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How to survive the risky business of making art 
 

By Betsy Rosenwald for the CARFAC SASK Newsletter - November 2006 
 

Making art is a dangerous proposition in the best of times. Those who decide to take 
the risk can count on a lifetime of questioning:  What is it that I want to make? Why does 
it matter? When am I going to find the time? How am I going to pay for studio space and 
materials? Where am I going to exhibit the final product? Who will look at it? To sustain 
a life in art, you almost need to be part magician, ready to pull the next rabbit out of a 
hat, but with the ability to take pleasure in your feat even when no one is there to 
applaud the magic.  

 
“If making art gives substance to your sense of self, the corresponding fear is that 

you’re not up to the task — that you can’t do it, or can’t do it well, or can’t do it again; or 
that you’re not a real artist, or not a good artist, or have no talent, or have nothing to 
say,” write artists David Bayles and Ted Orland in their book, Art & Fear: Observations 
On The Perils (and Rewards) of Artmaking. “Making art is dangerous and revealing…[It] 
precipitates self-doubt, stirring deep waters that lay between what you know you should 
be, and what you fear you might be.” 

 
Is it any wonder that some researchers link mental disorders with creativity? There are 

bound to be times when we wish we had chosen a stable path with more built in 
assurances.  

 
Full disclosure: I began a full-time job last April, the first one I have had in almost thirty 

years. After a lifetime of making ends meet with odd, though often interesting and 
creative, jobs taken on because they allowed me time to do my work, I confess to 
experiencing an unexpected sense of relief at knowing the shape of my day, from the 
time I will get up in the morning to the deadlines I will face. It feels great to have a break 
from feeding off my own brain.  

 

Risk Factors 
 

Regardless of whether or not artists experience a higher frequency of mental 
disorders than the general population, the type of work we do can put us at risk for 
depression and anxiety. Says Deb Hay, a PhD psychologist practising in Saskatoon, 
“Working alone, not having a lot of social contacts may put artists at risk. Taking on jobs 
just for the money, so they can do what they really care about on the side is another one 
if it results in low job satisfaction. If an artist has a day job and stays up late at night 
working in the studio, not getting enough sleep might put them at risk.” Hay also cites 
financial burdens and the multiple demands of family, work, and studio as risk factors. 
“Like any job, it’s a balance. You need to find the proper social support for what you do. 
Mental fitness is as important as physical fitness.” 
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Bonnie Allie, a New York City art therapist who treats many creative people, agrees 
that isolation and lack of recognition may point an artist toward depression. “Many artists 
enjoy the solitude of working in the studio. The problem begins if solitude fuels isolation, 
and the individual becomes cut off from everyone, even himself. For some, even the art 
may become inaccessible. Chronic rejection can also wear down an artist’s self-esteem 
and cause them to question their choices. When people seek treatment, usually the 
crisis has gone on for a while and the depression is starting to take over.” 

 
Even success can be a pitfall in that it forces what may have been a private refuge 

into the public sphere. “People who become artists may have discovered art as a way of 
coping with some trauma or crisis in early life,” says Allie. “Success may leave an artist 
feeling overexposed and traumatized all over again, precipitating a crisis. In other 
professions, people are not putting their unconscious out there in their daily life.” 

 
Most of the people Allie treats “need a place to put down their woes, a place of 

understanding where they can connect with the source of the anxiety or depression, and 
tease out the threads that led to it. They usually feel relief at being ‘seen.’ Not being 
thought of as crazy is huge for artists. Most worry that I will suggest they give up art and 
get a real job.” Allie says she would never suggest that. Her treatment method focuses 
on “being with someone in crisis and helping them see that the anxiety or depression 
has meaning, that it is not about being crazy, bad, incompetent, or fragile, but is a 
message from deep inside that they need to take stock. Something that is not right at the 
core needs to come out. It is necessary even though it is making them feel terrible.”  

 

Getting Help 
 

When anguish, anxiety, or depression become too much, it is time to get help. This is 
a difficult step for many people who were raised to believe in “toughing it out.” If you can 
get through a 6-month winter of 30 below temperatures, shouldn’t you be able to get 
through a short bout of depression? That depends on how long it lasts. Clinical 
depression is a lot more common than most people think. It affects up to 50,000 
Saskatchewan residents each year. But don’t despair —depression is very treatable. 
Between 80 and 90 per cent of people with depression — even the most serious forms 
— can be helped. The most important step is often the most difficult one — asking for 
help.  

 
Saskatchewan artist Robin S.  (not her real name) sought the help of a psychologist 

because of a crisis precipitated by her father’s death. “After my father died, I was mad all 
the time. The anger had probably always been inside me, and was, in fact, a very useful 
tool. But it was out of control. Once I began going to therapy, I had a lot of stuff to 
unknot, and in the end, it helped me with my work as well as my life.”  

 
The psychologist helped Robin to explore the fears she harboured about being an 

artist. “I felt that art was not a proper job. It was always something I did on the side. The 
anger hid a deeper sense of doubt and insecurity. It made me impatient and 
disrespectful of my own work. With all this going on, I didn’t give my art any time to come 
to life, to be. And whatever did come out, I ended up squashing.” 

