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Chapter 5

Mood Disorders
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The first time | ever saw a box jellyfish, | was twelve, Our father took us to the Monterey Bay g
I never forgot what he said... That it was the most deadly cryeag, :

To me it was just the most beautiful thing I'triee?/

Ben Thomas in Seven Poyng

Questions to Consider While Watching Seven Pounds

Does Ben Thomas meet the criteria for a diagnosis of mood disorder?

Is there evidence for a “contagion effect” : . .
film do that? gion effect” when films (and other media) portray suicide in a positive way? Doe

What other films suggest suicide is a rational wa ife’s di
: y to solve life’s difficult problems?
Would the symptoms of PTSD be more likely than depression in someom[%J who survived a terrible car crash?

B LA
en Thomas chooses a very unusual way of commiting suicide. What ways are the most common? The most letha

Is it ethical for Ben’s friend Dan Morris o in Ben’s suici i
Would o apmsensfien collude in Ben's suicide? What would you do in a similar situation?

osis: None.

Fair.

Seven Pounds
Wwill Smith initially worked with Italian direc-

_ tor Gabriele Muccino to produce the movie The
 Pursuit of Happyness (2006), a moving portrayal
 of 2 man and his son who triumph over economic
_ difficulties and homelessness. The actor and the
director teamed up again to produce Seven Pounds
~ (2008), a provocative and controversial movie in
which the protagonist, Ben Thomas, attempts to
attone for a single tragic mistake in an otherwise
charmed life by committing suicide and giving
away his home, his wealth, and various body parts
(including his eyes and his heart) to seven decent
and deserving individuals. In some obscure way,
this allows Thomas to “undo” his responsibility for
the death of his fiancé and the six other individuals
killed in an accident that he clearly caused after
attempting to read a Blackberry message while
driving a vintage Corvette far too fast. Thomas
becomes romantically (but not sexually) involved
_with Emily Posa (Rosario Dawson), a woman who
will die unless a suitable doner can be found and
she receives a heart transplant. Thomas works with
a childhood friend to ensure that his heart goes to
Emily, his eyes go to Ezra Turner (a blind, vegan
telemarketer played by Woody Harrelson), and
other needy individuals receive other body parts.
The movie is overtly sentimental and there is not
clear evidence of psychopathology in Will Smith’s

prized possessions is a classic warning sign for suicide. Wh
' . What are some other warning signs?
\l/)vohe:tti?i hrgc;\ingeniSfelé/:n Poufngs acTcurately portray the way in which organ donationla%;g?ns.
nce of Ezra Turner's name? What about Ben’s repair of the printing pr
Is there a relationship between cell i ling, orcling) s e
‘ itions phone use (texting, e-mailing, or callin ile acci

IW’!;at is ’gfge significance of thg number seven in the title and th%ughout tﬁl?ﬁ?ﬂiutomoblle secdent!
ks it possible to use psychploglcal tests and methods to identify suicidal risk in an individual who i

eep you from knowing his or her suicidal plans? e
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Patient Evaluation

.

. . iancé and six other people illed; despi ituc
of this traumatic event, Mr. Thomas neither sought out nor received rfxen"zal \f/}\gﬁﬁ Igeer(\j/’igsplte themagniey

| history: Mr. Thomas is 2 well educated (MIT), successful, and affluent engineer. He reports a normal child- -
de a great deal of money from successful inventions, and he is no longer required to work. He
t of his time to philanthropy. He acknowledges being involved in a romantic relationship with
tly met; however, he maintains that the refationship s currently platonic and “likely to remain

J alcohol history: Mr. Thomas denies any past or recent history of alcohol or drug use.

T obs 5: This patient arrived on time for the evaluation. He was well dressed, poised, and articulate. He -
he only scheduled the appointment to placate his brother and sister-in-law, both of whom are
depressed and still grieving over the loss of his fiancé in the automobile accident mentioned

mination: Mr. Thomas was oriented to person, place, time, and situation. The Mini Mental State

Examination was administered and he scored 30 out of 30. This patient is exceptionally intelligent, and

appeared to be amused by the simple questions he was asked as part of the mental status examination.

nal assessment: Mr. Thomas shows some signs of moderate depression; however, he currently does not meet the
DSMHVATR criteria for depression or posttraumatic stress disorder. . ,

Does Seven Pounds glamorize suicide? , gths: Thisis a gifted patient with multiple strengths. He is handsome, educated, articulate, and socially skilled. He

possesses a Wry sense of humor and appeared to be at ease throughout the evaluation.-

ment plan: Mr. Thomas apparently is only interested in placating the concern of his relatives. He is not interested in
receiving additional services at this time. He was offered supportive psychotherapy but declined.

character; however, we do believe the film raises
interesting questions about the movie industry’s
tendency to glamorize suicide, and it suggests that
suicide can sometimes be an altruistic act. The
patient evaluation (above) is designed to make
the point that mental health professionals are hard
pressed to identify suicidal thinking in any patient
who denies it, and we hope the film will provide
a springboard for lively class discussions about
depression, suicide, and the societal responsibili-
ties of directors and producers.

Mood Disorders

Periods of depression are normal in most per-
sons’ lives. For example, failing an examination
or the ending of a relationship often precipitates
a predictable period of sadness. In addition, the
feclings of high energy that accompany major
events such as a graduation or marriage are also
common in everyday life. However, some illnesses
involve affective states that resemble these normal
periods of depression or elation, but in fact they
are very different. The individual experiencing a
mood disorder is consumed by negative emotions
and is unable to alleviate them through normal
coping mechanisms. These illnesses are character-
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ized by emotions that are so intense they begin to
dominate a person’s life. Mood disorders include
many different cognitive, emotional, and behav-
ioral manifestations, but the overriding symptoms
of all mood disorders are emotional in nature. The
DSM-IV-TR categorizes types of mood disorders as
depressive and bipolar.

Depressive Disorders

Depressive disorders, one of the most common
types of mental disorders, occur in an estimated
16 million people in the United States. Most sur-
veys show that depression is twice as common in
women. There is a relationship between depressive
disorders and social class, and depressive symp-
toms are more prevalent in individuals with fewer
economic advantages.

A major depressive episode is associated with
depressed mood and a loss of interest or pleasure
in daily activities. Sleep, eating habits, appetite,
concentration, motivation, self-esteem, and energy
level are areas most often affected. An episode can
range from mild (few symptoms) to severe, and
in some instances major depressive episodes can
be accompanied by delusions and hallucinations.
Some people experience a masked depression
in which they unconsciously mask their depres-
sion and experience physical aches and pains
rather than traditional depressive symptoms. These
physical manifestations of depression are often
misdiagnosed as physical illnesses. Others experi-
ence an agitated depression where frustration and
anger seem to dominate and cover up depressive
symptoms. If chronically depressed moods, low
self-esteem, and feelings of pessimism, despair,
or hopelessness are present for two years without
suicidal thoughts or limitations in functioning, the
diagnosis of dysthymic disorder is made (APA,
2000).

