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Depression has been known for years to be a catalyst in the creation of 

great artistic works.  In fact, this mental health issue has been accepted 

as something one could comfortably afford to have in the arts without 

any stigma, the preconceived notion being that it legitimizes ones 

creative journey.   

 

I can't count the number of times that people have commented on an 

artist observing that they must suffer from depression or be bi-polar, but 

then isn't that somehow required in order to be a great artist?  A twisted 

perception, but one that is all too common. 

 

Mental health issues have no capacity to select one profession over 

another.  The arts present as being more open then other professions 

consequently the awareness to these types of issues is more evident 

however it still remains as a mental health issue. 

 

Thirty years ago my experiences in various studios was filled with witnessing 

addictions, bi-polar and depression to mention just a few and they still 

exist.   Remember this industry is a sole entrepreneurship at its core.  It's 

about constantly coming up with, presenting and delivering ideas.  Add 

into that the administration of running a studio managing staff, 

production,  constant changes in the industry, family issues, children, 

expenses  and whatever else life can throw at you.   Back then I recall 

coffee tables filled with everything from Jack Daniels, to recreational 

paraphernalia that one could self medicate with.   This wasn't exclusive to 

photographers this was creative directors, art directors, make-up artists, 

hair stylists and even the client.  Welcome to the early eighties.  It was all 

out there. 

 

Creative Directors and Art Directors were every bit a part of ushering the 

creative concept into being realized.  They would sketch and modify, 

create and direct as the photographer took on the same tasks in this 

mutual dance of creation and make no bones about it, it was 

creation.  There was space in-between each frame and space in the day. 

Though the spaces existed so to did the depression, anxiety or whatever 

else ailed the artist,  it just had a different configured landscape in which 

to exist in so it quietly lurked behind the corner and was easily attributed 

to stress or being overworked.  It blended into the background. 

 

Space back then was to stand back, eat lunch, discuss the direction and 

approach the creative equation with fresh eyes and new 

modifications.  The work was excellent.  There was breath in its creation 



and it was generally done mindfully and with passion.  There was an 

intelligence to the work and how could there not be with the 

collaboration that existed and the accommodation of time. 

 

Fast forward thirty plus years and things are done with total regard for 

linear time.  Shoot it, send it.    There are no pauses or breaks no 

allowances or cracks for a higher possibility or serendipity to make its 

presence known.  Sterile, automated and without any space to breathe. 

Void of the poetry of creativity that would otherwise resonate on a 

cognitive level. I'm speaking in general terms.   Historically the pauses 

were where the creative breath had a chance to reintroduce itself.  Now 

the mechanical has taken over. 

 

Lunch isn't a full break anymore as the shooting schedule is typically too 

intense to accommodate the necessary suspension and the shooting 

schedule is not only tight but more often then not ridiculous and with 

complete disregard to how the creative process works. Again, I'm 

speaking in general terms.  This isn't Lucille Ball packaging chocolates on 

an assembly line but sometimes it might as well be.   I'm not suggesting 

weeks to work out an idea, but I am suggesting time to collect ideas and 

see if the initial concept can be pushed to a higher level. That's just a cup 

of coffee.    Ample time to collaborate, talk and to reach further outside 

of the creative box.   I'm speaking about the creative team coming 

together and bringing with them an expansive palate of knowledge that 

can enhance the current raw possibility.  There is a deconstruct in that 

process that alleviates stress and can keep stressful situations at bay. 

 

Depression, which is rampant exists in the spaces and is further 

exasperated when there are no spaces, that's where it lurks the darkest.  It 

is in those situations it can become suffocating and debilitating for the 

artist.  To be overwhelmed, stressed and incapacitated to move 

forward.  Depression in an outward expression of an internal anger so 

deep it is paralyzing.  It is the sword that kills the genesis of creation.    It 

lurks like wild fire in the worlds of those that are self-employed as the 

pressures are high. It comes with a filter on ones listening where in order to 

meld into a situation all the elements have to be aligned with what best 

works for the person suffering from depression. It is known as the 'selfish 

disease' because a type of scripted situation needs to exist in order for the 

person suffering from depression to be able to move forward and appear 

that nothing is awry. Not a feasible thing to experience from one moment 

to the next unless the community surrounding the person suffering from 

depression is aware and adapts their own personalities to subsidize the 

party suffering from depression. Therein lays the term the 'selfish disease.' 

 



For some photographers it preexisted their knowledge of even having it 

and they suffered even when things were good and suffer when they 

weren't.  During the early eighties the disease would be masked for those 

creatives that suffered from it with dinner, wine and whatever else would 

surface as the shoot winded down.   Creative Directors leaving with a 

napkin filled with fantastic ideas that could be banked for not only the 

client at hand but future clients.  Valuable nuggets collected through a 

committed consciousness of several people who lived, ate and breathed 

their craft.  How could that result ever be interpreted as a mental health 

disease. 

