GREAT LITERATURE AND DEPRESSION 


 True art requires many things: talent, resources, but most importantly-- a moderate but not quite lethal amount of mental illness.  If you think of mental health as a continuum with sane at one end and raving lunatic at the other, there is a lot of room to move around.  And artists, as a rule, dwell closer to the raving lunatic end than the sane end.  And not in the mundane sense either.  They don’t generally walk into Burger Kings with AK-47s, but they do create millions of lies in their heads about the nature of reality-- either musically, visually, or literary, then claim it as the true interpretation.  Worse yet, while they imagine they can stay on the right side of the line drawn in their heads between what’s real and what isn’t, the fact is they wander back and forth across it like a drunk trying to pass a field sobriety test.


The most productive type of mental illness-- at least when it comes to literature-- (and I come to this merely by a process of elimination), is severe depression.  Not mild, not moderate, not something that can be cured by herbal supplements or a walk in the park, but gut-wrenching despair, suicidal sadness.  In other words, if you haven’t spent months bursting into tears in supermarket checkout lines when you imagine the cashier gives you a smile of kindness; if insomnia has never driven you the edge of a psychosis so terrifying that you have panic attacks at the very thought of someone noticing how out of your head you actually are, if you haven’t seriously contemplated, in the wee hours of the morning, eviscerating yourself with a kitchen knife, then you don’t know what I’m talking about.


I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with other forms of mental illness.  For example,  I have a lot of respect for paranoid-schizophrenics.  There used to be one, lived across the street from me and she would come over and say things like, “you better not let your dogs come over to my house because there are death rays emanating from the electrical appliances and I wouldn’t want them to get hurt.”  Now being thick, it took me awhile to figure out that this was paranoid schizophrenic for “keep your damn dogs out of my yard.”


Paranoid schizophrenics as a rule however, don’t make very good novelists.  Pens turn into pit-vipers that slither and twist between fingers decomposing-before-their-very-eyes.  And computers?  Forget about it.  As far as a paranoid schitophrenic’s concerned, if you can see into it, it can see out at you and send those jackbooted  government agents straight to your front door in the time it takes the insidious device to boot up.


Obsessive compulsives make bad novelists too.   Instead of sticking to their work, they keep getting up to wash their hands for the 67th time since they got out of bed (and it’s only eight o’clock in the morning).  Or maybe they have to clip their toenails even though there’s nothing left to clip but tissues containing thousands of nerve endings, but who cares?  It’s only pain, and it’s more important to clip clip clip away, much more important.  When it comes to literature, obsessive compulsives take about fifty years to finish one paragraph because of all the interruptions.  It may be a very good paragraph, but we all know one paragraph does not a novel make.


Regular Obsessives?  Again, highly problematical.  How are you going to spend any significant time at the ol’ keyboard when you’ve got to go out and stalk that righteously handsome guy on General Hospital?  And, I mean, forget about the actual stalking, think about all the time you’ve got to spend thinking about the stalking?  There’s a lot of planning that goes into such things and one is unlikely to have much creative energy (or libido if you’re comfortable with a more Jungian lexicon) left over at the end of the day.


Last but not least is manic-depression.  If you suffer from manic-depression or “bi-polar” disorder the good news is that chances are you will have the energy to finish a novel, maybe even ten or twenty in one night.  But when you get low again, you will probably lack the strength to walk to the mailbox and send the manuscript off to anybody.   Then if you do, when it comes back with a sticker emblazoned across the front that says “piss off, you’re no John Grisham” you might very well jump into the swimming pool with a sack of rocks tied to your feet.


Which brings us back to severe depression.  Most people with severe depression have it most of their lives and if they’ve made it to the point where they’ve actually decided to do something, well that’s half the battle.  Severely depressed people often write very good books.  Legend has it that Homer wrote the Iliad while in the clutches of a major depression that started the day he realized that everybody else in the world wasn’t blind.  This makes perfect sense to me.  If the world in which you dwell is too painful to endure, the only option is to send yourself into another one.  If the vision of a guy on horseback dragging another guy’s dead body round and round the ruins of a sacked city is more appealing to you than what’s going on in your own head, then what’s going on in your own head can’t be all the great.  And I don’t even want to talk about James Joyce.  It’s a well-known fact that the Irish are born depressed like frogs are born with tails, only unlike the frog’s tails, it doesn’t go away.  I don’t even have to argue the point.  If the inside of your head is so fucked up that the only way to get out of it is to write something as impenetrable as Finnigan’s Wake, we’re talking way fucked up.


Or think about about good old Ernest Hemmingway.  I never could stand the guy’s stuff, too macho for me and now that I think about it, I don’t know very many women who like him, which doesn’t change the fact that he ended his life by firing a shotgun into his mouth.  Truman Capote said he did this because he was a “closet everything,” and maybe this is true, but whatever it was that drove him to it, this was not the act of a happy camper.  


And speaking of Mr Capote, I believe it was drugs and alcohol that got him.  But if his thesis is correct, perhaps Mr Hemmingway and he are living happily ever after in the afterlife, baking pototo knishes and drinking beer with John Kennedy Toole who wrote the greatest novel of all time, A Confederacy of Dunces.  He probably would have written other good books, that is, if he hadn’t committed suicide.


So fear not your mental illness, whatever its nature.  It’s yours and you’ll manage it (hopefully) in whatever way you have to.  And always remember, whether you’re writing poetry, landscaping a house, playing the kazoo, or writing a symphony, you’ve got the seeds of greatness in you.  All the rest of them out there are, quite frankly and as the Brits would say, a bunch o’ wankers.
