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Don’t Let Anything
Ruin Your Day

ROBERT FLATT

DON’T LET ANY THING
RUIN YOUR DAY

T

he concept for Healing Art began as a collection of
my photographs that are currently displayed in the
Baylor College of Medicine (BCM) Department of
Neurology in the Houston Medical Center. This permanent
exhibit consists of forty-nine photographs printed in sizes
ranging from 20x30 inches to 48x36 inches. Half of them
are printed on canvas and the other half on aluminum.
They are displayed in waiting areas, hallways, conference
rooms, offices and examination rooms.
The subtitle is “Don’t Let Anything Ruin Your Day’’
because I think that is where we have a chance of defeating
debilitating disease. We cannot change the fact that we
have the disease, but we can by God not let it ruin today.
Maybe tomorrow, but not today.
My relationship with both the Department of
Neurology and the collection of images that hang there
both began in 1999, soon after I was diagnosed with
Parkinson’s disease. My primary care physician sent me to
a neurologist, but his specialty was not Parkinson’s disease.
My wife, Nancy, and I had heard Dr. Joseph Jankovic
from the Department of Neurology at Baylor College of
Medicine speak at a Houston Area Parkinson’s Society
meeting. After that meeting, my wife told me quite
directly, “If you want me to be your primary care person
for this adventure, you had better get Dr. Jankovic to be
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your neurologist.” I protested that Dr. Jankovic was too
famous and would never find time for me.
Fortunately for me, Dr. Jankovic did find time, and he
became my neurologist and my lifelong friend helping me
battle this disease. During my examinations, I began giving
him large format prints of my photography. He and his staff
would frame them and put them up in their offices.
Dr. Eli Mizrahi, chairman of the neurology department
at Baylor College of Medicine, became familiar with my
photographs during visits to Dr. Jankovic’s offices. When
the Neurology Department moved to a new space, they
decided to display my photographs.
Art can be an important part of the healing process.
I have learned this first hand. Dr. Mizrahi and Dr. Jankovic
hope that patients will not only enjoy, but also understand
for themselves the healing benefits of art and how it can
affect the autonomic nervous system, hormonal balance,
brain neurotransmitters, the immune system and the
blood flow to all organs in the body.
Once I saw the impact my images had in the clinic, I
got this crazy idea about writing a book, or really a bookwithin-a-book. The reader would first encounter it as
a photography book that contains images that hang at
the BCM neurology department, as well as others that I
believe have the same healing energy. Along with these

photographs of moments that have had such healing
power for me would be encouraging words—a collection
of vignettes, battle plans and thoughts for coping with a
debilitating disease.
The idea was for a person faced with the disease to pick
the book up from time to time and get inspired to not let
it ruin his day—both from the beauty the photographs
capture and the words from someone who has walked,
perhaps not in that person’s particular shoes, but along a
similar path.
Once I began showing early drafts of Healing Art to
others, I began to see how the beauty that can heal the spirit

of a person dealing with the challenges of a neurological
disease also can heal the spirit of a caretaker—or anyone
who encounters debilitating struggles.
Whatever your current situation, I hope you will enjoy
these pictures. I enjoyed creating the original exhibit for
people who, like me, seek treatment for a neurological
disorder, like my Parkinson’s disease, and for their families
and care providers. And I have enjoyed creating this book
for you. Perhaps it will make you smile.
Life is good!
ROBERT FLATT 2016

Butterfly and Firewheel | Hummingbird and Red Salvia | Cheetah in Botswana
following page, Butterfly and Red Penta Flower
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INTRODUCTION

I

n the most astonishing ways, Robert Flatt has used a
terrible disease to help move his body, his brilliant mind
and his phenomenal photographic ability to “blast”
(there is no other word for it) the visual world wide open.
And by extension, through the strength of his words and
images, he reveals the miracle of life that surrounds us all.
As he says, “It’s like riding a bull through a
kaleidoscope.” And that’s what this book feels like.
Vibrant color, wild animals, caught moments, the
drama of birds, bees and larger mammals. Stormy seas,
vast deserts, intimate gardens—caught moments that
showcase Robert’s ability to stop time while creating small,
contained worlds.
Throughout this celebration of life and color we
have Robert’s words: his candor about his disease, his
thoughtfulness and care, his generosity of spirit, his useful
advice, his continued good humor and his richly saturated
vision. “Life is Good!” This is his mantra. And for good
measure, he has backup from the likes of Paul Tillich,
Francis Bacon and Eugen Herrigel.
There is wonderful tenacity to all of this. Robert does not
stay at home. He does not complain. He is a courageous
soul. He makes his way through life, full of life, surrounded
by life, both creating it and celebrating it. I have known
Robert for a decade now, and he never ceases to amaze me.
He is a force of nature within nature itself.
This book will be an inspiration to anyone with

