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t’s been 10 years since Angela Ridgway sold her first art piece, 
but only recently did she start to incorporate her lived mental 
health experience into her creative works. Last summer, her 
show “when darkness comes” sparked a powerful community 
discussion about mental illness at the Broadway Art Gallery in 
Beaverton, Ore.

Ridgway’s work provides a dramatic visual representation of 
what it feels like to live with depression. Her piece “in the abyss” 
depicts a tiny figure in a chasm, and “even on a good day” has a 
metal figure doing a delicate dance on tilting plates. As she notes 
on her website, “Depression comes like a moonless night. You 
don’t notice that it’s arriving at first, but as the light begins to 
fade, you notice the darkness. Not all at once, but you can feel it 
coming, from dusk to full darkness. And then it consumes you.”

Crafting powerful pieces with a provocative message, Ridgway 
recently took time to share some of her story with Michelle 
Madison of NAMI Oregon.

Did you always know you wanted to be an artist?
No. My sister was the artist in our family. I took art in high 
school, but I was never really good at it; I just got high marks 
for originality. It wasn’t the right medium; I was working with 
papier-mâché, drawing or a bit of ceramic. I started selling my 
stuff in 2008. Before that, I studied industrial engineering, then 
worked at a tech company in various roles.

How did you come to work with metal?
It wasn’t like I started welding classes thinking, “I want to make 
art.” We had to take a manufacturing processes class as part of 

our industrial engineering curriculum. This was back in 1985, so 
in that class, we had to do welding—cast metal, things like that. 
After taking that class in college, I wanted to learn to weld. The 
only welding classes I could take without a welding certificate 
were metal art classes. That’s how I got started. I tell people it’s 
in my genes: My father was an apprentice welder at a shipyard in 
Virginia, and he taught welding for 30 or 40 years.

When did you realize you had depression?
I had a few episodes over the years, and in hindsight, I recognize 
that it was probably always there. But I thought, “This is just how 
life is.” Most of the time it wasn’t debilitating, but if something 
bad happened in my life, I would dive down, and it seemed 
extreme. I went through a really bad episode at one point, and 
I didn’t go to work for a week, and no one said a word about it. 
That was really odd.

What helped you get 
through that time?
I had a friend who called 
me every day to check in 
on me. That was huge. 
I talked to a therapist, I 
got on medication and 
they said, “Here are some 
things you can do.” I also 
had two close friends 
who let me just stay on 
their couch, so I didn’t 
have to go back to my 
apartment alone. They 

I

28 | NAMI ADVOCATE | Spring 2018

Showing Life with Depression
By Michelle Madison

Artfully



just let me be there. That’s where the [art] piece “just be here” 
came from. During that time, my creative outlet was therapeutic.

What inspired you to incorporate your experience with 
depression into your art?
When I was diagnosed, it felt almost shameful. It was this thing 
I didn’t want people at work to know about. And it got to the 
point where it was like, if saying I take an antidepressant or 
saying I got help, and I’m better now, could help other people, I 
don’t care anymore. I want people who have been there to know 
they’re not the only ones—they’re not alone.

Then in 2016, I was brainstorming for a show, figuring out how 
to represent this feeling so other people could get it. I wanted 
to be able to talk about it and have people understand, but not 
say, “Oh, that was such a depressing show.” I was looking at the 
audience twofold: people who had experienced mental illness, 
and people who had not.

Have people reached out to you since you started talking 
about mental health in your art?
Once the exhibit went up, I can’t count the number of people 
who’ve said to me, “I’ve been there” or “My husband has been 
there.” I also have a semicolon tattoo, and when I shared that 
on Facebook, the response almost made me cry. I was amazed. 
People I had known for a long time, and people I didn’t know, 
reached out to me for help and support.

You generously supported NAMI Oregon with a portion of 
the proceeds from your show “when darkness comes” last 
year—thank you! What inspired that?
I found out about NAMI during Mental Health Month. It seemed 
like an organization that was looking to get the message out. To 
me, just talking about mental health is huge. I had no idea what I 
was dealing with. Once you learn about what the illness is, you 
can recognize the symptoms, then you can do something. 
Figuring it out and understanding that it is just like any other 
illness lets you live your life. 

Michelle Madison worked as a reporter and communications 
professional prior to joining the staff at NAMI Oregon in 2008. 
She manages outreach and events for the organization. 

Angela Ridgway is an artist who fell in love with the process 
and texture of metal art. She uses her own experiences and 
surroundings as inspiration to create her sculptural works. 
Originally from Virginia, she began her art career in California. 
She now resides in the Pacific Northwest and exhibits her art in 
Washington state and California. Check out her work at www.
angelaridgway.com.

Please note: This interview has been edited and condensed for 
clarity.
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