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Famous People with Mental Illnesses 

 
1. Abraham Lincoln: 16th President of U.S. suffered from severe and 

debilitating and on occasion suicidal depressions, as recorded by Carl 
Sandburg in his comprehensive six-volume biographical analysis of his 
life. “A tendency to melancholy” Lincoln once wrote in a letter to a friend, 
“...let it be observed, is a misfortune, not a fault.” The most amazing part 
of his story was the sheer determination with which he willed himself to 
overcome his serious affliction and still achieve all he was able to achieve 
for our young and troubled nation at war with itself. 

 
2. Billy Joel: Billy Joel's latter-day battles with alcohol were popular tabloid 

fodder, but the man had some serious issues with depression when he 
was younger. Career setbacks in the early 1970s led to an onset so 
severe that he tried to kill himself by drinking furniture polish. The only 
thing that saved him was being taken to the hospital by his drummer. He 
was eventually able to bounce back and resume his musical career. 

 
3. Brian Wilson: Beach Boy Brian Wilson's mental health issues aren't news 

-- there have been songs about them -- but they serve as a reminder to 
everyone else that the earlier you seek diagnosis and help, the better. His 
creative worries and despondency deepened when the release of Sgt. 
Pepper's Lonely Hearts Club Band forced him to abandon his band's own 
Smile, and he spent years locked away in his home. He was later 
diagnosed with schizoaffective disorder, bipolar type, as well as hints of 
other ailments. Thankfully, he's made improvements, even releasing Smile 
after decades of getting it just right. 

 
4. Brooke Shields: Talked about her disabling Post Partum Depression in 

her newly published book "Down Came the Rain: My Journey Through 
Postpartum Depression." Shields reported she first had difficulty bonding 
with her baby and later thought of hurting it and even killing herself. She 
was able to gain a significant improvement in her mood through 
medication and the help of a skilled nurse-helper who recognized her 
problem and encouraged her to get help. 

 
5. Carrie Fisher: The child of two Hollywood stars (Debbie Reynolds and 

Eddie Fisher) and actress, in her own right, played Princess Leia in "Star 
Wars" movies. Early in the 70’s she says she started using cocaine. Her 
experiences with drug addiction led to her first best selling book, 
Postcards From the Edge. The book was made into a film in 1990 starring 
Meryl Streep. Her illness comes from her mother’s side of the family. 

 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Billy_Joel#Depression
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Brian_Wilson#Mental_illness
http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=hMzbiDV8IAg
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6. Dr. Kay Redfield Jamison: Professor of psychiatry at Johns Hopkins 
University, Baltimore, MD, author of many books on mental illness. Dr. 
Jamison has bipolar illness herself and has attempted suicide. Her book 
"Touched With Fire," lists and describes many famous persons whose 
lives have been changed by bipolar illness. 

 
7. Drew Carey: For all his outward good humor, Drew Carey's dealt with 

some serious problems in his day. His 1997 autobiography revealed that 
he was once molested and that he later suffered bouts of depression and 
even attempted suicide (twice) by swallowing copious amounts of sleeping 
pills. It was his time in the military in his 20s that helped him discover 
purpose and direction and helped shape the personality he'd eventually 
use in his stand-up comedy. 

 
8. Elton John: A persistent but dangerous myth about bulimia nervosa is 

that it only affects women, or teenage girls. In truth, it can affect people of 
both genders and all ages. In a 2002 interview with Larry King, Elton John 
revealed not only that he'd been aware of Princess Diana's struggles with 
the problem but that he had battled it, too. He eventually found treatment 
in a Chicago clinic. 

 
9. Eugene O'Neill: Famous playwright, author of "Long Day's Journey into 

Night," and "Ah, Wilderness!” came from a deeply troubled family 
background, suffering from clinical depression the greater portion of his 
life. His most famous plays were written between 1935 and 1943 despite 
persistent mental illness. He is the only American playwright to have won 
the Nobel Prize for literature. 

