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This is not a memoir. I couldn’t write a memoir. Because a memoir requires 

memories and my mental health robs me of those. I don’t know if they are suppressed as a 

coping mechanism or if my brain does not have the energy and just fails to even form them. 

But in my dark periods, my crashes, as I like to call them, my brain is not empty. It is very 

active. A gnarly knot of ideas some connected, some not. All pretty fast-moving and anxiety-

inducing.  Quite a lot of them dangerous. They cause me to harm myself. None of them are 

useful. Not for this anyway.  

If I tried to unpick my last few years, tracing the line of my recovery, it would be 

imprecise. Like someone has whitewashed over an ancient fresco. Some details might shine 

through but other bits, perhaps even the best bits, will forever be lost in a pale smear.  

I remember the psychiatry units. But they are mostly tedious. I can remember my 

darkest days, but they are mostly staring up at my bedroom ceiling. I can’t remember some of 

the day trips my family took me on outside the hospital. I can’t remember the exact details of 

each time an ambulance has been called or I ended up in accident and emergency.  

So, you will have to forgive me. This is not a memoir.  

My illness is scatological. It comes into view zooming into sharp focus and then flies 

out of shot. My writings are like that too. Sometimes I can type. Sometimes I cannot. You 

only get to see the times I can focus on the energy onto the page.  

The writing begins in December 2017. I began being treated for depression in the 

summer of that year. This was my second experience of the illness, I was 30. I did not write 

during my first experience in my early 20s.  

Sometimes I am writing for you, sometimes for me. Sometimes I am writing for 

someone else. This is a mixture of blog posts, journal entries and poems. I am sorry you will 

have to pick through that as well.  
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Maybe it’s best to think of this as less of a record of events and more of an 

archaeological dig. There are some smashed bits of pottery and maybe the remnants of my 

foundations, buried on the page. You will have to sift through quite a lot of nothingness to 

find it.  

I wanted to do that work for you. To present a shiny gemstone that sums up how my 

life has been as an artist. Living with a mental health disability. In the UK. In the 21st 

century. But when you are excavating your own soul, it is quite hard to sift the mud from the 

minerals.  
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THE SHOW MUST GO ON 

December 18, 2017 

‘The show must go on’ that’s the old stalwart phrase. It’s like a theatrical version of 

the old stiff upper lip or ‘Keep calm and…’ motifs. It speaks of something noble and 

virtuous. The chips are down but, by God, we keep on going. It’s admirable. We’ve all heard 

stories of actors muddling through. In the face of sickness or injury and ensuring the audience 

gets what it came for. After all, that is what we offer. Bodies in space. If the bodies aren’t 

there, there isn’t a show. So, it is essential that we band together and hold the spirit of ‘never 

say die’ close to our hearts. 

But sometimes, we should be aware. Sometimes the show shouldn’t go on. Or at least 

the version which you wanted. I have been very lucky, in my last two projects I have worked 

as a puppetry director and as more of a dramaturg. Important but not necessarily vital 

elements. Which has meant the show has gone on. But If I was a performer or a director on 

any project at this time, life would have been much different. 

Officially, I have been signed off work until the 21st of January. I have been suffering 

from Anxiety with depression. This has meant more than a few nights in the hospital and a 

terribly scary time for my family. I don’t think it’s necessary for me to revisit the details. But 

during this time, I was trying and failing to ensure that I fulfilled my roles to the two 

productions I was working on. The pressure of failing weighed heavily on me and fed into me 

ending up in hospital time after time. 

I have received support, love and care from both Tortoise in a Nutshell and The 

Lyceum teams.  During a time when our industry is rightfully doing some much-needed soul 

searching and questioning its moral and ethics, I have found it comforting to know that my 

needs have been so well supported when I really feared they may not be. Both also, it must be 

said supported me financially even when I failed to meet contractual requirements. This was 
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hugely encouraging and only know as I’m officially signed off do I realise how important this 

was. 

Currently, I am undertaking the herculean bureaucratic effort of applying as a 

freelancer to the new universal credit system as the only way to access any form of statutory 

sick pay for self-employed people in my area. It is not, for this blog, but It is one of the most 

stressful things about being signed off. I am so glad that when I was at my lowest point 

neither of the theatre shows looked to pay me less as this would have been devastating for me 

mentally. 

So, what was the cause of this pressure? I wasn’t essential. Both shows were being 

made both with and without my presence at various times. Progressing with my input well 

but managing just fine without. The people surrounding me who were in the know were 

taking care of me. So, the only thing I can say about the pressure was I think it was built in 

my head. I am an artist. I must create art. As a theatre maker, the show is the thing. That’s 

what we do. We carry on. We artists, make work to be shown. It’s like a weird artist 

machismo. We must bleed for our work. Do everything we can to realise our creative 

ideas.  Cry out to the world all our feelings of laughter or sadness, through our work.  This 

pressure is all in my head and it is utterly useless in making my work. I have an image like 

Da Vinci’s Vitruvian man of the perfect artist. They are there with their oeuvre and their tale 

of suffering for each one, here I was impoverished, here I was persecuted, here, how I 

portrayed my mental anguish. Holding up idols of artists, somehow thinking their ability to 

create in face of their repressions is what makes them great. The brightly burning, quickly 

diminished candles. The pure, fragile objects reflecting the world as it tears at them. Even as I 

type this, I find myself leaning to this model but we should fight this. Artists are not 

Prometheans with flames. They are humans. They identify with common humanity. They 

reflect tribulations that a human can find themselves in. They are no set apart. And that 
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means like all humans, it's ok for things to get on top of them. To take a pause and take a 

breath. 

The show must not be the be-all and end-all. After all the arts is about human 

interaction and it is so important that we keep the people at the centre of it. Cancelled or 

altered shows may mean bad box office and disgruntled audiences. But I need to learn that 

there will be another chance, another time for art. If all art is abandoned then make sure to 

abandon it at the right time. Abandon it before it starts taking your health with you. Abandon 

it, abandon the whole craft and know it will be there to pick up when you come back. 