 
Taking the step of making an appointment to see the psychologist was hard. “For 

awhile, I told myself I can handle my problems. I don’t need to tell anyone about them. 
I’m tough. It was really hard to phone a complete stranger and say, ‘I think I need help.’ 
The treatment consisted of talking to her for an hour once a week, for about 4 months. It 
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was short and intense. She gave me a very safe place to talk about things I had not 
talked about for my entire life. She was the coach and I was every player on the team. I 
would leave sessions and walk for miles thinking things through. It was hard work.” 

 
The work had a positive impact on Robin’s art practice as well as her emotional life. “I 

could not have finished my last project as it dealt with stuff I could not look at before. I 
was able to take something that was previously unavailable to me and transform it. I am 
more respectful of my work, of my self and my process — more aware of how I enter 
things, how I proceed through things. I have time to wait and see what happens [in the 
studio].” 

 

Know the symptoms of depression 
 

If any of these feelings persist longer than two weeks, seek help: 
 

• Sadness or “emptiness” 

• Hopelessness, pessimism, or guilt 

• Helplessness or worthlessness 

• Inability to make decisions 

• Inability to concentrate and remember 

• Loss of interest or pleasure in ordinary activities 

• More problems with work and family 

• Loss of energy and drive – feeling “slowed down” 

• Trouble falling asleep, staying asleep, or getting up 

• Appetite problems: losing or gaining weight 

• Headaches, stomach aches, or backaches 

• Chronic aches and pains in joints and muscles 

 

Sudden changes in behaviour, such as: 
 

• Restlessness or irritability 

• Desire to be alone most of the time 

• Dropping hobbies and activities 

• Drinking heavily or taking drugs 

 

Thinking or talking about: 
 

• Death  

• Suicide or attempted suicide 

 
(Thanks to the U S National Institute of Mental Health (NIMH) for much of this information) 
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Other Treatment Options 
 

When you are feeling overwhelmed, the task of finding the right treatment solution 
may feel insurmountable. “People who are depressed often have a hard time thinking 
clearly or recognizing their own symptoms,” says the Canadian Mental Health 
Association web site. “The first step toward defeating depression is to define it.” The 
NIMH web site gives a list of symptoms to watch for (see box above…Know the 
Symptoms of Depression). It might be time to seek help when people find themselves 
experiencing any of these symptoms for more than two weeks.  

 
Help may begin with a trusted family physician, or a referral from a friend or colleague 

who has had a positive experience with a counsellor. The Saskatchewan Health Region 
also offers mental health services that may be accessed directly. Each region in 
Saskatchewan may be slightly different and most have web sites. For example, the 
Saskatoon Health Region has a centralized intake phone number for Mental Health 
Services. After phoning this number, you would request to speak to an intake worker 
who will ask you to describe what you are experiencing, explain what your options are, 
and help sort out a strategy for treatment. “The intake worker will try to determine how 
severe the symptoms are before they help you to decide on a course of action,” says 
Deb Hay. “They might tell you what groups are available or suggest individual 
counselling. What course you take depends upon what is causing the depression. A 
range of options are available, from self-help books to non-profit counselling agencies 
that treat people on a sliding fee scale, such as Family Service Bureau. Private 
counsellors and psychologists are pay as you go.” 

 
Hay recommends checking what your insurance or employee assistance plan covers 

(if you have one) — the number of sessions and the dollar amount — to find something 
that is affordable as well as effective. A social worker may charge a lower fee than a 
psychologist but they can provide good services. Clergy also may have good counselling 
skills. “The more specific you can be about what you are experiencing and what you are 
looking for in terms of treatment, the better you can find the right place to get help. You 
have to be an educated consumer.” 

 
As an artist and a (retired) psychiatrist, Glenn Veeman has a personal awareness of 

some of the issues artists face. “There is a big risk of people becoming discouraged. 
Discipline and persistence are at the core of making art. Significant mental illness can 
seriously interfere with output. Most artists I know function pretty well. Maybe self-
expression offers a way of self-healing.” Veeman worries that artists might find the 
province’s mental health resources difficult to access. “In an ideal world, treatment would 
include some kind of talk therapy, not just a prescription for medication from your family 
physician,” he says. “A combination of medication and therapy has been shown to be 
most effective.”  

 
Finding good psychotherapy in Saskatchewan might also be a challenge. “My 

perception is that it is difficult to find someone available, able, and affordable. There has 
never been a critical mass of psychodynamic therapists here,” says Veeman. He 
recommends talking to people such as a family physician or friends who have had 
positive therapeutic experience. “Patients probably value the qualities residing within a 
therapist, such as non-possessive warmth and genuineness, more than the theories they 
espouse,” he says. 
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The Canadian Psychological Association web site maintains a listing of all the 
Provincial and Territorial Associations of Psychology, as well as offering excellent advice 
on finding a psychologist in your area and what to expect from treatment. “Once you 
have established the practitioner’s credentials, the best way to determine if he or she is 
right for you is to use your feelings as a gauge. Does this person appear kind, 
understanding and non-judgmental? Do you feel listened to and uniquely appreciated?  
If not, perhaps you need to try someone else who might be a better fit.”  

