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            INTRODUCTION

         

         An ending. An encasing, a world within a world (a self inside a self), thoughts that thrust themselves into a nest of other thoughts and ruthlessly push out their healthy foster-brothers and sisters (like baby cuckoos), an everpresent shadow (even in the light), a confirmation, a truth, an illusion, heavy sand where the shore turns to sea, a fungus that manages to worm its spores into everything, static noise, fading away, a greyness that sucks up every colour, until all that’s left is the memory of colour.

         Depression is like mourning, and mourning can cause depression. It’s like grief and fear, too, generic terms for what happens when you lose something, or are afraid of losing something; for when you fall, or have already fallen. But depression is also different: it’s coupled to another kind of loss—the loss of reality. Life-changing events make you see the world differently—when you fall in love, you gain a whole new world; when you lose someone, you lose a 8world too—and such events can make you feel that you’re a completely different person. Yet you’re still involved in the world; you’re rooted in it, even if you can’t recognize it for the time being. You’re still yourself. But depression makes you doubt the connection between yourself and the world: it’s not only that you no longer feel at home in it, but also that you realize there’s no such thing as a safe place, a home. Depression can affect your brain and the meaning of your life, like a rot eating into your days. After the first episode of depression you have a more-than-average chance of a second episode, and after two periods of depression it’s more likely than not that you’ll get depressed again, and in this way it can become a part of your life.

         Around the end of 2017, during an argument, my partner chided me for being sad so often. This surprised me, because I didn’t feel particularly sad at that point: the melancholy that goes along with my life was there, but not more than usual. And I certainly wasn’t depressed. I’m absolutely sure about that because for part of my life I have been depressed. Not long after the argument I read a book in which the writer, someone who has a physical disability, said very clearly that she wouldn’t want to live without it, and I wondered what my own take on this was. For a long time I thought my life wasn’t worth living because the unhappiness often weighed so much more 9than the happiness. I don’t mean that there’s never been any beauty in my life—the opposite, in fact—but for a good part of it my spirits have been well below par. That is something I wouldn’t wish on anyone. At the same time, the experience has enriched my view of the world and I’ve developed a good work ethic. I live inside my work. I don’t know if depression has given me more empathy and imagination, and made me more sensitive: it could also be that these qualities preceded the depression, and that they are a part of the cause. At any rate, these events set me thinking.

         This essay is the result: a brief philosophical investigation into depression, in which I use my own experiences as material. This is not so I can lay myself completely bare, without holding back a single detail, as Rousseau says he will do at the beginning of his Confessions. I don’t want to make a completely faithful picture of my own life up to this point, or to create a self-portrait; I’m using my life as a lens to investigate the structure and significance of depression. This is just a fraction of all I could say about myself (and deeds that are put into words always diverge from the underlying events). Nevertheless, depression is an important aspect of my life, and something that has strongly shaped me.

         I don’t think that a better understanding of what depression is can cure people. But it does have value. 10Depression is more than a chemical problem—the questions that occupy someone with depression are fundamentally human, and they touch on other philosophical questions that concern language, autonomy, power relations, loneliness, and the relationship between body and mind. But this essay is also about the other side, such as animals, trees, others, art: about consolation, and hope, and the things that can give life meaning.
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            1

            On the seeping away of colour and death at the dinner table: a brief history

         

         May 1994 was unusually warm and sunny, as I remember it.1 My classmates sat around on the grass every break time, making daisy chains and playing the guitar—the world glowed and life was full of promise. But as they skipped merrily through life, each step I took made me sink further and further into deep, invisible mud. It was as if the force of gravity was too strong, as if the earth was dragging me under. I was fourteen and that feeling of bleakness was something I’d long known.

         On my eighth birthday, for example, one of my aunts took me to a toyshop where I could choose a present for myself. I picked a plush dog in a basket, which had little puppies with it. I thought it was really sweet, but at the same time I had the feeling that I hadn’t chosen well, 12that I should have picked something more sensible. My birthday wasn’t pleasant; there was an argument, and a strange grey atmosphere crept into the day. I sensed something wasn’t right—so how could other people pretend it was? That feeling kept coming and going throughout my childhood, until that month of May when it came into the foreground and pushed other things further and further back.