Two quality portrayals of depression can be
found in Mind the Gap (2004) and Shopgirl (2005).
The first film interweaves several vignettes of
characters honestly and eamestly struggling to
change their lives. In one vignette, an African
American man is clearly depressed with consider-
able evidence of suppressed anger. He sits around
watching television all day in his lonely apartment.
He is riddled with guilt for having cheated on his
wife and abandoned his son. He purchases a shot-
gun at the store and writes a suicide note telling his
son that the son is not to blame. However, before
pulling the trigger, he consults a priest who gives
him some wise advice on the distinction between
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saying “I’'m sorry” and asking someone for thej;
forgiveness; the man then travels to speak face
face with both his ex-wife and his son to ask
their forgiveness in two powerful scenes. Shopgi
based on screenwriter/actor Steve Martin’s noy,
la, is another film that offers a realistic, non-ster
typed portrayal of depression. In this film, a young_
isolated, depressed woman, Mirabelle, falls in loys
with an older man; the film uses muted colors ang
positions Mirabelle’s work station in a way thyt
highlights her isolation from the other workers.
In American Splendor (2003), comic strip
writer, Harvey Pekar displays the symptoms and
behaviors associated with dysthymia. His depres-
sion is expressed through agitation and negatiy-
ity, and he kicks and breaks objects and sees
life through a very pessimistic filter, frequently
describing himself as “a nobody.” He has a chroni
cally furrowed brow that emphasizes his agitated
affect and frustrated view of the world. '
Harvey has few social skills; he is socially dis
tant, unfriendly, awkward, inappropriate, and has
poor eye contact. Despite success with his comi
books, he remains cynical and pessimistic; thi
theme is emphasized when he repeatedly appears
on the David Letterman show and comes across
as a defensive misanthrope, Harvey denies having
any sense of spirituality. He is lonely and makes:
quick decision to marry after one meeting witha
woman who travels from out of state to visit him;
to the viewer, it seems obvious that these are tw
lonely people covering up their pain. Nevertheless
Harvey seems to have found a good match in hi
wife (Hope Davis) who also has a dysthymic qual
ity; she is easily agitated, highly somatic, pessimis
tic, and suffers from hypersomnia.
Various coping strategies are exhibited in |
the film. When diagnosed with cancer, Harvey |
explores creative expression of the disease through |
comics. On a less healthy note, Harvey has some |
characteristics of hoarding: His home is dirty and |
cluttered; there are stacks of comic books every
where; and he regularly goes to thrift stores and :
garage sales to acquire more “stuff.” |
In the emotionally intense Monster’s Ball |
(2001), Hank (Billy Bob Thornton) and Leticia |
(Academy Award winner Halle Berry) are two losh
self-hating people who become even more lonely | .
and raw after each loses an only child — Hank’s
son commits suicide in front of him, and Leticiat
son is hit by a car. Both parents had been phys- |
cally and verbally abusive to their sons as they |
attempted to work through their inner turmoil and |
struggles. The film emphasizes how both charac
ters are trying to escape from their internal heﬂik

in some ways, the prison in which Hank works is
a metaphor for their inner pain, loneliness, isola-
tion, and futility. Hank quits his job at the prison,
where he works with death row inmates, realizing
the emotional toll his job has taken on his personal
life. The relationship of the racist Hank and the
peautiful Black woman Leticia begins following an
act of kindness by Hank when he aids a screaming
Leticia he finds on the side of the road; he explains
 that he just felt like “doing the right thing” and that
he is trying to get outside of his “insides.” Afier
pecoming drunk, they engage in raw, uninhibited
sex “just to feel.” Both are emotionally numb and
overwhelmed by their personal pain; scenes of the
two lovers interacting are juxtaposed with flashes
of human hands reaching into a “cage” to release a
bird desperately flapping its wings. Through their
connection, which becomes more intimate and
genuine over time, both characters find meaning-
ful, expressive outlets for their depression for the
first time.

The Cooler (2003) is about Bernie (William
H. Macy), an “unlucky” man, who works for a
 traditional, antisocial casino boss (Alec Baldwin).
Bemnie’s job is walking around successful casino
patrons to bring them bad luck. Bernie is “the
cooler” because he turns winners into losers; his
appearance at a table is enough to make a winning
patron quickly go bankrupt. He claims he can do
this easily; “I just be myself.” He is stuck in the
past and trapped by it, unable to move on since he
is forced to use his “bad luck™ to pay off his exten-
sive gambling debt or be killed by the casino boss.
When we look deeper beyond the plot, the viewers
 see that Bernie’s personality is very self-critical,

self-defeating, and negativistic. His “unlucky”
quality is a self-fulfilling prophecy. He is isolated,
lives alone, and is too passive to take action to
change his life.

This film presents a classic depressive triad:

The protagonist is hapless (unlucky), hopeless,
and helpless. A cognitive therapy approach empha-
sizing the impact of one’s thoughts, beliefs, and
attitudes as affecting mood states is highlighted.
Upon falling in love, Bernie’s luck changes, he
becomes assertive, and his presence at casino
tab'les enhances the success of others. The power of
attitude is an overriding theme in the film and we
See Bernie’s negative attitudes keeping him from
love and luck, while positive attitudes bring him
good luck and success.
In many ways, the story is clichéd — the fight
forlove to the death, escape from a tyrannical boss,
_ and tremendous luck in the end saves the heroes
from their seemingly inevitable demise.

In Scent of a Woman (1992), Lieutenant
Colonel Frank Slade exhibits many of the classic
symptoms of a major depressive episode and would
probably qualify for the diagnosis. He has both a
depressed mood and a loss of interest and pleasure
in everyday activities (anhedonia). Slade’s angry
comment “I have no life, I'm in the dark” clearly
suggests his depression is related to his blindness,
and the sentence captures the lack of meaning and
purpose in his life. His daily activities, sitting alone
and drinking himself into oblivion when he is not
tormenting his four-year-old niece, are clear indi-
cations of his loss of interest in life.

People who are depressed are typically not
pleasant, and they can be quite difficult to be
around. They are often agitated and easily angered.
This serves to hide their underlying need for
help. Colonel Slade is irritable, intimidating, and
verbally abusive to anyone who approaches him.
Expression of this type of anger and abuse has a
distancing effect on others, who naturally with-
draw from unpleasant situations. Charles Simms,
a college student hired to accompany the Colonel
on a trip, does not want to stay with Slade after
meeting him, and Simms dreads the weekend he is
forced to spend with the Colonel.

Another interesting film depicting depression
is the 1971 Academy Award winner The Hospital
starring George C. Scott as Herbert Bock, a
middle-aged, depressed, suicidal physician who
is trying to cope with the mayhem of a crowded
and disorganized institution, where negligence
and confusion result in a series of deaths. Bock’s
personal life is as chaotic as the hospital he runs.

Additional Questions for Discussion
(Scent of a Woman)

» Will the use of alcohol alleviate depression?

+ The Colonel decides to shoot himself while in
uniform. Would his previous military experience
increase the likelihood that Slade would actually
kill himself?

+ Does the true likelihood of suicide increase because
Slade is blind? :

+ Who should determine if a decision about suicide
reflects an accurate appraisal of life and its likely
rewards?

+ Who is qualified to determine if a decision to com-
mit suicide is the consequence of a disease such as
depression?

+ Should people who are believed to be at risk for -
suicide be involuntarily hospitalized? ’
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He is recently divorced, alienated from his chil-
dren, and suffering from both personal and sexnal
impotence. He had been believed to be a medical
genius in his early career; however, at the point we
are introduced to him in the film, he is washed up
and discouraged. At one point in the film, Bock is
seen sitting in his office, preparing to inject a fatal
dose of potassium.

Bock demonstrates the classical symptoms
of a depressive episode. His depressed mood is
expressed through his explosive angry episodes and
chronic irritability. He is anhedonic and expresses
no interest in his patients, his profession, or any of
the activities of daily living through which most of
us find meaning and purpose. Bock cannot sleep,
he feels worthless, and he is plagued by recurrent
thoughts of suicide. Dr. Bock’s behavior is remark-
ably similar to that of Lt. Colonel Slade — it is
similar because both men are clinically depressed.

Marlon Brando plays a depressed man trying
to come to grips with the meaning of his wife’s
suicide in Bernado Bertolucci’s powerful film
Last Tango in Paris (1972). The character of the
coach’s wife in Peter Bogdanovich’s The Last
Picture Show (1971) is clearly depressed, and her
affect and behavior offer good teaching examples
of depressed affect for students learning how to
give a mental status examination. The despair that
overcomes a man when he is abandoned by his
wife is presented in the Australian film My First
Wife (1984). Finally, Joanne Woodward gives a
memorable performance as a depressed housewife
in Summer Wishes, Winter Dreams (1973). _

We highly recommend Prozac Nation (2001)
as a film that illustates the devastation caused
by depression in a gifted but deeply troubled
Harvard freshman (Lizzi) played by Christina
Ricci. The film presents a compelling portrayal
of Lizzi’s slow descent into depression, and Lizzi
provides an insightful description of her illness:
“Hemingway has this classic moment in The Sun
Also Rises when someone asks Mike Campbell
how he went bankrupt. All he can say is, ‘gradu-
ally, then suddenly.” That’s how depression hits.
‘You wake up one morning afraid that you’re going
to live.” Lizzi knows she needs medication, but
she also knows that it is not sufficient to solve her
myriad personal problems. At one point she states
“I call this the crack-house where I come to score.
Dr. Sterling is my dealer. Seems like everyone’s
doctor is dealing this stuff now. Sometimes it feels
like we’re all living in a Prozac nation.”

