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tephen Fry, Sir Ian Mc-
Kellen and Melvyn Bragg
have each given deeply
personal interviews to
academics as part of a
free online course which consid-
ers how poems, plays and novels
can help us tounderstand and cope
with deep emotional distress.

The trio discuss their experienc-

esof some of the six themes - stress,

heartbreak, bereavement, trauma,
depression and bipolar, ageing and
dementia - that make up “Litera-
ture and mental health: Reading for
wellbeing”. Eachmanalso describes
how the work ofliterary greats such
as Shakespeare, WH Auden and

_Philip Larkin have helped them
during troubled times.

Fry has experienced mental
health problems throughout his
life, but was not diagnosed with
bipolar disorder until he was 37. He
explores the value of poetry, poetic
form and how the metrical “stress-
es” of poetry - the emphasis that
falls on certain syllables and not
others - can help people to cope
with the mental and emotional
stresses of modern life.

“It seems language and poetry,
which one takes to be the highest
expression of language, is a natural
way for me both to grapple with
demons but also to escape from
them,” Fry told Sir Jonathan
Bate, honorary professor in English
and comparative literary studies,
who delivers the University of
‘Warwick course.

“Actually using the word ‘de-

mons’ is interesting - WH Auden,
a great poet hero of mine, when
| asked whether he would get rid of
| his demons, through poetry, said:
| “No, no, I don’t want to get rid of
my demons, or my angels would
fly away too.”

“I don’t know whether that’s
true, but certainly because you can
express ideas in an unusual way
when you're a poet, you can ex-
press your feelings, the turbulence
within you.”

Around one in four people has
a mental health problem, accord-
ing to the leading mental health

charities Mind and Rethink
| Mental Illness, yet there is still a
| public stigma surrounding this
| form ofillness. %
| Broadcaster and presenter Lord
| Bragg describes how he has been

clinically depressed twice - the first
| timein his early teens when he had
| no idea what was afflicting him. “T
| couldn’t understand what was

going on. I couldn’t tell anybody
- about it,” he said.

“My mind would leave me, and
I thought I was going mad, but
there’s nobody you could talk to.

“'m talking about 1951 or'52ina

* small northern town. You couldn’t
|
| tell your parents, you couldn’t tell
your teacher, you couldn’t possibly
b
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| “They’ve been to places that I've been’

[ Stephen Fry on depression and
bipolar disorder

| Fry chose two poems that have

l helped him in dark times: John
Keats's “Ode to a Nightingale" and

i Philip Larkin's “Aubade”

poem was written towards the end
of his life, when he struggled with
writer's block.

“Oddly enough, they do [cheer me
upl. | suppose it's because there's an
authenticity about them. They have
really been to places that I've been,
but they've made something of it,
something permanent and remark-
able. Two incredible poems.”

Keats's poem was written the
year after his brother Tom died of
tuberculosis, and Keats was anxious
about his own health. Larkin's
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‘My mother knew

more of the SOng S ‘

verses than I did where it was quite lear i

Melvyn Bragg on dementia_ ‘hﬁ;(é?'s‘;:" :s‘:;l Gontoll
% “The communication that | discov- o maintain his edi

ered completely by accident,

was that [my mother was] a good
singer and | used to doa lot of
singing. If | - we - started to sing
(and | don't know why) ‘One Man
Went to Mow', or something very
simple that you used to sing on the
back of buses when you went on
trips, all of those sorts of Songs,
she knew more of the verses

than | did. She was completely

in command of long songs — "My
Bonnie Lies Over the Ocean’

- she'd go on and on.”
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thought that was czcactly 1
doing.So1 immedl::xtelye N
with Wordsworth in a co;
different way. 3

«He was talking about me
sense, and that was what d
into Wordsworth.”

In 2013 Lord Bragg wrote th
Grace and Mary, which'€
described as an insightful, 1
tale of ageing and our hel
in the face of dementia. His
also called Mary, had died
ous year, aged 95, having si
Alzheimer’s for five years.

During his interview f
course, the broadcaster deser
remarkable moment when V
worth’s poetry helped h
connect with his mother. ]
novel, John, a character bas
Bragg himself, is at his m¢
bedside and begins re
‘Daffodils’ when Mary joins i
incident that happened in rez
“[My mother] said, ‘We le
inschool’, so she tookit up
edtherest of it ...Idid think
ahealing thing.”

Sir Ian starred as King Le
memorable 2007 RSC produl
which required him to appea
during a scene when Lear stri
during the storm. The actor s
saw the king as “a victim of
mental disability”. v

““Mad’ is a word that rings th
the play and I think perhaps
King Lear different sort of emphasis dep
“I' know, from talking to friends ing on where it’s actually
who'd seen me play King Lear that " However I don’t look on L

they often related it to their own madness as being a frailty. R
experience with aged parents, my ]

it's a sign of his strength.”
own stepmother was stumbling More than 9,000 people hay
towards 100 while | was . ready signed up for the
doing Lear. Old age, being which begins on 1 Februa
tired, wanting a little & b Itis being deli
peace. | think that's how " B e

ciation with ReLi
Lear starts out. He just e
ot

oo

‘Old age, being
tired, wanting a
little peace ...

lan McKellen on ageing in

wants to let it all go and f}l::?gagﬁdl::teed;o
have a bit of fun, or just & ¥ promoted 'by great |
sleep .. He's exhausted and & (www.relit.org.uk) 2
by his foolishness (not just , brainchild of Dr 'Pl

of getting rid of his . who interviewed
youngest daughter, but A s

giving too much

power to the

other two), he I h
then has to cope ¥
with all those
reactions.”



