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I have spent a great deal of time contemplating and deliberating on my proposal for the dissertation and have found this process somewhat difficult. There are so many words, artists and philosophers who generate an interest to me but not an overall hunger to inquire further. This proposal has also challenged me in terms of making a commitment well in advance and then having to stick to it, so the importance of getting it correct has been concerning. So at the very last minute I have ditched my original proposal to begin another, as I felt my previous choices were too generic and I needed to focus more on specifics which could expand knowledge that I already have and want to explore and expand further.

As I already have previous experience in the field of psychology I want to incorporate my interests in the so called “abnormal mind” and explore how this has translated into the art world and how it is received and perceived by the art world. I will be using the research in this field to inform my own practice as like many others, I too have abnormal mental health disorders. 

Since lockdown, I have become aware that I have been exploring art from a perspective of trying to do it the way I perceive it should be done and this has created a block where I am just filling in the spaces and have found it all somewhat confusing. 

For this proposal I have chosen 3 abnormal minds; Insane, Aspergers and Schizophrenia. I will explore thinkers who have studied the use of art and mental health and give examples of artists who have a considered abnormal mind and how their work is influenced by their condition.

This proposal will be broken down into 3 sections headed by each one of my keys words. The section will give an outline of the word, theoretical and researched background and an artist who relates to the condition and exploring their artwork in terms of their approach to artistic expression.

INSANE

Bedlam is one of the most notorious lunatic asylums where the “sane” kept the “insane” in an attempt to repress their anxieties by using punishment to cure them of their insanity. Up until the 19th century the patients were treated barbarically, still using methods that dated back to the Greek and Roman empires. The stigma of mental illness is still prevalent today. Insanity would be any kind of behaviour considered abnormal which fell outside the socially accepted norms. However in the early 1800’s reform was beginning to take place. (Masters 1977)

“Our sanity is not “true” sanity. There madness is not “true” madness… Let no one suppose that we meet “true” madness anymore than that we are truly sane. The madness that we encounter in “patients” is a gross travesty, a mockery, a grotesque caricature of what the natural healing of that estranged integration we call sanity might be. True sanity entails in one way or another the dissolution of the normal ego, that false self competently adjusted to our alienated social reality.” (R.D.Laing)




Ruth Silcock, a major in English, a Psychiatric Social worker and poet wrote:
What is a loony-bin?
It’s what they put you in
To let your family
Dispose of misery. (Masters,1977)

Makes me think of the saying “lock em up and throw away the key.” Philosopher Aristotle had a similar attitude to the mentally ill in that although he acknowledged their existence and that they were mad, he thought they, “the sick and deranged” could not be taken seriously and unnameable to reasoning. (Andrews 2017).

This famous sketch of William Norris taken in 1815 by G Arnauld Wellcome depicts an insane American shackled and sitting on straw in Bedlam. In fact Philosopher Xenophon was one of the first philosophers to put forward the idea that restraining a person who is mentally unwell could somehow help but it was important to separate the insane from the less intelligent. (Ahonen 2018)
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William Hogarths “A Rake’s” Progress Plate 8 (tate.org)
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Hogarth has done many prints of Bedlam but in particular the above plate tells a story of Tom Bakewell who succumbed to financial ruin and and insanity. The plate depicts Tom in Bedlam after finally losing his mind. (Royal Academy). 


Richard Dadd a student artist at the Royal Academy became unwell in his 20’s and this resulted in him killing his father and he was committed for the rest of his life. Despite his illness he continued to paint whilst in Bedlam and Broadmoor.) and below is an example of his work depicting what he believed to be the causes of insanity.(selvedge 2015)
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“The Fairy Fellor’s Master Stroke” Richard Dadd 1855 -64




By the 19th Century Freud was pioneering work on the mind and Modern art was beginning to change, artists were leaving behind the academic style approach to painting in terms of realism and a different more anarchic way of painting was beginning to appear like Dada, Surrealism and Abstraction was being further developed. At this time it appears that the outsider art of the insane was a way of getting inside the mind of a patient as a way to make them better. With this in mind art was encouraged amongst the mentally ill as a means to understanding. (Marra) 


