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Abstract
Acquiring a position in an artistic field has long been known to be reputable and prestigious.
Using art as a creative outlet encourages relaxation and inspiration that goes beyond a simple
piece of work to admire or collect. There are an abundance of physical and mental benefits
associated with creating art. Therapeutic effects can be achieved by creating a painting, a poem,
a song, or even writing a story. However, there is a chance that art can also bear a dark side. The
process of creating such craftsmanship might come with a cost. A great number of famous
painters, poets, and artistic individuals have dealt with the detrimental effects of several mood
disorders and other mental turmoil. The purpose of this research was to figure out if there is a
possible relationship, or a cycle, that might exist around mood disorders and artistic expressions.
What internal, external factors would turn artistic thinking and abilities, to a point of
development for mood disorders, and vice versa, was also explored. Through a combination of
literature reviews from Harvard University, Boston College, personal letters and many others,
there seems to exist an interesting connection between artistic expressions and certain mood
disorders, specifically major depression and bipolar disorder. This connection was also spotted to
an extent in younger individuals who were exposed to this creative field.
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A Closer Look Into Creativity and Its Connection to Mood Disorders A Background on the
Art Field

Art is defined to be one of many methods of self-expression, to convey one’s emotions
and imagination. The role of creativity and artistry have been proven to be vital in the world we
live in. There have been seven different mediums identified to express art; starting with
architecture, then sculpture, painting, literature, music, performing, and film. With painting,
depictions of gestures and movement are captured and can reflect what artists go through during
their daily lives. This can be created through various different strokes, colors, lights, and usually
done on canvas. Literature is another channel to deliver powerful stories and messages through
particular choice of words, poems, plays, fiction vs nonfiction, etc. Both paintings and literature
can be combined with other forms of mediums such as performing arts or film for a greater
impact.

Within the world we live in today, art, its creator and the creative processes are still one
of the constant topics of interest, since everyone has their own system to interpret art. In order to
achieve peak creativity, the end results should be something that represents individuality,
uniqueness and originality. Looking back to a few decades ago, there were some of the greatest,
prominent, most influential artists, painters, poets, and writers of our time. Some of the most
celebrated individuals and their involvement in the arts include the movement of Post-Impression
and Van Gogh, Expressionism and Edvard Munch, and Georgia O’Keeffe’s Modernism. Besides
painters, the arts can also branch into poetry; Gothic writer, poet Edgar Allan Poe, as well as
Sylvia Plath and her Confessional poetry. These notable figures all suffered the same mental
disorder, depression, both diagnosed and undiagnosed. Some more than others, also suffered
bipolar and personality disorders. With this noticeable pattern, do all these extraordinary, creative
and artistic figures have a predisposition for mental disorders? And if so, is there a positive side
to depression that allows them to succeed and produce such meaningful artwork and artistry?
Creativity is one of the most prized possession, the ability to use various mediums, techniques, to
create art is considered to be the difference between humans and animals. It is curious that art
therapy can help to cope and alleviate depression or psychological symptoms in general, but at
the same time, can work against it. The profound involvement in the art professions perhaps can
also give rise to, or intensify these psychological symptoms.

To understand the topic on a deeper level, it is critical to see how our brains are on
depression. Contrastingly, how the brain processes when an individual is in the state of
composing and creating. Depression, as we all know, is quite common and can be destructive.
According to the National Institute of Mental Health, around 17.3 million adults in the US had at
least one major depressive episode in 2017, which meant 7.1% of all US adults. Depression
occurred more in females with 8.7%, than in males at 5.3%. Depression can arise from almost
anything, but then so can the inspirations to create. This research will also put focus on another
mood disorder, bipolar disorder, also known as manic depression. Symptoms of this disorder are
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characterized by unusual, constant shifts in mood, energy, activity levels, resulting in severe
interference and obstruction in daily tasks. Bipolar appeared less among adults than depression,
an estimated 4.4% of US adults experience bipolar at some time in their life (National Institute of
Mental Health 2016). The research will also explore the possibilities of personality or cognitive
traits that might unintentionally steer an individual’s being and way of thinking towards
psychological inconsistencies.