The Visitor (2007), directed by Tom McCarthy,
is a sensitive portrayal of the human suffering asso-
ciated with social isolation and with the restrictive

immigration policies in the United Stateg,
stars Richard Jenkins as a depressed and inefg;
college professor who has never recovereq
the death of his wife. Jenkins’ character, py
Walter Vale, makes a half-hearted attempt
to play the piano, but lacks the energy, passi
talent necessary to succeed at this task. W
Vale interact with his colleagues and §
reminds the viewer of Hamlet’s lament, “
O God, how weary, stale, flat, and unprg
seem to me all the uses of this world!” Vaje»
has become weary, stale, flat, and unprofi
and he finds meaning, purpose and some degr
contentment only when he stops contemplatip
own unhappiness and becomes invested in he|
a pair of undocumented workers he finds Ii
his infrequently used New York City apartm
Walter’s transition from a staid, discouraged
unhappy college professor to someone geny
interested in life and others is symbolized b
transition from his desultory attempt to le
play classical music on the piano to his ent
asm for the djembe (an African drum that he
sionately plays in the subway in the film
moments). The film illustrates both depressior
burnout, and it is a convincing demonstration o
therapeutic truism that one helps oneself mo!
learning to reach out and help others. ;
Hyler (1988) has pointed out that many.o
characters who appear depressed in films w
meet the DSM-IV-TR criteria for adjustment
order with depressed mood rather than
depression. The examples Hyler cites inc
Jimmy Stewart’s character in Frank Capra’
a Wonderfil Life (1946) and Henry Fonda’s
acter in The Wrong Man (1956). In the latter fil
Fonda develops a reactive depression after
unjustly accused of murder.

episode is a distinct period oﬁ an
ally and persistently elevated, expansive,
sable ‘mood, lasting at least one week, dur-
'tlf'ch the mood disturbance causes marked
‘ent of work or functioning. The manic
ummay range from mild to severe and may be
anied by psychotic features. A hypomanic
de results in 2 period of sustained elevated
lasting at least four days. This change is
:15 to others and alters a person’s level Qf
oning. However, by definition, 2 l_lypomamc
sode is not severe enough to impair work or
sial ioning. :
l'aicf,l;llgtwithgbipolar illnesses are often very
ﬁble. Their basic personality is'usual!y outgoing,
they often work in people—mf;enswe occupa-
15 such as sales. During a manic c_aplsode, they
| good about themselves and their moods are
{ltagibus. They are oﬂeq very generous an'd may
y strangers expensive gifts. During a manic epi-
e, judgment is typically very poor. Individuals
y gamble away their life savings or spend
ney they can’t afford to lose on an expensive
cation: They often have multiple sexual partners
thin a short period. They also seem to have end-
s physical energy, appear to function perfectly
[l without sleep, usually eat very little, and may
lose 30 or 40 pounds within a few weeks. The
potential for physical exhaustion during a manic
isode is very real, and the long-term conse-
quences of a manic episode can be devastating for
families. For example, it may take years to pay
back a debt or forgive infidelities.
Bipolar I illnesses are diagnosed when a per-
son:has both manic and depressive episodes and
ycles from one to another. The depressive episode
nay.last 3—6 months before the person swings to a
manic phase. The diagnosis of bipolar II disorder
is reserved for those who have primarily depres-
sive episodes, with occasional hypomania. These
patients do not have full-blown manic episodes.
Cyclothymic disorders are found in individuals
0 never experience a major depressive or manic
isode but who have hypomanic and depressive

- manic

Bipolar Disorders

Bipolar disorder occurs less frequently.
depressive disorders but affects approxim
0.5-1% of the population. Unlike depres
bipolar disorders occur equally often among

and females. Like most mental disorders, ,
prevalence is greater in lower socioecon Alan Greisman and Debra Greenfield’s 1993 film
groups, in part because these illnesses inte M:: Jones is about a musician, Mr. Jones, played
with a person’s ability to work and in part bec by Richard Gere, and his psychiatrist, Dr. Libbie
the cost of the illnesses quickly depletes the Wen, played by Lena Olin. M Jones is a clear-
nomic resources of all but the very wealthy. tillustration of bipolar I disorder. The film por-
wealthy clients can quickly become impoveri ys Jones as elated, seductive, and euphoric. He
however, because of the poor judgment assoc charismatic man with tremendous personal
with manic episodes. amm. He persuades a contractor to hire him,

proceeds to the roof, and prepares to fly after
rhythmically pounding a few nails into the roof.
Before climbing to the front of the roof, he insists
that Howard, his newfound friend, accept a $100
bill. After realizing that Jones really believes
that he can fly, Howard persuades him to move
away from the beam where he was teetering.
The ambulance arrives and takes Jones to a local
psychiatric emergency unit, where he is released
after a few hours. At the hospital, he is misdiag-
nosed and given inappropriate medications.

Next, Jones goes to a bank and withdraws
$12,000; he seduces the teller in the process, and
then goes on a spending spree. He purchases a
baby grand piano, checks into an expensive hotel,
and then attends a concert. He is arrested and
returned to the hospital after he disrupts the sym-
phony by attempting to take over for the conductor
as the orchestra is playing Beethoven’s “Ode to
Joy” — Jones is convinced that Beethoven would
have wanted the piece played at a much faster
tempo. Jones is once again hospitalized in a state
of manic exhaustion, and this time he is accurately
diagnosed and treated by psychiatrist Elizabeth
(Libbie) Bowen.

Jones knows he has manic-depressive illness.
He was first diagnosed in late adolescence and had
several hospitalizations. However, he refuses to
take his medication, which makes his hands shake.
It is during the “highs” or the manic phases that he
feels best about himself. The rest of the time Jones
is lonely and depressed. His lows are life threat-
ening and result in suicide attempts. The viewers
are able to gain some insight into the impact of a
mental illness on the promising career of a clas-
sical musician. In addition, the film illustrates
the ways in which interpersonal relationships are
affected by a condition such as bipolar disorder.
Jones’ one important prior relationship ended when
a woman he loved could no.longer deal with his
mood swings.

Unfortunately, the rest of the movie involves
the romantic relationship that develops between
Dr. Bowen and Jones. Even though Dr. Bowen
resigns from the hospital, underscoring the unethi-
cal nature of this doctor-patient relationship, the
true impact of the psychiatrist’s behavior is never
addressed in the movie.

Other Films Depicting Bipolar Disorder
Some films describe characters with bipolar dis-
order and do not show them as symptomatic. In
The Last Days of Disco (1998), for example, one-
character is stereotyped as “looney” and “crazy”;
however, he is also depicted as compliant with lit?-"

-
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Under the Influence, despite the fact that Rg

e to medication regimens for anyone with this
spends six months in a psychiatric hospita]. 7

Additional Questions for Discussion

(mr. Jones)

Why does Dr. Elizabeth Bowen question the resi-
dent’s admitting diagnosis of paranoid schizophre-
nia?

At what point is the doctor/patient relationship
first compromised? Are there early warning signs
that should have alerted the psychiatrist to her
countertransference to this patient?

Does Jones' history of a previous suicide attempt
increase the likelihood of another attempt?

fs an affair between a doctor and a patient more
serious than one between an orderly.and a patient?
Would it have mattered if the patient had been
discharged? Why?

Is it ethical for a psychiatrist to visit a university to
- get historical information that may be relevant to a
patient she is treating?

Should patients with illnesses such as bipolar dis-
order be required by the courts to take medication,
even if they dislike the effects of the medication and
find it dampens their creativity?

jum, and shown to be stable, kind, and balanced.
Garden State (2004) also depicts a patient diag-
nosed with bipolar disorder. However, this patient
becomes noncompliant with his medication and
finds that his life improves dramatically without
exacerbation of his bipolar symptoms:. While drug
holidays might be recommended by physicians on
occasion, films of this sort mislead the public and
suggest that these important decisions can be made
without medical consultation.

Another example of an apparent bipg
order is found in the Harrison Ford charact
Mosquito Coast (1986), although Ford’s eceq
habits and obsessional style are probably a
to support multiple diagnoses. The biograp
film Mommie Dearest (1981) suggests th:
Crawford had a bipolar disorder. ‘

Examples of the type of rapid speech
thinking, and impulsive behavior associat
a hypomanic episode can be seen in the
president character played by Groucho
Horse Feathers (1932) and in Good M
Vietnam (1987), in which Robin William,
an Air Force disc jockey with a rapid and
repartee that endears him to his military au

One of our favorite films portrayin
lar disorder is Blue Sky (1994) starring
Lange and Tommy Lee Jones. Lange, who
Academy Award for her role in this film, p
role of Carly Marshall, a woman whose
disorder (diagnosed with the then appropris
manic-depressive disorder) gets her family
siderable trouble. She sunbathes topless
out sexually, and the film illustrates the eff
disease like bipolar disorder on families.