 

The Photographers I worked with and were surrounded by were either self 

taught or studied at technical institutions.  There wasn't a lot in those days 

in the area of formal education wise.  Generally speaking your experience 

was your education. Photographers took what they needed and were 

inspired to start to apply their newly acquired knowledge.  All tasted 

success.  Sadly there is no space for many of these tremendously 

successful and talented front line shooters today because they don't have 

their degrees.  Something that barely existed back then but now has 

become necessary to teach.  As they decide to wind down the decades 

of incredible experiences and front line work history they are not coveted 

consequently their incredibly experiences have no outlet to be shared 

with future generations.   They elected to apply their talent instead of 

theorizing it.  For some of these professionals this stoppage was enough of 

a trigger for mental health issues to surface. 

 

We don't acknowledge mental health illness on a whole.    It's more a 

personal thing or a suck it up and move on thing but it's a serious ailment 

that can manifest into other physical ailments in the body. I know of 

clients who quietly suffered until they could no longer continue and 

ended their lives.   Depression is born out of all the things we believe we 

can no longer manage when we need to be present enough to know we 

actually can manage.  Some individuals are predisposed to it and they 

need to insure that they incorporate into their day any practices that will 

distance themselves from having depression set in on them.  Regular 

exercise, diet, laughter and meditation are all just a few.  For some, 

medication needs to be prescribed.   

 

The schools don't teach young artists about this snake that lurks in the 

grass but for many artists it is there.  I know many photographers/artists 

that suffer from it.  Women are traditionally more afflicted by it then men 

but in the arts and perhaps because I was surrounded by males at the 

time almost unanimously they suffered in one way or another.  Their 

spouses knew it and self-medicating was typical with whatever 



recreational resources were available to them at the time, alcohol being 

the constant choice. 

 

Though depression is an inward anger it is something that can be wrestled 

to the ground and I say that because I have witnessed it 

repeatedly.  Artists realizing that their depression stemmed from the 

stresses of running their business, a stress they no longer wanted so they 

joined forces with larger studios and surrendered the stress to someone 

else.  They were happier and free to create.  Others realized that they no 

longer wanted to shoot what they were assigned and wanted to find their 

own path.  A path that was authentic and true to who they were rather 

then what the market dictated them to be.  For others they came to 

realize they weren't the artists they believed themselves to be but rather 

successful marketers at a craft that was excelling and they were unable 

to excel within it.  They courageously left and created a new life for 

themselves in another profession. 

 

CAMH (Centre of Addiction and Mental Health) has programs for those 

that suffer from a litany of mental health issues.  Like abuse it is one of the 

last bastions that is getting more air-time and being asked to step out of 

the closet.  Far too many suffer from it and there are many ways now in 

which to address this issue so it need not hold hostage even a minute of 

ones life.  If you find it is all too much for you and the house of cards if 

falling, let it fall and don't hesitate to seek the help you require.  If you are 

balanced and aligned then you will be able to get everything else 

around you balanced and aligned in a shorter period of time then you 

can even imagine.  So don't be afraid to find resolve as you won't be able 

to move on honestly and authentically in your own work until you have 

managed to get this addressed. 

 

Seek the help you need, don't get caught in stigma's and know you are 

running average as so many people are afflicted with mental health 

issues and don't know or have the energy to address it.  Give yourself 

back the gift of life and release any preconceived notions you may have 

about seeking help to address the problem. The help is there so take 

it.    That journey alone will bring you insight and possibility that will take 

you to a better place in all areas of your life not just your professional 

life.  Life isn't supposed to be about struggle, we create that because our 

egos tell us it's a hard and long road.   Our awareness and insight can 

trump that old belief which was born out of illusion and fear. 

 

Many reference the saying 'the ship has sailed' and the truth is when one 

ship leaves port another is already in port.  Life is benevolent and once we 

see that we can release ourselves from whatever preconceived notions 



we have surrounding seeking the help we require and obtain it one can 

be in an amazing place. 

 

Release that inner dialogue and watch the sun start to shine through as 

you commence taking deliberate action to eliminate the elements that 

sustain depression or any other mental health issues in your life and create 

a vacuum for those things that bring in the light.  Remember, there is not 

one person who will cross your path that either doesn't suffer from a 

mental health issue or has someone in their family or extended family and 

friends that suffer from it.  It is pervasive and you are never alone.  Finally 

there are programs, dialogues, lectures etc. that are here to serve not 

only the patient but the family friends surrounding them.  It's not a big leap 

so take it. 

 

Being healthy when it comes to mental health is in the ART of healing. 

Here's to the wind on your back and the sun lighting your path. 
 


