist” (among other named tropes that are not exactly related but still share many aspects).
A likely early example of this cliché for many is Erik, the Phantom, from ‘The Phantom of the Opera’ (Leroux, 1909). The main antagonist is a disfigured man who is also a talented singer and must hide away in the cellar of an opera house due to his appearance. Leroux, while writing Erik as the antagonist, still portrays him as sympathetic, as “with an ordinary face, he would have been one of the most distinguished of mankind” (Phantom of the Opera, 1909). The novel argues that it was the fault of society that Erik was ‘tortured’ and cruel, and not directly due to his disfigurements. However, in a more symbolic, non-literal sense, Erik has been argued to symbolise "the marginalized, the deformed, the poor, and the dispossessed by nature” (Hall, 2009) - Erik represents those rejected by society, and Leroux, within his own novel laments how even his musical talents weren’t sufficient enough to change the society’s opinion of the man. In a sense, this supports some of the opinions discussed within the Myth section above. Erik’s character was tragic, and the world’s loss of his musical talent more so, but it could be argued that Leroux only viewed the character’s art as powerful due to his tortured life. 
A more recent depiction of a ‘tortured artist’ character within modern media would be Nina Sayer, from Darren Aronofsky’s 2011 film “Black Swan”. Sayer is a ballerina who develops paranoid schizophrenia in response to a highly stressful competition, strained relationships with her mother and peers, and due to sexual advances by her teacher. Dr. Steve Lamberti, professor of psychiatry at University of Rochester Medical Center states that there factors together could be “emotionally devastating, particularly for a young woman who is somewhat naïve and sheltered” (Lamberti, 2010). However according to him and many others, the portrayal of mental illness within the film is far from accurate and used more as a vehicle for interesting cinematography and award considerations – as Amber Jacobs states, “Nina’s madness can be heard as a howl … unfortunately, there is no shortage of actresses to howl their way to an Oscar” (Film Quarterly, 2011). Jacobs refers specifically to the movement of women fighting for more power within society, including Hollywood, but this sentiment also applies to how mental illness is used as a tool within film, a way for actors to receive praise and awards, rather than attempting to be accurate or sensitive to the real-life issues that they portray. This portrayal is harmful when utilised to make a fictional artist like Sayer more dramatic – within the film, even her death, directly caused by her psychosis, is treated as beautifully tragic, and is extremely romanticised.
Conversely, it would be inaccurate to assume that all uses of the character archetype are utilised insensitively, or with the goal of profit and award-baiting, (although the former is more of a subjective topic that depends on the viewer). As an example, the British television program ‘Doctor Who’ featured an episode named “Vincent and the Doctor” (Campbell, Curtis, 2010), in which a fictionalised version of Vincent Van Gogh meets the main characters, and travels through time to experience the posthumous appreciation he receives in the twenty-first century. In some ways, this can be linked to Ellis’ quote concerning Marilyn Monroe – there’s a “sense of nascent guilt” linked to how we view tortured artists, which is why they are often depicted less as people and more as symbols within biopics and other media. Boszorád (2019) comments that the episode shows Gogh “unsatisfied with his work, feeling fatal solitude and hopelessness, tormented by his melancholy and rapid change of moods and life-attitudes", but to a realistic extent in which the man’s issues are neither trivialised nor overexaggerated. However the effectiveness of Curtis’ writing is still a subjective matter, and ultimately up to the viewer – for example, a review from the Guardian criticised the focus on Gogh’s misfortunes; “we get and know that VvG wasn't appreciated, even by himself, during his life, no need to go on and on about it” (Wollaston, 2010), while others such as McEwan for the Metro state; “[Van Gogh’s] depression forms a significant part of the plot and is directly, though sensitively, addressed” (2015).










Conclusion
When looking at the stereotype of the ‘tortured artist’ within our modern world, and the part it plays when shaping our perception of how to view those struggling mentally and physically while creating art, many alternative and contrasting opinions come to light. It has been asserted by some that suffering is necessary to create great art, which -while there is correlation between the suffering of an artist and the development of their artwork- can also be disproven by the studies into art therapy, and how creating artwork actually can help alleviate mental and physical symptoms. It is undoubtedly a subject that has no one clear answer, due to the variety of situations that artists find themselves in, good or bad. However, the portrayal of the ‘tortured artist’ stereotype within media throughout history has veered on the side of the argument which states that suffering is necessary to create, a harmful claim that encourages the anti-recovery movement, with the promise that will result in the outcome of more ‘meaningful’ art.
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