Plato said that “Creativity is a divine madness…a gift from the Gods” and that “Madness is a divine release of the soul from the yolk of custom and convention. (plato)

Finally, a truly amazing Turkish female artist Fahrelnissa Zeid is an eclectic artist who has used her life experiences, travel and mental health to visually express her internal locus of evaluation. She values colour much higher than line, form and space. Although privileged Zeid suffered with her mental health. She lost a son, aged 2, was in a domestic violent relationship with her then husband and over the years she would sign herself in to sanatoriums when her depression was really bad. Toward the end of her life she moved to Jordon to be close to her son and taught art until she died in 1991.(Arafeh 2019)






 “Composition in Red and Blue” Fahrelnissa Reid[image: ][image: ]


























“Resolved Problems”  Fahrelnissa Zeid 1948





ASPERGERS

Aspergers is a form of autism ranging from low to high functioning, however I will be looking particularly at High functioning Aspergers. 

In 1981, Lorna Wing a British psychiatrist introduced the work of Hans Asperger who was an Austrian pediatrician and had been working on the common traits from 1943-44. He identified specific behaviours: 

“a lack of empathy, little ability to form friendships, one-sided conversations, intense absorption in a special interest and clumsy movements.” He called them “little professors”. (Grandin 2013). By 2000 the DSM_IV recognised Aspergers as a disorder.

In 1982 Professor Temple Grandin, who is autistic herself, wrote a paper published in the `journal of Orthomolecular Psychiatry suggesting that autistic people think in pictures her work was criticised but she continued to explore this concept . A year later she reviews a book called “Exiting Nirvana” written by Clara Claibourne Park a mothers warm account of her autistic daughter Jessy who develops as a self-taught artist and uses art to connect with the world. (Grandin 2013)








Here is an example of her work of a 3D drawing and her use of colour.
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Pic 1 Jessy Claibourne Park

Jessy also liked to look at similarities with words like, ‘ring rang rung’. It was here that Professor Grandin identified that Jessy was seeing and using patterns. 

She also notes that in the later years of Van Gogh’s work, he too was painting patterns. In 1889, Van Gogh painted ‘Starry Night”. This painting of his, accurately and mathematically depicted turbulent flow of liquid, something that wasn’t even discovered until 40 years later in the the 1930’s. (Grandin. 2013)
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 “Starry Night” Van Gogh 1889

Scientist also acknowledged that Jackson Pollock paintings showed distinctive patterns in his work despite it looking like random splashes of paint. Australian physicist, Richard Taylor found that the painting followed the concept of fractal geometry which is where an identical pattern is created at varying scales and that, similar to Van Gogh, Pollock did his paintings from 1940-1950’s and fractal geometry wasn’t discovered until the 1970’s (Grandin 2013). 
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      Pic 3 “Autumn Rhythym”


Art on some occasions has preceded science where artists have had a deep understanding and feel for the patterns of nature despite there not being any scientific facts to support it at the time. 

This concept of a trained individual being more credible than an untrained individual seems more of a societal construct rather than fact. Were Pollock, Van Gogh and Claibourne Park far smarter than scientists and their genius overlooked or ignored because the societal intellects hadn’t got there yet and no-one other than scientists could possibly know these things? 






Schizorphrenia 

Schizorphrenia is a disorder catagorised by the DSM-IV which manifests itself primarily with delusions or erroneous beliefs together with hallucinations. Hallucinations are a false perception that is created by the brain, they can be auditory and visual an example would be hearing voices in your head or seeing things that are not there. Delusions are a false belief in something despite there being no direct evidence, like you will fall through the cracks in the pavement if you walk on them. These delusions lead to a disorder in thought.
From this it creates disorganised speech and behaviour and also catatonic behaviours which affect the motor part of the brain. They may appear to lack emotions and can be abrupt when spoken to so communicating with others can present problems. Schizorphrenics struggle with starting or completing goal focused tasks. Further complications to the disorder include paranoia. (Wicks Nelson 1997)


