
International Conference on World Poetry Day Contemporary Discourses in Poetry

Jyothy Institute of Commerce and Management, Bengaluru126

Madness as Muse: The Role of 
Mental Health in Shaping Poetic 
Creativity
Dhanyashree C M
Associate Professor
Government First Grade College
Vijayanagara, Bengaluru - 560 040
dhanyashri@gmail.com

Abstract
In this paper, we look at the connection between mental health and creativity, 
highlighting poetry as a means for people to describe their mental states. Many 
researchers have looked at the connection between art and mental health and there 
are poets such as Sylvia Plath, Allen Ginsberg, John Keats, Anne Sexton and Emily 
Dickinson who often let their personal mental health issues influence their poetry. 
A close look at personal stories and works of literature in the paper reveals how 
people use poetry to explore and understand their mental health. Also, the article 
looks at implications for mental health treatment, suggesting that creative activities 
should become a more common approach in therapy. The study intends to bring 
together personal experiences and medical practices to understand better the link 
between madness and creativity and to overcome stigma about mental health and 
nurture a deeper respect for artistic pursuits.
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Introduction
 The link between creativity and mental health has caught the eye 
of many specialists for a long time. It is believed that being mentally 
ill can drive creative outcomes, mainly in poetry and this is known 
as the “mad genius” way of thinking. This essay will investigate how 
poets’ personal struggles with mental health have helped to shape the 
poetry they create, arguing that writing poetry can be therapeutic as 
well as artistic. This research will look at the writings of several poets 
who have dealt with mental health, hoping to reveal how creativity 
and madness relate to one another.

Literature Review
 Mental illness has long been explored and written about in literature. 
In her Touched with Fire work, Kay Redfield Jamison shows that 
mood disorders are common among poets as well as among other 
creative individuals. He claims that the strong feelings connected to 
mental illness help writers achieve a deep and meaningful impact on 
those who read their work. Similarly, other researchers mention that 
writing lets individuals organize their emotions and memories.
 This relationship is widely represented by poets such as 
Sylvia Plath and Anne Sexton. Plath’s The Bell Jar and Sexton’s 
confessional work show us what it was like for them to struggle with 

OPEN ACCESS

Volume: 12

Special Issue: 4

Month: May

Year: 2025

E-ISSN: 2582-0397

P-ISSN: 2321-788X

Citation: 
CM, Dhanyashree. 
“Madness as Muse: The 
Role of Mental Health 
in Shaping Poetic 
Creativity.” Shanlax 
Inernational Journal 
of Arts, Science and 
Humanities, vol. 12, 
no. S4, 2025,  
pp. 126–29.

DOI: 
https://doi.
org/10.34293/sijash.
v12iS4.May-9168



127http://www.shanlaxjournals.com

Shanlax

International Journal of Arts, Science and Humanities

mental illness. Poetry helps them make sense of experiences that are not easy to describe in regular 
words.

Analysis of Poetic Works
Sylvia Plath
 Sylvia Plath’s poetry was inspired by the depression and anxiety she went through in life. By 
using “on the nose” imagery and thought-provoking metaphors, she makes her inner pain into 
compelling pieces of art. Plath looks at her own mental conflicts in works like “Lady Lazarus” and 
The Bell Jar, as well as addressing topics like identity, trauma and surviving.
 In the poem “Lady Lazarus”, Plath uses the biblical figure of Lazarus—resurrected from the 
dead—as a metaphor for her repeated encounters with death and survival. She writes:
 “Dying
 Is an art, like everything else.
 I do it exceptionally well.”
  (“Lady Lazarus”, Plath 1965)
 In this poem, death appears to be something that can be staged and Plath perfectly choreographs 
the performance. The speaker expresses their frustration in a way that implies they remain in 
charge, despite everything. Plath explored this idea because of her personal experience with mental 
health problems. While dealing with her feelings of despair, her character also takes charge of her 
story. Thanks to poetry, Plath was able to discuss her hardships and gain back who she was as a 
person.

