
                     The 19th century, the forerunners of expressionism, Vincent Van Gogh and Edvard Munch experienced mental trouble. Van Gogh's illness has been well documented with varying degrees of accuracy. Self-harm, self neglect, alcohol abuse, hospitalisation and eventually suicide accompanied his gift for painting. Munch's psychological problems were a result of his reaction to the appalling suffering and fatal illness his family was subjected to. Munch would become hysterical but learned to channel his hysteria into his painting scratching and scribbling at his canvases to record his frustration and grief. At the time he was thought insane to do this but besides introducing the basic expressionist style, he was using his art as therapy, to confront and deal with the grim world he saw around him.

                    Hysteria was a big theme for Egon Schiele. Though it is possible that Schiele's work was informed by that of Charcot, who illustrated medical journals of the day with pictures of female patients suffering with various mental illnesses, we do know that Schiele gained access to a hospital to draw the sick women there.                         
                    Bethlem Royal was the first hospital to show the art of the mentally ill in 1901.But the art of the mentally ill had its critics. In 1911 T.B.Hyslop, Physician Superintendent of the hospital published an article that suggested parallels between post impressionist modern art and the art of the mentally ill. In his article Hyslop is sympathetic to the physical impairments that often accompany mental illness, and acknowledges their work as genuine. But at a public meeting in 1912 Hyslop presented eugenic views, complaining that efforts to weed out mental defectives were hampered by the soft hearted. His views had more in common with Max Nordau the German eugenicist whose book ‘Degeneracy’ was to inform the Third Reich. However in the following year The Bethlem Royal hospital showed patients work again in 1913 and soon after similar exhibitions took place in France at Germany.
Expressionist painter Ernst Kirchner achieved popularity and success in the early 1900's. Kirchner became addicted to both barbiturate and alcohol. When the First World War broke out he found a sympathetic doctor who referred him to a sanatorium whereupon his artwork became more confused and stressed. Erich Heckel, also an expressionist, took madness as a major theme. 
Since the beginning of the twentieth century artists have been inspired by artwork of the mentally ill. Artists understandably did not wish to suffer the torment of psychiatric illness but recognised that the vivid dreams and hallucinations that many psychiatric patients experience could provide a direct insight into the subconscious. In 1909 Max Ernst visited asylums and was fascinated by the art of the mentally ill. It was the year he started painting. He joined the DaDa artists in Zurich who were inspired by so-called primitive art, Oceanic and African art , the art of the mentally ill and the art of children.
The Surrealists took their share of inspiration from the mentally ill. Andre Breton and Max Ernst (now a Surrealist), encouraged other Surrealists to study the work of the mentally ill artists. Andre Breton, the leader of the Surrealists worked in the psychiatric wards during World War 1. Breton and other surrealists was impressed by Dr Hans Prinzhorns book ‘The Artistry of the Mentally Ill', which was brought to their attention by Max Ernst, in 1922. Prinzhorn’s book is illustrated, with pictures by patients from the collection at Heidleberg psychiatric hospital. Andre Breton befriended a female psychiatric patient. In the short time that he spent with Leona D, (her full name is not known), Breton gathered enough information to write a book. He called this book Nadja at Leona's suggestion. Breton had over romanticised the insane and when the reality became too demanding, when the novelty of Leona's florid speech wore off he dumped her and after her pleading letters failed to win back his heart she broke down. Hysterical hallucinating and unable to look after herself she was dragged screaming to the madhouse leaving Andre Breton free to complete his book in peace. When Breton's book was published in 1928 fourteen months after Leona D was admitted to psychiatric hospital in Paris she was transferred to a hospital near Lille probably unaware of the book that was written about her. Andre Breton expressed remorse for his actions and spoke fondly of the mentally ill in his writing. Breton acknowledged the imagination of the mentally ill as an inspiration to surrealism. In his ‘First Manifesto of Surrealism’, Breton said he could spend a lifetime ’prying loose the secrets of the insane’. He goes on to describe the insane,’ These people are honest to a fault and their naivete has no peer but my own‘.
In 1929 Breton and Ernst bought work by mentally ill artists at an exhibition in Paris. In 1930 the art from Prinzhorn’s collection was shown in an exhibition that toured that toured nine German cities until 1933. But in that year, in Dresden, an exhibition called Degenerate Art drew inspiration from Nordeau’s views via Nazi propagandists. Though the exhibition only contained work by modern artists the exhibition was repeated in 1937, this time expanded to contain works from the Prinzhorn collection, which were ridiculed alongside the art of the expressionists and the moderns. The exhibition included work by artists who suffered from mental illness, Nolde, Heckel, and Kirchner. This exhibition also toured German cities until 1941. In 1939 the Nazis introduced their T4 extermination programme, the mass murder of the incurable, the physically disabled and psychiatric patients. Artists labelled degenerate by the Nazis were forced into exile, those who stayed were sent to concentration camps or at best, forbidden to paint. Emil Nolde another Expressionist, stayed and though he suffered hallucinations and was persecuted by the Nazis, painted watercolours in secret while caring for his mentally ill wife. 

 After the war Jean Debuffet and Andre Breton decided to reinstate the art of the mentally ill as part of the Art Brut movement though this was accepted in France where the art of the mentally ill was sold at auction the world would soon focus on the post war modern artists, the Abstract Expressionists and Pop Artists would soon capture the imagination of the art world.  Abstract expressionist artist Mark Rothko, who suffered from depression, also took his own life but not before he had sold work for top prices. Jackson Pollack, a disturbed alcoholic was also artistically and financially successful.  
More recently, artist Stephen Hamper better known as Billy Childish worked at Oakwood hospital as a ward porter in 1979. Oakwood was one of the old Victorian psychiatric hospitals. Patient’s work was framed and hung on the walls of the wards. There was a mural by the hospital canteen painted by Carlos a Gypsy from St Mary Cray who had been a patient at Oakwood since the early seventies. Like all the Oakwood patients Carlos was on medication. After being dismissed for sketching the patients Billy Childish went out with Tracy Emin encouraging her to paint until they fell out. Both artists were influenced by the Expressionists. Billy Childish went as far as to copy the appearance of the mentally ill, and it could be argued on the basis of his admiration for the work of Van Gogh and Munch, the artistic style of the mentally ill.

The work of mentally ill artists seldom follows trends but to this day contemporary artists are inspired by the art movements of the 20th century, not least the Surrealists the DaDa artists and the Expressionists, who in turn were inspired by the art of the mentally ill. Sadly the mentally ill are still stigmatised by a society that conveniently prefers to believe the myths of mental illness rather than the reality.

Patients often produce art in austere conditions, in hostels, supported housing, in a community that is often abusive and prejudiced against the mentally ill. When hospitalised they are either separated from their work, have to keep it in the art room or guard it on the ward. Sometimes patients lose their work while they are caught in the mental health system. The mentally ill  have seldom been given the credit they deserve, their influence on contemporary art is rarely acknowledged, their work is still undervalued. 

