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It’s a mad, mad, mad, mad art world

Madness and The Arts Festival not just a crazy idea

Mental illness and creativity can often be linked

~ by Mary Gordon, Entertainment Reporter

It was time to go looking for God again.

Victoria Maxwell was sure she could find Him.  She had experienced Him at a meditation group in Vancouver, where she lived.  She was hospitalized after that, where she refused medication and was eventually released. 

In that meditation group, something had happened to the then 26-year-old actress.  The doctors called it psychosis.  She called it truth, and had seen the light coming out of her own head.

Two years later, it was time find God again. So she walked out of her parents’ house, took off all her clothes and started looking.

“I was running down the street until this 7-year-old caught my eye,” she recalled. “And then her mother offered me a bathing suit.” It happened to be the child’s bathing suit.

When the ambulance came, Maxwell didn’t struggle.  An attendant asked if she had taken any drugs.  “Not if you call love a drug,” she replied.

The assertion that creativity demands an off-centre spirit is a controversial one.  Certainly, the close link between artistic creation and madness has long been romanticized.

Thelonious Monk struggled with mental illness in later life.  Sylvia Plath’s depression led to suicide. Arguably, the work of Kurt Cobain – an artist whose plunge into depression, drugs and eventually, suicide – was given more weight by mental anguish.

Are saner artists inferior because they seem to suffer less?  Lisa Brown, of the Workman Theatre, which stages plays about mental illness, says that an artist’s experience of madness is as individual as there are forms of mental illness.

“With bipolar disorder, you might have one artist who says their mania feeds their creativity, that they were able to think outside the box and create. Others may say the opposite.”

It was in 1995 that Brown started dreaming of a festival exploring these issues through artists such as Maxwell, whose play, Crazy for Life details her battle with and acceptance of, bipolar disorder.

The result of Brown’s work is this month’s Madness and The Arts 2003 World Festival, which opened yesterday.  Run in association with the Centre for Addiction and Mental Health and Harbourfront Centre, the event showcases dancers, actors, musicians and visual artists, as well as panel discussions with mental-health experts.

Dr. Janos Marton is one of them.  Artist, psychologist and curator, in 1983 he founded the Living Museum in Queens, N.Y.  Housed in the Creedmoor Psychiatric Centre, he sees it as a place of healing.

Marton has long asserted, and long been criticized for, his belief that the mentally ill artist is channelled more directly into the state that artistic creation demands. “I’m observing people here on a daily basis and I see their ability to immerse themselves in whatever they are doing, to be in the flow of that particular thing  - that whatever you are doing is the most important thing on earth at that very moment, and shutting out everything else.  Being so single-mindedly focused on that activity is so important for art.”

It is that same ability that handicaps them in the outside world, Marton says.  “I have to worry about 15 different things that make me a normal, functioning citizen of the state.”

Marton says centres like the Living Museum should exist in places where the mentally ill congregate, that the experience of the gallery lets patients feel one of the little-known advantages of having a mental illness.

One of the artists who has benefited from the Living Museum is John Tursi, who was called a genius by a New York Times critic.  Tursi, Marton says, is one of the luckier artists because medication doesn’t hinder his work.  Although Marton won’t label Tursi’s illness, his mania often unleashes a furor of creation.

“Whenever he is in a manic phase, he has this incredible amount of energy that is reflected.  It’s just the sheet amount of work that goes into his pieces, hundreds and hundreds of pieces that can fill up a building.  That is a privileged state, in a way, to have that much energy.  At the same time that is what makes him mentally ill.”

Some of Tursi’s recent work suggests that volume.  The festival will exhibit Dirty Tursis, composed of intricate, detailed painting on hundreds of metres of wallpaper.

Unlike Tursi, other artists at the Living Museum tell Marton that medication flattens their abilities.  The anti-psychotic drug lithium, for example, has been known to inflict physical heaviness and numbness.

It made Victoria Maxwell feel like a piece of chalk, she said.  It took about four years before she found the right drugs.  Now she’s on the mood stabilizer Epval and Zoloft, an anti-depressant.  Without it, she says, she would be unable to create.  “If anything, I’m way more productive,” she says.

Part of her wants to believe that artists with mental illness are more creative, but she is hesitant.  There is a danger in romanticizing it, she says.

“To some degree, we have access to a range of emotions more naturally but the challenge for us is to be able to channel it in a way that allows us to live a full life, and one that doesn’t put the art above all.  Because in certain cases in the past, Van Gogh and other major artists that people are imagining had some form of mental illness, their personal lives weren’t all that great.  And that’s the thing.  The list of people who have been famous as well as thought of as having depression or bipolar disorder, a lot of them have killed themselves.”

Maxwell hasn’t had a manic episode for seven years.  Once, she saw the ambulance attendant who had picked her up the day she was naked in the street. It was at a Dairy Queen.  At the time she wasn’t sure what to say.  Now she knows she would say, “thank you.”

Crazy for Life plays March 27 at noon and 8 p.m., pay-what-you can.  All performances are in the Brigantine Room, Harbourfront Centre.

