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Editorial

 

In this issue we are delighted to publish the paper, ‘Primo Levi and depression’,
which the biographer Carole Angier gave as our Fifth Annual Public Lecture as
well as the Response given by psychoanalyst Helen Taylor Robinson. Angier
discusses the depth of Primo Levi's depression, which he seems to have experi-
enced from an early age and which in her view, even more than his experience
in Auschwitz, led to his eventual suicide. She describes the influence of Levi's
parents’ unhappy marriage and his subsequent difficulties relating to women.
Helen Taylor Robinson approaches Angier’s description of Primo Levi acknowl-
edging that, while biography and psychoanalysis are different disciplines, they
share some important elements. Taking a passage from Levi's The Truce, the book
that describes the journey back from Auschwitz to his home, and drawing on
psychoanalytic theory, Robinson weaves an elegant metaphorfor an important
developmental‘staging post’ to manhood. She speculates on the possible links
between the precariousness of Levi's ‘if this isa man’ identity and an unconscious
phantasyof a ‘murdering Mother bent on killing the Father’ with the unspeak-
able organized cruelty of Auschwitz.

JamesFisher in his paper, ‘The Marriage of the Macbeths’, developsa reading
of Shakespeare’s Macbeth on the basis of his clinical experience of a particular
dynamic in couple relationships that he calls the ‘shared proleptic imagination’.
Heelucidates this concept by means of the use of Bion’s distinction between a
‘Work Group’ and a ‘Basic Assumption’ state of mind andillustrates this dynamic
in the relationship of the Macbeths andin a clinical vignette.

Taking Nelson Mandela’s mantra,‘Thestruggle is my life’, Ruch Berkowitz in
her paper, ‘Nelson Mandela, the last hero: a psychoanalytic perspective’, looks
at both the political and the personal struggles that Mandela has experienced
throughout his life. She discusses the key role that the ability to struggle and
reflect plays in healthy development allowing for emotional growth and a crea-
tivelife.

In our Arts Review section we have a paper by David Hewison, ‘Art and the
humanpsyche in a changing world’, in which he looksat the artistic process by
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discussing a paper by Carl Jung and then exploring some problemsthat art faces
us with today such as what is art and how do we understandit. We also have a
review by Jennifer Benwell of two photography exhibitions at the Freud Museum,
‘The Magic of the Couch’ by Claudia Guderian, and ‘Head Space: Photographs
of Psychotherapeutic Environments’ by Nick Cunard. She describes both as
capturing something of the form and thespirit of the analytic environment.

We are pleased to welcome,just for this issue, James Fisher as the new Joint
Editor of the Journal with Mary Adams while the transition to a new Editor is
taking place. We also welcomeas our new Clinical Commentaries Editor, Georgie
Hardie, and our new Book Review Editor, Martin Kemp, along with new members
of the Editorial Board: Frances Bower, Lesley Caldwell, and Ann Scott.

The Editors

Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assac. Psychother. 44(1), 1-2, 2006
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Primo Levi and depression

CAROLE ANGIER
In this paper I focus on Primo Levi's depression. In my book, The Double Bond.
Primo Levi: A Biography (Penguin, 2003), there are, of course, other themes and
stories: abouthis life and work, his community, his family andfriends ~ especially
his friends. Levi was a man with greatgift for friendship and he wrote more
about his friends than about himself, even in his autobiography.

Primo Levi's depression is a suppressed theme in my book. Depression is
deeply personal and private, and Levi kept his depressions hidden from everyone,
including mostof his friends, until the very end ofhis life. These episodes of
depression were too important to keep out of my book, but I struggled with che
question of how to address them, along with other private and hidden matters,
such as his family life. In the end 1 chose, as Levi himself did, to repress and
hide them. My book is divided into a top, consciousstory, as it were, 15 chapters
of standard biography; and a suppressed, subconscious story, told in 11, short
chapters, hidden in between. ,

In these little chapters the private and delicate matters, including the depres-
sions, are often indirectly told — until the last chapter of the book, in which the
suppressed rises up and takes over, as it did in the last chapter of Primo Levi's
life. I believe the role of depression in Levi's life was enormous, indeed determin-
ing in both his work and his life, by which I also mean his death. | believe, in
fact, that it was more important than Auschwitz. This has shocked manypeople,
and many have not wanted to believe it. The idea that Auschwitz killed Primo
Levi, even 40years later, was so obvious andfitting that no amountof evidence
was enoughto dislodge it — and still is not.

First I would like to lookbriefly at the influence of depression on Levi’s work.
Here,too, it was immense;here, too, greater than Auschwitz. Resistance to this
view started from Levi himself. People often asked him if he would have written
 

Carole Angier is the author of The Double Bond. Primo Levi: A Biography (2003). This paper was
given as the Fifth Annual Lecture of The Journal of the British Association of Psychotherapists, 14
May 2005.
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without the experience of Auschwitz. He would reply, with a characteristic
combination of pedantry and humour, that he couldn’t answer that question,
because ‘the counterfactualdidn’t exist’ — he hadn’t had a life without Auschwitz,
so the hypothesis couldn’t be tested. But he always implied that the answer was
‘no’ He was just ‘an ordinary man of good memory,’ he said, who hadfallen
into an abyss, and felt compelled to reportit. He claimed thathis first book on
Auschwitz, If This Is a Man (Abacus, 1987, originally published 1947), was written
with noliterary aims, and never reworked or polished. After it was published
he said he was going back to his ‘real job’ and would never write again; almost
to the endofhis life he insisted that this‘real job’ was chemistry. But none of
this wastrue. In fact, he polished and reworked If This Is a Man for years. From
the beginning he dreamed of giving up chemistry to write full time. He had
written before Auschwitz, and never stopped writing after it — every evening,
every weekend, every holiday.

All of this, like his depressions, he covered up and denied. | believe the
depression itself is behind this — a chronic self-distrust, a deep fear of attention,
an inability to accept praise. His depressions, he wrote at the end ofhis life —
because, as we will see, he made an attempt to talk about them then,to himself
and to his readers — sprang from success, not from failure. But this was said only
at the very end,literally months before he died. Primo Levi presented a false
front to the world all his life — pretending to be a serene and optimistic man,
and not a writer, when he was a writer and not serene or optimistic at all. This
in itself created anxiety, conflict, more depression. Andin the endthe false front
cracked, as perhaps it was bound to do. That should have made us wonder about
it. A few people did, but not many. It seems we need Primo Levi to be serene
and optimistic, for our own sakes, andalso for his, because we love him and do
not want him to havesuffered. But he did.

For our own sakes we need his books to be optimistic and serene, and so we
think they are, especially the first one. And thefirst oneis, although it is also
honest and withoutillusions. So are many of his essays, which ring with his
passions — for language, for science, for the natural world; and with his quirky,
ironic humour,and his beautiful, clear-as-a-bell style. There are other books, too,
in which these passions dominate, for example his chemist’s autobiography, The
Periodic Table (Abacus, 1986,originally published 1975), which concentrates on
his happiest years and ignores the rest; and The Wrench (Abacus, 1988, originally
published 1978), his hymn to work, which is about a man alone.

But the rest don’t share the same optimism. Already in The Truce (Abacus,
1987), the story of his return from Auschwitz, the shadows are closing back in.
The books of moral-scientific fable that followed are deeply dark and pessimistic.
His last book of essays on the Shoahis full of darkness, and manyofhisstories,
and most of his poems, are darkestof all. When I studied hislife I realized why:
they were what he wrote when he wasentering, or just emerging from, his worst
depressions. When he was in them he could not write atall.
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 3-11, 2006
Published by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd DOI: 10.1002/bap



Primo Levi and depression

These truths about Primo Levi's writing — that writing, not chemistry, was
his ‘real job’ and that his writing had a dark side, indeed a dark heart — have
only recently begun to be understood, and were not understood duringhis life-
time. He hid both these truths from us, and then suffered from his success,
because people treated him as a guru and beaconof hope, which he didn’t want,
andfailed to recognize him as a real writer, which he did.

Theclassic justification of literary biography is that knowledge of the life can
illuminate the work. This isn’t entirely untrue — understanding the cultural and
historical background of a writer can certainly help towards a richer reading.
But for the kind of individual, psychological analysis of a writer’s work that
interests meit is to a large extent untrue. For example, | find in Levi's stories
radical hints of his own psychic disturbance,although thatis not what they are
about. They are about disturbance in the universe, in humanity and in nature,
about which they are often fascinating, because Primo Levi was anartist and
notactually crazy. The truth is not so much that thelife helps us to understand
the work, as that the work helps us to understandthewriter. If you want to know
whatdrives a writer to write, you can often find clues in the writingitself.

There are at least a dozen suchstories, where — as in patients’ dreams — Levi's
subconscious comes closer to the surface than it does in his major works, which
are firmly underthe control of his moral and intellectual aim to spread hope
and not despair.

Asanillustration, let me quote whatI say in my book about onestory, alluded
to in thetitle of this talk: ‘La bestia nel tempio) ‘The beast in the temple.’ A
couple on holiday are taken to see an ancient temple on an island in the middle
of a lake:

Their guide leads them into its central chamber: a vast, dark, impossible arena. The
blocks of seats are insanely irregular; a whole section leans inwards. All around and
between them are columns, which are the most impossible objects ofall. Whenever you
try to follow a columnwith youreyesit turns into a gap between columnsandvice versa;
so that both, but especially the gaps, are clearly illusions. Then the guide points out a
massive shape: the Beast. The Beast hears them, and beginsto gallop around the arena,
faster and faster, seeking an escape. Each time it hurls itself against a narrow opening,
bits of the walls collapse, and the opening is narrowerstill. The narrator's wife says: It is
making its own prison.It is closing every exititself.
When they emerge a group of people are setting up their tents outside. They come to
wait for the Beast, the guide says. They have always doneso, since the temple was built.
Whenit finally escapes they will kill and ear it, and the world will be cured; but the
Beast will never escape... .

Then I ask:
Whatis the Beast, and what is the Temple? Surely the temple could be a mind — a dark,
dreamlike, misshapen mind: Primo’s subconscious mind, or the depression hidden atits
heart. Andthe Beast? — is the Beast not Primo himself, desperate to escape, and each

Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 3-11, 2006
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convulsive effort to force his way out only closes him in more? Or is it his depression
again, or its cause? — which has always been there,butif it could only be expelled (told?)
and destroyedall would be well, but it never, ever will. (Angier, 2003: 692-3)
We comenowto depression in Primo Levi's life and death. There are at least

three things that lead to the conclusion that depression killed him, and that
Auschwitz was not the major factor. Thefirst is that he suffered from depression
all his life: not just after Auschwitz, but from adolescence, or even childhood.