Allen Ginsberg’s “Howl” and the Poetic Confrontation of Madness
 As part of the Beat Generation, Allen Ginsberg wrote poems that helped him express his 
emotional challenges and also acted as a form of art. Ginsberg examines madness, the feeling of 
separation from the rest of society and a sense of spiritual need in Howl (1956) 
 “I saw the best minds of my generation destroyed by madness, starving hysterical naked…”
 (Howl, Ginsberg 1956)
 He thus highlights that a strict and material society leads to mental illness. What he learned 
from mental illness, as well as his own time in psychiatric facilities and his mother’s condition, are 
central to the poem.
 In Part II of Howl, the image of “Moloch”—a symbol of dehumanizing industrial and capitalist 
society—emerges as a metaphor for societal oppression:
 “Moloch whose mind is pure machinery!
 Moloch whose blood is running money!
 Moloch whose fingers are ten armies!”
  (Howl, Ginsberg)
 Alive imagery in the poem indicates that society (its rules and expectations) plays a role in 
causing mental illnesses in people. Through the character of Moloch, Ginsberg points out how 
people’s lives can be treated as machines and objects which might result in mental anguish for 
many. His music shows his own pain while inspiring people who feel left out and mistreated.
 Jonah Raskin, in his book American Scream, sees Howl as a rehearsal of both personal and 
societal confinement, anticipating a quest for liberation. Ginsberg uses his poetry to release his own 
emotions and to critically examine the state of society, demonstrating the way that mental health 
impacts artistic expression.
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Vulnerability and the Poetic Imagination: John Keats and Anne Sexton
 Keats’ work often reveals an introspective reflection on the fragility of life, death and the human 
condition. Anne Sexton countered her own struggles with mental illness by channeling them 
directly into confessional poetry.
In “Ode to a Nightingale,” Keats writes:
 “My heart aches, and a drowsy numbness pains
 My sense, as though of hemlock I had drunk…”
 (Ode to a Nightingale, Keats 1819)
 This sentence sums up how Keats investigates the relationships between joy and sorrow. The 
use of hemlock suggests a wish to flee from the anguish of life, yet the nightingale represents art 
and nature as sources of comfort amidst suffering. His work frequently explores the contradiction 
between seeking immortality and confronting the certainty of death, expressing intense feelings 
that speak to many people.
 Instead, Anne Sexton, who was part of the confessional movement, openly describes her own 
mental illness. A lot of her poetry reflects her challenges with depression and thoughts about dying. 
She shows her own wish to die in “Wanting to Die” in a way that is easy to see.

Anne Sexton’s “Wanting to Die” Captures her Own Suicidal Ideation
 “Suicides have a special language.
 Like carpenters they want to know which tools.
 They never ask why build.”
 (Wanting to Die, Sexton 1966)
 The poem demonstrates how Sexton describes the weaknesses of her mind, making use of 
imagery and comparisons. Rather than seeing suicide as a sudden act, the comparison to carpenters 
shows that despair can be planned out, highlighting the pain Darcy suffered. Writers often say that 
putting personal struggles out there brings them closer to those having the same struggles.
 Both writers explore how far the self can go through their poetry. As Diane Middlebrook put it, 
Sexton used writing as a means to cope with life (Anne Sexton: A Biography, 1991). In doing so, 
poetry helps poets address difficult mental health situations, understand themselves and reveal their 
thoughts in a way that others can relate to.
 Put aside their differences, both poets use their poetry to study the boundaries of self. Diane 
Middlebrook states that Sexton’s writing became a survival tactic for her (Anne Sexton: A 
Biography, 1991).

Conclusion
 These four poets, Sylvia Plath, Allen Ginsberg, John Keats and Anne Sexton show how creativity 
can appear from personal issues. While poetry can be about mental and emotional struggles in any 
way, their writings question social rules, remove the stigma from mental illness and provide a way 
to relate to others. Because of their determination, people believe even more in the true healing 
effect of poetry. Knowing how madness and creativity are connected helps us become more kind 
and patient about mental health and art.
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