‘The show must go on,’ is foolish posturing.  To hell with the show. There will 

another show, the artists must go on and sometimes that mean the artists must allow 

themselves to stop.  
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DIFFICULT BY DEFAULT 

January 7, 2018 

The facts are simple enough to understand. I am trying to claim statutory sick pay. I 

am self-employed and have paid up on all my National Insurance Contributions. I have been 

signed off for a period which has meant me missing work obligations and therefore pay. To 

do this as a self-employed person in my area I need to enrol for universal credit. 

This is where it all starts to get tricky. Universal Credit is a system of welfare that 

looked to simplify pay-outs for claimants in whichever system. It has been roundly criticised 

and attacked as a bureaucratic nightmare that manages to disenfranchise the claimant and 

keep lengthy distances between claim and first pay-out.  The system is digital by default 

which is a premise that while online registration should not be the only way to access the 

system, it is greatly encouraged and should help simplify the process. 

I am in no way an expert in the intricacies of our welfare system but I wanted to 

communicate my experience with universal credit so far. 

Firstly, it began with a cursory online search – how does a self-employed person 

claim SSP? I didn’t know.  This took me to gov.uk/statutory-sick-pay where I could find no 

information for self-employed workers. Annoying but understandable, that is a particular 

niche. Further googling took me to Employment and Support Allowance. The Gov.Uk 

webpage leads me to believe this is how I access SSP. I give them a call. After going through 

some standard procedures, I give my postcode, I am informed that I am in an area where 

universal credit is rolled out and I need to apply for that. 

Great. I am getting somewhere. It needs to be done online. That’s fine for me – I have 

a laptop. I was on it at that very moment.  I type in the address and begin my process as a 

Universal Credit Claimant. 
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The process, as expected is arduous.  Scroll down boxes and forms galore. I make my 

way through all this. There is a handy tick box page keeping you updated on what you still 

need to do. It informs me, as I am married, my wife also needs to register as a claimant. Odd, 

she has also been signed off at the moment as she supports me through a difficult illness.  But 

she is an employee of the NHS so her SSP and any additional payments while signed off 

come out of her payslip and are dealt with by the NHS. She doesn’t need to claim. But it 

won’t let me progress without her. 

This stalls things for a bit. My wife needs to fill out her details.  This proves 

troublesome as her last payslip was from before she was signed off and we don’t want to fill 

out anything incorrectly. 

This has already been a good couple of hours of form filling and I am already 

frustrated by it. It certainly isn’t the easiest task to complete when suffering from depression. 

We decide to put it on pause. It allows me to tackle the application when I am calmer and 

allows us to wait for the NHS payslip. 

It finally arrives and we complete my wife’s ‘claim’.  Great. Next Steps. Forward we 

go. I look on my tick list. I have to verify my identity. OK.  I give them my home address 

history, passport information, driver’s licence and two bank card details. The result comes 

back. Not enough information to proceed. I am unsure what else I can provide them. But they 

have a solution at hand all I need to do is verify my identity with any one of their approved 

identity verifiers.  Just download the app and off you go – there seems to be no other simple 

way around this. 

I click on the post office. It is the only one I have heard of so the only one I remotely 

want to share this info with.  Laptop open screen on the application page and now phone out 

and the app downloaded. I begin to think of my mother. She is in no way computer illiterate 

and had to work with computers a lot before. But this is beginning to get complicated and 
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taxing. Downloading apps. She would be struggling by now. She is not retirement age so it is 

perfectly feasible she could be applying for this. I also begin to think that with libraries being 

closed across the UK, access to the internet in free and welcoming spaces is limited. 

But I am privileged to have access and capability so on I plough. The post office app 

requires me to scan in my passport and then to take a photo. The photo-taking task can only 

be described as a comedic escapade. It has an outlined head. You have to fit your head to it. 

So, you move the phone back and forward trying to get it just right for the most official selfie 

you have undertaken. Snap 1. Now it informs you turn your head to the side. It wants a 

police-style mug shot. You do this. You wait. Nothing happens. It appears not to take but you 

can’t see the phone your head has turned to the side. You turn back and it takes. A blurry 

image of your face turning. You reject this one and start the whole process again. You repeat 

this a few times. You begin to try and figure the system out. Is it a timer? Do you have to 

wait for a long timer? Nope. Does it register the movement of the turn of the head? You 

begin trying to forcibly and deliberately move the head to register. Do you need to move your 

head then press the phone? No joy, no joy no joy. I get my partner to look as I take the selfies 

to see if she can figure out what is happening. I give up. They get one picture of me facing 

the camera with stern passport face and one blur of me turning in bewilderment trying to 

figure out the annoying system.  It seems to be accepted. Thank God! 

So now I am verified. Great. Next up. Now I need to phone for an interview. I phone. 

I press the correct numbers to the answers on my dial pad. I am informed via electronic voice 

I have an interview at 10.20 am on Monday in Kirkcaldy Job Centre.  No possibility of 

negotiation or consideration for my diary. I am signed off but I have many doctors and 

psychiatric appointments.   I don’t live in Kirkcaldy but it is my nearest branch. The 

appointment clashes with a doctor’s appointment for my wife. So, our car is taken. I look at 

public transport but it proves possible but quite tricky for the time frames and I am very 
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anxious. I know that job centres can look very unfavourably on late or missed appointments. 

As a 30-year-old man, I have to phone my parents. Ask If I can get a lift. 

Final few steps before the interview. Add my C.V.  I’m not looking for a job. I have a 

job. One I love. One I am lucky enough to be going back to and that I can make a living at. 

But I upload my C.V and write down 4 skills I have and 4 jobs I could do. I fill in the faceless 

impersonal forms and feel as if I’m lost in a spiral of bureaucracy. I write about my work 

situation in the comment boxes. I just want statutory sick pay. I don’t think anyone will 

notice. I’m now wondering if this is a colossal waste of time. 

