Shields to Ward Off Madness

In the beginning, there was a medical misdiagnosis.

This changed the path of my life, and ended up as this installation entitled “Shields to Ward Off Madness.”

For almost 3 years I was under the impression that I had an acute anxiety disorder, and was suffering from horrid lengthy panic attacks that would grab me by the throat, choking the very life force out of me, leaving me exhausted and beyond upset.

Traveling and teaching, staying away from home, flying in airplanes; all of my favorite activities that I had been doing my entire life were now fraught with such anxiety that I was forced to stop.  Mostly I stayed home, in secret tears all the time, wondering why this had happened to me. I would stay up late at night, locked in the studio, painting with my hands swooping red blood paint onto large pieces of paper, drawing huge wide eyes,

meanwhile  my head and beating heart binding me like razor wire.  I was taking Paxil and Lorazapam, and seeing a psychiatrist. Life was almost unbearable.  My heart would race and race, and nothing I did would calm it down, not yoga, not deep breathing, nothing.

My best friend Susan had to rush me to the hospital in the middle of the night in Chicago, thinking I was having a heart attack. 

Eventually thoughts of suicide crept inside the tumultuous mess of my brain.  I thought I was doomed.

This came to a head one weekend, when I was with my family staying at a dear friend’s home, and I had an attack that began at night and lasted for over 17 hours. It was one of the worst nights of my life. Finally, my husband drove me back to Kingston and right to emergency at Kingston General Hospital. There I was asked, 

“Have you ever had your heart checked?”

That question saved my life, and to make a long and very painful story short, I ended up at the heart clinic where I was diagnosed with Supra Ventricular Tachycardia.  A valve in my heart that could not stop racing was the actual cause, not the acute anxiety disorder that I was convinced into believing I had. Now I take beta-blockers, and all is well. I can travel, teach, fly, and the very black thoughts have left.

But there is a residue from all of this. I looked madness right

smack in the eye, and once there, you can never actually turn back. It lurks like a shadow, just beyond the periphery, waiting.  For what, I do not want to know.

Creating my “Shields to Ward Off Madness” became a necessity, and I am so grateful for the Canada Council of the Arts, who made it possible by awarding me a grant for the purpose of this installation.  Looking back into my sketchbooks, I see I began the first drawings early in 2004, and the words written by my shaking hand reveal, …”Being trapped into my own body, an attack from inside myself, I need a shield to wrap around my madness, stabbing it back into the dark…”

From my 2008 Notebook

I long for the blood baton

Sharpened by bone

Polished by tears.

I long to skewer the global eye

Stabbing its core into final blindness

Never to see rot again.

Chaos takes its time

Seeping slowly

Sinking deeply

Poking into cracks like a

Tongue probing the cavity of decay.

Fetid pain

Spread out across the world.

One day you wake up saturated,

So full with daily news of Hate and Heat that your heart beats 

too too  fast and your eyes cry a tidal wave and you become empty of reason and love and forgiveness

And you are bereft,

Left only with mind brimming madness.

Alone.

Because of course, those more recent words reveal that in fact we are not alone with our own private pain, we also swim in the anguish of everyone else on the planet.

Our instant media can show us children mere minutes after they are killed in a market in Baghdad.  We see hurricane victims pleading for food in Burma, crack heads dying in the back alleys of Vancouver, and learn about the atrocities in Darfur. What can we do with all of this daily bombardment of human distress?

Reading about the BBC documentary “Killer’s Paradise” that deals with the brutal ongoing assassinations of girls and women in Guatemala was so horrid that I could not sleep.

I could go on and on.  Listening to the CBC everyday while creating in my studio is like mainlining pure emotion.  Some stories leave me weeping at my torch, unable to work, and thank goodness, some stories leave me laughing out loud at the antics of my fellow planet mates. We are all connected.

So these Shields represent many layers of emotion.  

The first two, actual Shields to Ward Off Madness, I use to 

stave off personal and global insanity.

Dark red blood heart, dark black  soul.

Glass can be hot and burn, or sharp and stab.

The third shield is the Diary Shield to Ward Off Madness.

Inside the glass are items carefully culled from my massive collection of earth remnants and human sheddings. 

These bits and pieces connect me to the world.

They are my comfort, and my obsession.

From my 2008 Notebook

Comfort Zone

All in my hand

Everything.

And I mean

Everything.

Holding,

Hoarding

And having.

Can I saunter by without

Touching, taking home.

Home.

In my pocket—suitcase—purse—plastic bag—sock—knapsack—shopping cart—car—palm—fist—jar—can—nest—friend’s bag-----

All home to have and to hold.

To hoard

To touch.

Remembering That Moment

Forever.

Remembering my life

With little remnants of 

Everything.

For always.

Home.