Abouthis childhood the evidence is weakest, as it usually is, because by the
time the biographerarrives it is too long ago. And in this case Levi's closest
family — his wife and sister - would not speak about it. What evidence there is
is more aboutisolation, and emotionaldifficulties in general, than about depres-
sion as such. Butthereis, for example, the fact that he missed half of his first
year of primary school, and was removed andtutored privately for the last one.
The family’s explanation is that as a child he had ‘delicate health’ Andit is
certainly true that he was always extremely small and thin for his age: at 15 he
still weighed only 98 pounds (44.5 kilos), which put him in the bottom 3% of
boys. But then at 24, when he entered Auschwitz, he had still reached only 108
pounds, the weightof a slender girl: and there, as we know, he wasn't delicate’
at all but extraordinarily tough andresilient, surviving a whole year of starvation
and slave labour without ever becomingill until the end, while bigger and
stronger men diedall around him.(It is important to correct a common impres-
sion here: people talk of his being in a chemistry lab in Auschwitz, and attribute
his survival to that. He was in a lab, andit did help to savehislife, by keeping
him indoors during a second winter. But before the lab he spent eight months
as an ordinary prisoner in an outdoor commando,includinga first winter, which
wasin full blast when he arrived. And long before Auschwitz he had shown how
really strong and healthy he was, on the mountains all his life Primo Levi was
a serious mountaineer.)

At the same time,all the witnesses of his childhood draw the same picture:
of a hypersensitive, preternaturally serious and well-behavedlittle boy, who never
shouted or brawled, or took part in any childish things except in his closest
family circle. He displayed — according to hisfirst, Italian biographer — ‘extreme
introversion? and seemed to everyone old beyond his years. According to one
memberof the family, he had greatdifficulty in relating to otherchildren.

His ‘delicacy; | conclude, was notreally physical, but emotionalfrom thestart:
compoundedof intense shyness, extreme introversion, and a deepsense ofisola-
tion and difference, which cameat least partly from thefact that already, intel-
lectually, he was different.

From adolescence on there is much more evidence.Firstofall, there are hints
of a particular kind of emotional suffering in several of his published writings
and interviews. In The Periodic Table he writes of the ‘deep-rooted shyness’ which
kept him from approaching a girl to whom he was very muchattracted at uni-
versity. ‘In fact | was desperate? he writes,
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 3-11, 2006
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and certainly not for the first time; actually at that period | thought myself condemned
to a perpetual masculine solitude, denied a woman’s smile forever, which | nevertheless
needed as muchasair. (1986: 35)

Atthe endofhis life Levi was working on a book which was very different from
anything he had donebefore: he was making that last minute attempt to explore
his private difficulties to which I havereferred. This book remains unpublished;
but he gave three chapters to his publisher, and | found three more. In Chapter
3 he talks in detail about his terrible emotional and sexual block about women;
and this chapter, we should note, he gave to his editor for publication.

It is this tormented relationship to women that was at the heart, I believe,
of Primo Levi’s depressions. It is explored in detail in this last unpublished book,
andit bursts out in some of the dream-stories I have mentioned — for example
in one called Quaestio centauris, about a centaur who falls impossibly in love
with a human woman;and onecalled ‘Dialogue of a poet and a doctor, in which
a young poet consults a doctor abouthis isolation and despair.

1 found the real doctor to whom the real young poet, Primo Levi, had gone;
and | found manyfriends who understood the role that his emotional and sexual
repression had played in hislife. It is, 1 suppose, my own theory that this repres-
sion was a key factor in his depressions. He himself never used the word ‘depres-
sion’ until the end. To friends he talked of being ‘tired’; in his writings he talked
of despair. But what he did talk and write about was suicide. He was driven to
thoughts ofsuicide several times by the sexual torments of his youth, he wrote
in his last book. If he had not met his wife when he did, he said to several close
friends, soon after his return in 1946, he would have killed himself then. In other
words: he thought ofsuicide several times, even many times, before Auschwitz.
Whatsaved him immediately after it was the resolution of his old torment about
women.

Looking into the psychic background, | found several significant figures. Two
were in the second generation above him: both his paternal grandfather and a
paternal great-uncle had committed suicide. He knew abouthis grandfather, but
not about his great-uncle, and there was one thing he did not know about his
grandfathereither: that he had killed himself in a very similar way — by leaping,
notinto a stairwell, but into the inner courtyard of a house. | do not know how
much can be made of a certain genetic predisposition, but clearly there was some.
The Registrar of Births and Deathsin Turin,at least, had little doubt. The death
certificate for Michele Levi, Primo Levi's grandfather,said ‘Precipitazione dall’alto,
‘Jumped from a height. When he handed it to me he shook his head andsaid
‘Sonotutti pazzi, ‘sti Levi’ — ‘They’re all mad, these Levis!’

It was in the generation just below this I found the third and final significant
figure, which was, of course, his mother. Levi’s parents’ marriage was far from
happy. It was arranged, as mostItalian Jewish marriagesstill were in 1918. Cesare
Levi, his father, was 40, and had been in bourgeois terms a playboy; according
to family legend, he had anillegitimate child in Hungary. Levi's mother, Rina,
Copyright © 2006 BAP J, Br. Assoc. Psychother, 44(1), 3-11, 2006
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was the opposite: only 23, inexperienced, inhibited and thoroughly Victorian.
(That was her son’s own description ofher, in his last, unpublished book.) Cesare
didn’t changehis spots: he remained a womanizer, and soon took his secretary
as his mistress, which she remainedfor therest of his marriage. Rina, who had
probably contributed to this outcome by herfrigidity, suffered, endured and
punished him.

All this I put together from various people in the family and in the Jewish
community of Turin, and from two novels based on the Levi family. Primo Levi
himself never talked about his original family. But its effect on him, | believe,
wentvery deep. He was born 42 weeksafter his parents’ wedding:in other words,
he was conceived on Rina’s honeymoon, which was (according to the story
handed down) a classic trauma to her, from which she had attempted toflee.
Andhe was male. She loved him with a possessive loveall his life, but I think
she could hardly touch him.‘I do not think my mother ever hugged me,” he said
to his closest confidante towards the endofhislife, ‘not even when | came back
from Auschwitz.

His mother seems to me the source of a very great deal in Primo Levi. His
father was too; but secondarily, because he died when Primo Levi was 22. Rina
lived with him all his life. In fact, she outlived him by four years.

It seems to me that the love-hate relationship Levi had with his mother was
at the root of the love-hate for women that washis central torment. It was to
protect himself from her dominating naturethathefirst developed,I think, that
calm, impenetrable mask which became his public image years later, and which
already made him seem old asa little boy. Since she only approved of him if he
was notlike his father, he wasn’t like his father. Instead he waslike her: station-
ary, self-denying, unableto fight openly for himself, but only to endure. Everything
in him thatwas like his father — the adventurer,traveller and lover of women —~
he repressed, and expressed only in his writing, if at all. Despite her passivity,
and unlike him, she was demanding and deeply egotistic; she dominated himall
hislife, and would notlet him go. He brought his wife to live in her house; she
brought up his children; she dominated them all.

This led to the final tragedy of Primo Levi's life, which was the tragedy of
his own marriage: because after its triumphant beginning, in which Lucia
Morpurgoliterally saved hislife by falling in love with him,it slowly became a
tragedy for both of them. The key to this tragedy was his inability to put his
wife before his mother, and take her away; or to put himself before either, and
take himself away. Instead all three remained locked in a sort of devil's pact, in
which Rina put up with Lucia to keep Primo, Lucia put up with Rina to keep
Primo, and also, in the end, to punish him; and Primoput up with both of them,
to keep the peace, and his image of himself as a good boy. This was the situation
at the root of his last several depressions; and at the root of that situation was
his pathological relation to his mother, from whom he had never been able to
separate himself.
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 3-11, 2006
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People did not know that there had been many depressions before the last
one. But his death had made thelast one clear. About that one everyone simply
assumed that its cause was Auschwitz. He was a survivor, indeed a writer
survivor, and we are all aware of the suicide rate amongst them — Jean Améry,
Paul Celan, Bruno Bettelheim, Tadeusz Borowski, Piotr Rawicz, Jerzy Kosinki.
The newspapers said it: ‘Auschwitz killed him 40 years later’; Bettelheim,
whowasstill alive, said it; Elie Wiesel said it; Levi’s son Renzo said it, or was
said in a newspaper to have said it. It was obvious, andalso distressing. Primo
Levi was the one survivor-writer who had seemed not to despair, who had
believed we could actually learn from Auschwitz, and who had shown us decency
as well as degradation in the pit of it. But now, ‘If he couldn't live with his
memories, Clive Jamessaid, ‘who can? If he,finally, had despaired of human-
kind, mustn't we?

It seemed to me important to show that this was nottrue. First of all, Primo
Levi was not changing his messageto us, he wasjustill. And second,hisillness
did not come from his memories of Auschwitz, as everyone supposed. He had
put them to use in decades of witnessing; he had transformed them into knowl-
edge and understanding; ‘the poison of Auschwitz, he said himself, ‘no longer
ran in his veins’? The memories were not the cause of his depression, he said
himself, more than once, in the weeks before he died. What caused his last
depression was the same thing that had causedall the others — his lifelong con-
flict over emotion, intimacy, sexuality — and the tragic family situation of his last
years. And underneath both of these lay the unbroken, unhappy, ultra-Jewish
and ultra-Italian bond to his mother. About Auschwitz Levi himself had said
some shockingly honest things: that it had been his university, his one adven-
ture, the time in his life when he had been most certain of what he had to do.
There was a quotation I took out of my book on legal advice: ‘The Lager was
Primo Levi's university. His Lager was his home.