Parkinson’s—and to anyone else. It is a manual of sorts
that can be opened at any point. And on opening, Robert’s
prose will combine with a series of photographs, and the
mix will be breathtaking in the healthiest ways.
The word succor is only used in Woody Allen movies
these days, but one gains “succor” from this book. It
creates a balm of a biblical sort, and a viewer puts the
book down feeling: yes, life indeed is good; the world is
astonishingly complex and beautiful; people can help each
other through words and art, and by God (as Robert’s
West Texas roots would have it) we’ve just been helped.
We have a road map for the foreseeable future.
The book will guide you through a world you know in
partial ways. It will open your eyes to miracles that exist in
your own backyard and in those trees across the street—
and far away, on distant continents. And it may prod you
to pull that camera out of your pocket and explore. And
then you may begin to experience the world Robert Flattstyle: carefully, patiently, kindly, energetically, with open
eyes and an open heart.
And when gifts and healing thoughts begin to roll in, as
they have for Robert, we can all give thanks.
The prescription is here: take Robert’s words to heart.
Life is good!
PETER BROWN

Glasscock School, Rice University
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FOREWORD

O

ne of the most rewarding aspects of being a
physician is the opportunity to meet countless
unique individuals and have conversations
with them not only about their ailments but also about
their lives. These conversations, as brief as they may
be, often open windows into the patients’ perceptions
of their families and friends, their aspirations and
disappointments and their interests and hobbies. When I
first met Robert Flatt in September 2003, I had no idea
that our relationship would evolve from a patient-doctor
relationship to a friend-friend relationship.
Over the years, I have learned about and increasingly
admired Robert’s passion for photography. I soon realized
that this was not just a hobby to “take pictures,” but a
sense of curiosity and wonder coupled with an innate
talent to appreciate and capture nature’s beauty. His
astonishing images seem so real that one has the sense of
being “right there.”
Robert would bring samples of his photographs to
each visit, and he would describe the circumstances that
surrounded each picture with such joy and passion.
As an amateur photographer myself, I marveled not
only at his artistic talents and technical knowledge of
photography, but his determination and perseverance,
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despite his physical limitations, in achieving exactly the
effect he wanted. The result is not only his visual art but
the inspiration that each photograph represents. When
in 2010 I asked him if he would consider donating some
of his photographs to the Department of Neurology
so that they can be on display in our clinic he not only
immediately agreed but wrote back, “Thank you for
helping me launch a new direction for my life into the
remarkable world of photography. For the first time in my
life, I am able to create something of beauty which makes
people happy. There is life after PD after all.”
Since that time, his photographs have brought joy and
inspiration to countless patients with neurological disorders.
I am indeed honored and fortunate to know Robert and
to brag about my friendship with him when visitors make
complimentary comments about his photographs in our
new Neurology clinic at the McNair Campus. Thank you,
Robert, for sharing your talent for capturing beauty and for
inspiring others to reach their goals.
JOSEPH JANKOVIC, MD

Professor of Neurology, Distinguished Chair in
Movement Disorders Director, Parkinson’s Disease
Center and Movement Disorders Clinic, Department
of Neurology Baylor College of Medicine

Hummingbirds Fighting
I was photographing hummingbirds in Costa Rica in August, 2014. Hummingbirds are very territorial and
are always fighting. I took the photo into the sun, which over-exposed the sky. It gave me this luscious
white background, which makes it look more like wallpaper than a photograph. I often use the sun in my
background, usually at that angle.
following page, Hummingbird and Bottlebrush
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A R OSE, A BEE AND A THORN

E

ventually you will all have bodies like mine that do not
work very well (from the disease of aging). Eventually
you’ll no longer be able to do your current job, and
this will give you a marvelous gift—the gift of time. You
can squander this gift by sitting around feeling sorry for
yourself, or you can try to find something interesting to do
with whatever physical ability you have left. One thing you
will certainly have time for is to be happy, which is often
called smelling the roses—though you may not be able to
physically smell or even see or touch a real rose.
So I give you a rose. It was January 2011, and a cold
front had come through. It was about 40º, and with my
camera in hand I was sitting on the sidewalk in front of my
neighbor’s house watching the sun come up.