 
10. Herschel Walker: In his autobiography, former running back Herschel 

Walker revealed that he suffered from dissociative identity disorder, or 
what used to be called multiple personality disorder. As a result of the 
warring personalities, Walker says he doesn't remember the moment or 
even the season that he won the Heisman Trophy. "I feel the greatest 
achievement of my life will be to tell the world my truth," he wrote. 

 
11. Howard Hughes:  In his prime, Howard Hughes was known for being a 

pioneer in business, aviation, and filmmaking -- three skill sets that 
merged when he designed a new cantilevered bra for Jane Russell -- but 
now he's sadly remembered as a recluse driven to crippling depths by 
obsessive-compulsive disorder. Yet even his fixation on Russell's 
physique was a sign of his mind's inability to let things alone. In December 
1947, he spent four months in his private screening room, holed up like an 
animal. He spent most of the end of his life hiding from public view and 
addicted to various medications. 

 

http://www.biography.com/articles/Drew-Carey-16257107
http://transcripts.cnn.com/TRANSCRIPTS/0201/25/lkl.00.html
http://sports.espn.go.com/nfl/news/story?id=3346240
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Howard_Hughes#Mental_illness_and_physical_decline
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12. Isaac Newton:  Most famous mathematician of the 17th Century was 
responsible for many scientific discoveries we take for granted today such 
as the "corrected" Gregorian calendar date. Newton’s greatest 
mathematical discovery was the gravitational relationship between the 
earth and the moon, and of centrifugal force. Newton was well educated, 
had access to the best knowledge of his day and was wealthy in later life. 
He suffered from several “nervous breakdowns” in his life and was known 
for great fits of rage towards anyone who disagreed with him which some 
have labeled Bipolar Disorder which was unknown at the time. In 1705 
Newton was the first Scientist to be knighted by Queen Anne for his great 
scientific contributions. 

 
13. Jane Pauley: NBC news broadcaster, since the age of 25, talks candidly 

about her depression and bipolar illnesses. In her new book, "Skywriting: 
A Life Out of the Blue." She tells about her childhood and family problems, 
and how she discovered her need for medication to control mood swings. 

 
14. Jim Carrey: Extreme moods are no strangers to comedians, and Jim 

Carrey's no exception. In 2004, he revealed that he's had problems with 
depression, and took medication for a while before trying a regimen that 
mixed dietary restrictions with spiritual focus. 

 
15. John Nash: Nobel Prize Winner in mathematics has faced a lifelong battle 

with schizophrenia. He was known as the “Phantom of Fine Hall” at 
Princeton where his reclusive, ghost like figure could be seen roaming 
around, leaving messages of his mathematical genus on the boards of 
empty classrooms. His struggle was well documented in the book "A 
Beautiful Mind," by Sylvia Nasar which was later made into a movie by the 
same name. 

 
16. Judy Collins: Singer and songwriter, has written a book titled "Sanity and 

Grace: A Journey of Suicide, Survival and Strength," (2003). The book 
chronicles her journey as a survivor of depression after the suicide of her 
33-year-old son in 1992. She states that her own spiritual life and practice 
have been a strength for her as she battles with her illness. 

 
17. Linda Hamilton: Actress, has gone public with her diagnosis of bi-polar 

disorder diagnosed at a young age. Hamilton, well known for her part with 
Arnold Schwarzenegger in "The Terminator" movies explains how helpful 
medication has been for her and that she understands she will have to be 
on medication for the rest of her life.  

 
 
 
 

http://www.cbsnews.com/stories/2004/11/18/60minutes/main656547.shtml
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18. Lionel Aldridge: A football player for the Green Bay Packers during the 
1960's, developed paranoid schizophrenia and was homeless for 2 1/2 
years. “Once I accepted and cooperated with the treatment, I started to 
beat the illness, he said. He now speaks to groups to help them better 
understand mental illness. He states that he is completely symptom free 
and that helping others understand mental illness is “therapy” for him. 