I conclude with somefactual detail. Primo Levi's first depression after the war
was in early 1946, soon after his return. This was, of course, an Auschwitz
depression. Nonetheless, it centred on the ‘woman close to his heart,’ as he called
her, who had been deported with him and not returned; andfor reasonsclosely
connected to his old difficulties with women. In the 1950s and 60s there were
at least two serious depressions, both centred on work problems. Around 1969
or 1970 there was one which followed the end of a love affair, and in 1971 one
which followed the failure of a book, but which was probablystill connected to
that failure in love as well (as the book itself was). In 1972 and 1973 there were
several more, mostly work-related. By now he was, reluctantly, on sleepingpills,
but chat wasn’t enough, and around 1975 he consulted a psychiatrist for thefirst
time. The psychiatrist concluded that he was notclinically depressed, and did
not prescribe any medication.

Levi's full retirement from his factory in the late 1970s coincided with
the beginning of revisionism about the Shoah in the wider world, and with the
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 3-11, 2006
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beginning of his mother’s decline at home. From that point on he had many
small depressions — ‘at least once a year, like flu, his last confidante says. Now
that work was over they centred mainly on his health — he had ‘terror of physi-
cal ailment, she says; and more and more on the prison of demands created by
the two ageing mothers — Lucia’s as well, but most of all his own.

In 1982 camehis first clinical depression. The psychiatrist diagnosed it as
such; he went to a neurologist and was put on antidepressants. This depression
lasted nine months. It ended very suddenly,‘like a plug being pulled, he said — as
his other serious depressions had also done before. In this depression, his conf-
dante noted in her diary, he thought not only of suicide, but of suicide by jumping
from his third floorflat.

Finally, in September 1986, the last depression began. This time many drugs
were tried. This was 1986-7, and there was no such thing as Prozac; he wasfirst
given an MAOinhibitor, then several tricyclics. None seemed to help much,
and there was the complicating factor of an enlarged prostate, which his doctors
suspected of being cancerous, and decided to remove. For some weeks before the
operation he was taken off the antidepressants. During this time he went for
several sessions with a psychoanalyst. And since my book was published some
new information has emerged: during this last depression Primo Levi’s obsessive
regret and remorse over the death in Auschwitz of the ‘womanclose to his heart’
returned.

He had the operation, and was found not to have cancerafterall. He came
homein late March 1987. He refused to see anyone, but mostof his friends spoke
to him on the phone. They wereall shocked at the severity of this depression,
but they all thought he would pull through, as he had done before. On Friday
10 April he sounded much better — as though the plug had finally been pulled.
But on Saturday the 11", che first beautiful spring day, 15 minutes or so after
she had brought him his post, the concierge found his body at the foot of the
stairs.
On the question of suicide: 1 do not know the exact numbers, but a large

proportionofsuicides are people in clinical depression, and an appalling propor-
tion of people in clinical depression eventually commitsuicide. I think it is also
classic for people in depression to commit suicide just when they are beginning
to get better, and even on particularly beautiful days.

But we can leave such generalities aside. About Levi himself we know that
he had thought of suicide many times before. We also know, from his writings,
that he disapproved of suicide, that he thoughtit was letting people down, and
that it was against the aimsof life, which was his only religion. Those who do
not wantto think that he committed suicide argue that thatterrible death — no
note to his family, the broken body at the foot of the stairs — was utterly out of
character. Primo Levi was a chemist, they say, he would have known whichpills
to take, to make a kinder and more dignified exit. | agree. But all this shows is
that he did not decide to make his exit. And I agree with that too. Primo Levi
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 3-11, 2006
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would never have decided, in character, moreor less in possession of himself, to
abandonhis family, and to tell them why. He did not want, or decide, to kill
himself, of that I think we can be sure. But we also know,from the contemporary
diaries of his closest confidante, that he could think of nothing else. He told her
so, three days before he died: ‘Penso solo a sopprimermi, ‘All I can thinkofis
killing myself’

Given this, there is only one thing | think we can imagine: that he resisted
and resisted, as he had done before. But a man who has seen suicide as a way
out since his youth; who has thoughtof it whenever he was in a deep depression,
manytimes before; who has been obsessed with the thought of it probably for
weeks, and certainly for days; and who then dies in the way Primo Levidid: well,
it is conceivable hefell, there were no witnesses; but the chancesare slim. I wish
it were not so, butit is.
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Psychoanalytic reflections on Primo
Levi, Carole Angier and biography

HELEN TAYLOR ROBINSON
Introduction
When a biographer undertakes to write and to give both information and inter-
pretation to the life and works of a writer she may be said to stumble into the
territory of psychoanalysis. That territory is the exploration of the unconscious
psychicallife of the instinctualself. Psychoanalysis takes as its premise that the
unconscious psychicallife of the self has an over-determiningpart to play in the
conscious world we inhabit, and that the instincts, moreover, will be the dynamic
engines of the psychic process.

It is usual for che psychoanalytic terrain to be revealed in a safe and regularly
controlled and timelimited setting by the owner of the psyche in question. Help
is sought in understanding himself, help that is needed due to longstandingdif-
ficulties. So when a biographer examinesa life and wonders abouttheless avail-
able aspects of that life, and the life of the fiction that carries its author, she
might well be interested as to where her researches take her and, indeed, where
they seem to come to a kind of halt. Furthermore,if these researches revealsig-
nificant gaps, silences, ‘no entry’ points — as Carole Angier has unquestionably
demonstrated in the case of Primo Levi — and tantalize us with a violent
outcome, Levi's suicide, then perhaps a psychoanalyst might be advised to tread
carefully. For we now move through an immensely intricate version ofreality.

For our purposes here, this version of reality may be called the Carole Angier
Primo Levi biography, together with Levi's semi-autobiographicalfictions, docu-
ments or testaments, his scientific parable-fables and tales, and the distressing
material surrounding his life, his writing and his suicide, in the light of the
Holocaust. Speculation and conjecture, hypotheses and questions, lines of
enquiry andintuitive and imaginativeleaps, of the kind the psychoanalyst makes
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daily, will here be unsupported by the rigorous theoretical and technical frame-
work we call an analysis. In this sense, we are rightly wary and compelled
to assert, from this point, that biographical truth, literary/fictional truth and
psychoanalytic truth are entirely different disciplines whilst sharing some
commonelements, complementarities and symmetries.

What we can say is that Carole Angier’s biography, the writings of Primo
Levi, the serious issues of depression and suicide in the context of the second
world warandits aftermath for all mankind, and for Jewish mankindin particu-
lar, invites us to bring together this complex, hybrid massasif it were a man, to
play for a serious momentwithse questo e un uomo! Andif we can allow ourselves
a kind of mythological patient, using the phrase ‘if this is a man’ as a reference
to the psyche as a body of knowledge, if this can be imaginatively brought
to the consulting room of psychoanalysis, do we have anything we can offer
in a responsible and thoughtful way, to the myth which presents in these
circumstances?

I begin with a passage from Levi, the fiction maker, whocreates the testament
that follows on from If This is a Man.It is called The Truce and was published
eighteen years after the real events of his life, the moment of liberation from
Auschwitz.

Hereis the 25/6-year-old narratorfigure who describesthe start of the uncer-
tain exodus from Auschwitz internment.

The Thaw*
In the first days of January 1945, hard pressed by the Red Army, the Germans
hastily evacuated the Silesian mining region. But whereas elsewhere, in analo-
gous conditions, they had not hesitated to destroy the Lagers and their inhabit-
ants byfire or arms, they acted differently in the district of Auschwitz: superior
orders had been received (given personally, it would seem, by Hitler) to recover
at all costs every man fit for work. Thusall healthy prisoners were evacuated,in
frightful conditions, in the direction of Buchenwald and Mauthausen,while the
sick were abandonedto their fate. One can legitimately deduce from theevi-
dencethatoriginally che Germansdid notintend to leave one manalive in the
concentration camps; but a fierce night air raid and therapidity of the Russian
advance induced them to change their minds and flee, leaving their task
unfinished.

In thesick bay of the Lager at Buna-Monowitz eight hundredof us remained.
Of these about five hundred died from illness, cold and hunger before the
Russians arrived, and another two hundred succumbed in the following days,
despite the Russians’ aid.
 

*From If This is a Man/The Truce: A Survivor's Journey Home from Auschwitz, published by Bodley
Head, reprinted by kind permission of the Random House Group Ltd.
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Thefirst Russian patrol camein sight of the camp at midday on 27 January
1945. Charles and | were the first to see them: we were carrying Somogyi’s
body to the commongrave, the first of our room mates to die. We tipped the
stretcher on to the defiled snow, as the pit was now full, and no other grave
was at hand: Charles took off his beret as a salute to both the living and the
dead.

They were four young soldiers on horseback, who advanced along the road
that marked the limits of the camp, cautiously holding their sten-guns. When
they reached the barbed wire, they stopped to look, exchanging a few timid
words, and throwing strangely embarrassed glances at the sprawling bodies, at
the battered huts andat us fewstill alive.

To us they seemed wonderfully concrete and real, perched on their enormous
horses, between the grey of the snow and thegreyof the sky, immobile beneath
the gusts of damp wind which threatened a thaw.

It seemed to us, and so it was, that the nothingfull of death in which we
had wandered like spent stars for ten days had found its own solid centre, a
nucleus of condensation; four men, armed, but not against us: four messengers
of peace, with rough and boyish faces beneath their heavy fur hats.

They did not greet us, nor did they smile; they seemed oppressed not only by
compassion but by a confused restraint, which sealedtheir lips and boundtheir
eyes to the funereal scene. It was that shame we knew so well, the shame that
drowned usafter the selections, and every time we had to watch, or submit to,
some outrage: the shame the Germans did not know, that the just man experi-
ences at another man’s crime;the feeling of guilt that such a crime shouldexist,
that it should have been introduced irrevocably into the world of things that
exist, and that his will for good should have proved too weak ornull, and should
not have availed in defence.

So for us even the hourofliberty rang out grave and muffled, andfilled our
souls with joy and yet with a painful sense of pudency, so that we should have
liked to wash our consciences and our memories clean from the foulness that
lay upon them; and also with anguish, because wefelt that this should never
happen, that now nothing could ever happen good and pure enough to rub out
our past, and that the scars of the outrage would remain with usfor ever, and
in the memories of those who saw it, and in the places where it occurred and
in the stories we should tell of it. Because, and this is the awfulprivilege of our
generation and of my people, no one better than us has ever been able to grasp
the incurable nature of the offence, that spreads like a contagion. It is foolish
to think that humanjustice can eradicateit. It is an inexhaustible fount ofevil;
it breaks the body and thespirit of the submerged,it stifles them and renders
ther abject; it returns as ignominy upon the oppressors, it perpetuatesitself as
hatred among the survivors, and swarmsaround in a thousand ways, against the
very will of all, as a thirst for revenge, as a moralcapitulation, as denial, as
weariness, as renunciation.

Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 12-18, 2006
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These things, at that time blurred, and felt by most as no more than an
unexpected attack of mortal fatigue, accompanied the joy of liberation for us.
This is why few among us ran to greet our saviours, few fell in prayer. Charles
and | remained standingbeside the pit overflowing with discoloured limbs, while
others knocked down the barbed wire; then we returned with the emptystretcher
to break the news to our companions. (Levi, 1987: 187-9)

A psychoanalytic approach to the opening pages of The Truce
Levi's depiction of the thaw that now begins the truce of the book’stitle is, |
suggest, a metaphorfor us as psychoanalysts of an internal world and can be
taken as reference to a fantasied terrain within the psyche.It is not Levi's inter-
nal world,it is not the young narrator’s internal world, for he describes what he
experiencesthatis real but with hindsight. From the events that follow in the
Levi story we can hypothesize and reconstruct an imaginary psychical reality
that the Levi myth offers.

In this metaphor, derived from psychoanalytic theory, the four young men
that arrive from outside would, | suggest, represent the instinctual masculine
potencyor virility that reasserts itself as wondrously concrete and real, within
the unreal, dissociated and depressed internal grey that pertains. The unreal
greyness of snow and sky is a metaphorfor the feeling state which Levi describes
and which maybeinterpreted, psychically, as the subjugation by two parties to
render the instinctual null; the two parties are the perpetrators in Auschwitz,
andthe victims in Auschwitz, who in an unwilling and violent coupling destroy
life, render it grey (another nullified burial has just this moment passed) rather
than allow birth. But here for a momentthe instincts, the young Russian libera-
tors on horseback, suddenly prevail. The ‘nothingfull of death’ that the horrible
newborns of the Auschwitz experiment had been wandering within,as ‘prison-
ers-no-longer’, condense into this nucleus of valid life and hope. Theself sees
and identifies with the new arrivals not, for once, as persecutors or persecuted.
That the Russian youths were ‘armed but not against us’, implies a new inter-
course of two parties rather than a doing to death by one party to a submitting
other. The ‘four messengers of peace with rough and boyish faces beneath their
fur hats’ may serve to remind us of the dreaded apocalyptic four, Conquest, War,
Famine, and Death (could there be a more apt likeness of the circumstances at
Auschwitz?) who have been ravaging to bring about The Final Solution, the
world’s end. But can these be different beings? How can one know or recognize
them as newordifferent, despite the hope? In the delusion of the camp, or Lager,
is it not difficult to identify what these are? And yet Levi gives them a warm
and complex humanity, quickly compromised by what they have now to bear
witness to. Every young man whocarries on forward with hopecarriesthefearful
presentiments of the future, and these rough boys with guns would be looked
to, and also envied, for just this. They are men offering a different solution to
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 12-18, 2006
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the one that has been. Andit is the life and death balance here, between hope
and destructiveness, within the psyche, particularly the adolescent psyche, the
importance of hope being fought for and gained as a developmentalstaging post
to manhood,before thelater sufferings that will come andbringa different kind
of wisdom.

As Carole Angier hasindicated, the picture of the young Levi before intern-
mentis of an already‘if this is a man’ kind of man, in a balancethat is already
seemingly tilted towards the deadly, the introverted, the compromised — it is
already precarious how things stand. This is potency untried, already somewhat
interned, pending. But what is keeping the psyche waiting? Is there already, in
psychoanalytic terms and from Angier’s account,internalized here a monstrously
bloody Mother in unconscious phantasy, a murdering Mother benton destroying
the Father? Is the amorous and independent father of Primo Levi, Cesare, for
his sins of desire, to be wholly devoured in the psychic primal scene by this
mother Rina whoisstill, impassive, the centre of the household with a will that
would seem to negate and destroy him (Cesare) silently? If this is not a creative
and enlivening intercourse for a son to internalize, the potential to remain in a
perpetualpsychic re-enactmentofthis primalsceneis there.If there is a Mother
killing a Father in unconscious phantasy, in small, unspeakable, Auschwitz acts,
and a father to some extent runningoff, trying to evade and defy such perpetra-
tions, do they alternate? Who is who?Is there a pattern, what does each meta-
morphose into and becomein the instinctual internal world, moment by moment
— moments which can be tracked in the oscillations in an analytic transference,
tilting and repositioning the balance, moments which, when left unattended,
psychically lead to accumulations, stagnations, potentially deadly in their climax?
The Auschwitz experience of this kind ofsilent, highly organized, degrading,
unsurpassable cruelty that is continually a balance of disguise and deceit along-
side open andflagrantviolence is a modelofpsychopathological sado-masochism
at its most persistent and perverse. In Levi's writings, in his need to account, to
bear witness to, we could say there is an eloquent externalization and mastery
of the internal giving him literary potency and a literary manhood that con-
founds and moves beyond the actual psychic parents. In this sense his texts are
a success, worked hard for. He is not compromised.

It is the next passage of his writing about the thaw that bodesill, that creates,
with hindsight, an imbalance that if unwatched becomesa suicide, a fatality.
Whatinternally is the incurable nature of the offence that Levirefers to in this
passage quoted above? Why could ‘nothing ever happen good and pure to rub
out [the] past’? Why are there to be no survivors in a moral andspiritual sense
from Auschwitz? It might psychically feel to be just so — endlessly. For those who
are subjected to these cruelties it may indeed be so. But equally, as our greatest
dramastestify, and as ourclinical psychoanalytic experiencetestifies, it might
also be a statementthat gives licence to enact, in phantasy, an unforgiving ret-
ribution for which there would be an accompanyingguilt. It might become the
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 12-18, 2006
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licence to destroy, to say ‘never’ and ‘nothing’ in place of‘maybe’ and ‘something’,
to allow an ‘inexhaustible amountofevil’ to be inevitable and not probable, to
institute an internal machinery in which verylittle is allowed to change. This
is a speculation based on the Levi myth;it is not a speculation in the analytic
setting where it is psychically frequently re-enacted. ‘An unexpected attack of
mortal fatigue accompanied thejoy ofliberation for us’, Levi says. The beginning
of the return to internal liberation would invite, psychoanalytically speaking,
murder and mayhem, despair and desolation back into the psyche. Such work
to recovery would be beyond arduous. And after Auschwitz, Levi, the real man,
has still to return to the realities of home, a future, a mother, a wife, children,
work and creativity with all of it to do. That part of the Levi story, as Carole
Angier’s interpretation suggests, may represent an internal capitulation, as a
result of which it was not possible to achieve a real externalliberation.

Every time a sensitive child experiences a forced-upon-him cruelty by one
party acting upon another, every time he feels obliged to collaborate with one
parentin a silent outrage against the other, every time hefeels he is null or too
weak in his defence he might wellfeel he is in an unclean contagionthat spreads.
He might well feel this matter is incurable if it is prolonged, although he may
return to it, unerringly, in an effort to repair it and so consolidate the horror,
thus breaking the body andthe spirit, rendering himself abject, and creating a
will for vengeance. This, indeed, results in renunciation, moral capitulation and
utter weariness in the face of such a war. We might as analysts in the consulting
room understand the ego submitting to the violence of the corrupt Gestapo-like
super ego that condemns,exterminates and vindicatesits acts of cruelty and, in
turn, draws out the cringing, placating, lying, deception and appeasement ~ the
moral destruction of the submissive ego that retaliates in useless and repeated
humiliations. But here we can, as psychoanalysts, enter the battle, look at these
two forces at work and identify them as the two warring aspects of the parents
doing unto death. But we could not do this with any assurance in the case of
the real Primo Levi because he did not allow us this point of entry into ‘if this
is a man. This part of his internal story remainssilent. Omnipotently so, we
could say.

But we can speculate psychoanalytically and suppose a cruel perpetratorself
who needed to return, and intern, the monstrous mother/wife, to remain alive
in his shared home with her so that he could psychically ‘kill’ her daily and be
punished, in turn, by his own depression andsterility within writing, friendships,
love and work, within freedoms of small and great kinds. There is a kind of truce
here, a perpetual cessation, followed by the resumption of hostilities. Guilt at
the unconscious meanings of such acts committed by the internalized couple is
felt so concretely as the murderof one party by the other, as sickness and dete-
rioration exacerbates the internal reality in its outer manifestations (the dying
Mother/Rina) so thatit feels asif it can only be exited by actualself destruction,
if no other help is sought. Finally the self might ask ‘if this is a man’ andreply,
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savagely, killing the unconscious, here delusionally fused with the conscious,
once andforall.

| reiterate thatthis is an imaginary hypothesis derived from the life and work
of Primo Levi through a psychoanalytic model of the mind. In this model, sadis-
tically identifying with the perpetratorself in the unconscious, or submitting as
the victim self in the unconscious and creating a future world of guilt for both
unacceptable positions, is a psychic position, a death laden, primal scene re-
enactment.It can be identified, and reworked, moment by moment,in the long
fiction, the internalnarrative, of an analysis. It is the movement from the uncer-
tainty of ‘if this is a man’ to ‘this is a man’, from the truce to the peace, from
suicidal strivings to daily livings. Albert Camus madethis succinct statement in
his Notebooks (1970).

There is only one liberty. To come to terms with death. After which everything is
possible.
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SY OTECOVER SOMETHING GREAT

The marriage of the Macbeths

JAMESV. FISHER
ABSTRACT
The author develops a reading of the marriage of the Macbeths in Shakespeare's
Macbeth parallel to his clinical experience in couple psychoanalytic psychotherapy of
a particular dynamic in couple relationships which hecalls the ‘shared proleptic imagi-
nation’. In this paper he elucidates this concept by means of the use of Bion’s distinc-
tion between a ‘Work Group’ and a ‘Basic Assumption’ state of mind and then
illustrates this dynamicin the relationship of the Macbeths and in a clinicalvignette.!
The primary aim is to explore these couple dynamics with the help of Shakespeare's
characters, although it may also be interesting to see how this view of couple dynamics
affects the reader’s view of the play as a whole. Copyright © 2006 BAP. Published
by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.