Oh, wait, just when I thought we had gotten over all the hurdles before meeting 

someone. Now my wife is asked, please download an app. Please scan in a passport and a 

photo. She doesn’t even want to claim. She submits a face and a blur also.  Argh. 

Have we made a mistake? Have I ticked a wrong box that has put us down this path? I 

check. I double-check.  We haven’t. 

I wonder if I even need sick pay. I wonder if National Insurance is now one giant 

insurance racket 

It is now Sunday; my appointment is tomorrow. I wonder where this adventure might 

lead next. I am not excited to find out. 
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DIFFICULT BY DEFAULT 2. DANGEROUS BY DEFAULT  

January 30, 2018 

I made a promise to myself I wouldn’t write this blog until I could complete the story 

but there has been so much frustration built up over the last few weeks that I need to share it 

before I end up dying from helpline exhaustion. 

So, when I left off on my last blog I was already pretty annoyed but hopeful that an 

hour-long meeting at the jobcentre could sort it out.  An hour speaking to an expert who can 

help me through this labyrinth of bureaucracy. Someone who deals with the system every day 

and knows the ins and outs can help me with what I thought would be a fairly simple task, 

apply for and receive statutory sick pay for the period I have been signed off for. As you may 

have predicted my hope was very misplaced. 

I asked my dad to join me for the meeting. I was anxious that I might get frustrated 

with the process and thought it was best I had support there as I was informed in the last 

meeting that the task ahead would be gruelling. So once again me and Dad head up to the 

G4S security guard at the door and give our names. Once again there seems to be no record 

of us on their numerous lists but after showing our email notification of a meeting we are 

allowed in and sent upstairs. 

There we are greeted by William. William is an affable fellow who will be leading us 

through the process. We begin working through my Universal Credit claim. Standard 

questions. Showing various documents including bank statements and passports. William 

clicking through in response to my answers.  Then it comes onto my work. As usual, 

freelance is not a box that sits happily in these systems, so I am required to list every payment 

I have received over the previous two years.  This involves me going through every invoice I 

have given. UC doesn’t work in tandem with HMRC and won’t go by financial years like 

myself assessments.  I need to work through various spreadsheets to ensure that they have a 
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record of every payment. With each payment, I need to list what the job was when it occurred 

and who engaged me with this work. As you can imagine this is something like 40+ projects I 

need to list out. I’m lucky I’ve come prepared. 

My dad is perhaps dealing less well with the absurdities of the system. ‘Is this system 

not much harder for you guys?’ my dad asks affable William. He guffaws. ‘No, no, no I love 

it.’ He replies genuinely. ‘I put it all into the system and it works it all through, calculations 

and everything. In the old system, I had to do much more work.’  I am taken aback. Confused 

by someone having job satisfaction in just inputting data. My dad continues to explain, ‘you 

know it seems like a lot of work for someone who is looking for their sick pay. When I was 

working it was just paid by my employer, I suppose it’s the same with you too. You don’t 

need to worry about it or so many hours of forms.’ 

‘I hadn’t really thought of it as statutory sick pay before, replies affable William. He 

then goes on to explain how when the system came in they weren’t trained in all the aspects 

of it and he doesn’t know the background of things and how interesting it is to think of sick 

pay and he might look into that. Alarm bells ring in my head. This is not an expert. It is a 

man clicking buttons in response to my answers. He is literally a middle man between me and 

a computer screen. He functions to nod his head at my passport and then as a giant index 

finger on a mouse. What does he mean he has never thought about Statutory Sick pay? That 

is what I have always asked to be looking for. A creeping sense of dread comes over me. This 

has been a huge amount of bureaucracy, such a giant amount of form filling. I have paid my 

NI contributions, why do they need to know about my income?  

Oh my god, the feeling tingles over me. It honestly makes my hairs stand on end. I am 

in the wrong system. At the start of this process. I have been put down the wrong rabbit hole. 

This man isn’t an expert, so he is not going to identify that I am not here for his particular set 

of click button answers. We leave the meeting; the UC claim is complete. Emma just needs to 
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fill in another box or too and I can claim apparently. But already I am thinking, what the hell 

am I allowed to claim here exactly? 

As an aside, I begin to think, this is not at all what I imagine a jobcentre to be like. I 

have read the horror stories in newspapers and I expect a faceless bureaucracy. But not this. I 

expect a jobcentre to be a place for guidance also. A place where you can go to look for work 

and be helped and supported in this process. It is not that at all. It is a giant form filling 

machine. You are just a hole to be punched in a punch card. No wonder people get trapped in 

these systems. There is no help out they only offer warrens of bureaucracy to burrow down 

with the promise of a bit of cash at the end of it maybe 5 weeks down the line. It is such a 

self-defeating system. 

Anyway, I get home. As you can imagine as someone suffering from anxiety with 

depression the realisation that literally hours upon hours of work has been a waste of time 

sets me back a lot.  I phone a Universal Credit helpline. A very helpful lady named Nicola 

listens to my situation and decides that I am right. When I first phoned the ESA helpline they 

advised me that I was in a universal credit area and would need to deal with them. Universal 

Credit then, not listen or perhaps understanding my specific claim for statutory sick pay 

advised me to begin filling out a universal credit claim online. But what should have 

happened, what could have stopped this whole debacle. I should have been informed that I 

am actually eligible for a ‘New Style’ ESA claim. These are for people in Universal Credit 

areas whose claims were previously covered by ESA but not by the replacement service of 

Universal Credit. Nicola speaks to my case manager, Shahzeb (I have a case manager?? It 

would have been good to know that) who will look into it. 

Shahzeb and me enter into dialogue on my Universal Credit claim page via the 

journal. It is like a messenger service for my claim. There are 73 entries in this journal, most 

with tasks me and Emma had to complete. But my journey with the journal is coming to an 
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end…hallelujah. Now Shahzeb emails me 4 forms. 2 of which I have to fill out. 2 of which 

are the proofs of ID I need to bring along to my ‘new style’ ESA meeting at the jobcentre. 