“You take water, for example. Sometimes
it's water, sometimes it's ice. Sometimes
it's steam, vapor. It's always the same old
H,0. It only changes its properties. Your
mother's like that. She's like water"

ite

order.

eories of Mood Disorders

¢ are three main theoretical explanations asso-
d with mood disorders: The genetic, which
oful in understanding familial tendencies;
jological, which explains the physiological

anges and the rationale for pharmacotherapy and

roconvulsive therapy; and the psychological,
n gives direction for understanding behavior
sychotherapy treatment for the impact of the
s. The environment and external events are
tremely important factor in the manifestation
ood disorders, i.e., loss of a job or a recent

rce.

 and adoption studies have documented that
a genetic vulnerability to mood disorders.
lar. disorder, in particular, has been shown
wve a very high heritability estimate of 93%
entical twins (Kieseppa, Partonen, Haukka,
rio, & Lonnqvist, 2004).

When researchers compared the incidence of

disorders in identical twins (who share the
enetic code) with that of fraternal twins
ave different genetic material), the concor-
rate was 67% for the identical twins and
it fraternal twins. The high concordance for
al twins has also been found in twins who

raised in different environments. Clearly,

Henry Marshall (Tommy Lee Jones) trie
s a significant genetic component in mood

to explain their mother’s erratic behavio
to his children in Blue Sky (1994

One of the best films depicting a bipolar ill-
ness is Call Me Anna, a 1990 made-for-TV movie
starring Patty Duke, who plays herself in this
adaptation of her best-selling autobiography. The
film traces her career and her battle with a bipolar
disorder and vividly portrays her mood swings and
the accompanying personality changes she experi-
enced. In real life, Patty Duke has become a vocal
advocate for persons with mental illness.

Gena Rowlands plays a woman who appears
to have a bipolar disorder in the John Cassavetes
film A Woman Under the Influence (1974). She is
quite convincing during a manic episode, and there
is a memorable scene in which a neighbor stops
by to drop off his children and then decides that it
is not safe to leave them with Rowlands. He does
not know exactly what’s wrong, but it is clear to
him that something is not right. Unlike M. Jones,
"the actual diagnosis is never specified in 4 Woman

Two recent films have presented fair
portrayals of bipolar disorder. These ar
with Scissors (2006) and Michael Clayton
In the first film, Annette Bening plays the
bipolar mother who turns over her son’s
psychiatrist; in the second film, Tom Wi
portrays a senior attorney in a large laW
becomes manic. Wilkinson’s chare.lcte
inappropriate behavior (e.g., stripping
pressured speech, and grandiose thinkin
ness is controlled by medication, b_ut.h
quite ill when he stops taking his lithi
film illustrates the critical importance

gif:al approach to mood disorders focuses
ctivity of the neurotransmitters in the
ystem. The neurotransmitters involved
_Opa.mine, serotonin, acetylcholine, and
phrine. In depression, it is believed that
Wer available neurotransmitters in the
}mcpon; in mania, there is an excess.

Imbic system also regulates the pituitary
- key element in the highly complex
ystem. Changes in the endocrine sys-
fluence mood. There have been many
Umenting the changes in the function-

ing of the pituitary gland and thyroid that occur
with mood disorders. Some depressed persons
have been found to secrete an excessive amount
of cortisol, a hormone produced by the pituitary
gland. Additionally, persistently low thyroid hor-
mone levels have been noted in some cases of
depression, and an elevated thyroid hormone level
is present in some rapid cycling bipolar disorders.

Psychological Theories

Psychological theories have always played an
important role in the understanding and treat-
ment of mood disorders. While the depressive and
bipolar disorders clearly have a biological basis,
the psychodynamic conceptualization of these dis-
orders provides a different way of understanding
the behavioral and emotional problems associated
with these conditions. Many of the psychological
features of depression are readily apparent in films.

The early psychoanalysts (e.g., Freud, Abraham)
noticed that people with depression experienced
ambivalence toward significant persons in their
lives. That is, they often acted as if they loved and
hated the same person. In Scent of a Woman (1992),
Lt. Col. Slade is both affectionate and antagonistic
toward his niece, brother, and other family mem-
bers. He also becomes antagonistic and aggressive
when Charlie Simms tries to help him.

Introjection, the unconscious “taking in” of
qualities and values of another person or a group -
with whom emotional ties exist, was also identi-
fied as a characteristic feature of depression. In
Scent of a Woman, Slade introjected the values of
the military and continued to treat everyone as if
he or she reported to him. Interestingly, Slade had
been discharged from the military because of his
overbearing behavior. Colonel Slade's difficulties
in the Army were likely related to a long-standing
history of untreated depression.

Regression, another characteristic of depres-
sion, refers to a return to an earlier pattern of
behavior. During a depression, childhood behav-
ioral patterns may appear, and a person may act
less mature. In Scent of a Woman, Slade’s ongoing
battle with a four-year-old is not acceptable adult
behavior for a retired Colonel.

Denial, ignoring the existence of reality, is
characteristic of persons experiencing a manic
episode. These patients often stop taking their
medication because they believe that there is noth-
ing wrong with them. They reject any advice from-
family members and may become belligerent at
any suggestion that they are ill. Jones had bec;'n”
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hospitalized multiple times after he discontin-
ued his medication in Mr. Jones, and he is smart
enough to know it will happen again. However,
each time he convinces himself that this time will
be different. This is a classic example of denial.

Cognitive-behavioral theorists have contrib-
uted significantly to the understanding of the expe-
rience of depression. Aaron Beck has described a
cognitive triad that is common in these patients.
The triad consists of (1) perceiving oneself as
defective and inadequate, (2) perceiving the world
as demanding and punishing, and (3) expect-
ing failure, defeat, and hardship. These “auto-
matic thoughts” are readily apparent in American
Splendor (2003), The Cooler (2003), Scent of a
Woman (1992), The Hospital (1971), and Julianne
Moore’s character in The Hours (2002).

Mood Disorders and Creativity

There is compelling evidence that mood disorders
may be related to the creative process, and numer-
ous artists, poets, and composers have been diag-
nosed as depressed or bipolar, or have biographies
that suggest that these disorders were present.
Dean Simonton, a researcher on creativity and
creative genius for over 35 years, notes that artists
and those in professions involving skills that are
subjective, intuitive, and emotive are more likely
to have mental illness than those who are scientists
or in professions using skills that are rational, logi-
cal, and formal (Ludwig, 1998; Simonton, 2009).
Simonton adds that some creators are able to con-
trol their bizarre thoughts and use them productive-
ly. Similarly, Kay Redfield Jamison, a psychologist
with bipolar disorder, notes that the periods of cre-
ativity in many individuals with this disorder typi-
cally happen during healthy periods in which the
person draws upon the experiences that occurred
in their manic, hypomanic or depressed phase
(Jamison, 1993). Two recent short documentaries
discuss this link between psychopathology and
artists — Between Madness and Art (2007), which
tells the story of Dr. Hans Prinzhorn, a man who
collected hundreds of artistic creations by patients
with mental illness from various institutions, and
Hidden Gifis: The Story of Angus MacPhee (2005),
the story of a mute man with schizophrenia who
made incredibly creative objects and clothes out of
twigs and sticks.

Several actors and actresses have reported or
been rumored to have struggled with bipolar disor-
der, including Richard Dreyfuss, Patty Duke, Carrie

Fisher, Linda Hamilton, Jean-Claude Vanp.
and Vivien Leigh. Examples of poetg beli

have experienced mood disorders includ ptations provide a useful and fasci-
Blake, Ralph Waldo Emerson, Edgar Al vy 0 approach the study of suicidg.
Lord Berﬂ,Alf['ed LordTeIlﬂyson’ John ; \h’ak’espeafean playS in which suicide is
Sylvia Plath, Theodore Roethke, and Any nent theme include Romeo and Juliet,
examples of painters and composers with ~jesar, Hamlet, Anthony and Cleopatra,
orders include Vincent van Gogh, Georgj; Othello, and King Lear. There have been
and Robert Shuman (Jamison, 1993). Sy} film adaptations of each of these plays.

difficulties with depression are detajled ‘
adaptation of her semi-autobiographica]
Bell Jar (1979), in which Gwyneth Pa]
the title role as Sylvia (2003). Novelis
Woolf’s mood disorder is portrayed: in - .
ly recommended movie The Hours (20( maderand Depression
troubled life of Beethoven is portrayed in t .
film Immortal Beloved. Vincent van' Gg
work, and mental illness (which may
bipolar disorder) have been document
films Vincent (1987), Vincent & Theo (1990
Van Gogh (1991). However, none of th

the artistic achievement established by th
film Lust for Life, in which Kirk Dougl;
van Gogh and Anthony Quinn plays the su
role of Paul Gauguin. The final days of ir
Nirvana lead singer/guitarist, Kurt Cob
portrayed in Gus van Sant’s Last Days (20
Kurt Cobain: About a Son (2006); Cobain
diagnosed with bipolar disorder and commi
cide in 1994. Wedding (2000) provides e
of the cognitive distortions found in the p
Anne Sexton; these particular distortions
mon in depressed and suicidal people.