Introduction
Shakespeare's pictures of the dynamics of human experience are almost always
intriguing, including, of course, the ways he imagines marriage and couplerela-
tionships - the Macbeths mostparticularly. Among the manyinterpretations of
the marriage of the Macbeths, Harold Bloom’s must stand as one of the more
unusual. He writes:

The sublimity of Macberh and Lady Macheth is overwhelming: they are persuasive and
valuable personalities, profoundly in love with each other. Indeed with surpassing irony
Shakespeare presents them as the happiest married couple in all his work. (Bloom, 1999:
518)
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It is true that the troubles these two people encounter seem,atfirst glance,
to have to do with whatis external to their marriage and notwithinit. However,
even if we see the description ‘happy’ as ironic, I for one find Bloom's charac-
terization idiosyncratic at best. If we shift our focus from ‘happiness’ to a notion
we are more comfortable with, intimacy, what comes to my mind are the astute
observations by Stephen Greenblatt in his marvellous Will in the World (2004).
In it he has a fascinating chapter in which he discusses what we know of
Shakespeare’s own marriage, interspersing his account with detailed examina-
tionsof the Poet’s various attempts to portray intimate relationships (Greenblatt,
2004: 118-49)

What kind of intimacy does Shakespeare think husbands and wives can
expect? Takingall of his plays together, Greenblatt concludes that Shakespeare’s
answeris: very little! His view is that Shakespeare foundic‘difficult to portray
or even imagine fully achieved marital intimacy’ (p. 128) - except in the mar-
tiages of two of his least appealing couples:

There are two significant exceptions to Shakespeare’s unwillingness or inability to
imagine a married couple in a relationship ofsustained intimacy, but they are unnervingly
strange: Gertrude and Claudius in Hamlet and the Macbeths. These marriages are power-
ful, in their distince ways, but they are also upsetting, even terrifying, in their glimpses
of genuine intimacy. (p. 137)

Greenblatt focuses the matter for us nicely when he observes that it is
startling ‘the extent to which they inhabit each other’s minds’ (p. 139). Freud,
in reflecting on the Macbeths, suggests that psychologically the husband and
wife represent two complementary aspects of the same person (Freud, 1916:
323-4).

In this paper I want to explore this dimension of the relationship of the
Macheths, this idea of an intimacy that Greenblatt characterizes as two people
‘inhabiting each other's minds’. But I want to doit in terms of the notion of the
proleptic imagination, a concept | explored previously in.a paper on the Macbeths.
(Fisher, 2000) The term ‘proleptic’ | take from the now out-of-fashion study of
thetoric. There it indicates taking something in the future as already having
happened.It is appropriate in that sense in reference to the Macbeths, as we
will see. But I also want to use in a broader sense to include taking anything
imagined, pictured, perceived, assumed,or believed as true. Noreality testing is
required ortolerated.

In that earlier paper I lookedat proleptic imagination in each of the Macbeths
individually but I did not see it as a genuinely couple phenomenon - no doubt
because I had not yet become awareof it in my consulting room. In this paper
I wantto illustrate this couple phenomenonasit appears in the Macbeths’ mar-
riage and in my consulting room.Atleast | wantto offerit as a possible way of
thinking about some pernicious, but all-too-common, couple dynamics that can
affect not only marital couples but also the analytic couple. In this paper I focus
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on the marital couple, although the implications for the analytic couple can be
seen in the dynamics between the analyst and the marital couple.

Because the notion of the proleptic imagination - let alone the idea of a
shared proleptic imagination - is not in general use, and doubtless because | am
working on Bion at the moment, I have decided to appropriate two well known
terms from Bion’s early work - the idea of a Work Group mentality and a Basic
Assumption mentality - as a way of introducing these ideas. Before I explain
how I proposeto use these terms, I should mention the conceptthatwill already
have come to mind when Greenblatt talks of the idea of two people inhabiting
each other’s minds- projective identification.

The dynamicsof projective identification are doubtless at work in this story.
But if we are going to use that concept here, we need to keep in mindthe dis-
tinction betweena projective identification that aimsat evacuation of something
into the other, anda different, but related process that, in effect, says, you're one
too, or you and IJ are both whateverit is. The shared proleptic imagination, a
kind of shared unconscious phantasy in the sense I have in mind, is not an
evacuation of something into the other but an unconscious certainty, sometimes
conscious, that both share exactly the same emotional state of mind.

My attraction to using Bion’s early group terms for two different kinds of
unconsciously shared states of mind is perhaps apparent.I realize there is risk of
implying that | view the couple as a group, butI shall have to assumethe under-
standingthat there is a fundamentaldifference betweenthe intimacy of the two
and that of three or more. | will use these two terms simply to have a way to
introduce two very different shared emotionalstates of mind, as well as two very
different modes of sharing emotional experience.

By a Work Groupstate of mind I mean to designate a shared emotionalori-
entation to any shared interest, for example watchinga play, raising children,
trying to havea serious conversation,ora frivolousone, going for a walk, making
love, or whatever. The main point, as Bion emphasizes,is that it is a ‘realistic’
state of mind - or as| prefer, one that is open to reality testing. I should emphasize
thatby reality testing | have in mind judgements about both what wecall ‘inter-
nal’reality, the reality of one’s own emotional experience, as well as what we
experience as externalreality. Action which is based on such judgementshas in
principle been open to review, and similarly the sharing in a ‘Work Group’ or
‘realistic’ state of mind must always be subject to review, a choice, to some degree,
whether to continue or to withdraw.

In contrast there is what Bion called a Basic Assumption state of mind in
which particular cluster of emotions dominates andthere is no possibility of not
sharing in that state of mind. The mode of linking here Bioncalls ‘valency’, the
capacity of individuals, unconsciously and instantaneously, to hold ‘each other
in involuntary and inevitable emotional combination’ (Bion, 1952: 242, 246).
Again projective identification may be a sub-category of this form of connection,
but we need to keep in mind a broader sense of being drawn into a shared
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unconsciousstate of mind, as | have suggested. My ownpreferenceis to designate
this as a shared proleptic imagination.

It is important to note that a ‘Work Group’or‘realistic’ state of mind is not
without emotion. To the contrary, this state of mind not only allows for an
experience of the whole range of emotions, it is necessary to that emotional
experience. It is centred around the emotion of curiosity, or what Bion is later
to call ‘K’, the urge to know. I discussed this in greater detail in a recent paper
on ‘The emotional experience of K’ (Fisher 2005). Therefore the primary distinc-
tion between the ‘Work Group’or‘realistic’ state of mind and thatof the ‘Basic
Assumption’is not the distinction between reason and emotion.It is the differ-
ence betweenbeing able to think while feeling, sometimes intense, emotion, and
being swept along by emotion unthinkingly. Thefirst uses the process of reality-
testing in reference to internal and external reality, thinking one’s emotional
experience and making judgements on that basis of ‘thinking feclingly’. The
second is the experience of overwhelming, instantaneously shared emotions
about which thinking is impossible, competingfeelings are intolerable, and the
urge to act on those unthought emotionsis virtually irresistible. For the couple
it is a shared state of mind that resembles that of the mob.

Thesuicidal patient and her husband
I want now to flesh out these ideas by sceing how they help us to understand
the marriage of the Macbethsas portrayed in Shakespeare’s Macbeth.’ 1 should
say here that there are innumerable observations that can be made, indeed have
been made, about this intriguing play. My intention in this paperis to focus on
one aspect and resist the temptation to take up other interesting questions. I do,
however, think that the couple relationship is at the heart of the play and any
broader interpretation of it must take account of the dynamics of the marriage
of the Macbeths.

Let’s begin by approaching the couple in the way we often encounter couple
dynamics (especially in public mental health services). That is, | want us to
observe first the ‘identified patient’, Lady Macbeth - or more precisely to sit in
on an observation of her. Subsequently we will have an opportunity to observe
the patient’s husband and his mentalstate,as well as, interestingly, his discussion
with the doctor about the condition of his wife.

Asyou read and/or watch this scene | invite you to attend to this observation
in a clinical state of mind, forgetting what you know about their background
from the rest of the play — that is, approach it without memory or desire, as
someone onceputit. What do we learn about them simply onthebasis of these
observations and what hypotheses we might form about (1) their current state
of mind and (2) in what waytheir relationship is involved, either as a conse-
quenceor as a contributory factor? This ‘consultation’ has been prompted by the
gentlewoman,the ‘nurse’, who is caring for the Queen, Lady Macbeth, calling
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in the doctor because of her patient’s sleepwalking, although we are soon aware
there is more to it than that.
{Scene: Macbeth 5.1.1 to 5.1.76 and/or the DVD Chapter 20, time: 1.45.12 to
1.49.33]

In this disturbing scene there are a number of things on which we could
focus. 1 wantto call attention to just two. One is the presence and function of
hallucinations. The other is the couple dimension of what we have just
witnessed.

We are quickly aware that there is indeed more involved than just Lady
Macbeth’s sleepwalking that led the nurse to summonthe doctor. Sleepwalking
is, in a way, a form of hallucination in that the person is both in a dream-state
and is taking intentional action in the physical world. We'll come back to hal-
lucination in a momentsinceit is critical to an understanding of the couple
dynamics I am trying to describe. But the first question concerns the content
and the significance of what Lady Macbeth is hallucinating. We note that it
leads the doctor to be concerned about the possibility of her committing suicide.
He orders her to be watched and any means of her harming herself to be
removed. He also forms an opinion as to what might have led to her‘suicidal’
state of mind,although heletsslip that he has been influenced by rumours,‘foul
whisp’rings’ — it all makes him think he ought to refer his patient to a ‘higher
authority’:

Foul whisp’rings are abroad. Unnatural deeds
Do breed unnatural troubles: Infected minds
To their deafpillows will discharge their secrets.
More needs she the divine than the physician. — (5.1.68-70)

The moreinteresting question for me has to do with the evidence on which one
might base a judgement about whetherthis is indeed a suicidal state of mind
and,if it is, what has led to it. The doctor, it seems to me, bases his judgement
on Lady Macbeth’s hallucinations, primarily her repeated ‘washing her hands’
and what shesays as she doesso:

Yet here’s a spot. (5.1.30)

— What,will these hands ne’er be clean? — (5.1.41)

Here’s the smell of the bloodstill: all the
perfumes of Arabia will not sweeten this little hand.
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Oh!oh! oh! (5.1.47-49)

— Yet who would have thought the old
Manto have had so muchblood in him? (5.1.37-38)

If this were a dream, a nightmare, we would seeits images as a picture of an
emotional experience of guilty fear or remorse — a dream-picture of an anxious
desperation to expunge that emotional experience in the face of herinability to
integrate it satisfactorily into herlife. And in this hallucination, as in a dream,
a nightmare, her actionsare futile.
Why doesn’t she inquire further about this strange phenomenonofthe stain

and smell of blood she cannotget rid of and seek a second opinion perhaps?
Because she is asleep — and in dreams, even if we do inquire, being a dream-
state it would be as difficult to get a responsible answer as to get rid of the
bloodstain. But she acts as if she were awake and conscious. Whatif she were
fully awake and conscious andstill did not, indeed refused, to question the
experience because she knows, she is certain what she sees and what she smells?
That is what we call hallucination. We can defineit as a proleptic dream-state
of mind, a dream-state experienced as reality and marked by unquestioning
certainty.