Houston, Texas 2011
previous page, Bluebonnets and Sunshine
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My neighbor is a landscape architect who plants beautiful
flowers year-round. This rose was booming its heart
out when a ray from the sun struck it from behind,
backlighting it against a very dark background—my
favorite subject for a photograph. It was much too cold for
a bee to out, but there he was. I do not claim these special
photographs as my own. I was in the right place at the right
time with the camera in hand, but what I call the photo
gods set up the picture for me. I simply relaxed and clicked
the shutter button.
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WATER HYACINTH AND HONEYBEE

I

t’s okay to be passionate about something—even
to the point that it appears compulsive. That is the
spice of life. My wife, Nancy, and I are passionate
about Rice University sports, which is how we
wound up in Omaha. You never know where you
will find the next opportunity to find an interesting
picture. That is one of the joys of photography.

Omaha, Nebraska Botanical Garden, 2007
We were watching the Owls play in the
College Baseball World Series, and since
they played every other day, we had
opportunities to explore. The bees we
saw at the Omaha Botanical Garden are
passionate about their work, just as bees
are everywhere I have observed them.
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left, Bee in Deep Blue
Honey Bee and Bluebonnet
following page, Butterfly in Deep Green
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ANOLE LIZARD HIDING IN A CAT’S
WHISKERS FLOWER

M

y main philosophy about life is to try and
live it as much as possible in the present.
Basically, I’m an existentialist. You can’t do
much about the past or the future, so it doesn’t do a
lot of good to worry about them. Some people seem
to spend a lifetime feeling guilty or remorseful about
things in the past.
The Christian philosophy tries to get people past
this by using the concepts of “forgiveness of sins” or
“salvation” and uses the term “grace” to describe the
freedom one can enjoy.
In secular terms, the same concept is described
in an old song sung by Janis Joplin, which states,
“Freedom’s just another word for nothin’ left to lose.
Nothin’ don’t mean nothin’, hon, if it ain’t free”
Being encumbered by the past is like sitting in a jail
cell with the door wide open.

Houston, Texas 2008
My neighbor’s front yard.
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HONEYBEE AND PEACH BLOSSOMS

I

t is never too late to change your major. I spent
thirty-one years in the oil service industry as an
engineer and businessman. Parkinson’s took that
occupation away from me. So I became a vagabond
photographer. I took most of the courses offered in
photography at the Glasscock School of Continuing
Education at Rice University in photography, and
then in 2008 I signed up for Arts 205, the beginning
undergraduate course in photography at Rice
University. There were twenty-one freshmen and
sophomores in the class, and me. It was a scream.
We used a 4 x 5 view camera and developed our own
film—all in black and white.

Houston Texas 2006
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I learned a lot in that class about photography, but
more importantly I learned that it’s never too late to
learn new things. Four self-portraits I took in that
course are now in the permanent collection of the
Museum of Fine Arts Houston (MFAH).
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Butterfly and Pride of Barbados Flower
Houston, Texas 2006
Monarch Butterfly and Milkweed
Alice’s Garden, Rice University 2011
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Yellow Butterfly and Wildflowers

Monarch Butterfly and Milkweed Flower

There is a gully that runs through
Rice University called Harris Gully.
Wildflowers bloom there every spring.
This is a beautiful world we live in.
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BUTTERFLY AND SALVIA

I

have found beauty in my backyard, and I have found
it all across the planet. What I have learned in both
places is that I will not see it if I do not stop and
wait for it. Parkinson’s has made me wait. I have also
discovered some places where time stops and beauty
is all around.

Houston, Texas 2008
The ‘Lady in Red’ salvia is prolific in
Alice’s Garden at Rice University.
The hummingbirds, bees and butterflies
feast on its nectar. The spiritual
experience of photographing there is
one way I prevent Parkinson’s disease
from ruining my day. The three photos
below have been printed on 16"x24"
aluminum, and, along with seven other
prints of pictures from the garden,
they hang in the Center for Career
Development housed in Huff House,
adjacent to the garden.

30 HEALING ART

The Alice Staub Liddell Garden is a 2,500 square foot
piece of paradise located on the northeast comer of
the Rice University campus, on the West side of Huff
House, near the main entrance to Rice. The 100-yearold live oak trees surrounding the garden are the trees
where a pair of great horned owls raised their family of
baby owlets. For me, Alice’s Garden is a spiritual place,
filled with hummingbirds, butterflies, bees and flowers.
The monarch butterflies love the milkweed and the
red pentas, and the hummingbirds love the red salvia,
shrimp plant flowers and the pentas. Hawks are almost
always present in the trees. It is a wild part of campus.
Immanuel Kant was convinced that all of human reality
could be understood in terms of the moral, the rational
and the ethical. This reality does not explain the deep
feelings of peace and joy I encounter in Alice’s Garden.
They can only be described spiritually. It is a holy place.
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RUBY-THROATED HUMMINGBIRD
AND CREPE MYRTLE FLOWER