That is right one more meeting. I fill in an 8-page 53 question form that is so poorly 

formatted the text of the questions and the tick boxes don’t align.  Questions repeat 

themselves. It’s like a Kafkaesque puzzle to decipher what they are actually asking at points. 

I look out every form of ID I can find, and I wait for my meeting. This time it better work. 

So along me and Dad go. Affable William is waiting. Here we go again. He takes my 

forms. He looks confused. He laughs at his confusion. Not realising his body signals make 

me fill with dread each time. What has gone wrong now?  He photocopies some documents. 

That is it all complete. I’ve not even been asked a question. I could have emailed these forms 

and bypassed the meeting. The process has taken so long, that I am now back at work, So I’m 

taking time off for this meeting. 

Ahh well. Hopefully, that’s it sorted. 

One week later, I check my Universal Credit page and see my claim is closed and I 

can no longer ask questions etc without starting a new claim. But no one has told me when 

my payment might be due. My sick period is over, but I have no sick pay (which I remind 

you I pay my national ‘insurance’ for this very reason). I decided it might be best to phone 

and find out what is happening. 

That was this morning.  So today I have listened to hold music over my phone for 

about 50 mins, a culmination of 4 phone calls.  You see I looked on the Gov.uk page on ‘new 

style’ ESA, it advises me to phone Universal Credit. They apologise, the website must be 

wrong.  My claim is closed. I need to phone the ESA helpline. ESA say they have no record 

of me and that there is two ESA’s. There are part and full ESA’s and I’ve been put through to 

the wrong one, they will transfer me.  Beep Beep and I’m back in the Universal Credit 

helpline.  I speak to them. I am mildly frustrated. They explain that they can’t help the only 
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thing Universal Credit does for ESA is send out the applications and arrange the 

appointments. I am given a whole new number. A different number to call. I call it. It 

transfers me to the ESA helpline I have already been on. They have no record of me, perhaps 

they can transfer me through to Universal Credit who can help. MY DEAR GOD. I sigh and 

say, ‘it's fine.’ I'm worried now that all of this will be for absolutely nothing and I will find 

out I should have applied for a ‘new style part 2 universal support claim’ or something. 

I am so lucky to have a loving family to support me. My health has not been great. I 

can’t imagine how people suffering depression can go through this system without support. I 

can’t imagine how people with more severe or longer-term conditions can survive this. It is a 

test of resilience that I am so close to failing. It’s genuinely painful. It makes you feel small, 

it makes you feel like you are begging for something, as a citizen you are entitled too.  I am 

exhausted by this process and it is now affecting my mental health and my work.  It’s 

inhibiting my step back to work not aiding it. 

I’ve emailed Shahzeb, I’m praying he might be able to answer me with something 

more than ‘your universal credit claim is closed.’  
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BUMPS IN THE ROAD 

June 18, 2018 

I’ve not written in a wee while. Mostly, because normal service has resumed, and I 

am pleased to say I am doing a lot better than I was at the start of the year. Hooray! Bring out 

the bunting and the platters of lactose-free treats! It is good news for me and I am so happy to 

be working and doing what I love. But it would be a total fabrication to say it has been plain 

sailing. 

I have wanted to prove to myself I am fit and healthy and I have dived back into 

work. And work has been very kind and forthcoming. I just finished a twenty-day stretch. 

Not something I would usually brag about. There are so many people out there working much 

harder and much longer than me. But considering I wasn’t even managing to get out of bed a 

few months ago, this really does feel like an achievement. Some of the days were very long 

and some were shorter, but it was 20 days of work in a row. And I’m proud of the projects I 

worked on and everything I achieved. So seriously, I would like some lactose free goodies or 

something… 

But this is perhaps a weird sense of achievement. I can sense my family, my friends, 

my psychiatric nurse smiling encouragingly while at the same time saying,  

‘Ummm maybe it was this kind of work routine that didn’t help in the first place.’  

And in a lot of ways, they would be right. But the thing is, I am a freelance artist and 

when I’m faced with the chance to do what I love and get paid for it. It is really hard to turn 

that down. I don’t earn much for what I do.  And sometimes there can be stretches when not a 

lot comes along. So, if you get the chance you take it. You say, yes, I’m sure I can squeeze 

that in. And you do it. Because it’s probably an exciting project and also, it’s a paycheque 

that keeps you going for another month. You might even stretch it over a couple if you have a 

lean patch coming up.  
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And what happens in that lean patch. I don’t know if it’s the same for everyone, but it 

can be when I work the hardest. Get those applications in. Dream up the next few ideas. 

Update the website. Email out for some more work. Try and build my skill sets. Hustle for 

the pennies!  

Days off are great but they can be more of a rare treat than an expected outcome. You 

take the work and then you hunt the work. You love the work, so you forget that there should 

be space between the work.  And that can become an issue. Easily. Your mental health can 

slip and slide when you aren’t even noticing. When your mind is on the task in hand it is easy 

to forget that the breaks are important too.  

So, I have been thinking a lot about this. I can’t be the only one who feels this. I want 

to offer something practical. A genuine offer that isn’t much, but it might be something for 

someone. Are you in the midst of a massive project crying out for a weekend or have you 

been staring at a blank calendar and despairing at an ever decreasing (or increasing if you 

don’t count the minus sign) bank balance? Need a few days respite… I have a pretty comfy 

double bed in my little cottage home in Aberdour (recently voted the second-best place to 

live in Scotland – screw you, Melrose!). The village is a 35 min train from Edinburgh. It has 

not one but two beaches. Its surrounded by acres of farmland and great walks. It has its own 

castle. A good pub. Some great cafes. We do have a cat. But she is pretty friendly.  

So maybe you need a couple of days. Maybe you know me, and it would be lovely to 

catch up. Maybe you only know me in passing. Maybe you’ve just stumbled onto this blog by 

accident. You can use the room as a hidey-hole and we won’t bother you. You can come 

down say hello and join us for dinner. It’s up to you. This invite is open to someone who 

might need it. An artist that needs a wee break.  