         May turned to June and everything grew greyer, like in a cartoon film in which colour gradually seeps from the surroundings until everything is black and white. Then, in the black and white that followed, the contrast faded: the white became less clear and finally the grey just bled into grey. The world around me became a different world, in which things wouldn’t simply turn out well, in which it was actually more likely that they’d never turn out well again. While my body was being taken over by that weight, my thoughts clumped around a single theme: it would be better if I didn’t exist. For many years afterwards I detested May, the smell of spring, the green and the growth, and I still don’t feel happy at the first signs of summer—unlike some people, I can’t look forward to what is on the way.

         Around that time I first read Jean-Paul Sartre’s Nausea,2 in which the main character, Roquentin, has exactly the same feeling of pointlessness. I found it a very frightening book. It was as if what I was feeling, and what Sartre 13described, touched on a barren truth, a desolation, which now that I’d discovered it would never go away. For Sartre, that barrenness isn’t purely bad: it’s also the starting point of freedom. According to him human beings aren’t simply bodies, we are also consciousnesses, and to rise above our physical situatedness we must confront the absurdity and emptiness of existence. This shouldn’t be camouflaged with the idea of a god, the illusion of consolation, or by wanting to fulfil other people’s wishes: you have to will yourself free. It is by making your own choices and taking responsibility for them that you can achieve self-realization. But I didn’t know about that freedom then. I read about Roquentin doing his historical research in the library, about his increasing sense of alienation and his consequent realization that this has nothing to do with him, but is simply what the world is like. His nausea is not a reaction to random events, but is a symptom of his growing understanding of existence. Those who believe in goodness and beauty, like the Autodidact, who is often in the library as well, are simply naïve and gullible. And we’ll find nothing behind the bad things; don’t fool yourself.

         Teenagers and existentialists understand something true, something bleak about life. Perhaps children don’t live in a safe world—it is already the real world, a world where cats are killed by cars, animals are eaten, and other children experience war (or they themselves, in many parts 14of the world)—but often they haven’t yet acquired the hardness of adults, or the habituation of the adult to that hardness. Their world is magical and alive, everything is still possible. For the adolescent, however, the world presents itself with full force. Falling in love for the first time can create a sense of limitlessness; feeling is something that flows out from you, in every direction. Life’s lack of meaning can present itself in this way too: this is how it is, this is the truth about life, and everyone who simply enjoys it is labouring under an illusion.

         I thought things would never get better, that I’d always feel that way, and in addition to the various feelings of guilt I had, I was constantly thinking about death. Death, my own death, acquired a shape in those days, like a shadow that was always at my side. My plans weren’t concrete, but at the same time they were constantly present. I talked about it, with my friends and at school, and with various therapists who thought that things would sort themselves out. In those days I liked wearing bright clothes and that was one of the reasons why I wasn’t taken seriously by all the different psychologists and psychiatrists I consulted. One of them literally wrote that it couldn’t be all that bad, because I was wearing a green woolly hat with a butterfly on it, instead of just wearing black, and anyway, according to him, I was gifted in all sorts of ways. I drank a lot, skipped school and argued with my teachers, and 15I sang. That all helped a little, and just managed to carry me through the days. I didn’t have the feeling I was ill: I thought I was bad, and the things I did were aimed at getting rid of that feeling, or setting it aside. Night after night, I sat by the window smoking roll-ups and listening to music, while I wrote poems and songs, and letters, which I sometimes burnt. Everything whirled around a chasm: this is how it is, I am alone here, everything I do is wrong—and then again.