Jedre Was fascinated by people who
éirPOWn fives, and his plays and their

the eighth most frequent cause of
ghout the world, but suicide rates vary
among different countries. Generally, the
rate is low in the less prosperous countries
hest in the more affluent ones, such as
y,"Switzerland, and Sweden. However, the
rate is also high in all Eastern European
The suicide rates in the United States and
e in the middle range. Among adoles-
uicide is the third most frequent cause of
While men are more likely to commit sui-
men attempt suicide more frequently than
en are more successful in their attempts
ey are more likely to choose a more
eans (e.g., guns).

rtality rates for suicide are generally higher
areas; and prevalence rates for suicide
en shown to be positively correlated with

Additional Questions About Creativ closely-knit rural communities, the

s more common among the elderly, in

+ Are people with certain mental illnesses m

+ How do you make sense of such a significa
between dramatic creativity and complet
and disorder that often mark such individua

- What are your own views on van Gogh
behaviors support a diagnosis of mood d
What evidence suggests a seizure disord
have been present? Are there any other cor
hypotheses? ,

- If you had the power to cure someon
Gogh, but you knew that the treatment
destroy his creativity, would you proceed

+ What other artists and writers have experefic
mood disorders? ,

- Can you name other artists, writers, and poi
have committed suicide? '

d,at greatest risk for killing themselves
003).

f the best predictors of who will attempt
a history of a psychiatric disorder. Those
; “the highest risk for suicide are those
10 hope. People who express hopeless-
ore likely to commit suicide than those
some hope for the future. The association
uicidality and hopelessness is stronger
fstable than the association of suicidality
resence of depression and substance use
(Kuo, Gallo, & Eaton, 2004). The lead
10 two films discussed earlier, Scent of a
992) and The Hospital (1971), each have
se of hopelessness.

House of Sand and Fog

House of Sand and Fog (2003) offers a compel-
ling illustration of the ways in which depression
can present. The movie stars Jennifer Connelly
as Kathy, a depressed, recovering alcoholic, Ben
Kingsley as Behrani, a former high-ranking Iranian
colonel working hard at two menial jobs to create
success for his family, and Ron Eldard as Lester,
a married police officer who protects Kathy and
wants to start a new life with her. Director Vadim
Perelman succinctly describes the dynamics of
each character’s psyche as follows: “Behrani wants
up, Kathy wants in, and Lester wants out. Those
are their motivations.” Kathy’s house is seized due
to tax payment delinquency and Bebrani wins the
house in an auction, thus beginning a complex web
of morality, conflict, individual needs, and pursuit
of one’s dreams.

“The woman has come here and tried to
take her own life. We must help her. She’s
a bird, a broken one. Your grandfather
used to say the bird which flies into your
house is an angel. You must look upon its
presence like a blessing.”

Behrani giving advice regarding Kathy's
first suicide attempt in
House of Sand and Fog (2003)

Kathy lives alone in a house she and her broth-
er inherited from their father. In one of the opening
scenes, Kathy is sleeping when she is awakened
by her advice-giving mother on the phone; after
discussing the need for her to attend support group
meetings, Kathy ends the conversation with a

_ single tear streaming down her cheek and hangs up

the phone. She then rises from her shaking water-
bed (an early symbol of her instability) and begins
to walk around her dirty house that includes a
dripping faucet and a large stack of unopened mail
blocking her front door. The opening scenes set up
a depiction of an unsteady woman with a history
of alcoholism who lives a sedentary, isolated, and
unmotivated life. These scenes set the stage for
Kathy’s battles with alcoholism and depression.
Kathy seems to have an underlying depression
quality marked by agitation, numbed and blunted
affect, and social isolation. Early on, she alludes
to her struggle with depression and remarks “I'm
trying not to harp on the negative.” Kathy also
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has financial problems, and because she is unable
to afford a motel for two days, she begins to live
and sleep in her car, turning the engine on for
heat. She finds some comfort and escape from her
loneliness through an affair with a married man.
As stress increases, she begins to smoke cigarettes
again. There is a clear link between alcohol and
depression, yet this begins with denial. Kathy
says, “See, when I think of my sobriety I don’t
think about wine, alcohol was never a problem.”
She then begins to drink wine with a subtle smile.
This is a break in her two years of sobriety and
it rapidly results in physical and emotional dete-
rioration. This is a serious and severe relapse for
Kathy, clearly triggered by the stress and chaos in
her life.

Kathy’s overt “cry for help” comes when she
calls her brother, pleading with him to visit and
support her: “I just feel lost, Frankie, I just feel
lost.” Her brother, a typical busy American, claims
there are new things needing attention at his job
and quickly gets off the phone. Kathy’s despair
continues to escalate. With tearfulness and blood-
shot eyes from crying, Kathy purchases several
miniature bottles of whiskey and some gasoline.
She drinks the whiskey while driving and crying.
Her depression and helplessness then lead to two
suicide attempts. While despairing over the house
she lost, she tries to kill herself with a gun, pull-

ing the trigger several times; however, the gun is .

not loaded. She is found, taken in and cared for by
her rival Behrani and his family, and she attempts
suicide a second time, swallowing several bottles
of unnamed prescription medicine. She is saved
again, this time because she is found early and
forced to throw up most of the medicine.
Metaphors for depression abound in this film.
The emergence of the moon and the setting or
rising of the sun represent character transitions
and shifts into different mood and mental states.
As the title suggests, sand and fog are important
elements in the film; one possible interpretation
is that both represent the symptoms of depres-
sion. Sand is a naturally unsteady element rep-
resenting the sinking nature of suicide. As Kathy
sinks deeper into depression, fog is seen in many
scenes, becomes thicker and more concealing
until in one scene it completely surrounds the
house. There are several camera shots of “mov-
ing fog” in which the fog quickly covers trees,
mountains, water, and homes. This is similar
to the rapid clouding associated with the nega-
tive thoughts, helplessness, and self-destructive
behaviors one finds in depression. The film opens
with life being cut down (trees) and concludes

“f 1 were thinking clearly, Leonard, |
would tell you that | wrestle alone in the
dark, in the deep dark and that only |
can know, only 1 can understand my own
condition.”

Additional Questions for Discussion
(House of Sand and Fog)

Based solely on the film, does Kathy meet the ¢
ria for a diagnosis of mood disorder?

At what point would hospitalization be recq
mended for Kathy? _
What are the negative automatic thoughts likely
occur in Kathy?

What is the relationship between alcohol 3
depression in this film? How commonly does 3

hol and drug abuse co-occur with mood disorde

virginia Woolf (Nicole Kidman) talking to
her husband in The Hours (2002)

The film depicts three stories about three
How much more likely is a depressed drinker women who are closely connected although they
commit suicide than a depressed non-drinker?- live in different periods. Each struggles with both
Describe the ways characters react to Kathy's erious depressive symptoms and suicide issues.
cide attempts. Are these reactions typical? ~ Kidman plays the now celebrated novelist
What suicide signs are evident for Kathy? Comp Virginia Woolf, struggling to writq her soon-
and contrast the suicide risk factors for Kathy a to-be-famous novel Mrs. Dalloway in the early
Behrani? ~ 1900s while suffering with what would be identi-
What is the purpose of the film's title? Does it re| fied today as bipolar disorder. The film dramati-
to depression or addiction? cally begins and ends with the suicide of Virginia
Some reviewers have described Kathy as a weak _Woolf, who drowns herself in a quickly flowing
person. Do you agree? river with heavy rocks in her pockets to weigh her
What are Kathy's healthy and unhealthy coping down. Woolf’s depression is emphasized in the
strategies? . film, though some mania symptoms are depicted,
including her agitation, decreased need for sleep,
poor judgment, and indecisiveness, such as when
she decides to leave her house against doctor’s
orders with the intention to move to and live in
London. She has a history of “fits,” problems
‘with mood, she hears voices, and she has made
two suicide attempts. Though her life has been
set up to protect her, the inner turmoil she experi-
ences is simply too painful for her to continue to
live. She smokes marijuana to calm herself, focus
_her thoughts, and numb the pain.