Methodology

To figure out and confirm if there is a cause and effect relationship, or a connection
between the process of creating art and mood disorder symptoms, a combination of multiple
literature reviews, online articles, first hand diaries and personal letters will be examined and
analyzed. Within these, artist’s personal diaries and letters will be used as primary sources. These
personal items from the artists Vincent Van Gogh and Edvard Munch, and poet Sylvia Plath will
be used to showcase the accounts on their mental health during the working process. A mixture
of the following terms were used to search for materials and resources ‘’arts’’, ‘’artists and
depressions’’, “creativity and psychopathology”, ‘’mad-genius paradox’’, ‘’mood disorders’’.
There were a total of twenty four sources used including both primary and secondary. All these
literatures are significant sources to contribute to the legitimacy of this research. They will be
used to help illustrate on whether or not there exists a cycle of mood disorder and the process of
creating art, with the main focus on famous, impactful painters and poets. An additional way to
see if there is a cause and effect cycle, I will also look to see if mood disorders are factors that
inspire creativity, or if mood disorders are the effect of creativity. Similarly, whether or not
creativity leads to mood disorder, or the effects derived from the disorders.

Literature with opposition on the subject matter will also be discussed. In order to find
sources with opposing opinions, online articles in support of mood disorders in artists often
include contrasting perspectives. The article “New Study Claims to Find Genetic Link Between
Creativity and Mental Illness’’ written by Ian Sample had a short excerpt from Albert
Rothenberg to showcase that not everyone agrees on creativity and mental illness. In return,
Rothenberg’s literature will be used to contrast the hypothesis. After compiling a selection of the
literatures, the findings and brief overview of the main focus will be made into a table for further
comparison discussion.
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Findings
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A review article by Christa Taylor, a psychology research assistant in University of
Albany, investigated on five possible theories for the association between creativity and mood
disorder. The first one is a direct relationship that mood disorder causes creativity, and that
cognitive, affective, motivational ramifications of the disorder lead to a creative output. Second,
mood disorder in some way, acts as a mediating factor to produce art. Third relationship suggests
creativity causes mood disorders. The fourth relationship proposed that creativity acts as a
mediating factor toward the development of mood disorder symptoms. Lastly, a relationship in
which unknown factors might lead to the development of both creativity and mood disorder
(Taylor 2017). Her findings suggested that it is indeed possible that episodes of on and off
depression or bipolar can induce creative energy due to an enhancement in sensitivity and
awareness of the surroundings. Moreover, Taylor discussed that those who exhibited an
unspecified bipolar showed more creativity than those with dysthymic disorder, meaning the
association is stronger between bipolar and creativity as compared to depression and creativity.
However, due to the subjects being too general and broad, the author concluded there is only a
minor association between the two.

According to Preti and Miotto, different professions are exposed to different physical and
mental health risks. For this research, the concentration was on artists, painters and poets in
particular, as well as their creative process and how different mood disorders might arise from
such. The results in this study yield positive to the hypothesis that there are certain mental
disorders that affect artists more than the general population , especially manic depression (Preti
& Miotto 1999). The author had a total of 3093 participants; 1300 writers, 692 poets, 267
comedians, 210 architects, 531 painters, and 93 sculptors. At the end, there were a total of 59
suicides with the most in writers and female poets.

A research carried out by Modupe Akinola and Wendy Berry Mendes, from Columbia
University and University of California, San Francisco, stated that there is a tight link between
the levels of dehydroepiandrosterone-sulfate (adrenal steroids) associated with depression and
artistic abilities. This experiment points out that those without depression, when dealt with social
rejection or faced a tough situation resulted in lowered self-worth, they became more creative
than before. In addition, results yield that those with lower DHEAS levels managed to give the
most creative products. A reason proposed for why it is so is expressed as ‘’negative social
evaluation increased creativity because participants exerted more effort and worked harder on the
creativity task after receiving negative feedback’’ (Akinola et al. 2008).

Another article confirmed that there are some connections to mood disorder tendencies
among art students as well. A study from Boston College, led by Laura Young, was one of the
first to find that just by participating in some kind of artistic work, a number of young people can
develop symptoms early (Young et al 2012). Most studies investigating were predominantly done
on adult artists, and so to reduce bias, it is definitely significant to also conduct studies and
research on the younger ones because depressive symptoms can manifest itself and further
develop into bipolar disorder or schizophrenia when they grow older (Young et al.2012). Young
measured depressive symptoms according to the Center for Epidemiological Studies Depression
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Scale, based on items such as appetite, concentration, mood, motivation, sleep, energy levels.
The study showed a contrast to students that participated in other subjects, such as sports, and
were reported with no depressive symptoms. Young reported that those took part in after school
art activities had higher depressive symptoms than those weren't involved.