 
While some artists may fear that therapy will interfere with creativity, “therapy can be a 

place to find meaning,” says Allie. “It can lead to transformation. Some part of the self is 
in labour to become, but has gotten stuck, or buried, unseen or not taken care of. The 
direction of therapy is toward health, helping to get free and gain greater sense of choice 
and direction. Something is going to change. It’s going to be different. To benefit, you 
have to value health over sickness and choose to head actively in a positive direction.”  
We artists identify deeply with our work. This may be the source of the so-called artistic 
temperament. It combines a strong desire for self-expression with a deep identification 
with the work as self. If the work receives criticism or worse, is ignored, it is easy to 
become depressed. Sustaining a life in art requires stamina and resilience. The choice 
of an unconventional direction means that we must learn to seek out and maintain 
support from others. We can’t be crazy — we have to be able to corral a lot of anxiety 
and doubt to keep going. Taking care of yourself is not only important for your health, but 
also for your work. 
 

 

 

 

 

_______________________________ 

 

 

Resources 
 

Saskatchewan Government Mental Health Services 
Web site: http://www.health.gov.sk.ca/ps_mental_health_services.html 
Adult Community Services: offers direct and indirect clinical and consulting services for adults in 
Saskatchewan, including diagnosis and treatment of a wide variety of mental health problems as 
well as counselling and support for community clients.  
Adult services available at health regions mental health clinics in service areas include: (Please 
note that not all of these services are necessarily available in every health region.) Crisis 
intervention, marital counselling (with distress), individual counselling, family therapy, adult sexual 
assessment and treatment, batterer’s treatment or family violence, family violence support, sexual 
assault/sexual abuse support, intake/assessment/referral, court ordered assessments, problem 
gambling support, promotion/prevention/education. 
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Saskatoon Health Region 
Web site: http://www.saskatoonhealthregion.ca/ 

 
Regina Qu’Appelle Health Region 
Web site: http://www.rqhealth.ca/ 

 
Canadian Mental Health Association (CMHA), Saskatchewan division 

Web site: http://www.cmhask.com (go to Mental Health links) Offers downloadable mental health 
information and links to sites for specific disorders. 

 
CMHA Provincial office: 
2702 12th Ave., Regina, SK    S4T 1J2 
Phone 306 525-5601, toll free 1-800-461-5483 
Fax 306 569-3788 
e-mail cmhask@accesscomm.ca 

 
CMHA Branches 

Battlefords 306 446-7177 
Estevan 306 634-6428 
Kindersley 306 463-4702  
Moose Jaw 306 692-4240  
Prince Albert 306 763-7747  
Regina 306 525-9543 
Saskatoon 306 384-9333  
Swift Current 306 778-2440/773-0601  
Weyburn 306 842-7959  
Yorkton 306 783-8135  

 
Canadian Psychological Association 

Web site: http://www.cpa.ca/public/ 
Offers excellent information on how to find a psychologist, what to expect from treatment etc. 

 
Saskatchewan College of Psychologists 

Web site: http://www.skcp.ca/ 
Offers a regional map to help find a psychologist in your area, and links to a registry page with 
contact information and areas of specialty. Also, topics such as “what should you expect when 
seeing a psychologist” and “what you SHOULD NOT expect.” 

 
The Canadian Register of Health Service Providers in Psychology  

Web site: http://www.crhspp.ca 
Has a referral list and information.  

 
National Institute of Mental Health (US) Health information  

Web site: http://www.nimh.nih.gov/  
 

Canadian Health Network 

Web site: http://www.canadian-health-network.ca/ 
 

Health Canada 

Web site: http://www.hc-sc.gc.ca/iyh-vsv/diseases-maladies/mental_e.html 
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Books 
David Bayles and Ted Orland, Art & Fear: Observations On The Perils (and Rewards) of 
Artmaking (Santa Cruz, CA and Eugene, OR: The Image Continuum Press, 2004). 

 
Nell Casey, Unholy Ghost: Writers on Depression (New York: William Morrow, 2001). 

 
Kay Redfield Jamison, Touched With Fire: Manic Depressive Illness and the Artistic 
Temperament (New York: Simon & Schuster, Inc., 1993). 

 
Arnold M. Ludwig, The Price of Greatness: Resolving the Creativity and Madness Controversy 
(New York: Guilford Press, 1995). 

 
Eric Maisel, Ph.D, Fearless Creating: A Step-By-Step Guide to Starting and Completing Your 
Work of Art (New York: Jeremy P. Tarcher/Putnam, 1995). 
 
Alice Miller, The Drama of the Gifted Child (New York: Basic Books, revised ed. 1997). 

 
Twyla Tharp, The Creative Habit: Learn It and Use It for Life (New York: Simon & Schuster, 
2003). 

 

Articles 
Dr. Arnold M. Ludwig, MD, “Method and Madness in the Arts and Sciences,” (Creativity Research 
Journal: Vol. 11, No. 2, 1998). 
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