         Philosophical and concrete suicide

         In The Myth of Sisyphus Albert Camus wonders whether understanding that life is meaningless should necessarily lead to suicide.3,4 According to him this question, whether or not we should commit suicide, is the fundamental philosophical problem. Life is chaotic and arbitrary and absurd: we ask, and the world is unreasonably silent; it does not give us the meaning or purpose we long for. You could respond to this by believing in a god who has shaped the universe in his or her own image and invested it with order and purpose. Or you can accept that life is meaningless and make the leap into death, because its lack of meaning makes life not worth living. There is, 16however, a third option: to embrace absurdity. In a world in which absurdity prevails we, as humans, can choose to confront the absurd, as well as the contradiction it brings: wanting to fight against it, wanting to break free from it, although this is also absurd. If we do this, then suicide isn’t the solution, but rather choosing to live as broadly and richly as possible: like Don Juan, who pursues his passions pointlessly, but with whole-hearted conviction; like the actor who lives through countless human lives; like the artist who doesn’t attempt to give meaning to absurdity, but represents it exactly as it is.

         Camus is right, of course, when he argues that we should embrace absurdity. That life is absurd is also a source of joy, and humour is one of our best weapons against its lack of meaning. But this is also one of the areas where things can go wrong when you’re depressed: you can no longer appreciate the value of that absurdity, or its fun. Relationships lose their meaning, and so does art; you become cut off from yourself and from the world. I had good friends during my first depression, who knew what was happening to me, but that didn’t help at all, because I thought I’d finally understood that I was alone and that was why I really was alone. My thoughts isolated me. And everything was grey; I was completely grey, just a husk for the feeling I had. No one else could see that everything was grey now, or how I really was—anything sweet that 17others did for me only confirmed my own self-hatred. And there wasn’t any prospect of things changing. Sometimes my mother would say that your school days are the best days of your life.

         In spite of skipping school and behaving badly, I passed my final exams without any problems, and then I went to England to study singing. A new start, rooted in the past. A few months later my aunt took her own life. It wasn’t entirely unexpected; she’d had serious neuralgia for a long time and we knew she didn’t want to carry on like that; she had made a half-hearted suicide attempt before. At the same time, it was totally unexpected, a lightning bolt that split the world in two: a before and an after. Death always splits the world in two, of course, but for me something really did shift in how I thought things fitted together. Things don’t always get better; certain fractures still remain, more than twenty years later. The inconceivable can actually happen. I’m not talking about grief or sorrow. That was there too, of course, although my grief was as nothing compared to that of her mother, her sisters and her two daughters. But something really did break. I don’t know whether suicide is worse than any other kind of death; that must depend entirely on who dies and how. It is different though, certainly in the case of someone whose treatment options haven’t yet been exhausted, or barely explored, in fact. Then there are 18plenty of loud, harsh ‘if I’d onlys’ or ‘if I’d just beens…’. In my aunt’s case there are so many different ways that the tide could have been turned, or so it seems: not having left her alone on the day it happened; getting a psychiatrist to investigate her in the days and weeks before; getting her admitted into a specialist facility; or maybe medication could have helped. I never actually talked to her about her death wish.

         The complete grief and misery after her death wasn’t good for my state of mind, but it didn’t change my ideas about suicide: suicide is an ending, not a solution. A solution presupposes that something good will come of it, that something of the old will shift into the new, while suicide only leads to the absence of the previous problem. I just think you shouldn’t do this if you have children. At least, that wouldn’t be my intention—I can’t judge the depth of someone else’s (unforeseen) suffering.

         What I did see very clearly at that time was that suicide as a concrete act is far removed from the abstract philosophical question as to whether or not we should take our own lives. It’s a desperate act, motivated by acute or sublimated despair, an act that often goes wrong,5 with blood, injuries (sometimes permanent), and frightened family members and friends. If the attempt does succeed, then the survivors don’t just have to sort out a coffin, funeral music, eulogies, money matters and other things, 19but they’re also left with an enormous amount of guilt and distress. That guilt and distress leave traces, scored into the lives of all that are left behind. The edges eventually wear away, but they never vanish, just as grief never vanishes either, but simply changes form, and these traces carry on shaping everything that happens afterwards.