Discussion
Possible reasons given by the authors suggest manic-depression were prominent among

artists due to them being more ‘’emotionally reactive which gives them greater sensitivity and
sharpness’’, and that during episodes of depressions, artists were able to dive deeper into the
inner dimensions” that would allow them to pour feelings and profound sentiments into their
work (Preti & Miotto 1999).

“People with recurrent mood disorders also tend to be more emotionally reactive which gives
them greater sensitivity and sharpness. The lack of inhibitions permits them unrestrained and
unconventional expression, less limited by accepted norms and customs: this makes them more
open to experimentation and risk-taking behaviour, and, as a consequence, more assertive and
resourceful than the mean. Even the depressive phases can favour abilities contributing to
achievement. Meditation, introspection, and reasoning are favoured during depressive
withdrawn phases. Depressive episodes, in addition, give access to "inner dimensions" of life,
allowing considerations of themes linked to guilt, sorrow, and death.”(Preti & Miotto 1999)

The myth of a ''Mad-Artist''

Among the topic of extreme creativity mental illness, there is a concept called the ‘’Mad-
Genius’’ Paradox that was mentioned multiple times in a lot of these articles. This concept can be
use to further investigate into the relationship between creativity and psychological problems.
Mad Genius was derived from Greek’s Aristotle that states ''no great mind has ever existed
without a touch of madness’’, and emerged during the Romanticism period. This paradox simply
indicates that there is a link between the smartest, most creative individuals and the likelihood of
them having a particular mental disorder, or that all artists are insane (Jaffe, 2014). Several
studies were carried out regarding this paradox that “rest on biographical evidence, and tend to
be biased by methodological flaws” (Preti & Miotto 1999). To dive deeper into the “Mad
Genius’’ Paradox, we can look at Vincent Van Gogh for an example. Van Gogh suffered from
insomnia, depression, anxiety, and bipolar disorder, resulted in him cutting his own left ear off
and ended his own life. Are any of his mental conditions depicted themselves through his
paintings? The answer is an absolute yes. For instance, desperation and mental relapse were
visually illustrated in his painting under the name of “At Eternity’s Gate’’ in 1890, just two
months before his death. There were also numerous examination on Van Gogh’s uses of yellow, a
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color that was prominent and frequently seen in all of his paintings, especially in The Yellow
House in 1888 and Wheatfield with a Reaper in 1889 to name a few. The significance of yellow
in this case is that Van Gogh was thought to take a certain kind of medicine to combat his poor
mental state, which resulted in him seeing the majority of objects in yellow. Quite an irony that
yellow is to be a happy color, yet it reflected a difficult mental state within Van Gogh. Did
Vincent Van Gogh find relief through painting, or was he too preoccupied with creating art, that
somehow led to development of mental conditions that did not exist before? A letter from Van
Gogh addressing his younger brother in 1882 wrote “I have not slept well these last few nights. It
is all that beautiful autumn scenery that I have on my mind, and the desire to profit from it’’ (V.
Van Gogh, personal communication, 1882). In another one, he wrote again “I shall again sleep
little tonight because of the drawing’’ (V. Van Gogh, personal communication, 1883). Some traits
of mania, obsession with death, hallucination and delusions are also found in Van Gogh’s works.
A review article by Terry Rustin found the painting ‘’Hanging skeleton with cat’’ to link to
obsession with death, delusions and hallucinations are seen in the masterpiece ‘’Starry Night’’,
and mania seen in paintings like ‘’The Raising of Lazarus’’ (Rustin 2008). In his review article,
Rustin wrote that mental illness contributes to artist's creativity, and he also found evidence
leading to the findings of a ‘’core elements of the artistic temperament as identical with the core
element of bipolar disorder’’ (Rustin 2008). This again confirms that a link between art and
psychological tendency is positively possible.

Additionally, another painter who is used constantly as an example to illustrate a “mad
genius” is Edvard Munch, who also suffered mental health turmoil, and the one behind one of the
most notable masterpieces The Scream. Edvard Munch suffered from bipolar disorder,
hallucination, and depression. Munch came to realize that his poor mental health gave him an
advantage instead of a disadvantage. Munch also experimented with painting the soul, which
required much emotions, intensity, and psychology to achieve. Munch’s visual hallucination was
turned into art. In his diary, Munch wrote:

“I was walking along the road with two of my friends. Then the sun set. The sky suddenly
turned into blood, and I felt something akin to a touch of melancholy. I stood still, leaned against
the railing, dead tired. Above the blue black fjord and city hung clouds of dripping, rippling
blood. My friends went on and again I stood, frightened with an open wound in my breast. A
great scream pierced through nature''