Mysecond observation hasto do with the couple aspect of what we have just
observed. In the past I have talked about‘couple dreams’ (Fisher 1999). But these
so-called couple dreams happen while our couples are awake and conscious. |
hopeby the end ofthis paperit will become apparent how importanthallucina-
tions are for understanding some of the most difficult dynamics in the intimate
couple relationship — and most particularly shared couple hallucinations or a
sharedproleptic imagination. As a couple phenomenontheyare a mostinsidious
form of shared unconscious phantasy, a shared unconscious phantasy that is
acted on asif it were a fact.

In the scene we havejust observed we could ask whose hands Lady Macbeth
is talking about. Clearly when she asks, ‘will these hands ne'er be clean’, she
seemsto be looking at and thinking about her own hands. But notice she also
says:

Wash your hands, put on your night-gown;
look not so pale. — I tell you yet again, Banquo’s
buried: he cannot comeouton’s grave. (5.1.58-60)

Youwill have noticed, | imagine, that most of Lady Macbeth’s comments sound
like a part of a conversation, an urgent, desperate dialogue — but a dialogue with
whom? In her repeated sleepwalking dream, or hallucinated dialogue, Lady
Macbeth seems to be struggling to integrate something that drives her to the
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edge of madness. To whom is she saying ‘wash your hands’ and why does she
mention Banquo andreassure her interlocutorthat he is buried and cannot come
out of his grave? Whatis it, what is the emotionalexperience that this woman
cannot integrate in her mind and into herlife?

And what about her husband? Let us now observe the current state of the
other half of this couple:
[Scene: Macbeth 5.3.1 to 5.3.62 and 5.5.1 to 5.5.28 and/or the DVD Chapter 22,
time: 1.50.34 to 1.55.43 and Chapter 24, time: 1.56.19 to 1.58.47]

What do we see when we observe Macbeth for ourselves as he questions the
doctor regarding the condition of his wife? The doctor hedges, not mentioning
that he is anxious about her possible suicidal state of mind. To Macbeth he
simply saysit’s just her ‘chick-comingfancies’ that keep her from sleep. Macbeth's
“retort might make us wonder, given what we have just seen.It is difficult not to
hear him speaking about himself as well as his wife:

Cure herof that:
Canst chou not minister to a mind diseas'd,
Pluck from the memorya rooted sorrow,
Raze out the written troubles of the brain,
And with some sweet oblivious antidote
Cleanse the stuffd bosom of thatperilous stuff
Which weighs upon the heart. (5.3.39-—45)

Not ‘give sorrow words’! Not acknowledge the reality of conflicting emotions!
But‘pluck out’, wipe out of existence these troubles, these conflicts, with sweet,
oblivion-making medicine. Macbeth finds no sweet antidote to give him some
peaceful oblivion, although perhaps he seeksit in this scene in his attempted
schizoid razing of his capacity for emotional experience. He appears to disdain
that ‘sweet oblivious antidote’ his wife has chosen (though his final duel with
Macduff maybehis version ofit). There may be some temporarysatisfaction in
his cynicism, and in his disparagement of his emotional experience,his strutting
andfretting his hour on the stage, he is a template for many of the men, but not
only the men, we see in therapy. But he clearly finds no peaceful oblivion in his
cynicism:

Life's but a walking shadow; a poor player,
Thatstruts andfrets his hour uponthestage,
Andis heard no more:it is a tale
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Told by an idiot, full of sound andfury,
Signifying nothing. (5.5.17-28)

Destroy or damage the capacity for emotional experience and you damage or
destroy the meaning in life — and paradoxically find yourself in an increasingly
despairing emptiness. But how did these two people come to this sorry state?
And what, if anything, has their relationship had to do with what has
happened?

The shared unconscious proleptic imagination
In order to think about those questions let’s look at something of what has gone
on between wife and husband. We begin soon after Macbeth’s famousvictory in
the service of the king, Duncan, which earned him the new title of Thane of
Cawdor. Lady Macbethis reading a letter from her husband from the battlefield.
In it he barely mentions the victory but excitedly tells her of an experience so
strange he must share it with her immediately. Prophecies from some strange
women,‘Weird Sisters’, that seem to become true as they are made. A newtitle
and wealth already his, and a pronouncementthat he will be king. Without
hesitating or stopping to ponder on it all, he sends an urgent message to his
‘dearest partnerof greatness’ so that the picture in his mind mightbe their shared
picture of the greatness that is promised.

Whythen, do we imagine, does Lady Macbeth immediately think about her
husband’s weaknesses — or what she assumes are weaknesses — for example,his
reluctance to act when it conflicts with his sense of honour — or, too full of the
milk of human kindness! She is convincedit is just his timidity and he needs
her to stir him into action. Otherwise, she fears, he will miss the destiny he
covets, the kingship with which fate and supernatural powers have already
crowned him.
[Scene: Macbeth 1.5.1 to 1.5.73 and/or the DVD Chapter 6, time: 17.13 to 24.13.]

Here are a few observations about this powerful scene which | think Harriet
Walter portrays so effectively. It is not just that Lady Macbeth enters into what
she takes to be thespirit of the letter, it is almost as if she were there ahead of
her husband,already thinking about the problem ofhis ‘character weaknesses’
— at least as she perceives them. Perhapssheis right. It is not a matter of mis-
perception that | want to call attention to here when I suggest that Lady
Macbeth misreads her husband. It is not that she is wrong about Macbeth’s
characterflaws, perhapshis‘fear’, or his being ‘too full o’th’milk of human kind-
ness’ to do what he must doif he is to succeed.

No, the misreading, I am suggesting, lies in two errors. One was to take his
obvious excitement, and perhaps his proleptic state of mind — his picturing the
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words of the ‘Weird Sisters’ almost as if an accomplished fact — as the totality of
his emotions and potential emotions. The other error was to take his letter pic-
turing the two of chem in royal splendour, as if he were stating a fact and not
primarily communicating his emotionalstate. Perhapsit struck such a resonant
chord with Lady Macbeth and her own imaginings of glory and power that it
becamea reality for her as soon as her husband painted for her a picture ofit —
her proleptic imagination.

Here I want to interruptto give a brief clinical picture of one critical moment
of a similar dynamic with a couple I have been seeing. She was struggling with
her ambivalence, having !eft the marital home but also having initiated the
couple therapy. He was mystified, unable to cope with her leaving and suspicious
of her motives in suggesting therapy. I want to focus only on a critical moment
well into a very intense process when she announced thatshe didn’t want to be
with him and wanted to bring the therapy to end in the next month or two.
Taking her at her word, he was despairing, especially given that he thought they
were making progress and had even managed someof their most satisfying inti-
mate moments ever. He responded that it was just what he had suspected, that
she intended this all along and had just been going through the motions. He
then repeated his theory that there was something in her that made her want
to spoil anything good between them,especially when it was going well, since
she could never decide whatshe really wanted. Her reaction was to look at me
upset, wanting to know why he was attacking her. For her it confirmed just why
the marriage was impossible.

1 have learned the hard way with this and other couples how difficult it is
not to respond to such comments that are couched as decisions as if they were
in fact decisions. Communication of emotional experience does not always come
with the preface I feel asif I, for example, never want to see you again. In fact
they seldom do, especially when they are strong feelings that have been sup-
pressed,butit is excraordinarily challenging to remain in a state of mind to hear
them as communications of emotional experience. At cooler moments the
womanin this couple has often explained to me that she makes ‘decisions’, that
she ‘decides’ she is going to dothis or that, all the time, but only knowsit is a
real decision when she gets to the point of acting onit.

I try to talk with them about what she hassaid as an emotional communica-
tion of how shefeels at this point about the therapy and the marriage. But in
this atmosphere — and in this marriage — is there really any possibility for her
to articulate such intolerable feelings — intolerable for him (becauseit feels like
a decision to him) andintolerable for her (becauseit feels like a decision to her)?
In a sense this can be seen as an example of the ambivalence the couple has
been talking about so much. But of course it doesn’t quite feel like that, for them
or for me. Ambivalence appears most often, not as a thoughtful state of mind,
butserially as singular states of mind. Especially where there is an intense inter-
nal conflict, each side of that conflict is experienced as absolutely and only what
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oneis feeling when feeling it. An invitation, whether to partner or patient, to
remember and consider returning to the opposing emotional state of mind can
be experienced as an attempt to deny thereality of whatis being felt. Who then
holds on to the ambivalence?

There is one thing [ want to say briefly about technique in this context,
which is implied in the work with this couple. It has almost become a com-
monplace in our work with couples and with individuals that one of the key
therapeutic goals lies in the withdrawal of projections and owning whatis
one’s own. I would stress Bion’s discovery in analysis of psychotic patients that
projective identification is both an evacuation, a projection of unwanted or
intolerable feelings and potentially a primitive form of communication (Bion,
1957, 1958). We are accustomedto the idea that one major therapeutic leverage
in analysis lies in the analyst’s capacity to take in those ‘projections, not being
overwhelmed or defined by them, in order to experience them as a mode of
communication. It is the same in the dynamicsof couple therapy and in the
couple relationship. At some points in a relationship it is not the withdrawal
of projections that is important, indeed they are misperceived as projections,
or as only projections. To insist on their withdrawal would be to reject them
as a communication. The critical capacity on the part of the analyst, and ulti-
mately each partner in an intimate relationship, is to be able to experience
them as communications. That, I suggest, is the fulcrum of the dynamic of
intimacy.