 
19. Ludwig van Beethoven: Composer, had bipolar disorder which some 

have said gave him such creative power that his compositions broke the 
mold for classical music forever. He was a child prodigy which his father 
tried to exploit. His “manic” episodes seemed to fuel his creativity. He 
wrote his most famous works during times of torment, loneliness, and 
suffering psychotic delusions. It took him 12 years to finish his last and 8th 
Symphony in total deafness. He then medicated himself with the only 
drugs available in that day to bring some relief –opium and alcohol- and 
died several years later of liver disease. 

 
20. Maurice Bernard: Portraying Sonny Corinthos on "General Hospital" 

weekdays on ABC, tells the National Mental Health Association that he 
suffered from bi-polar disorder for many years before he was diagnosed 
and given medication to bring his illness under control. 

 
21. Michael Phelps: Amid the insane number of world records and Olympic 

gold medals, Michael Phelps is just another guy who's had to deal with a 
problem that's confronted many other people: attention-deficit hyperactivity 
disorder, or ADHD. After an inability to concentrate led to the diagnosis 
when Phelps was in middle school, he worked with his parents and 
teachers to impose a better structure on his life and learning habits. 
Coupled with the right medication and dedication, he was able to 
overcome the issue. 

 
22. Mike Wallace: Legendary journalist Mike Wallace was frank about his 

depression in a recent interview, saying, "There's nothing, repeat, nothing 
to be ashamed of when you're going through a depression. If you get help, 
the chances of your licking it are really good. But, you have to get yourself 
onto a safe path." Wallace sank into depression in the mid-1980s, spurred 
by a libel lawsuit filed by Gen. Westmoreland about a piece Wallace had 
done on Vietnam two years earlier. His keys to survival were the same 
ones for everyone: treatment and support. 

 
 
 
 
 
 

http://www.additudemag.com/adhd/article/1998.html
http://www.cbs.com/cbs_cares/topics/?sec=5
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23. Paula Deen: Known to TV viewers as a cook unafraid to use staggering 
amounts of butter on everything, but she's also struggled with anxiety 
disorders. A bout of depression in her early 20s led to an onset of 
agoraphobia, and she became basically housebound for close to 20 years. 
She spent most of her time cooking for her family because it allowed her 
to pursue a skill without having to set foot outside her home. She didn't 
even know much about her agoraphobia until learning about the disorder 
on an episode of The Phil Donahue Show, which encouraged her to re-
examine things. Her approach worked for her, but most people are better 
off talking with a professional. 

 
24. Richard Dreyfuss: Was one of the many who appeared on Fry's 

documentary, and spoke about his own battles with bipolar disorder. 
Before being diagnosed, Dreyfuss would often lose control of his 
emotions, but work and medication have turned him around. "I reclaimed a 
career," he says of his ability to not only live with the disease but thrive. 

 
25. Ruth Graham: (daughter of Ruth and Billy Graham) writes about her 

many years of suffering with depression, drugs, eating disorders and 
thoughts of suicide in her 2004 book "In Every Pew Sits A Broken Heart," 
Church was never the comfort for her that it seemed to be for others. An 
adult with a tragic life behind her, she was finally able to talk about it. 
Being the daughter of a famous preacher she felt she should not have 
problems. Through the steady love of her family she was able to feel 
God’s forgiveness. Her message today is that being a Christian doesn’t 
guarantee us a perfect life. She hopes her story will give those who want 
to serve others a place to start in knowing what to do and say. 

 
26. Shawn Colvin: Winner of two Grammys in music, talked about her 

struggle with depression. Colvin has suffered from major depressive 
disorder for more than 20 years. "During the worst times, I shut the world 
out, refusing to get out of bed. Even the smallest tasks were 
overwhelming," she said. 