         Carving out a place in the world

         I don’t actually think that whether or not we should take our own lives is the fundamental philosophical question—there are so many of them. But it is a question I carried with me for a long time. The depression that started when I was fourteen lasted about seven years, on and off. There are some years I can scarcely remember, from around the age of seventeen to twenty. Lost time, probably still stored somewhere inside me. Since I turned twenty-one, there have been other periods when things went badly for me, but never again for such a long stretch—sometimes for just a few months, a couple of times for about a year and a half. I bear in mind that I may become depressed again, but it’s been going pretty well for quite some time. For me, ‘pretty well’ never means that it’s completely light—I carry the darkness with me, to a greater or lesser extent. That’s not 20to say that nothing good or nice ever happens to me—my life is a rich one. And I always have the feeling that things are going very well as long as I’m not actually depressed, even if that’s not necessarily the case.

         In the first weeks of the ethics module in philosophy at the University of Amsterdam, the focus is on hedonism and utilitarianism, schools of thought that take happiness as the main measure of value. That was something that made me stumble as a student, and it did so again when I was teaching there. Putting aside the question as to whether this is indeed a sensible way of thinking about ethics, it surprised me that people can really be happy, or that they aspire to it. As far as I’m concerned, it’s not a good idea to build a life on the pursuit of happiness, although I do like contributing to the happiness of others.

         One element of learning how to deal with depression is looking elsewhere for what is valuable. What eventually saved me was my work.6,7 I learnt how to link my destiny to what I was making and because of that I could put in brackets the question of whether I should die, and to a certain extent I could also do that with how I was feeling. This doesn’t have much to do with being cured; it means adopting an attitude to something that is given to you. My work gives my life meaning, and working gives me and my days their shape. I’ve taught myself a routine that keeps me going. It makes a difference that I’m an 21optimistic depressive: I have the urge to realize myself and I’m disciplined and militant. And the beauty of the work I do is that my feelings can flow into what I create. I wrote the final section of my novel The Peacock Butterfly,8 for example, at a time when I could do little else except describe what was dragging me down. Many of my songs are about falling, and the darkness sometimes sneaks into my drawings. I usually work too hard, or harder than most people, at any rate, but that’s good—it’s better to be tired than dead. I’ve trained myself to live like this and it works. For someone for whom being alive isn’t all that self-evident, it’s already quite something to be able to cultivate this sort of attitude.

         The first things I wrote were songs. In her song ‘The Letter’, Kristin Hersh describes what it’s like to be imprisoned in your own head: ‘September 29th, 1984, Dear so and so, gather me up because I’m lost, or I’m back where I started from, I’m crawling on the floor, rolling on the ground.’ Accompanied by the same two chords throughout, Hersh sings a room to life, a hotel room maybe, a place where the person she is singing to isn’t present and can’t be present: the room is in her head. She can’t get out of it. It’s not just a song, it’s a ritual, an incantation; by singing she creates a space where there is no space.9 When I was a teenager, I listened a lot to Hersh’s Hips and Makers, the album which includes this song, sitting on the windowsill, 22smoking. I listened a lot to other singer-songwriters too, and I started to write songs myself and perform them. Singing helps you to open your heart: the risk with illnesses of the head is that your heart shuts completely. My songs created a bridge between the outside world and me, and through singing them I kept on conquering the distance.10 When I sang, I existed.

         Self-portraits and being present/absent

         The American photographer Francesca Woodman, who at the age of twenty-two committed suicide by jumping off a roof, made countless self-portraits in which she is simultaneously present and absent.11 In these black-and-white photos her body, often naked, is both the material and the subject. Mostly she’s moving, just gone or almost gone when the photo is taken: there are imprints left in the earth, or on the floor of a house; you can still see her in a mirror, or see just a part of her arms or legs. They’re a kind of apparition, showing something about the way we as mortal beings are preserved, and how we get lost. (Photography is, of course, the quintessential art of preservation: we snip a moment out of time so that everyone can keep seeing it for ever, which only emphasizes that it 23has already passed.) The photos reproduce the twilight zone between being here and having been here. They are traces. In this respect, they are reminiscent of the bodyprints of the Cuban-American artist Ana Mendieta.12 Her Silueta series consists of body-prints in the earth, vanished female bodies in sand, sometimes partially coloured with red pigment. We’ve always been here, Mendieta says, and we’ll always depart. Woodman and Mendieta’s work shows what comes after the material form and what remains of it. Even when their own bodies come into view, they’re a part of something greater into which they’re already fading.13