I

had been taking pictures of a flower for a couple of hours,
recording how the image was changing as the sun rose.
As I was taking one of these shots, a hummingbird flew
into my field of view, and I got two pictures of him. He was
only there for about three seconds.
I believe that to get one of those really great photographs,
you’ve got to somehow shut down the rational, sobering
brain and listen only to your heart. An opportunity for a
really great photograph, or any photograph, only exists for
one brief moment in time. If you miss it, you don’t just
miss it for today, but you miss it for all eternity. To rephrase
Sir Francis Bacon:
Take the picture now. You will not get another
chance. There is no rewind button. There is only this
one moment to take the photograph, sparkling in
our hands like a star, and melting like a snowflake.

Houston, Texas 2006
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We need to find a place and time of day where and when an
extraordinary photograph may occur, know enough about
our camera to have it as close as possible to settings that will
optimize our chances of taking an extraordinary photograph,
and then shut off the brain and listen to our hearts.
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FLAME SKIMMER DR AGONFLY
AND WISTERIA VINE

R

unning water does not freeze. Parkinson’s,
like many diseases, makes you want to sit
curled up in a ball and stop moving. If you let
him win, that is how they will find you when they
cart your body off to the cemetery. As hard as it is,
we have to keep moving. I lift weights. It’s one of the
only things I can do to slow down progression of the
disease. I also travel at every opportunity. There is
much beauty to see in this world.
Houston Texas 2006
You don’t have to go far to find beautiful
things. In April, I sat in a field of bluebonnets
in the Harris Gully on the Rice University
campus about six blocks from my house.
In May and early June, I watched the
sunrise on West Boulevard, again about
six blocks from my house. I saw herons
building nests and hawks looking for food
under the branches of huge live oak trees.
And all of these beautiful dragonflies were
photographed right in my own backyard.
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Two Dragonflies on Wisteria Vine
Dragonfly on Wisteria Vine
Dragonfly on Peach Tree Branch
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These dragonflies were shot in bright sunshine
with a wide open aperture, which resulted in a very
narrow depth of field and gave the photos
the blurred backgrounds.
following page, Butterfly and Red Salvia
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PEACE OF SELBY WILDERNESS

I

entered a photo contest called Art Ability at the
Bryn Mawr Rehabilitation Hospital in Malvern,
Pennsylvania, a suburb of Philadelphia, and five of
my pictures were chosen for display. You must have a
disability to take part in the show. When I was asked
to discuss the impact that my disability has had on
my work, this is how I explained it.

I took this shot at Selby Lake near the
Brooks Range in northern Alaska in
August, 2007. We had some unusually
mild weather, and the lake was like glass.
A tundra swan swam by, looking like he
was floating on a Monet painting.
images previous pages,
Red-bellied Woodpecker, then
Ducks Taking Off
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I discovered I had Parkinson’s disease (PD) in
1999. I started my crazy passion to become a
photographer when I retired. PD had given
me the gift of time to do it. I began taking
photography courses at Rice University, and
now I am consumed by it. My wife and I
love to travel to wild and beautiful places.
We accelerated our travel schedule due to my
Parkinson’s disease. Parkinson’s disease has helped
me “slow down” to see this beauty and has given
me the urgency to “hurry up” and capture as
much as I can photographically while I still can.
I love highly saturated pictures, full of color, full
of life, with vibrant, surrealistic backgrounds. I
enjoy using my camera and Photoshop to paint
pictures of birds flying and bees buzzing and
dragonflies basking in the sun. I hope you enjoy
my pictures. Life is good!
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Mute Swan and Wake
Mute Swan Taking Off
Beauty is right in your own backyard, as well as around the world.
The mute swan above was on a lake in my birthplace, Wichita
Falls, Texas. The mute swan to the right was photographed on the
Rhone River in Central France.
following page, Whooper Swans and Fog
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SUNBIRD WITH AGAVE FLOWER

W

e need to relax and live each day to its
fullest. Watch the sun come up, smell
the flowers and give someone a hug.
Don’t be encumbered by the future. It will happen.
Do your best to be ready for it by encountering and
accepting and nurturing and living what Paul Tillich
calls “the eternal now!”

