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Curation, Commentaries and Compositions
How Depression is Represented Within Art
I have chosen to design a gallery around the notion of how depression is represented within the world of art. A major reason for choosing this topic is because of how large of an issue the illness is amongst so many people; it even affects the people who you would suspect the least. This is brilliantly represented by the unknown quote “the saddest people smile the brightest” which is analysed in Arndt’s book Have a Beautiful Day (2014). The perfect example of this can be seen with the late comedian and actor Robin Williams who was so funny and full of personality that nobody expected him to take his own life due to depression, yet he was suffering immensely. Within this theme I will look at different ways depression is represented in different genres, from Jackson Pollock’s abstract work, to pieces by people who aren’t primarily known for their paintings such as Kurt Cobain and also artwork by smaller, less known artists like Otto Rapp. Within all this I will look at what common interest connects all the pieces of art in this theme. My main goal with this exhibition is for people to understand how common this illness is and how everyone reacts to it differently.
Kurt Cobain brought his pain and suffering to the forefront of his work, which is clearly portrayed in his music and artworks, he takes the torment he suffered and sculpts it into a piece of art that not only allows people to relate to, but shows us how he perceives himself. Douglas Mitchell states in his article Art Therapy as a Treatment for Depression (2012) “because something cannot be heard by the human ear does not mean that nothing is being said or revealed.” He also says how “a mere lump of clay or a blank canvas can be far less threatening than giving voice to painful feelings” explaining why people find it easier to represent their demons in their work than opening up about it. Jackson Pollock addresses his suffering with a different approach; Beckmann says in his book On My Painting (1950) “Art is creative for the sake of realization, not for amusement, for transfiguration, not for the sake of play. It is the quest of our Ego that drives us along the eternal and never-ending journey we must all make.” This is clearly seen in the majority of Pollock’s work with his ‘dripping’ technique as his work isn’t necessarily a piece to be looked at, but one to be understood. The technique represents a lack of control, where paint drips onto the canvas in an uncertain manner highlighting his struggles with alcoholism and a period where he had no control. In the book Suffering and the Remedy of Art (1997), Schweizer says “art mirrors the autonomy of suffering.” I feel this quote links all of my chosen artworks together as despite how different the art is to one another, they all represent suffering and depression, mirroring the pain into a work of art. The majority of pieces I have chosen are representations of people, but they have all been depicted in different ways illustrating how the illness is not experienced in the same way for everyone.
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Robin Williams (Director: Gus Van Sant), Good Will Hunting, 1997 (Quote from film)
	The first thing in this exhibition would be a quote by Robin Williams from the film Good Will Hunting in large on the floor. I have chosen this quote specifically as it addresses the idea of pain and suffering but shows how it is something everyone undergoes at different extents but also tells us how it will help us to see truths we were maybe once blind to. It would work best situated on the floor of the gallery near the exit as you will only see it when you’re leaving and if you’re ‘paying attention’.
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Jackson Pollock, Blue Poles, 1952
	This piece by Jackson Pollock is one of his most famous, originally titled ‘Number 11’ it is created using Pollock’s prominent ‘dripping’ technique and is a burst of colour and paint, it may appear at first as simply a mess of paint thrown at a canvas, but actually shows a time of struggle for Pollock with the irregular paint drips speaking for his lack of stability and his period of darkness. According to art historian Dennis Phillips in The Australian Quarterly (1974) the title “limits our field of comprehension and does the painting a singular disservice. Because we look for the poles and miss much of the rest, the name is simply too distracting." This shows how differently something can be perceived just by changing the title since its original left the painting vague and gave the viewer more freedom to search for what is within the art.
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Sebastian Eriksson, Mind Devour, 2011
	This installation differs completely from Pollock’s abstract expressionism, instead of making people think about what is being shown, Eriksson makes it very clear by showing a face spiralling through itself in a screaming manner. I have decided to place these two works opposite each other as although they are two different art styles, the message has stayed the same despite being created 59 years apart. The article by Kim (2012) shows Eriksson’s description of this piece, saying it shows “endless screaming makes his own mind eat him up.”
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Ken Currie, Gallowgate Lard, 1995
	This artwork is a self-portrait of Currie and shows a pale, macabre looking face. The beeswax used for this piece creates a realistic skin appearance, making people feel more subjected by it. The way the face is surrounded by darkness shows a sense of entrapment, showing how alone and diminished Currie felt. The exhausted, run down expression in this artwork creates an eerie atmosphere, forcing us to experience the misery Currie is, making us not only sympathise, but also evaluate our own demons.
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Otto Rapp, Deterioration of Mind over Matter, 1973
	The fifth piece of art that would be in this gallery would be Deterioration of Mind over Matter by Otto Rapp. It features a decomposing head around a cage, suggesting a feeling of slowly dying from being trapped and alone. This artwork compares depression with a cage, trapping you in feeling isolated.
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Kurt Cobain, Self Portrait, Between 1980s-90s
	The final artwork in this exhibition would be a self-portrait by Kurt Cobain, whilst Cobain is not primarily known for his paintings; he had a passion for art and used it as another method for his suffering. This self-portrait is very different to that of Currie’s, it similarly features a ghoulish, wasted away figure, but contrastingly is surrounded by a burst of colour. I personally think this is showing that despite the colour and joy surrounding him, perhaps his wife and daughter, he feels alone and worthless, looking away from the spotlight. All of Kurt’s life he felt he was insignificant and a burden, a Forbes article by Blakeley (2004) shows a quote from Cobain’s old girlfriend, Tracy Marander, reading “Kurt always thought he was too skinny... He didn't paint happy-looking flowery stuff.” This painting clearly shows how he perceived himself and the world.


	All these artworks link to my overall theme of how depression is represented within art as the communicate stories from the artist, showing us how different one person can experience it compared to the next, but all show a sense of feeling alone, except the contrasting quote from Robin Williams which tells us that there is always hope.

Bibliography
· Arndt, Bryan (2014) Have a Beautiful Day: Daily Inspiration Lasting a Lifetime. Balboa Press, California
· Mitchell, Douglas (2012) Art Therapy as a Treatment for Depression. https://www.goodtherapy.org/blog/art-therapy-depression-expression-0619125 Online
· Beckmann, Max (1950) On My Painting. Tate Publishing, London
· Schweizer, Harold (1997) Suffering and the Remedy of Art. SUNY Press, New York
· Phillips, Dennis (1974) The Australian Quarterly: Understanding Jackson Pollock and Blue Poles. AIPS, Australia
· Kim, Eugene (2012) 18-Year-Old Creates Surreal Artworks to Express Emotions. https://mymodernmet.com/sebastian-eriksson-surreal-art/ Online
· Blakeley, Kiri (2004) The Art of Grunge. https://www.forbes.com/free_forbes/2004/1227/180.html Online


Example of Curated Space
[image: ]
image5.jpeg




image6.jpeg




image7.jpeg
Blue Poles, Jackson Pollock
(1952)

Robin Williams quote from
Good Will Hunting (1997),

Gallowgate Lard, Ken Currie
(1995)

Mind Devour, Sebastian Eriksson
(2011)

Self Portrait, Kurt Cobain
(Between 1980s - 90s)

Deterioration of Mind over Matter, Otto Rapp
(1973)




image1.jpeg
«\Yoﬁh\aye bad.times “but it'll always wake you Up=.
a \\to the q" d_stuff you weren’t paying attention tos




image2.jpeg




image3.jpeg




image4.jpeg