 
27. Stephen Fry: Stephen Fry's been making fantastic comedy since the early 

1980s, but it wasn't until years later that he discussed his struggles with 
bipolar disorder. His documentary, Stephen Fry: The Secret Life of a 
Manic Depressive, examined his ups and downs while also interviewing 
other celebrities who've dealt with the issue. Fry even attempted suicide at 
one point, but he's been able to push through and take a dryly positive on 
the affair: "I rely on it to give my life a sense of adventure, and I think most 
of the good about me has developed as a result of my mood swings." 

 
 
 

http://www.nytimes.com/2007/02/28/dining/28deen.html
http://www.disaboom.com/movies/richard-dreyfuss-navigates-the-highs-and-lows-of-bipolar-disorder
http://www.independent.co.uk/life-style/health-and-families/health-news/stephen-fry-my-battle-with-mental-illness-416386.html
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28. Vincent Van Gogh: Famous painter and artist was labeled peculiar with 
unstable moods most of his short life. He suffered from epileptic seizures 
some believe from excesses of absinthe, very strong liquor popular among 
talented people for inspiring greater creativity. Many have tried to give a 
definitive diagnosis of his illness through reading his personal letters. 
From them it seems clear that his depressive states were also 
accompanied by manic episodes of enormous energy and great passion. 
Van Gogh committed suicide at age 37. 

 
29. Virginia Woolf: The British novelist, born of privilege, experienced the 

mood swings of bipolar disorder her entire life. She wrote to make sense 
out of her mental chaos and gain control of madness; and was greatly 
admired for her creative insight into human nature. She was tolerated by 
friends and family, receiving great care and understanding during her 
entire life and because of this, never had to face institutionalization, the 
only medical “treatment” in those days. She died at her own hand by filling 
her pockets with stones and walking into a nearby river. The cause of 
death was determined as "Suicide, while the balance of her mind was 
disturbed." 

 
30. Vivien Leigh: Actress made famous by her leading role in "Gone With the 

Wind" and her creative genius for stage and screen, suffered from serious 
bouts of manic depression, tuberculosis, and poor health her entire life. It 
was, in fact, because of her illness, that she was frequently cast into roles 
that required a personal experience of the torment that comes from the 
experience of this disease. Vivien was once able to make a full recovery 
after shock treatments, only to succumb some years later. A nervous 
breakdown associated with a miscarriage proved to be the unraveling of 
her marriage with actor Lawrence Olivier who continued to be a devoted 
friend. She was finally diagnosed with cyclical manic-depression with 
hallucinations and had to be confined to a nursing home only to recover 
and return to the screen for her last movie. Leigh finally succumbed to the 
tuberculosis at the young age of 53 of while filming “The Ship of Fools”. 
She became known and admired for her ability to fulfill her passionate 
dream for stardom despite her TB and debilitating manic-depression. 

 
31. William Styron: Author, writes about his own depression in his book, 

"Darkness Visible: A Memoir of Madness, " (1990) and his decision to 
seek help. His earlier works which he wrote prior to his diagnosis and 
admission of his illness described with uncanny accuracy, the symptoms 
and the problems he would experience later in his life. He was one of the 
first to write about other famous persons who struggled with mental illness 
and for explaining the almost unexplainable experience of a brain disorder 
to those who had never experienced it in a way which gained their 
sympathy and admiration. 
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32. Winston Churchill: Prime Minister of Great Britain who, as one of the 
“Big Three” (Churchill, Roosevelt and Stalin) to lead the world to the 
defeat of Hitler in WWII, told in his own writings of suffering from “black 
dog” Churchill’s term for severe and serious depression. Less often talked 
about are his writings of how he often self-medicated with alcohol to deal 
with these times. Like so many other famous people with a mental illness, 
he was able to make the great contribution he did through sheer personal 
determination. There was a nation, he said, and a world depending on his 
efforts to lead Britain and the world in the defeat of their common and 
formidable enemy of Nazism. 

 
 
Website with videos: 
 
 
 
http://www.onlinedegree.net/15-famous-people-with-personality-disorders/ 
 
 

http://www.onlinedegree.net/15-famous-people-with-personality-disorders/

