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Writing Life

By Joanne Brokaw

Quick poll: if you're a writer and have ever suffered from a mood disorder, raise your

hand. I'll guess that many of you have spent some time curled up in bed contemplating

your own ineptitude, bemoaning the rising of the sun and the responsibilities that come

with it, or staring at the ceiling pondering the elusive meaning of life.

I know because, not only have I been there myself, I recently

stumbled across a study by Dr. Nancy C. Andreasen, a psychiatrist

at the University of Iowa College of Medicine in Iowa City. For 15

years she followed 30 writers who had been

on faculty at the prestigious Iowa Writers

Workshop, looking for links between mental

illness and creativity. Her findings: 80% of the

participants suffered from at least one episode

of depression (in fact, two committed suicide

during the course of the study), with bipolar

disorder the most common illness among the

group.

Dr. Andreasen expected to find that the

writers either suffered from or had a family

history of schizophrenia, which affects many

great scientific minds. Instead, she found that

most creative people suffer from mood disor-

ders.

Family and friends—the non-creative ones in the bunch, any-

way—have very little tolerance for our need to spend months in our

pajamas without enough energy to answer the telephone (let alone

get a "real job"), deeming us lazy, weak, or just plain crazy. What

they don't realize is that those seasons of mental imbalance are part of

our personality and in fact provide the incubation period for works of

great creativity. (Can you say Tolstoy? Woolf? Plath?)

While a period of mental imbalance impairs creativity (a manic

episode is useless, for example, because while you have a million great

ideas you're too disorganized to act on any of them),

Dr. Andreasen explained that when you pull out of

it those experiences are what you draw upon for

your next creative work. (And you thought those

hours spent watching "General Hospital" were a
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total waste of time.)
People with creative personalities are more open in new

experiences, are bigger risk takers, and are more tolerant of. am-
biguity, which means you feel emotions

more deeply and experience life more

fully, but you also get hurt more easily

(and frequently). Fnough intense cycles

of love, hurt, sorrow, joy, mania, de-

pression and you're on your way to the

loony bin (but also maybe the next New

York 'L'imes bestseller).

Which brings me to dreary, mid-

winter February. Maybe you're sur-

rounded h\ love birds chirping Valentine,

mating calls while you're eating dinner

alone (again). You could be silting in

your pajamas for the sixth day in a row,

staring at the cat and wondering when

the sun is going to shine. Or maybe you haven't slept in days

because your mind is racing with brilliant ideas that you i-an't

write down fast enough. Congratulations! You have a creative

personality. But you might also need help.

If you think you're suffering from anxiety or depression,

see a doctor immediately, especially if an objective family mem-

ber or friend suggests that you need help. You may have clinical

depression or even bipolar disorder. Il so, take your medica-
tions, avoid prolonged periods of isolation, and don't get dis-

couraged. You're not alone.

Mental illnesses are not to be trifled with, but perhaps

they truly are part of the creative process. Just remember to

journal during this dreary season so you have fodder for your

next project. £*<
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