         For a long time I didn’t want to forget anything. That’s why I started making my work—songs are solidified feeling; words on paper become something not stronger than I am, perhaps, but more lasting, and they’ll lead a life of their own, separate from me.14 Wanting not to forget things was related to my love of death, my own death, which often perched on a little stool somewhere in the corner of my room, and to the fact that this love terrified me. But it was mainly linked to knowing that everything vanishes. As I grow older, the desire to preserve things is diminishing and I’m more able to surrender to everything that keeps moving. Perhaps that’s also a loss. The cyclical carries its own sadness, you have to be able to bear that.15

         At art school, and in the years before and after, I mainly made self-portraits, not out of vanity, but to give myself 24form, and to investigate what that actually is—a self. I was also investigating my own body, the form that I had.16 Jeanette Winterson, writing about Strangeland,17 Tracey Emin’s hyper-intimate and lyrical memoir, says there’s never any borderline between life and work, not because all art is autobiographical, but because you always have to put all of yourself into what you create.18 Self-portraits aren’t any more personal or intimate than other work, they simply offer a special lens. For Emin, the line between life and work has always been fluid. Her life is, sometimes very literally, the subject of her art: growing up in Margate, her love life, her sex life, the difficult relationship with her family, her situation as an artist, a woman, an artist who is a woman.

         One of her best-known installations is My Bed: a slept-in bed with white sheets, towels and a pair of tights, and a blue mat in front of it with all kinds of personal items: slippers, packets of cigarettes, a toy dog, a belt, vodka bottles, condoms, a tampon. This is her own bed, where she spent four days after a break-up. Without any food, but with plenty of alcohol and sex. The Guardian describes this work of art as a ‘violent mix of sex and death’,19 and it does have a macho character (as Emin’s work often does), while at the same time it’s a bed, with soft sheets, which stands for nice things like dreaming and sleeping and making love, and your animal companion 25on your pillow. This is how bad it was, the bed says. It witnessed Emin’s feelings, and the public is also a witness via the bed.

         A bed is a good metaphor for depression, because depressions are often endured in bed, and because it’s a place outside of real life. (I know many writers who work in bed, though, so it can also be a place of work.) It’s the place of sleep, of dreaming, of between-time. When you’re depressed all time is between-time or anti-time, just as the depressed person is a between-person, not dead but certainly not alive (if only you were actually dead or alive). Making an imprint of that, something real, putting the bed that rescued you inside a white space, might be the only sensible thing you can still do with it.

         Nowadays I rarely make self-portraits any more, although I do speak through my work. Perhaps this is a kind of self-portrait. There are many misunderstandings about the difference between fiction and non-fiction, such as that one represents the truth and the other is purely fabrication. That isn’t the case—fiction can be just as truthful as non-fiction, and sometimes even more so. Both approaches offer a different perspective on how to bring the chosen material into the spotlight and they can therefore complement each other. A story can represent a certain experience or condition quite differently than academic discourse or a biographical sketch and so it 26can involve the reader in a different way. It can be just as specific and precise in doing so. Certain things can be said better in one kind of language than another. Making something always has an element of translation in it and, as Winterson says, you should always do it with everything you have.