Namibia 2008
The sun was setting and this
sunbird was getting into all sorts of
contorted positions to get his dinner
from an agave plant covered with
blooms. We were on the porch of our
lodge in western Namibia.
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FODY AND BOUGAINVILLEA FLOWERS

W

e are one of many creatures inhabiting
an increasingly complex ecosystem
called Planet Earth. As the dominant
species on the planet we have a responsibility to try
to ensure not only the long-term survival of our own
species, but also the survival of the entire ecosystem.
And the survival of all the species on the planet
depends on three requirements:

Reunion Island 2007
We were on the island of Reunion in the
Indian Ocean on our way to Madagascar.
The fody is a bird which is endemic
to the region, but has slightly different
colorations from island to island.
Some are yellow and orange, but in
Reunion they are solid orange.
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1. A species must be able to find food to eat.
2. A species must be able to procreate.
3. A species must not be eaten before it is able
to procreate.
We consider images like this to be beautiful, and we
are moved by them. But what we might not consider
is that what is so striking is the juxtaposition of life
and death. They are inseparable. This is the fragile
balance of nature—the yin and the yang.
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BUFF-CHESTED MAGNIFICENT
KIN GFISHER

T

he world is full of spectacular beauty.
My PD gave me the time to travel to these
far off places. Whether I focus on tiny
hummingbirds near home or rainbow-colored
birds across the globe, when I take the time to stop
and look carefully, the loveliness of these creatures
improves my day, no matter what else may be facing
me. Birds, like this bright kingfisher, know who they
are and what they are here to do. They don’t worry
about what they look like or what others may think
about the colors of their beaks or their feathers.

Buff-chested Magnificent Kingfisher
Queensland, Australia
near Cairns 2007
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MOTHER SEA GULL

I

love to photograph birds in flight. I particularly
like to capture their reflections in the water. Their
delicate motion is juxtaposed to the awkward slowmotion movements of my Parkinson’s disease. The
only time I have the feeling of graceful movement
any more is when I practice my tai chi. I might not
look graceful but I feel graceful. And which is more
important?

Northern Alaska near the Brooks Range 2007
This seagull was trying to be a good mother
by luring us away from her babies.
She pretended to have a broken wing and
kept falling in the water hoping we would
follow her. The lake was like glass.
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left, Sea Gull Dancing on Water
Southeast Coast of Alaska, near Juneau
above, Gulf and Cliff Face
Bering Sea, Alaska
Southeast Alaska Peninsula 2008
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REFLECTING ON A SEAGULL

M

emories in life are like reflections on a
photograph. They are kind of blurry and
they get dimmer the father we get away
from them. With very low angles of light from the
sun, as in the Arctic, we get multiple reflections, and
they become more abstract. If I carry this metaphor
to its logical conclusion, I guess I can call my senior
moments abstractions rather than old age. It is funny
how humans adapt to their situation in life. I can
vaguely remember life without Parkinson’s disease
and my photography. In twenty years, when I reach
the age of eighty-six, I will have been retired longer
than I worked. And my memory of working is likely
to be very abstract indeed!

Bering Sea, Alaska 2007
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TERNS AND THEIR SHADOWS

I

was partly raised on a farm and had a shotgun
from an early age. I shot dove and quail and ducks,
but one day, I inadvertently shot a meadowlark,
thinking it was a dove. I brought it to my granddad,
who said we had to cook it and eat it. We only kill
animals to eat, he explained, not for sport. It was a
meager portion.
Now I only use a camera to shoot birds. I am a
member of the Audubon Society, but I have no bird
list—I just like to shoot them. I am good at spotting
birds, and the shooting motion is basically the same
for a gun or a camera. On expedition trips, I always
end up with the birders, and I usually get photos of
the birds we spot.

Great Barrier Reef, Australia 2007
We took a helicopter ride from Green’s Island,
just offshore from Cairns, Australia, out to
this “new,” unpopulated island in the middle
of the Great Barrier Reef. I was photographing
from the helicopter as we flew over the birds,
which is how I got the cool shadows.
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Seagull, Rocks, Clouds and Water
Photography is an art, not a science. I was
bouncing along in a Zodiac with pretty strong
waves. The photo gods took this picture for
me. They lined up the gull and the mountain
and changed the water to this delightful teal
color. I simply relaxed and clicked the shutter.
The ocean was this color for exactly two
frames, or about one second. Before and after
it was a typical brownish blue color. Please
explain that one to me. Photographs are still
mysterious even in the digital age. I remember
the first time I put print paper into liquid in
the darkroom and watched an image begin to
appear. I still believe it is magic. But after about
every 15,000th shot the photo gods intervene
and make a miraculous photograph.
Bering Sea, Alaska 2007
I was bouncing along in a Zodiac motorboat
when I took this picture. Everything
lined up perfectly. It takes some luck as
well as skill to be a photographer!
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Gull Landing
Common Goldeneye Duck Taking Off
The duck was on a small pond in Denali National Park, Alaska

DON’T LET ANY THING RUIN YOUR DAY 67