Anyway. I’m going to stop now. I’m taking a wee break myself. 
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ENTRY 

January 15, 2019 

I’m not focussed. I just need to sleep.  

 

I crashed again, working in London and I was hospitalised shortly after this. 
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WHY I AM WORRIED TO TALK 

March 1, 2019 

Last year I wrote a blog about my mental health and how it is tied to my work as a 

theatre maker. I think it generated a lot of discussions, and it was also a great help for me, as 

many people reached out with kind words and boosted my self-esteem when it was at its 

lowest.  

The blog undoubtedly was a useful stage in my recovery so it would make sense that I 

write another while I’m struggling again. But this time it has been much harder. I have tried 

to type some words every day for about three weeks and I haven’t been able to until maybe 

this moment. We will soon see… this might be deleted or if you are reading this now, then it 

might just be that I’ve managed to scramble something together. Thank you, I hope it is a 

worthwhile read.  

The last few months have been very difficult for me for lots of reasons. I have been 

signed off again after having a big dip in my mental health. I had to leave a production I 

cared deeply about and was really excited to work on. To top it off, with my actions, I scared 

a lot of people who I love and respect. This has naturally come with lots of mixed-up 

feelings, guilt, helplessness, vulnerability and huge amounts of regret. I am getting lots of 

support and help to deal with it. My family are caring for me on an hour to hour basis and 

supporting me in particularly low ‘can’t get out of bed days.’ The NHS mental health team 

and doctors in Fife are working with me to try and make this a long-lasting recovery. My 

industry peers have picked up and carried on what I had to leave behind. 

One of the ways this was achieved was by putting the standard out of the office on my 

email. My colleagues picked up any emails coming my way and spoke to contacts, carefully 

explaining that I was taking some time off and they would deal with things in my absence. 

This is of course absolutely the right protocol. Standard procedure, I would imagine, for any 
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sickness.  My teammates were stepping in and stepping up to ensure that I could step away. 

This meant I should not stress over work and focus on my recovery.  

The only thing was, this is incredibly difficult. As difficult as it is to write this blog. 

As difficult as it is to write in a tweet that I’ve been unwell. As difficult as it is to mention to 

friends and colleagues when I see them face to face.  

This is for one simple reason, I am scared of letting people know. I’m scared that 

‘everyone gets one’ is the way we might look at the world. Ross was unwell but now he’s 

better. But if he’s ill again, not even one year after the last time,  then maybe, he’s not getting 

better. Maybe the unconscious bias is that I have just put myself in the unreliable zone. There 

is a truth in that. I have dropped the ball on things, twice. That’s hard to say but maybe that’s 

what other people might think.  

I worry a lot about what the narrative of having a consistent mental health problem 

might do in an industry where work can ebb and flow and there is no shortage of artistic 

talent who can do what I do, reliably.    

I also worry about what that means as a director who is looking to take on more 

demanding projects with greater strains and stresses. Does it seem like I can’t cope?  

I also worry about my role within the room. If the director is anxious that can feed 

into the room and affect the process. Even if the anxiety is medical and unrelated to the 

strength of the project. No one wants that director in their rehearsal rooms.  

I’m unsure how many of these worries are well-founded and how many are fed by my 

current high level of anxiety.  

What I do know is that so far, the industry has been incredibly supportive and open.  

Amazing podcasts like ‘Don’t Speak’ by Mim Attwood and Amy Taylor, and ‘Putting 

It Together’ by Brian O’Sullivan are opening up debate about mental health. Activists like 

Drew Taylor, Cultured Mongrel’s Emma Jayne Park and FST’s recent training programme 
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highlight our growing awareness in Scotland to consider mental health in an industry that can 

sometimes be very exposing. 

However, my recent bout of mental health has made me wonder What Can We Do 

Better? 

I am a heterosexual white middle-class who has the wide support of family and 

friends. I am incredibly privileged and yet I have been knocked by the pressure of our 

industry.  Mental health affects us all so we need to ensure that our industry can protect those 

less well supported by our society. We need to make space for more diverse voices, so we 

need to do more for our well-being in our industry.  

For instance, we need to create opportunities for people to talk about mental health 

not just at external training events but when they are right in the midst of productions.  Can 

we make people aware of who they can check in with throughout the process without feeling 

embarrassed or stigmatised?  

We need to examine how the rehearsal process works. I love a tech week. Love it. But 

recently as I was signed back into work my doctor recommended me working only 37 hours. 

I completely ignored this. Production weeks are not scheduled this way and I didn’t feel 

empowered to have the conversation. Schedules are in place and the show has to work to the 

deadline of opening night. So, I ignored the advice and I worked. And this has arguably had 

an impact. It was my own decision and I take this on but could an actor or a stage manager 

really feel supported to ask for reduced hours on production week? Would it be 

allowed?  Maybe we need to start thinking differently to ensure that we can support a 

neurodiverse team to work in new ways to make exciting new work.  

Is there that space when you have a cup of tea with a new theatre or producer or 

company where we can ask each other not just what do we want to make but how we can 

support each other in the best ways to do it? Each artist might have different invisible needs. 
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Is there a way we can make the conversation easier and not necessarily rest on the shoulders 

of the freelance artist pitching for work? 

 ‘I would love to direct a show for you, can I get some extra time to stretch out the 

tech weeks?’  

I’m not even sure I could say that right now.  I need to get better at figuring out what I 

need and talking upfront about it. But if an early-career artist is struggling as I have; can we 

find a way to make those questions and conversations easier for them?  

 This has been a hard blog to write and I don’t have any answers (evidently, I’m 

bloody sick again) but I’m heartened by the support I have been given. I know there are 

wonderful artists, producers and theatres working hard to figure this out. I hope my 

experience might help a little.  
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GARDENING 

30 August 2019 

My garden is a sanctuary. It is walled on all sides and large trees line its western side, 

making it secluded and private. I have created a vegetable patch, lined with old bricks and 

pottery. It is mostly good for potatoes and not much else. The carrots and parsnips were 

stunted stubby little things. My lettuce and broccoli were devoured by slugs despite miles of 

brass tape and little wool pellets. I have an apple tree that is very young but with a good tasty 

yield. I’ve cut down overgrown buddleia and built up a new path that winds from the grass to 

the shed.  