 The character of Laura (Julianne Moore) is liv-
ing in a quaint neighborhood home in the 1950s.
She reads Mrs. Dalloway with interest and pas-
on, finding comfort and inspiration in the lead
character. Laura’s character is an enigma, but she
is clearly depressed and overwhelmed by life and
demands. She is socially awkward and skittish,
mes unsure of how to respond socially and
other times standing near the door (after the
oorbell rings) but not answering it. She is over-
helmed by easy tasks (e.g., baking a cake) and
self-critical of her mistakes. Laura, like Woolf,
els alone and craves connections though does
0t seem to know how to make them. She kisses
€1 visiting neighbor, Kitty (Toni Collette), on the
DS, clearly trying to connect with another life.
be spends a lot of time alone and experiences
€quent crying spells. At one point, she decides to

with a shot of a tree surrounded and protected b
a fence.

The viewer is particularly challenged
this film, as he or she can empathize with bot
characters and can see the needs of both sides
tension rises and conflict continues, this chall
becomes more complex, even to the point where
state of helplessness is induced in the viewer w
mirrors the helplessness portrayed on screen.

The Hours

The Hours (2002) is a film of enormous psy
logical, emotional, and cinematic proporti
The film was nominated for Academy Aw
as Best Picture, Best Director, and Best Adapte
Screenplay. The all-star cast includes Ni
Kidman, Meryl Streep, Julianne Moore, Ed Harr!
Claire Danes, Jeff Daniels, Toni Collette,

C. Reilly, and Miranda Richardson. Music
brilliantly composed by the renowned P
Glass, and the script was adapted by David B
Tronically, one of the least known figures in thi
film is perhaps the most important — the dire
This was director Stephen Daldry’s second fe
film, though his extensive work and awards mth
London theater show he was more than equal to
challenge of directing a movie.

commit suicide, leaves her son with a baby-sitter
and checks into a hotel — a suicidal dream seems to
be the catalyst that changes her mind. Ultimately,
life is too much for her to cope with and rather than
committing suicide, she travels to Canada to restart
her life, abandoning her husband and children.

“There are times when you don't belong
and you think you're going to kill
yourself. Once | went to a hotel. Later that
night | made a plan. The plan was | would
leave my family when my second child
was born. That's what | did. 1 got up one
morning, made breakfast, went to the
bus stop, got on a bus, left a note... What
does it mean to regret when you have

no choice? it's what you can bear. There

it is. No one’s going to forgive me. It was
death. | chose life”

Laura (Julianne Moore) explaining herself
in The Hours (2002)

The third interweaved story is set in New
York City in 2001 and involves Clarissa (Meryl
Streep), a woman trying to impress others and
cover up her pain by throwing a party (just as in
Mrs. Dalloway) for Richard (Ed Harris), her for-
mer lover, a prize-winning poet dying of AIDS.
Clarissa is a strong woman who is socially confi-
dent and appears sure of herself. Her vulnerability
is slowly disclosed through her struggles to help
Richard, through her distant relationship with her
partner of several years, and in her emotions that
rush to the surface when she confronts a former
lover (Jeff Daniels).

“I still have to face the hours, don’t I2...
I mean the hours after the party and the
hours after that.”

Richard (Ed Harris) alluding to his suicidal
thoughts when speaking to Clarissa in
The Hours (2002)

Clarissa covers her inner pain through self:

sacrifice, trying to help Richard cope with h;is/
i
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Additional Questions for Discussion
(The Hours)

Compare and contrast Virginia Woolf’s decision

to commit suicide and Laura's decision to live but

abandon her family. Is one decision healthier? More

just?

Jls suicide the right decision for a person such as

Woolf who feels trapped in life and consumed by

intense inner turmoil, or is suicide a selfish attempt

to escape one’s pain?

How might a therapist approach a predicament and

character such as Woolf’s?

What is the prognosis for’ Clarissa at the film’s
" conclusion?

What depression elements are paralleled in each

woman across the generations?

Can someone painfully dying of AIDS (e.g., Richard) -

still have a life worth living? What can be said to a

patient who would answer “no” to this question?

hallucinations, noncompliance with medication,
depression, and cynicism. Ultimately, Richard
commits suicide by jumping out of the apartment
window in front of Clarissa.

Other Films Dealing with Depression and Suicide

A number of recent films portray protagonists
who end their life, indicating there is no trend to
decrease the frequency of the portrayal of suicide
in films; consider Revolutionary Road (2008), The
Reader (2008), Boy A (2007), and the sacrificial
suicide in Gran Torino (2008).

Hopelessness and suicidal intent are well depict-
ed in the film Night, Mother (1986), starring Sissy
Spacek as Jesse and Anne Bancroft as the mother,
Thelma. This film is a thought-provoking and grip-
ping film adaptation of a Pulitzer Prize-winning
stage play about suicide. The entire film takes place
in the mother’s home, where Jesse has lived since
her divorce. As the play begins it is 6:05 p.m., and
Jesse has just informed her mother that she plans to
kill herself that night. The two women examine their
lives as Thelma tries to protect her daughter from
her decision. Ultimately, Jesse explains that she has
no hope and ends her life at 7:45 p.m.

Suicide makes for high drama, and it is a com-
mon theme in films. Some examples include the

unforgettable Russian roulette death of the soldier
who remained in Vietnam in The Deer Hunter
(1978); the suicide by drowning of a young man
who feels he cannot please his critical father in
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The Field (1990); the murder/suicide by a Marj,
recruit in Full Metal Jacket (1987); the Je
character in the Roman Polanski film The Tay,
(1976), who becomes suicidal after renting
apartment of a woman who in fact had recey
committed suicide; the female protagonist (play,
by Greta Garbo) committing suicide by stepp
in front of an oncoming train in Anna Karep
(1935); and the suicide staged to look like a hy
ing accident in Mountains of the Moon (199
Japanese novelist Yukio Mishima, one of the m
fascinating characters in contemporary literatyy
committed seppuku (ritualistic suicide), and .
life and death are portrayed in the film Mishin
A Life in Four Chapters (1985). Peter Finch, p|
ing Howard Beale, the mad prophet of the even
news, announces to the world that he will comm;
suicide on the air in two weeks and sees his ratin
soar in the film Network (1976). In the independ
film, Eye of God (1997), a young boy views.
mother’s suicide. He is left in acute stress, con
sion, and terror, unable to speak and catator
Shortly after, he kills himself at the age of 14;
Often a failed suicide attempt is a me:
by which a director can heighten tension or
the stage for future character development. Aft
Olivia (Patricia Clarkson) attempts suicide
The Station Agent (2003), her relationship w
two other lonely characters deepens and the thr
complete a close bond of support and friendsh
When Pu Yi, the last emperor of China, attem
to commit suicide by slashing his wrists in a r
road station restroom in Bernardo Bertolucci
Last Emperor (1987), we get some insight in
character and a better sense of the despair
experiencing. Alex Forrest (Glenn Close) attem
suicide by slashing her wrists in Fatal Atfract
(1987), and the attempt is necessary to establi
extent to which she is willing to go to manipul
and control her lover. After Emmett Foley (G
Oldman) shoots himself in the chest in the op
scenes of Chattahoochee (1989), we learn th
is afraid to die and not genuinely psychotic..
Suicide is sometimes romanticized in
such as in the hauntingly beautiful Elvira Ma
(1967), in which two lovers decide on 2 d
suicide. In The Hairdresser’s Husband (199
female protagonist jumps to her death by dIQ
in order not to lose the happiness she has
with her new husband.
Finally, suicide is often treated as a hum!
topic. Examples include Burt Reynolds’ cha
in The End (1978), the multiple suicide atf
of Harold in the black comedy Harold and.

to commit suicide in Leap inz‘_o the Void (1979), the
claborate last supper for the impotent and suicidal
camp dentist in M*4*S*H (1970), and the inadver-
tent death by hanging in The Ruling Class (1972).