Immanuel Kant had already created a system of diagnosing psychiatric illness which was ahead of his times and although he didn’t coin the term ‘schizophrenia’ his work on mental illness did seem to address the symptoms, it wasn’t until nearly 100 years after he died in the early 1900’s that Euggen Bleuler created the term schizophrenia but the concept had already been recorded by Kant. Its interesting that again there is this theme playing out of individuals who understood the nature of nature, they saw patterns, expressed them, were overlooked until much later. (Spitzer 1990)



The Japanese artist Yayoi Kusama is famously known for her dots, all her works whether sculpture, paintings, performances etc feature dots. Her later work has been influenced by her hallucinations from schizophrenia. (tate.org)

“ Our earth is only one polka dot amount a million stars in the cosmos. Polka dots are a way to infinity. When we obliterate nature and our bodies with polka dots, we become part of the Unity of our environment”. Yayoi Kusama.[image: ]
































Pic 4 Infinity Mirrored Room - Filled with the Brilliance of Life 2011

Kusama used art to express her illness and empower her rather than let it destroy her.  She channeled this into and through her work which has given the viewer an opportunity to gain insight into the her world of mental illness. She has become aware of the catalysts for the deterioration of her mental health in childhood which she acknowledged created a sense of self-obliteration and fought veermantly to protect her need to create (Kusama Infinity)

Why wasn’t Kusama overlooked? Was it because she knew Donald Judd and Andy Warhol.


Brian John Charnley an outsider artist used his art to express and portray the impact and suffering of his schizophrenia. He recorded his journey both visually and textually and addressing the difficulties of his illness but also a reconciliation to life. At the age of 18 he had his first breakdown but did manage to attend an art school for a short period of time. Unfortunately he spent a lot of time in and out of hospital. Again, he was an artist who was overlooked but not by Bedlam, as they bought 4 of his works. His last collection “The Self Portrait Series” was created to record his traumatic experiences at varying the doses of his medication. His work was heavily influenced by Bridget Riley. (brian charnley.info)
He has produced a large collection of abstract work called the Aziz Quartet, Gouache on graph paper.[image: ]




In his artist’s statement of 1991 he composed it as a poem. Here is a sample of how poignant his expression is.

“ …Put on one side a painting of Van Gogh
      And on the other a painting by me
      Because after all
      We are all victims of insanity.”  (1991, Brian John Charnley)

In 1991 he committed suicide and this work was later exhibited in the National Portrait Gallery 4 years after his death. This is the last painting that was left standing on his easel when he committed suicide.[image: ]





























From the research in this essay there has been a common theme of artists who have some form of psychological disorder and have mostly been overlooked whilst alive which I find somewhat tragic.  For me, I find these artists incredibly interesting. From the 1900’s it has been evident that art has played an important role for mental health. The importance of understanding the artist and their background and learning about their process is of great value and have generally fallen into the category of “outsider art”,  “Abstraction”, “Surrealism” and ‘Raw Art”. There is a sense of anarchy in that they do not necessarily follow the fundamental rules, they have their own set of rules and I feel that this distinguishes them from other artists. They seem to work outside of the construct of the normal methods of teaching, yet their ability to connect and understand nature and the natural course of the world inside them and around them is fascinating. Their perception of shape, line, form and colour seems to differ from the taught artist, why is this? The Turkish artist Zeid was adamant that colour was the most important factor in her work and Kusama has focused her work on Polka dots. I would like to continue my research in these areas and use my own psychological disorder and the understanding of others to inform my work to see how it can develop over time. By exploring works from artist who have used art to express their mental disturbances I would like to critically analyse what the art world and their attitudes towards these artists are and to compare and contrast the differences of a trained artist and that of a self taught artists. What are the publics perceptions of these artists and their work? What do the critics say? Is art inclusive or exclusive? Who decides its value? 
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