I’m not very good with my hands and I know very little about how to actually tend a 

garden. I know sunlight is good. I try and water the plants and until they are established, 

tending them carefully when they are young. Then, when they have established themselves in 

the summer months, I leave them like adolescents to fend for themselves and make their own 

mistakes.  

I like my potatoes the best. I never know what they are like in the ground, so digging 

is like panning for gold. Each nugget I almost want to bite with my tooth, to prove it is real. I 

achieved that little (or big) Maris piper. I wrap them up in brown paper bags and give them to 

friends and family. It makes me feel homely.  

My garden is not perfect, and that is the way I like it. It teaches me that there are so 

many things in my life I cannot control. I do not want to learn more. I want to trust my 

instinct. If I think it should be removed, I rip it out. If I think it needs water, I sprinkle some 

on the soil.  

I feel like gardening and my mental health is sort of entwined, like a clematis on an 

old tree branch. It sort of helps me to bloom a little bit more brightly.  
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I feel like there are better metaphors out there that dig into my mind and my garden. 

But they are not coming to me. My body is weary. So maybe tonight, I shall leave this here 

and hope that this imperfection is ok. 
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SOME TIPS FOR SELF ISOLATION 

March 16, 2020 

I've been signed off work for a few months with my mental health. It has meant long 

stretches at home without work to focus on. In particularly bad weeks, I can end up finding it 

difficult to see friends and family as well. I know this isn't the same as self-isolating or 

socially excluding but these are some tips I have learnt, just in case they are useful for 

anyone:  

1 Create a schedule for the week. Even if it's full of simple tasks like doing the 

dusting on Monday; cooking a big meal on Tuesday. The structure helps me get up and feel 

motivated. Even if it is just small achievements its something.  

2 Don't let your mornings and nights slip too much. It's easy to stay up late and sleep 

in when you have time off. But when you knock your routine out of whack, it can really be 

hard to get it back. Getting changed helps too.  

3 Being isolated doesn't mean you have to be bedridden. I found a lot of pressure that 

'being off work' means you have to act like your off sick. Or being worried that someone 

might see me and think I'm just 'skiving off'. But getting outdoors whenever you can is really 

important. So is enjoying yourself and relaxing. It is an anxious time, so it's absolutely ok to 

give yourself permission to do whatever you can that would reduce stress.  

4 Eat meals regularly. I find it super easy to slip into just snacking all the time when 

I'm in the house. But keeping regular meals helps keep your structure. Structure is important.  

5 Be creative. It's a lovely opportunity to develop a skill or hone a craft or try 

something brand new that you are absolutely terrible at. Paint an egg. Make a wooden bus out 

of wine boxes and paint some happy passengers. You will have made something new that 

wouldn't be in the world. That's cool and gives you a good sense of achievement.  

Hope that is helpful to someone. Sending you love folks. 



 25 

HOW HYPNOBIRTHING HELPED 

 June 30, 2020 

When we went along to our first group session of hypnobirthing we were excited and 

nervous. Excited as it felt like a major milestone in preparing for the arrival of our first child. 

Nervous because who isn’t nervous about those tea and biscuit moments with strangers. 

Especially when you know they might become part of your support network in the months to 

come. “God, I hope they like us. I hope that joke made them think I’m funny, clever and 

really fun to be around. Maybe I shouldn’t have eaten that fourth biscuit.”   

And it was great. The jokes landed. No one noticed the fourth biscuit. It went well. 

our tutor made the space feel welcoming and safe and taught us so much in just one session. I 

knew my wife was loving it. She came out feeling elated and couldn’t wait for the next 

session.  

But something was lingering at the back of my mind. For the last three years, I have 

suffered very badly with severe anxiety and depression. I am getting better at recognising 

when those unhealthy thoughts are being triggered. But at the time, I couldn’t quite put my 

finger on why the hypnobirthing session was making me worried. Especially when it was 

obvious that it was having the completely opposite effect with my wife.  

I rallied myself around and while I was nervous, I enjoyed the next three sessions. 

One face to face, the other two, due to the pandemic, over zoom. Our tutor was incredible at 

encouraging us and helping us feel confident and informed about birth. I was enthusiastic 

whenever anyone talked about hypnobirthing and I genuinely was so impressed with how 

rooted it was in science; how practical it was; how much more informed I was about what to 

expect from my partner giving birth and the options available to make the birth we wanted. 

Pretty quickly we were hearing amazing stories about all the wonderful babies 

arriving from the group. It gave my partner a huge boost every time.   
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Still, something wasn’t right for me.  

Only now, with a week-old baby can I reflect on what that was.  

Firstly,  hypnobirthing works. I can see that so clearly.  But it requires you to believe 

it will work. It requires you to visualise the birth you want. To prepare and plan for the birth 

you want. To give your body all the conditions it needed to make it work. That was really 

hard for me. My mental health makes me veer towards catastrophe. It makes me doubt. My 

recovery has been bumpy, so I know with the best will in the world sometimes things just 

don’t happen the way you want them too. Life can blow you off course. You can be a 

thousand miles from where you want to be, despite all your best efforts. Sometimes you can 

have done everything right, believed in your body, believed in your own resilience and still 

ended up in those dark places. So, belief is hard for me. The anxiety makes it hard. The 

recovery compounds how hard it is. That brings doubt. And that doubt makes that belief, all 

that much harder.  