 The Virgin Suicides (1999) was Sofia Coppola’s
directorial debut. The story involves a repressed
family with five daughters who comt suicide
in response t0 their mother’s overbearing control
and repression. Unfortunately, this film supports
the public misconception that suicide is caused
by over-controlling parents when in fact it is the
opposite that occurs.

‘ Déad Poets Society
_ Dead Poets Society (1989) stars Robin Williams as

. John Keating, an unconventional English teacher
_at a strict boys’ preparatory school. This film
was nominated for several Academy Awards. Set
in 1959, this drama contrasts institutional values
and individual creativity. By fostering “critical
thinking” in his classroom, Keating broadens stu-
ents’ educational experience and their ability to
_think independently. The students also discover
_that when Keating was a student at the school, he
tarted a secret society, the Dead Poets Society,
edicated to intellectual creativity. These students
_reactivate the society.

. One important conflict in the film is between
eil, a student who wants to be an actor, and his
ather, a domineering businessman who wants his
on to be a doctor. Neil’s father will not allow him
0 iry out for a campus production of 4 Midsummer
light s Dream. Neil disregards his father’s demands,
0es to the audition, and is selected for the lead
ole. Keating encourages Neil to explore the rela-
ionship with his father and to enlist his father’s
upport. Neil’s father is enraged when he views his
on’s successful performance. Neil is immediately
rought home and, in an act of desperation, believ-

Additional Questions for Discussion
(Dead Poets Society)

_ Would Neil qualify for a psychiatric diagnosis under
DSMAV-TR? If so, which one?

 How common is it for someone to commit suicide
sa way of punishing someone else?

Oes the presence of a handgun in a house increase
thelikelihood of suicide?

Would a daughter have been as likely to shoot
 herself?

hat else could John Keating have done to reduce
he conflict between Neil and his father?

(1972), the Ttalian judge who tries to get his

ing that his father will never “allow” him to become
an actor, Neil shoots himself with his father’s gun.
Keating becomes the scapegoat for Neil’s suicide,
and the school’s administration uses the suicide as
an excuse to fire the unconventional teacher. The
film ends with the other students protesting against
Keating’s dismissal.

Wristcutters: A Love Story (2006) opens with

Zia, the lead character, slashing his wrists. He then

finds himself in a kind of purgatory, populated by

“other people who have committed suicide. He con-
- siders killing himself again, but suspects he’ll only

wind up in a still worse setting. The film will teach
you very little about depression and suicide, and it
insults the viewer’s intelligence by making use of
a cheap “it was all just a dream” plot device that
explains everything away.

Harold and Maude (1971) is a cult classic that
opens with Harold, a troubled teenager, pretend-
ing- to hang himself. He routinely fakes suicide
attempts, primarily to annoy his intrusive mother,
and amuses himself by attending funerals of people
he has never met. At one of these finerals he meets
Maude, a 79-year-old woman who also enjoys
attending funerals. These two unlikely companions
become fast friends, and Harold professes his love
for Maude shortly before she dies.

There is a memorable suicide by hanging in
The Shawshank Redemption (1994), and few view-
ers are able to forget the Russian Roulette games
that prisoners of war are forced to play in The Deer
Hunter (1978).

Risk Factors and Antecedents

There are many risk factors associated with sui-
cide. The demographic risk factors include being
adolescent or elderly, male, white, separated,
divorced or widowed, isolated, and unemployed.
Other risk factors include depression, alcoholism,
bipolar disorders, and neurological disorders.

Unfortunately, even though risk factors and the
antecedents of suicide have been well established,
accurately predicting who will commit suicide is
extraordinarily difficult. Most clinicians include a
suicide assessment in their initial interaction with
any client who has an emotional problem or a
mental illness. An assessment for suicide focuses
on three areas: intent, plan, and lethality.

Intent, or thinking about suicide, is a specific
indicator of an impending suicide and probably the
single most important predictor. Those people most-
intent on suicide have worse insomnia, are more
pessimistic, and are less able to concentrate th?n'
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those with less intent. In the film Night, Mother
(1986), the total story focuses on Jesse’s plan to
kill herself. Those individuals most intent on kill-
ing themselves are more often males, older, single
or separated, and living alone. However, experts
also know that intent is episodic, and that even if
there is no intent today, there may be tomorrow. In
Dead Poets Society (1989), there is no mention of
Neil’s intent and the viewer is led to believe that
he does not intend to kill himself until he returns
home, feels helpless, and convinces himself there
is no way out of an untenable situation. If someone
had recognized his intent or if he had reached out
for help (e.g., by calling a suicide hotline), Neil
might have been able to identify creative alterna-
tives to suicide.

Most experts believe that even though a per-
son is intent on suicide, there is almost always
an underlying wish to be rescued. Thus, a person
who is very intent upon killing himself or herself
may consciously or unconsciously send out signals
of distress, evidence of helplessness, or pleas for
help. Some of the verbal cues may be “I am going
away” or “You won’t be seeing much of me from
now on.” There may also be unusual behaviors
such as putting one’s affairs in order, giving away
prized possessions, engaging in atypical acts, or
becoming socially isolated. These behaviors are all
present in Scent of a Woman (1992). Lt. Colonel
Slade puts his financial affairs in order, visits his
family, says good-bye, and has his “last fling.”

People who have a plan for committing suicide
are more likely to actually kill themselves than
those who have vague thoughts about not wanting
to live. Clinicians are trained to determine whether
their patients have a plan to kill themselves and
how specific their plans are. An individual who
does not have a plan is considered to be at lower
risk than someone who knows how he or she can
commit suicide, and who has access to the planned
method. In The Hospital (1971), Dr. Herbert Bock
plans to kill himself by injecting a lethal dose of
potassium. He demonstrates both plan and intent,
and, because of his easy access to potassium, he is
clearly at high risk.

The lethality of the method is also an indicator
of the risk of suicide. The more lethal the chosen
means, the more likely it is that the person will
commit suicide, especially if there is easy access
to the method selected (e.g., guns in the home).
The most lethal suicide methods are using guns,
jumping off buildings and bridges, and hanging.
Slashing one’s wrists and ingesting 15 or fewer
aspirin are common methods of attempting sui-
cide, but they are seldom lethal. Other methods

Movies and Mental lfins;

that carry a moderate to high risk of lethality are

drowning, carbon monoxide suffocation, and deep
cuts to the throat. In both Scent of a Woman (1993
and Dead Poets Society (1989), the lethality wjyq

high because guns were the means selected for the

suicidal act.

Prevention of Suicide

Since there are no clear predictors of suicide, ther
are no foolproof prevention strategies. Treatmep
of an acutely suicidal individual involves protect
ing him or her and connecting with that part in esch
person that wants to be rescued. Usually, a persor
who is suicidal is hospitalized and not allowed to
be alone. Even in those instances, if a person wants
to commit suicide, a hospital environment canng

prevent it, and many suicides have been completed

in a protected environment. In the film Crossove
(1983), a psychiatric nurse is plagued by self-doubf
after one of the patients he works with commit
suicide.

Ordinary People :
Ordinary People (1980), an Academy Award
winning film based on Judith Guest’s novel b
the same name, depicts the aftermath of a suicid
attempt. Conrad Jarret, played by Timothy Hutton
is a sensitive teenager who has attempted suicide
following a boating accident that killed his brother,
Buck. Conrad could not overcome his feelings o
guilt, attempted suicide, and was hospitalized fo
four months. The film begins following Conrad’
return home and traces his struggle for persona
redemption and his futile attempts to communi
cate with his parents. His father, Calvin, playe
by Donald Sutherland, is a successful tax attorne;
who tries to respond to Conrad’s needs. His mother,
Beth, played by Mary Tyler Moore, is well inten-
tioned but ultimately unable to meet the needs 0
her son. Beth is the nucleus of a family in a crisis.

Upon his return from the hospital, Conrad i
inattentive in class and distant with classmates
He is also ill at ease with his parents. His fathe
encourages Conrad to contact a psychiatrist, an
eventually he begins therapy with Dr. Tyron
Berger, played by Judd Hirsch. In therapy, Conra

. explores his relationship with his parents. Whe

Dr. Berger suggests that the entire family mee
together, Beth refuses. Throughout the movie
Beth’s feelings toward her living son become obvi
ous. Calvin begins to question his relationship with
Beth and unsuccessfully attempts to re-engage hi
wife in their relationship. Beth eventually leave
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her husband and son, who come to terms with
Beth’s limitations and begin to rebuild their lives
around their love for each other.

