Week of August 18, 2014 – Depression
I don’t think there is a single person who ever saw an episode of “Mork and Mindy,” or any one of his
performances on the silver screen or his stand up routines, who wasn’t stunned, saddened and even a
little bit hurt at the news of Robin Williams’ suicide. I suppose it would be a bit of a cliché to say that
behind the comedic face and the laughter was a very serious and sad man. Simon and Garfunkel once
put music behind the Edwin Arlington Robinson poem, “Richard Cory,” that was about a man that
seemed to have it all and how everyone wished they could live his life. The poem ends with a feeling of
incomprehension as “…Richard Cory, one calm summer night went home and put a bullet through his
head.” Just like the townspeople in this poem, we, as a nation were left with the question, “Why?”
Robin Williams suffered from depression. A condition that has been attributed to substance
abuse…mostly alcohol and cocaine. Some experts have even mentioned that the open heart surgery he
had in his past contributed to his mental health as such operations have been associated with causing
depression. And only a few days after the news of his death, it was learned that Robin Williams was
diagnosed with Parkinson’s disease. Putting all this together, it is evident that he was facing a multicrisis…and apparently too much for one man to bear.
We all have our moments where depression gets a hold of us. Sometimes our feelings are justified or at
least, explainable. Sometime we are just overcome with such emotions that are brought on without any
foreshadowing event. Nevertheless, we push, prod and move forward with the belief that we will get
to the other side unscathed and even walking away a little stronger and possibly, having a greater
sense of oneself.
So what happened to the man that Entertainment Weekly once dubbed as the “Funniest Man Alive?”
According to an article printed in the New England Journal of Medicine (12/2000), major depression
has been defined as a depressed mood or loss of interest in nearly all activities for at least two weeks
accompanied by a minimum of three of the following symptoms: insomnia, feelings of worthlessness
or excessive guilt, fatigue or energy loss, diminished ability to think or concentrate, substantial change
in appetite or weight, psychomotor agitation or retardation, and recurrent thoughts of death or
suicide.
Currently, there are 19 million Americans that suffer from depression. Experts have explained
depression as an ailment based on a chemical imbalance. According to the Harvard Health
Publications, current research suggests that depression doesn’t spring from simply having too much or
too little of certain brain chemicals. Rather, depression has many possible causes, including faulty
mood regulation by the brain, genetic vulnerability, stressful life events, medications, and medical
problems. It’s believed that several of these forces interact to bring on depression.
Without a doubt, chemicals affect our mood, including influencing our emotional process, but it is not a
simple matter of one chemical being too low and another too high. Rather, many chemicals are
involved, working both inside and outside nerve cells. There are millions, even billions, of chemical
reactions that make up the dynamic system that is responsible for our moods, perceptions, and how
we experience life.
By understanding this level of complexity, it is reasonable to see how two people might have similar
symptoms of depression, but the problem on the inside – meaning the types of chemical interactions

that occur – can be significantly different, and therefore, what treatments will work best, may be
entirely different.
Certain areas of the brain, such the amygdale, thalamus and hippocampus have been identified as
playing a significant role in depression. For instance, research shows that the hippocampus is smaller
in some depressed people. For example, in one study published in The Journal of Neuroscience,
investigators studied 24 women who had a history of depression. On average, the hippocampus was
9% to 13% smaller in depressed women compared with those who were not depressed. The more
bouts of depression a woman had, the smaller the hippocampus.
In addition to brain chemistry, researchers are able to observe how nerve cell connections, nerve cell
growth, and the functioning of nerve circuits have a major impact on depression. Stress, which plays a
role in depression, may be a key factor here, since experts believe stress can suppress the production
of new neurons (nerve cells) in the hippocampus.
Currently, researchers are exploring possible links between sluggish production of new neurons in the
hippocampus and low moods. An interesting fact about antidepressants supports this theory. These
medications immediately boost the concentration of chemical messengers in the brain
(neurotransmitters). Yet people typically don’t begin to feel better for several weeks or longer. Experts
have long wondered why, if depression were primarily the result of low levels of neurotransmitters,
people don’t feel better as soon as levels of neurotransmitters increase.
The answer may be that mood only improves as nerves grow and form new connections, a process that
takes weeks. Animal studies have shown that antidepressants do spur the growth and enhanced
branching of nerve cells in the hippocampus. So, the theory holds, the real value of these medications
may be in generating new neurons (a process called neurogenesis), strengthening nerve cell
connections, and improving the exchange of information between nerve circuits. If that’s the case,
medications could be developed that specifically promote neurogenesis, with the hope that patients
would see quicker results than with current treatments.
Aside from brain chemistry and neurotransmitters, evidence points towards a strong correlation
between substance abuse and depression. This relationship seems to be due to interactions that these
substances have, be it alcohol, cocaine or other drugs that cause disruptive chemical interactions in the
various parts of the brain. Either these substances block the natural chemical reactions from occurring
or they successfully compete at the designated active sites in such regions as the amygdala, thalamus,
or hippocampus causing their own unique reactions resulting in specific behavior patterns.
Hopefully, one day we will have a better understanding of depression and how we may correct
chemical imbalances and neurological disorders and even to have substance abuse as a chapter from
our past. This may sound a little too optimistic. In the meantime, we have captured the genius of Robin
Williams as well as others we have admired through the lens of a camera and so they may continue to
bring laughter and joy into our lives. And just maybe, we will not forget the tragedies that got the
better of them so we may all learn and prosper.

Nanu Nanu!