Secondly, oxytocin. It’s the miracle hormone of childbirth. It is the single biggest 

thing we talked about in hypnobirthing. The happiness hormone that is stimulated through 

social bonding and comfort. If oxytocin levels are high then birth can be a more powerful, 

less painful process. This was my number one responsibility as a husband. If you can give 

your birth partner that cosy fuzzy feeling then you are doing good work. Of course, you love 

your partner, you know them well. You know exactly the right Netflix programme and the 

way that makes their tea taste perfect. So, this should be a breeze. But here’s the rub. Just like 

before. Life can trip you up. And when you're tripped up, oxytocin doesn’t flow quite as 

easily. When your cup is draining, it’s very hard to feel responsible for filling someone 

else’s. And then the cycle begins. You feel like your letting your partner down. You want to 

make them happy. But your failing and that makes you feel worse and that cup just keeps 

getting emptier.  
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This all seems very negative I know. You might be thinking, this doesn’t sound like 

hypnobirthing helped at all.  

And it’s true for me, the birth was traumatic. I won’t go into the details as my partner 

is a private person and the story is not mine alone to tell. I don’t know how much I utilised 

the techniques hypnobirthing or my psychology taught me during her birth. I think I was 

purely working on instinct.  

But that’s not where hypnobirthing helped me.  

Post-birth, our world had obviously changed. Our boy was here. Mission success!!! 

Hypnobirthing over. The birth part was finished, what use was the Hypno part now? Well, it 

turns out this is where I used it the most. Because this is the part where you tell your story. 

You phone grannies and grandads, aunties and uncles, best friends, and the odd person you 

feel obligated to tell but you’re not sure why. You tell them your story. You tell all of it. And 

you can choose how to tell it. It's your shared story. The more you tell it, the more you 

cement it in your brain. Hypnobirthing gives you a framework for that story. I found, even 

the trickiest most traumatic moments could be told differently as a story of empowerment, of 

strength against adversity of being informed and involved. We get to write the story we 

choose it to be.  

What I hadn’t realised, is that you don’t just tell everyone else. With a birth like ours, 

you tell each other. My experience and my partner's experience helped reframe our minds. 

My partner could tell me that at that point when I thought I was failing and flailing and not 

getting it right, I had encouraged her to keep going. We can tell each other how amazing our 

NHS is and that years ago our difficult birth might have ended another way but now we have 

a big healthy baby, thanks to so many people supporting us to bring him into the world. We 

had all the support we needed to give him the best start in life.  
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It's powerful to hear your own story again. It gives you the confidence to know that 

you were the support that was needed. It gives you the faith that you can be the daddy and 

husband this family needs. 

I suppose the best way I can put it is this: When I first thought of hypnobirthing, I saw 

it as a route. Here are the steps you need to take to get from pregnancy to the perfect moment 

of just breathing your baby out. But it’s not a route at all. It’s a map. It’s a map that shows 

you where you want to go and all the thousands of ways you might get there. You might take 

a few wrong turns, but you can always find your way back because the map shows you the 

whole picture.   

My life has always been a bit bumpy, a bit unpredictable, a bit of the road less 

travelled. That’s just life living with a mental health condition. Bringing my son into the 

world was no different. And in every step of the journey, hypnobirthing helped. 
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My Mud 
 

It’s filthy. Sticks to your soles 
Spudless mud type mud 
I am up to my ankles in it.  
My spade softly sinks through the sludge 
And as I lift, the claggy substance splodges  
Splattering my shirt with dollops that will stick and stain 
And never, ever, never rub off.  
I’m digging.  
Excavating space. Boring out breathing holes 
Trowelling through my trials and tribulations  
Denting the tools on the stones and roots  
Exhuming those toxic patterned weeds wedged deep within  
crevices made from cracks in my foundation. 

 
 

My mud is good for nowt  
Not like my neighbours’ luscious patch of green. Or the others just beyond that 
But My Mud is My Mud.  
It’s stuck to ma soul.  
I have to deal with it. 

 
 

I scoop out little drills.  
New avenues that new thoughts can flow down 
Sprinkle seed. it feels like a whisper could blow the hard work  
Gone.  
But somehow,  
Somehow, these munchkin miracles lodge inside my brain 
And I change.  

 
 

An inkling of green is prodding the earth 
Reaching for my sun  
My filthy mud now nourishes  
great earthy puddings  
And I am dropping handfuls of the spuds.  Falling into healthy furrows 
As my brow softens and I wipe away my sweaty sheen.  
Work done. 
Waiting for the summer sprout 
turning my mind to greener pasture. 
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JEANS 

September 16 2020 

Here’s a thing I've been thinking about for a while. My antidepressants made me 

increase my weight. They also made me increase my appetite. A couple of years back I 

packed some clothes away thinking I would fit into them again. I haven't. This week I've 

given them to charity shops.  

I feel super proud of this. Sometimes going through illnesses changes you. Sometimes 

you come out the other side transformed. Getting better doesn't always mean returning to 

normal. Sometimes it means accepting a new chapter in life. 

Not sure how this relates to a pandemic. But it's something that has been in my mind 

this last week. 
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DONATE KINDNESS 

October 2, 2020 

 I am not alone. Since the pandemic started, I have never been alone. I have creatures 

that, like a shadow, are always by my side. Sometimes they droop, and I am lugging them 

around wet blankets; sometimes they lash around trying to cause as much damage as they can 

and then other times they wrap around my other limbs, choking and constricting me. When 

they are feeling particularly malicious, they manage to do all three at once.    

My tendrils are very jealous creatures. They like to take all my attention and focus. It 

is why their techniques are so effective. As wet blankets, they become exhausting, sapping 

you of energy. Without energy, your focus and passions can dwindle. As lashing whips, they 

are weapons that push people away. They are hurtful to others then they feed on the guilt you 

feel to make you doubly worthless. Finally, when they are like boa constrictors, they choke 

you of confidence so that every aspect of life is scary.  

Right now, my tendrils are well-fed creatures. They feast upon my worries, so when I 

turn on the TV and see infections rate rise, they munch happily. When I look at a dwindling 

bank balance and years of projects being cancelled, they have a gourmet meal. Even in the 

stiller moments, the moments when I realise I am missing the feeling of the arms of a friend 

wrap themselves around me, the tendrils slither upon that feeling and gorge until I can bear it 

no more. I end up at the fridge myself, wishing to satiate their gluttonous hunger.  