Other characters play an important role in the
movie. Conrad’s swimming coach quizzes him
about his hospitalization, asks him whether he
received shock treatment, and is demanding during
training sessions. Conrad finally decides to quit the
swimming team.

Another important character is Karen, a girl
Conrad met at the hospital. While hospitalized,
Conrad and Karen had a completely “open and
honest” relationship. When Conrad contacts her at

home, she is distant but appears to be in control.

She is involved in school activities and maintains
she no longer thinks about the problems that result-

“ed in her suicide attempt. She also decides not to

see a therapist. Karen’s newfound confidence is
startling to Conrad, who begins to question his
own fragile condition. When he tries to get in touch

~ “with her later, however, Conrad learns that she has

committed suicide.
Karen’s death forces Conrad to relive the boat-
ing accident that took Buck’s life. At last, he is

_"‘able to explain his guilt — he lived and Buck did
‘not. Conrad realizes that he was angry with Buck

because he did not hang on to the boat. With the
help of Dr. Berger, he experiences the intense pain
of his loss and resolves his guilt.

If a suicide attempt is survived, the meaning
of the attempt should be examined. Even though

“the viewer is not told whether Conrad has symp-

toms of depression, it is safe to assume that they
were present prior to the suicide attempt. Conrad’s
suicide attempt was both an attempt to kill himself
and a cry for help. His family fails to appreciate or
respond to his distress over his brother’s death. His

- mother is unable to relate to anyone, and his father

is withdrawn from family interaction. Through a
suicide attempt, Conrad got his family and friends
to acknowledge his desperate situation.

Every suicide threat should be taken seriously.
While attempting suicide is often an impulsive act,

Additional Questions for Discussion
(Ordinary People)

How would you describe Conrad’s family in Ordinary
People?

If you were a therapist working with this family, |
how would you proceed?

Do any of the characters in the film meet DSM-IV-TR

triteria for depression?

it is also an act of communication. If Conrad had
possessed the necessary communication skills, he
could have discussed his feelings and explored
their meaning.

International Films: Mood Disorders
and Suicide

Respiro (2002) is a highly recommended Italian
film about a woman who would meet DSM-IV-TR
criteria for the diagnosis of bipolar disorder. Her
behavior is erratic, unpredictable, and frequently
inappropriate (e.g., she invites her sons to go
swimming with her in the nude). The people in
her small Mediterranean fishing village insist that
she be sent to Milan for psychiatric hospitalization
after she releases a pack of caged dogs that have to
be shot from the rooftops. She avoids psychiatric
hospitalization when her oldest son helps her find
refuge in a cave, and her husband and the villagers
eventually come to miss her eccentric but life-
affirming behavior.

The slow-moving but powerful Iranian film
Taste of Cherry (1997) won the Palme d’Or at the
Cannes Film Festival. The movie illustrates the
grim determination of a man who has decided to
take his own life, but who cannot find anyone to
help him. He has dug a hole in the ground and
plans to lie in the hole and die after taking a hand-
ful of pills; however, it is important to him that he
find someone to fill up the hole after he has died.
One person he attempts to persuade to take on this
task asks a poignant question that leads to the sui-
cidal man questioning his decision: “Do you want
to give up the taste of cherries?"

Turtles Can Fly (2004, Iran/France/Iraq),
filmed on the Iraqi/Turkish border, depicts an
adolescent with severe PTSD who is depressed,
homicidal, and suicidal, clearly in reaction to the
horrors and atrocities of war; the film does not hold
back in its messages of what happens to children in
war-torn countries.

The Japanese film Maboroshi No Hikari
(Maborosi; 1995) shows how a young woman is
affected after the seemingly senseless and random
suicide of her husband who chooses, without any ;
apparent reason, to deliberately walk in the path of *
an oncoming train.

Suicide Club (2002) is a Japanese film that
explores the phenomenon of suicide and raises
more questions than it answers. It assesses possible
links between suicide and crime, music, violc;née,
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group contagion, internal compulsions, consumer-
ism, evil forces, and various external factors. After
54 young girls mysteriously and collectively com-
mit suicide by jumping in front of an oncoming
subway train, mass hysteria and confusion develop
and several individuals and groups around the
country take their lives. One scene depicts a group
of students joking about creating a suicide chub,
and they gather at the edge of a building’s roof and
chant for each other to “jump.” One by one, they
watch each other plummet to their death. The film
illustrates the phenomenon of suicide contagion
(de Leo & Heller, 2008; Hacker et al., 2008), a
serious problem that is compounded by new media
such as the internet (Mehlum, 2000).
Rain (2001) is a New Zealand film about a
young girl coming of age as she interacts with fam-
ily and neighbors on a beach. The film is included
in this chapter because of the girl’s depressed
mother, an alcoholic who acts out sexually and
only seems to be happy when she is drinking. The
drinking clearly helps her escape from her depres-
sion.
The Scottish film Wilbur Wants to Kill Himself
(2002) is helpful only insofar as it allows the view-
er to witness the various stereotypes and miscon-
_ ceptions possible in a movie. Wilbur is a depressed
and angry man who curses children, rejects women,
and cheats with his brother’s wife even though his
brother is the person who repeatedly keeps Wilbur
from killing himself. The brother is depicted
in the role of protector, frequently checking up
on Wilbur, supporting him, and removing sharp
objects from his home. Wilbur’s persistence in his
suicide attempts include pills, gas from the oven,
hanging, drowning, cutting his wrists in the bath-
tub, and standing at the edge of the roof of a build-
ing. Wilbur’s determination to commit suicide
ends once his love for his brother’s wife becomes
mutual. This perpetuates the misconception that
love conquers mental illness. Equally disturbing

"is the film’s blatant stereotypes of two psycholo-
gists leading a group; one smokes cigarettes during
sessions and comments that the patients would be
better off without group therapy; the other violates
boundaries with a patient, licking his ear, going out
on a date, engaging in sexual activity in a hospital
closet, and violating confidentiality.

Another film about a character repeatedly
attempting suicide and failing can be found in The
Face (1999, South Korea). The protagonist is a

diagnostic quandary — she lives a completely isolat-
ed life, rarely leaves her house, has no friends, and
her only social contact is her younger sister who
berates her and abuses her. She is socially inept

y a suicid

onist
mate

Critical Thinking Questions

+ Are dysthymic disorders, major depressive
and major depressive disorders qualitatiy,
ent phenomena, or are they simply differe
tative expressions of a single disorder?

«  Ifyou genuinely believe afriend is suicida]
your ethical and moral obligations?

+ Doyour responsibilities to that person cha
are a therapist rather than a friend? -

+ Istherea suicide hotline in your commum
know how to access it? .

+ How do you distinguish between idle
thoughts of suicide and a cry for help?

+  The suicide rate for both men and wome
higher in Asian countries and in Sweden,
and Austria than in the United States. Wha
factors could account for these differences

« Kathy in House of Sand and Fog (2003)
receive treatment for her depression. What p
age of depressed individuals go untreatec
how long does it take a depressed individual
treatment following the onset of their dison

« At one point in Mr. Jones (1993), a physicia
pares bipolar disorder to diabetes. In wh
the comparison apt? In what way is it mislea

«  Patty Duke is a well-known personality
“come out of the closet” and openly shar
story of her mood disorder (see Call Me An
Can you think of other celebrities who hav
candid about their own struggles with
ness? Did any of them have bipolar disord

« How might you distinguish between
experiencing a manic episode, someone exp
ing the elation and energy associated with
amine abuse, and someone with a high
enthusiasm/vitality? ,

«  Dr. Bowen in Mr. Jones (1993) states “You're
sick person; you're a person with a sickness!
is the significance of this semantic distinctio

« Do filmmakers have a responsibility to avoid
orizing suicide to prevent contagion, or i
tor’s sole respons;blhty to make the best p
film without worrying about things like soci

.ence?

g in The Piano (1993).
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apter, make it:
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u only have time for one article, read:

and spends her life sewing, until her mother
suddenly, after which she strangles her yol
sister to death. This character seems to lose |
with reality, suggesting a link between diss
tion and suicide attempts. The film ends Wi
protagonist escaping from life by swimming
on an inflatable tube in the ocean; this is sim

¢ attempt (not dissimilar from the
in Kate Chopin’s The Awakenmg) and
dream (to learn to swim). The viewer
sobe reminded of another attempted suicide

pave time to read only one book relevant to
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