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for something irretrievable…The sensation of finding some-
thing and then finally realizing that it was lost without your
having known it, and then recognizing that other things are
missing, too, and that this bird is just a tiny piece of what you
want” (p. 150). Rosen wisely observes that bird watchers are
not simply returning to nature but returning to themselves.

The book fascinates with its historical anecdotes, its eso-
teric trivia about a variety of different birds, some of which
will be totally unfamiliar to you, and its message about the ur-
gent need to preserve what’s left of our environment. Nature
lovers must read this book, but its message goes far beyond
those enamored of bird watching. Rosen teaches us that the
way we regard nature is intimately connected with the way we
regard ourselves. He ends the book with his characteristic
psychological reflectiveness: “What sort of species are we,
and what might we still become? The answer is still being
written, even at this late date. This is the magic hour. There is
still time, before the light fades and there is no longer any-
thing left to see” (p. 300).
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Poets on Prozac: Mental Illness, Treatment, and the
Creative Process, edited by Richard M. Berlin, M.D. Balti-
more, Johns Hopkins University Press, 2008, 200 pp., $21.95.

If this collection of essays, edited by psychiatrist/poet Rich-
ard Berlin, was published in the United Kingdom, Canada, or
Australia, it might have been called “Poets in Therapy,” a more
accurate, if less sexy and alliterative title. About more than
pharmacotherapy, the book’s first-person testimonials from
successful poets who found themselves in desperate straits
cast light on the reservations many creative people have
about getting help.

In the words of the poet J.D. Smith: “For a poet, seeking
treatment for depression is to break with an implicit social
contract. To the extent that the culture at large has a view of
poets, beyond acknowledging their existence as a strange but
seldom seen life form, such as a platypus or giant squid, that
view is based on the Romantic myth of the poet as a dis-
traught creature, preferably consumptive, who occasionally
breaks forth in a song or a dirge. The poet in this view is mo-
rose so that others do not have to be, a pack mule for the col-
lective burden of consciousness.”

When such reluctant individuals do seek professional help,
the American health care system further complicates the
matter with a scarcity of treatment resources, insurance com-
pany limitations and prejudices, and out-of-pocket payments
that poorly-paid creative artists can ill afford. Ironically, the
first essay in the book, by Welsh poet Gwyneth Lewis, ex-
presses gratitude for the National Health Service that pro-
vided her with some 15 years of weekly psychotherapy. Such
contrasts to the American system were rightly debated during
the recent presidential election campaign.

Many books have been written about the so-called “confes-
sional” poets, such as Robert Lowell, Sylvia Plath, and Anne Sex-
ton, all of whom suffered bouts of florid mental illness and
whose creative writing careers, and very lives, were extended by

psychiatric treatment. There have also been first-person narra-
tives of mental torment written by masters of prose, such as
novelist William Styron’s wrenching account Darkness Visible.

The poets/patients who have provided Dr. Berlin with ex-
quisitely revealing details of their illnesses have not achieved
the mythic status of a Lowell or a Plath or the fame of a Styron.
The nitty-gritty details of their struggle to keep writing despite
a range of psychiatric symptoms that includes mood swings,
debilitating anxiety, eating disorders, and postpartum de-
pression will resonate with any creative person in need of re-
lief yet simultaneously fearing the effects of becoming more
stable or less exquisitely sensitive. In Gwyneth Lewis’s words,
“Since I was a child, I’ve lacked an emotional epidermis. This
is good for writing—it means I can sense a lot—but bad for
one’s daily equilibrium.”

Several of the poets offer excerpts from their work, includ-
ing poems written both in medicated and unmedicated
states. The issue of how medication affects creative writing
can never be fully resolved, though Lewis states, “Even if it
were proven that antidepressants adversely affected my abil-
ity as a poet, I’d still take them. After being a zombie for
months, being able to write at all is a miracle, and that partic-
ipation in the creative discipline, rather than a more objective
measure of excellence, is the bottom line for me.”

This book belongs on the shelves of all therapists who treat
women and men who immerse themselves in creative writing
or any other fine art. Dr. Berlin’s pithy introduction provides a
useful summary of the relationship between creativity and
emotional disorder. The 16 essays and the poetic excerpts that
bolster them share the virtues of being heartfelt, accessible,
and brief. They can be read by highly literate women and
men, even those in the midst of an emotional maelstrom.

No less a psychiatrist than Freud wrote, “Everywhere I go I
find that a poet has been there before me.” No less a poet
than the great American Robert Lowell wrote, after yet
another debilitating round of bipolar illness, “Everyone’s
tired of my turmoil.”
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The Sorrows of an American: A Novel, by Siri Hustvedt.
New York, Henry Holt and Co., 2008, 320 pp., $25.00.

The Sorrows of an American is the fourth novel published by
author Siri Hustvedt. It consists of several interwoven stories
whose protagonists are two adult children of a Norwegian im-
migrant family and takes place during the year following their
father’s death. At times the writing is sheer stream of con-
sciousness, swiftly grafting details of each story on the others,
so the novel’s central line becomes a bit difficult to follow. It is,
however, apparent that this is a novel about the archetypal fa-
ther, as father figures are central throughout the book. In-
deed, the acknowledgments reveal that the book’s scaffolding
leans on original excerpts from the journal written and left
behind by the author’s father. 

Erik Davidsen is a New York psychiatrist whose emotionally
impoverished life after a divorce, focused almost exclusively
on his work, suddenly becomes more animated with the ap-