With my couple we were skating close to the edge where emotional experi-
ence becomes action, where whatis being imaged is taken proleptically as already
a reality. How long can we survive at the edge? Long enoughfor the two of them
to think through together such intense emotional experiences?

It is similar with the Macbeths, | am suggesting. The difference is the differ-
ence in the emotional experiences of each couple and the actions to which they
mightlead. For both couples the question is: do emotions, particularly intense
emotions, sweep away the possibility of thinking? Can there be a shared Work
Group thinking rather than a shared Basic Assumption flight to action? The
Macbeths unthinkingly swept along toward assassination (Lady Macbeth is
thinking, but only about how not whether to do the deed) - or my couple
unthinkingly swept along to final separation — both have the quality of the
actions of a Basic Assumption mob.

Of course my couple, or the Macbeths, might reasonably proceed to those
actions thinkingly, but only if they can ‘think feelingly’; think while in that
emotional state. The difference would be that the choice then would notresult
in madnessor a schizoid state, which in effect destroys the emotional conflict.
Thefact that in the end the Macbethsdisplay both madness and schizoid mean-
inglessness suggests to me thatit is action flowing from a sharedproleptic imagi-
nation, action taken not so much on the basis of thought-through emotion, as
action flowing-from and thuspart-of a Basic Assumption state of mind.
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Thecouple and ambivalence: Macbeth’s equivocation
With both the Macbeths and my couplethere is evidence, I think, of a profound
ambivalence hidden beneath the intensity of the passions of the moment.If the
conflicting feelings could bereally, that is experientially, acknowledged,it would
disrupt the flight into a shared Basic Assumption mentality. The story of the
Macbethsallows us a poignantinsight into tragedy of an inability to recognize
and acknowledge the more hidden emotions that can constitute an ambivalence
felt to be intolerable. In this play we get a particularly vivid picture of Macbeth’s
ambivalence and his internal torment that goes with it. What follows is my
evidence that Lady Macbeth hasunthinkingly misread her husband; something
she later begins to recognize butstruggles against acknowledging because she
sensesit will drive her into madness. Ofcourseit could also be said that Macbeth
initially misleads his wife, only later recognizing his ambivalence and finding
that he too is on the edge of madness.
[Scene: Macbeth 1.7.1 to 1.7.83 and/or the DVD Chapter8, time: 25.36 to 32.44.]

Macbeth’s state of mind clearly was affected by his wife’s greeting that his
letters have transported her beyond ‘this ignorant present’ — she feels now the
future in the instant. She takes him as having decided, but weak, unable to take
action. His perhaps surprising initial response is to say to her, ‘We will speak
further’. In this scene we hear him, on his own away from her, thinking about
whathe doesfeel.

This momentis the heart of the story for me. I have a special affection
for it because this is the kind of thing I have seen beneath the mask of so
many schizoid men in couple therapy — not only men of course, but I find
men in particular susceptible to the myth of the emotionally literate woman
whoall-too-often uses a fluent psychological vocabulary to distract herself and
her partner from her emotional experience. The man, as we may discover, is
full, often over-full, of feeling usually seriously conflicting emotions — so full
he cannot imagine experiencing them, indeed would think that would be
mad.

In Macbeth’s agonizing in his private moments, | suggest that we hear him
thinkingrealistically. That is, he is imaginatively reality testing, thinking about
howitwill be if he, or they, follows the course that is beginning to feel inevitable.
Imagining what might happen and whatit might be like based on our experience
is one of the most important ways we have ofreality testing - sometimes the
only way.
When Macbeth thinks about his relationship to Duncan — as his kinsman,

as his host, as his subject — he discovers emotions in himself that make assassi-
nationfeel impossible. In some of Shakespeare’s most poignant lines, Macbeth
imagines the murder of a good man:
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his virtues
Will plead like angels, trumpet-tongu’d, against
The deep damnationof his taking-off;
AndPity, like a naked new-born babe,
Striding the blast, or heaven's cherubin, hors'd
Uponthe sightless couriers of the air,
Shall blow the horrid deed in every eye,
That tears shall drown the wind. (1.7.18-25)

This is the same man wholater despairs:
(Life] is a tale

Told byan idiot, full of sound andfury,
Signifying nothing. (5.5.17-28)

How can this be, at one momentthinking feelingly and the next emotionally
vacant? Some have said that Macbeth wasan evil man; some that he was emo-
tionally coerced into this by a wicked, evil woman.It is no doubtplausible to
see these two people as the epitome of evil. But 1 want to suggest that we can
see some all-too-common couple dynamics here. We saw herin thatearlier scene
where, caught up in her conviction that this was what her husband wanted, Lady
Macbeth seeks to empty herself of her femininity and any of her own conflicting
feelings. In their place she invites the spirits to ‘unsex’ her so that she can give
her husband whatshe thinks he needsto achievehis aspirations — and hers. She
is willing to sacrifice all for the passion of his ambition — of their ambition. But
why, we might wonder, does it focus in such a disturbing image of a woman's
attack on her maternal feelings?

1 have given suck, and know
Howtender‘tis to love the babe that milks me:
1 would, while it was smiling in my face,
Have pluck’d my nipple from his boneless gums,
And dash’d the brains out, had I so sworn
Asyou have doneto this. (1.7.54-9)

Macbeth hears this not a rejection of herself as mother, but to the contrary as
the possibility of the conception of the children, the male children, this couple
do not have.
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Bring forth men-children only!
For thy undaunted mettle should compose
Nothing but males. (1.7.73-5)

Greenblatt describes him as ‘weirdly aroused by this fantasy’ (Greenblatt 2004:
139). Is it weird or is this the form their shared proleptic imagination takes?
Macbeth joins his wife in what looks like an unconscious phantasy in which
the murder of Duncan, the king, is somehow equivalentto this couple bringing
forth male children to secure the crown, their crown, in an unbroken line into
the future. Whensheinvites the spirits to ‘unsex’ her so that no feminine weak-
ness can mate with her husband's anticipated hesitation, she becomesin his mind
the motherof soldiers who, like their mother, would show no hesitation, weak-
ness, or ambivalence. With this shared single-minded potency, she says, ‘What
cannot you and | perform ...! Can they bring forth male children?

Against this dream, this hallucination, there is the growing realization that
it is Banquo’s heirs, as the ‘Weird Sisters’ had said, who threaten to inherit the
kingdom. Macbeth’s nightmare-ish murderous attempts to prevent this prove
futile. Lady Macbeth is convinced more and morethatin this waking nightmare,
all thinking about their emotional experience must go. She can see whereit will
lead: ‘it will make us mad’ (2.2.32-3)

In the last scene to which | want to call attention, the ‘nightmare dinner
party’, we observe Lady Macbeth beginning to comprehend how desperate and
disturbed her husband is. And she too has beguntorealize their plight:

Nought’s had, all’s spent
Where ourdesire is got without content:
’Tis safer to be that which we destroy,
Than by destruction dwell in doubtful joy. (3.2.4-7)

Still she seemsable to cope with disappointment and chides her husband again
for too much thinking, After the murder of Duncan she had tried to calm her
husbandtelling him to wash his hands:‘a little water clears us of this deed’! Now
she says to him: ‘Things without all remedy / Should be without regard: what's
doneis done’ (3.2.11-12).

But Macbeth knows how close he is to madness:
©! full of scorpions is my mind, dear wife!
Thou know’st that Banquo, andhis Fleance, lives. (3.2.36-7)

Is this when she beginsto realize somethingof the reality of their shared uncon-
scious phantasy — the imagining that the murder of Duncan was the bringing
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forth of male children? Is her husband being driven mad, not just because of
their insecurity but also because ofhis realization that there will be no children,
no heirs?

Upon my head they plac’d a fruitless crown,
Andput a barren sceptre in my gripe,

No son of mine succeeding. (3.2.4-7)

It is at this point that Macbeth takes action independentof his wife in an attempt
to master the emotions that are tormenting him. She asks desperately: ‘What's
to be done?’ He responds with apparent affection:

Be innocent of the knowledge, dearest chuck
Till thou applaud the deed, (3.2.36-7)

What she will soon discover is that Macbeth has organized killers to murder
Banquo and his son. When Banquo dies but his son escapes, Macbeth is dis-
traught. His wife will make one last attempt to keep him from falling into
madnessat what I am calling a ‘nightmare dinnerparty’.

The nightmare dinner party
How appropriate in a bizarre way that we see something close to the denouement
of the couple nightmare in the scene we could describe as ‘the nightmare dinner
party’. Here we see portrayed this couple’s final attempt to sustain some sense of
normalcy. Whyisit finally not sustainable? I suggest Macbeth’s acting independ-
ently has broken the spell of their shared Basic Assumption state of mind. In
her husband’s hallucinations Lady Macbeth begins to see, but cannot yet bear
fully to acknowledge to herself, that this means he, at some fundamentallevel,
has been acting against some of his own importantfeelings. Thatis, there has
been a profound internal conflict in Macbeth which meansthat her proleptic
imagination, which became their shared imagination, only related to an aspect
of what her husbandfelt. In some basic way she has misread him.

This dawning awareness drives her to the edge of madness because she, too,
at some fundamental level is profoundly ambivalent about what has happened,
an ambivalence of which Macbeth seems completely unaware. Asshe struggles
to avoid acknowledgementof that reality at the end of the dinnerparty, we can
almost hear her nursery sing-song voice in her sleepwalking madness: ‘The
ThaneofFife had a wife: whereis she now” (5.1.40). The Thaneof Fife, Macduff,
also had children. Where are they now?
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And Macbeth?Ashis wife slips irretrievably toward her own hallucinations,
in which she tries to recreate the single-mindedness of their shared dream of
potency,he takes the opposite route, destroying his capacity for emotional aware-
ness so there is nothing left to think about. In the end, as with his wife, action
precedes, even precludes, thinking:

Strange things | have in head, thatwill to hand,
Which mustbe acted, ere they may be scann’d. (3.2.4—7)

If they were scanned, then it would be impossible to experiencelife as a tale
told by an idiot, signifying nothing,asif one felt nothing. This is the man who
sees no way back to thinking whatheis feeling, as he says to his wife at the end
of this scene:

I am in blood
Stepp'd in so far, chat, should I wade no more,
Returning were as tedious as go’er. (3.4.135-7)

Andyet this is also the man who, when at the end of the play he encounters
Macduff, cries:

But get thee back, my soul is too much charg’d
Wich blood of thine already. (5.8.5-6)

Again Macbeth is on the verge of thinking whathe is feeling. But from the
moment their shared imagination became-a shared hallucinatory nightmare,
everything Macbeth had done, and continuesto do right up to, but, I think, not
including thatfinal duel with Macduff, is shaped by his being caught up in the
couple nightmare. Macbeth’s continuing desperate murders were a futile attempt
to establish the certainty of their power, their potency — a potency they have
unconsciously imagined as absolute, the power of the Basic Assumption
mentality.