The tendrils are always by my side, and yet they are never what I need. While, with 

them, I have never been alone, they can always make me feel lonely. They spin like 

helicopter blades, ensuring everyone, even those closest to me might keep their distance for 

fear of getting their head chopped off.   
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It’s really hard to fight them. Because they are clever little buggers, they are part of 

you. They know all your secrets. Once you learn a new technique, they learn it too, and they 

think of a million ways to counter it.  I cannot fight my ones on my own. I always need help.  

I need an amputation. I need these tendrils to shrivel up and fall off, like a leathery 

umbilical cord. I need to shed their skin and slip out, free into the world. While others, in 

their times of need, may need a blood transfusion or an organ donation. Right now, the 

donation I need most is kindness.  

Kindness is ferocious. It is the single most useful thing I have found. I try as much as 

I can to practice kindness to myself. I’m still learning and failing and learning again. But the 

kindness of others can also be incredibly powerful.  

I really mean it. I would not be alive without that ferocious kindness. The kindness of 

my family. The kindness of my friends. The kindness of my colleagues. All of it has at 

various times helped me have faith in myself.  It helped me keep fighting. There will be 

people reading this who do not know that their passing compliment, their moment of 

listening, or their warm hug has helped keep me alive. 

Kindness can be easy. But it can also be very hard. I keep talking about the tendrils 

like they are a sort of creature. But they are not. They are part of me. They are my 

responsibility. When the tendrils are lashing out what that means is I am lashing out. I am 

being difficult. I am hurting others. Depression does not excuse that. I need to work to make 

those changes and to tame those tendrils.   

But moments of kindness in amongst that cruelty has always pulled me through. My 

own kindness sometimes but more often the kindness from those closest to me, the ones the 

tendrils are working their hardest to push away.  

So today, I am asking you to reach out. If you are thinking of someone,  let them 

know. If you have a compliment give it. Boost confidence in someone. Tell someone of a 
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happy memory you have. Give someone that little token of affection. Tell someone why you 

admire them. If you have the energy to give then give. It can make all the difference.   
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We Called Him Noah 
October 2020  

 
I am on an ark.  
Bobbing on the ocean endless   
Friends are fathoms far away 
Further, than the boat shall sway 
So alone we sit upon the sea 
With only our cat upon my knee  
 
I am on an ark 
There is no target destination 
The tempest’s time has no duration 
Land is promised or talk of it at least.   
Talk of it, always talk of it  
But the tempest twists and turns the tide  
And like a corkscrew we return 
And it all begins again 
Bobbing on an ocean endless 
 
I am on an ark 
Wave after wave  
I am on an ark 
Peak after peak  
I am on an ark  
We roll up the sails  
And baton down the hatches 
But the leviathans jaw has endless snatches  
And 45,000 souls  
have become coral.  
 
I am on an ark  
But the cat on my lap has no interest in procreation 
She sees no benefit in the recreation  
to start the worlds repopulation. 
But my partner has a belly full of hope.  
We tether ourselves with love and rope  
And pray the storm will pass.  
 
I am on an ark 
And I see rainbows everywhere 
Painted on windows and submerged pavements  
Streaked through sapphire skies 
 
We are on an ark 
And my child, new, is in my arms 
Tomorrow we will reach the land, 
And start the world anew 
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HEALING  

November 8, 2020 

I have always aimed to get better. Every period of recovery has been about getting 

better. Every crash has been a set back on that path. This compounds the effect of the crash, 

making it even more viscous. I imagine my life as a trajectory, the crash is a dip, and getting 

better is climbing a peak. So, with every crash, I lose the momentum, any ground I have 

gained has vanished and all the energy it took to get there has been wasted.  

I am like Sisyphus. Only I used to have the great rock sitting proudly on top of the hill 

and then in 2017, I crashed, and it tumbled down and I have never managed to push that 

lumbering rock back to where it was.  

The pinnacle of the hill, I am trying to climb is known as being better. Being Better 

generally means being back at work. Maybe other people have a different value system for 

how they measure the betterness peak. But for me it generally goes, I’m signed off by my 

doctor, then gradually allowed to return to work. Then when I’m fully better, I am working. 

Contributing to society again. Better is a societal norm conceived around work. Being ill is 

when you are off. So, it stands to reason that being better is when you are on. Back on pay. 

Back doing the day to day routine.  

There is a saying I once heard that my mind occasionally returns to and ponders upon. 

It’s Buddhist I think, it goes, “If you meet the Buddha on the road, kill him.” I’m not 

educated enough to know what it really means, and I suspect that is part of the point. It’s one 

of those phrases that sparks debate. I think the idea might be that as soon as you think you're 

enlightened enough to meet the Buddha, you are not. My Buddha, my heightened state was 

Being Better. Every time I thought I was better, I would return to work determined to make 

up for the lost time.  
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Then I would work so hard, trying to gain momentum that I would lose control and 

the rock cascaded back down the hill. Sometimes it comes crashing down so fast that it 

creates a crater at the bottom, and I end up lower than I have ever been.  

I will never get my rock back to that pinnacle. I need to give up on getting better. This 

is not a memoir. I don’t have the memories, but my brain has not erased the experience. The 

trauma still scars me. My rock has been chipped at and huge chunks have worn away over 

time.  My rock will never again balance in the same way it did. My trauma has transformed 

me.  

This would be a sad ending.  

But an ending is not how these things work. Getting better is an ending. Healing is a 

process.  

Like my garden, the seasons will come and go. Some years my mud will feed a great 

crop other years the slugs will devour everything. Gardening is not about being finished. It's 

about growth and death and growth again. Healing is transitionary. It is not static. My rock 

will roll up and my rock will roll down. Sometimes it will contradict the will of physics and 

bend the world out of shape by doing both at the same time. But it is always in the state of 

healing. That is where I am now. Flowing through time. So, you see, I must apologise again. 

This is not a memoir because memoirs end.  

And this is not a full stop -. 

 

 

 

 

 

 