This was the explanation for The Scream (Rothenberg 2001). Seeing the process through
Munch's perspective is another significant turning point to connect mood disorders to artists and
their creative process. However, the concept of a mad artist should not be used to apply to all
creative or artistic thinkers. There are artists that are geniuses in spite of their illness, not because
of it, so there shouldn't be a fixed assumption that all artists are insane. Nevertheless, it is still
interesting to see how both Van Gogh and Munch attributed their mental problems towards their
creativity.
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Among those who opposed the link between creativity and mental disorders, one of the
most recurring points was that of romanticism, the notion that every artist is a struggling artist.
Based on an online article by Ian Sample, he explained one theory as to why there isn’t any
connection between mental illness and creativity, citing Albert Rothenberg “it’s the romantic
notion of the 19th century, the negative stigma that artist is the struggler, aberrant from society,
and wrestling with inner demons. That these assumptions of mad artists or mad genius are just
myths, with no proof to them”. So the question needing an answer, whether or not great art has to
come from great pain. Realism and romanticism are two very distinct matters in the world of art
vs. science. As seen in prominent artists, back in the days and even now, they are expressive, and
tend to think and approach everything with a distinct, independent mindset. Rothenberg focused
on the idea of whether or not an intrinsic connection between bipolar illness and creativity. He
then concluded that there was little evidence, therefore only a fragile link between mood
disorders; manic depression and bipolar, and creativity (Rothenberg 2001). Referring back to
Taylor's article, there is also a possibility that some individuals might actually not have mood
disorders, but instead display symptoms as a result of cultural expectations. This possibility ties
in with the romanticism of mental illness, a concept that gears more towards social construction.

Moreover, some reasons worthy of notice are the environmental conditions, and state of
loneliness, in which the artists and painters surrounded themselves with. Edvard Munch
practically isolated himself from his family and friends. He only wanted to direct all the devotion
to paintings and more paintings, even considered them his children and did not want to ever
abandon them (Lubow 2006). Munch defended his isolation as a necessity in order to live and
produce worthy pieces of art. Additionally, Munch implied that isolating himself was a way for
him to stay sane and grounded (Lubow 2006). In connection to Van Gogh, he justified his mental
illness as well. Van Gogh expressed in 1874 '' I have nature and art and poetry, and if that is not
enough, what is enough?’’ (V. Van Gogh,personal communication, 1874). Another point to
mention is these artists’s socioeconomic status and financial struggles, because almost all of the
artists mentioned above had money-related problems.

Referring back to Preti and Miotto’s article, “adverse financial circumstances,
unemployment, and social isolation have all been significant”(Preti & Mitto 1999).
Environmental factors certainly contribute somewhat to either improve or worsen symptoms of
mood disorders. Taking Edvard Munch into consideration, isolating himself from everybody led
to development of melancholy, which eventually manifested itself into something much graver.
Munch was fueled by this isolation, loneliness, accompanied by his many mental problems to
create more and more arts. Munch was also a landscape painter, and most landscapes that he
painted were associated with intense, poetic feels and connection (Lerner 2015).

In Young's study, participant’s moods and behavior were analyzed based on their appetite,
concentration, energy level or motivation, and sleep pattern. She gave a possibility on why there
is such a link even in an early age, “one possibility is that individuals drawn to the arts have
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certain underlying cognitive vulnerabilities that can lead to both positive and negative
psychological and behavioral outcomes” (Young et al. 2012). This information can be tied back
to Edvard Munch again, who stated “the angels of fear, sorrow, and death stood by my side since
the day I was born”. Additionally, the authors proposed a theory of personality traits among
introverted individuals, and since processes of creating art allow people to be alone, independent,
and provide solitary comfort, it has been linked to depression (Young et al 2012). The findings
led by Beaussart, confirmed that there is definitely a link between personality traits, creativity,
and mental illness, stating that ‘’Personality traits, including those that have traditionally been
linked to neuroticism and schizotypy, are also linked to the display of creativity’’ (Beaussart et al
2012). The theory also explored cognitive traits, and that being able to be mindful, conscious of
one's self and surroundings can help to amp up the ability to create (APA 2012). It is firm to say
minor symptoms developed at an early age, can easily give rise to more major, serious disorders
in later life, among artistic individuals. These transitions do not happen to all and everyone, but
the possibilities do exist, and not just a mere coincidence.
Usually, lack of motivation or feeling uninspired are some of the very key characteristics of
depression. However, lacking inspiration and motivation were not a problem that these
mentioned artists have to face. They wanted to continue and create artworks more than ever, so
how come an individual with severe mental and mood disorder such as major depression, bipolar
disorder, or schizophrenia, would have so much drive to accomplish something? A plausible
explanation is that depressive episodes among artists in general seem to somehow inspire, and
provide ideas due to an increase in sensitivity and awareness (Taylor 2017). Additionally, mood
disorders might also ‘’provide opportunity for introspection, increased sensitivity, and ‘’greater
depth and subtlety of feelings’’ that might in turn, be an advantage to create (Taylor 2017). There
is also a decent probability that during these episodes of depression, sufferers experience a
feeling of mild euphoria (Taylor 2017), explaining why the final results, no matter a painting or a
poem, are captured so delicately.