         The aesthetics of suicide

         Depression is relatively common among artists, and writers have up to fifty per cent more chance of committing suicide than ordinary people, as a large-scale Swedish study has revealed.20 In her essay ‘The life artist: towards an aesthetics of suicide’ the Flemish writer and philosopher Patricia De Martelaere examines whether we can approach suicide as an aesthetic question.21 She thinks that what lies behind the death wish of struggling yet successful writers is a longing for completion. Her reasoning is as follows. According to Freud, one of our greatest unconscious desires is to be present at our own funeral, which is why people often dream about it. De Martelaere believes that this points to the wish to bring life to a rounded conclusion, instead of being caught out by death. She names three writers, Hemingway, Plath 27and Pavese, all of whom were successful when they died, but who couldn’t ‘prevent themselves’ from committing suicide. This suicidal type works hard, but then collapses, ‘haunted by the need for experience, consciousness and control’.22 In the end, they’d rather be dead, because life will then be perfect, in the sense of being fully perfected. The passion at the heart of this is aesthetic in nature. Suicide completes life and changes it into an experience, no longer for oneself, admittedly, but observable to others. Someone effectively signs off their life, and that is a starting shot for others to search for its full meaning. This rounding-off points to an artistic ideal, comparable to completing a novel, which also reveals a self-made world, a finished story.

         In his memoir Darkness Visible, William Styron describes the experience of going to Paris, a city he adores, to receive the prestigious Prix Mondial Cino Del Duca for his complete oeuvre.23 He consults a reputable psychiatrist before he goes, because he is already feeling deep hopelessness. The psychiatrist advises him to go, but to return home again as quickly as possible. Styron’s state of mind deteriorates during the journey: unlike many depressed people he can still get out of bed in the morning, but he collapses in the course of the day (literally: he can barely stay upright). This gets worse when he’s at home again. Medication makes his condition even graver, and his 28state deteriorates until his admission into hospital brings a turning point for him and he begins to recover.

         Styron was contemplating suicide and came very close to it—he had already burnt his diaries—yet his account shows something very different to the freedom and especially the choice about dying that De Martelaere posits. He realizes that he has won an important prize, and that he’s lucky to have a wife who always supports him, but he can no longer pull himself out of the mud that is dragging him down. Not all writers who commit suicide may have been depressed, but you’d expect that to be the case for quite a number of them. And when you’re depressed killing yourself is not an aesthetic act; there’s no room for aesthetics in such a situation, and to suggest that there is seems somewhat cruel.

         Art can help give a shape to certain experiences and to life itself. It is something external (and this is true also for the artist) which provides meaning and can sometimes carry you. If your days have no worth at all, they can still give you the time to make something beautiful. Nevertheless, art isn’t a solution, at the most it’s an opening to something lighter—but in order to get there, you have to be able to move and set things in motion, something that people with depression often can’t do. 29

         The limits of freedom

         The existentialists have a point, of course, when they argue that, from the perspective of eternity, life is meaningless—there is no god or goddess for whom we should do our best, we only have each other, and everyone will die.24 That sharp, barren realization, which hit me so hard when I was a teenager—whatever thoughts it was wrapped in—is for me sometimes still the basis of depressive thinking.25 But an existential approach to depression, or suicide, has its limits. The duty to be free, to will yourself to be free, can’t be achieved at all if you’re suffering from a severe depression. Realizing yourself, being the best person you can, entering into the world: none of these things are possible then. So although the existential tradition does offer certain insights, its creed can’t be followed. Those thinking about committing suicide because life is unliveable can’t, like Camus, choose to embrace the absurd—that can only happen later, if there is a later (when, like Emin, you get up, after four days in bed, or when you can read and write again, after being admitted to a clinic). This objection to existentialism doesn’t only apply to thinking about depression: critics also argue that existentialists overestimate our capacity for freedom, because we are always, in various ways, bound to our own facticity, to what defines us both socially and physically. We are born into structures that 30help determine how our lives will progress—and our gender, skin colour, psychological and physical condition, social class, and all kinds of other factors play their part in this. We are bodies, and that is something we all have in common, with the other animals too, for that matter. This makes us vulnerable. This vulnerability isn’t something to shake off or get rid of: it shows us that things are worth doing, and can be the start of encountering the other, who is completely different to us, yet is also mortal and rooted in this world.
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