A significant findings by Andreasen stated mood disorders were the highest among
writers, diagnoses were made based on DSM III. Groups of poets were the only group to receive
the most mood disorders and mania's treatment (Andreasen 2008). These findings once again
confirm that there is definitely a connection between mood disorders and art-related professions,
Andreasen further commented that people with creative mindset tend to live life freely with no
limits or boundaries. And as the saying goes ‘’when you work at the cutting edge, you are likely
to bleed’’ (Andreasen 2008). This also is a possible explanation as to why so many artists
struggled both with physical and mental health, adding to it an addiction to alcohol. Here,
consuming alcohol or constant substance abuse can be seen as pushing the limit and living on the
edge as Andreasen said. The action of using illicit substances are assumed to help with emotional
coping, especially in this case among artists, if used repeatedly, can eventually lead to the growth
in depth of mood disorders symptoms.
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Our Brains on Creativity and Mental Deterioration

It is worthy to look into how different parts of the brain perform different tasks during art,
and during depression. During creative stimulation, different regions in the brain are activated in
comparison to no stimulation. A lot of processing takes place in the frontal lobe, and the frontal
lobe is also where divergent thinking mediated from, additionally “during highly creative tasks,
more areas of the brain are active during tasks requiring conventional thinking” (Hardiman
2010). The limbic system of the brain is particularly activated during episodes of depressions
(Pandya et al 2012), meaning a showing of more intense emotions and arousal. There is a
decreased metabolism in the prefrontal cortex and a deficiency of prefrontal perfusion, also
interference with the ability to problem solve, and higher propensity to act on negative emotions
(Pandya et. al 2012). Additionally, a reduction in volume of the frontal lobe, decrease in neuron
sizes, loss of some glial cells. The hippocampus during depression also reduces in volume
(Pandya et al 2012).

There is also another false mentality that if someone is artistic, they can’t be good in
conducting a business, or that artists aren’t realistic and practical as businessmen or healthcare
professionals. The origins of these false perspectives are probably due to that assumption that
‘’achievement in the arts requires less formal knowledge and education than the sciences to
contribute creatively, it may be more accessible to those with mood disorder’’ (Taylor 2017). Not
all artists and businessmen think the same, and everyone has their own unique personality traits,
so it's important to look at the connection between mental illness and creative-art on a case by
case basis. Personality wise, introverted artists are often more sensitive, more emotional and so
are exposed to more vulnerabilities, compared to those of extraverts, those that operate a
business, or interacting with a wide variety of people, like healthcare professionals. Because of
that, artists and poets overall dedicate quite an enormous portion of their time confiding in
solitude. Again, this point refers back to the conditions of artists discussed above. The more time
spent alone, in due course, will lead to a greater chance of developing some type of mood
disorders.

Conclusion

There seems to be a positive correlation between development of mental illness,
especially depression and bipolar within the category of mood disorders among artistic
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individuals. On top of that, those that are more inclined to acquire a predisposition of mood
disorders in early development, are more likely to gravitate towards a career in the arts. The
cycle of mental illness, art, and further deterioration does appear to exist only to an extent,
however still very broad and needs further investigation. Nevertheless, it is important to note that
the cycle, and the creativity-mental link do not happen to every single individual pursuing art,
being exposed to art or having an interest in art. Involvement in the artist exposes an individual
to more sensitivities and vulnerabilities. Conclusively, depression and bipolar disorders
associated with the artistic professions are definitely not a mere coincidence. A creative outlet
can work as a great outlet to relieve anxiety and constant mood changes, but it can also further
intensify underlying symptoms belonging to mood disorders depending on an individual's
predisposition or circumstance.
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