When this paper was presented I said nothing following the viewing of this
scene, made almost overwhelmingly painful in the portrayal by Harriet Walter
and Antony Sher. In this published version I have also decided not to include
any final comment. Havinginvited you intothis story, the disturbing reality is
that, no matter how painful to watch, for the Macbeths there is nothing we can
say or do thatwill illumine their way back from these destructive couple dynam-
ics — not even as an uninvited guest at this nightmare dinnerparty.

[Scene: Macbeth 3.4.31 to 3.4.143 andfor the DVD Chapter 16, time: 1.11.38 to
1.20.29]
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Notes
1. This is (potentially) a multi-media paper making use of Gregory Doran’s

DVD film of the recent RSC production of Macbeth with Antony Sher
and Harriet Walter (Doran, 2001) . 1 am suggesting that along side the
paper the reader views the appropriate sections of the DVD marked in the
paper and/or reads the appropriate sections of the text of Macbeth (Muir,
1951). I am aware that it is unusual to link a paper discussing a play so
closely with a particular production of that play. However, although I
developed the structure of my analysis of the couple dynamics discussed
in the paper before | saw this RSC film version, the elaboration of my
interpretation has become intertwined with that of the film. ] think this
film version offers the viewer an experience of the emotional interplay
between the Macbeths that goes beyond what has previously been availa-
ble and even beyond what was possible in the stage version on which this
film is based. In the future anyone interested in these emotional dynamics
in Macbeth will have to take account of the portrayal in this film which
in my view sets a new standard in the understanding of these troubled
characters. ,

2. Rather than giving an extensive rationale for my approach to literary works
and to characters in them, I am here simply offering this study of the
Macbethsas an example of my approach.Thisis clearly nota literary critical
study, nor an attemptto offer a psychoanalytical perspective on theplay. I
take these characters as people similar to the patients in my consulting
room. My aim is to be as respectful of the former as I am of the latter,
attending to what I hear and sce as carefully as | can. A more complete
accountwill be found in a book I am preparing which includesreflections
on King Lear, Macbeth, and Hamlet underthe provisionaltitle of Imagination,
Shakespeare, and Psychoanalysis.
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Nelson Mandela, the last hero:
a psychoanalytic perspective

RUTH BERKOWITZ*
ABSTRACT
Nelson Mandela’s capacity to bring about fundamental and creative change in apart-
heid South Africa was chosen as an appropriate topic for the conference on ‘Diversity’.
This paper is an attempt to understandthis capacity from a psychoanalytic perspective.
Based on the reading of texts, it is proposed that while Mandela is a gifted man,
endowed with an excellentintellect, physical strength and good looks,it was his early
beginnings that enabled him to lead a creative life. The hardships of his life and his
responses to these form the basis for discussion in this paper. Unlike those often seen
in psychoanalytic practice, his was nota life of ‘acting-out’ and revenge, but more of
reflection and struggle, which is the aim of psychoanalytic work. Copyright © 2006
BAP. Published by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd.
Key wordscreativity, diversity, internal struggle, Mandela, political struggle

Introduction
When I was invited to present a paper at the conference on diversity, it was
Nelson Mandela who immediately came to mind. There can be few in the world
that do not know that through his thoughts, words and actions, the new South
Africa was created. This process moved from oneof institutionalized hatred,
alienation and persecution of black people — ‘apartheid’ — to one in which these
institutional barriers were dismantled,so that the ideas of equality between races
could berealized.

While Mandela is without doubt an iconic figure, universally loved and
admired, his achievements, for me, are embedded in his mantra ‘The Struggle is
my Life’. He wasreferring, of course, to the political struggle but at a psychoana-
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lytic level, there was always the bedrock of the personal struggle. Working ana-
lytically, it is a commonplace that psychopathologyis closely linked to the failure
to struggle, to the longing for solutions, for answers, ‘now’. Therapy, slowly and
painstakingly via a range of techniques and understandings, always moves
towards the gradual giving up of those defences which bypass the struggle.

Growingupin the 1940s and 50s in apartheid South Africa, there were many
occasions when | felt pain and shameat the ever-present humiliation of black
people. What stands out in my mind is the experience with our maid whom |
loved and I felt loved me though we could notreally know one another. Our
warm relationship one day turned and she treated me coldly. I was afraid 1 had
carelessly hurt her, and I had. When I asked her why, she told me that I had
said to her ‘Do you mindironing my dress’. ‘Don’t ever say “do you mind” to me’
she told me. In that small exchange were the rules of apartheid. White people
should not have a mind themselves that could encompass the mind and feelings
of a black person.

Mandela lived a life with a growing capacity to recognize that others, even
those who demeaned and imprisoned him, have mindsandfeelings. Importantly,
he was able to encompass the quality and the cultural context of the minds and
feelings of others. It seems to me that it was this capacity that enabled him to
embrace a diverse group of people. In this paper | will attempt to explore from
a psychoanalytic perspective some of those aspects of his development which
may have contributed to this remarkable quality. I will suggest that Mandela
lived a creative life which culminated in a truly creative act: to transform a
society suffused with institutionalized divisions based on the denigration of non-
whites, into one in which the divisions were dissolved to release the potential
for ordinary human exchange betweenraces.

I have had concerns about the enormity of the task I had given myself. The
Mandelastoryis a very long one, now spanning 87years. | will not be addressing
the social aspects in a major way though I do not want to exclude the role of
the social and externalpolitical changes that facilitated the changeover to the
new South Africa. My question is much more how,given these importantfactors,
Mandela accomplished this.

This is not in anyway an attempt to psychoanalyze Nelson Mandela and in
this paper I have hadto rely on texts, his and those of others, for my understand-
ings. It is more an attempt to bring some psychoanalytic understandings to what
I have read. The reading of texts for psychoanalytic interpretation is a topic in
itself (Edel, 1987; Steiner, 1995; Shengold 2000). There is always a caution given
by those whoanalyse texts in this way: the necessity of taking into account one’s
own transference to the subject. My transference, in so far as | can be aware of
it, is to my own interpretation of him as a hero. My countertransference is the
sense of freedom I have experienced when reading the texts.

Mandela evoked this sense of freedom in me and | can only assume, given
his achievement, that I am notalone inthis.
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Whatof the hero?
The Oxford English Dictionary definition of‘hero’ in some ways describes Mandela
well: ‘A man of superhuman strength, courage or ability, favoured by the gods,
a demi-god’. Yet Mandela, time and again, referred to himself as an ordinary
man,disillusioning those who might wish to see him as a demi-god. He is not
the hero described by Freud (1920). The hero myth, says Freud, is the step by
which the individual emerges from group psychology. He describes how this kind
of hero frees himself in his imagination from the group but finds his way back
to it. He does this by telling the group about his heroic deeds which he has
invented. The hero claims to have acted alone in accomplishing the deed, which
only the horde as a whole would have attempted: ‘The lie of the heroic myth
culminates in the deification of the hero’ (1920: 137).

We will see how Mandela was always part of a group, how he wasable to
form relationships with others whosharedhis vision of a non-racial community
in South Africa. He could both learn from them andinfluence them. He under-
stood that both the oppressor and oppressed must beliberated because ‘all had
been robbed of humanity’ He did not separate himself either in his speeches or
in his actions from his ‘people’, using ‘I’ not ‘we’ when he spoke of weakness,
and ‘we’ not ‘I’ when speaking of strengths. Not only did they share a common
cause but he wasalso one of them.‘I am an ordinary person. | have madeserious
mistakes. | have serious weaknesses’ (Mandela, 1994: 617).

Hewasa leader with a following that is perhaps unprecedented. Yet he was
not the charismatic leader Averbach describes. This was someone who, accord-
ing to Averbach, was traumatized in early childhood, but creates a semi-mythic
personaby a charactersplit, and by the distortion of early traumatic experiences
and relationships, incorporates this personainto a wider socialor political entity.
Averbach points out how prior to the crises which raise them to power,charis-
matics are often seen as ineffectual, banal and unimpressive andareable in these
crises to reinvent themselves.

... the charismatic reaches out to abstract objects such as the Public, Society, Nation or
Universe. By becoming a public being, the charismatic creates a prosthetic relationship
through which he aimsto find the resolution, the love and wholeness that were lost,
attentrated or never hadin private life. (1995: 847)

Thoughthere were difficult childhood experiences, Mandela did not seem to
experience these as traumatic, nor were his relationships to his cause or the
people around him prosthetic. So we return to the hero, a different kind of hero.
In his paper entitled ‘Some notes on the heroic self, Steiner, quoting Lagache,
suggests that the heroic aspects of the self, or the heroic self and its heroic pro-
jections, introjections and identifications, are part of normal development. He
contrasts this with the megalomanic, psychopathic and pathological aspects of
the ideal ego, which if not properly integrated with the ego ideal and superego,
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 36-52, 2006
Published by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd DOI: 10.1002/bap



Nelson Mandela,the last hero: a psychoanalytic perspective

cause an identification with heroes thatis distorted, spurious or even hallucina-
tory. Steiner goes beyond the idea that heroic components are present in us all
and part of normal developmentto link them with creativity. These, he says,
are the necessary, but notsufficient conditionsofcreativity itself. The heroic self
frequently has to overcome great difficulties and anxieties in order to survive
andthis in itself adds to the quality of its nature, to its need and capacity to
identify constructively, to compete with and evento outshineits heroic parents.
Headds:

Andthere is no doubt that this need to identify with another ‘hero’ may also imply the
need to find someone who wasor is heroic because he or she also had to overcomegreat
personal difficulties. (Steiner 1999: 687)

Mandela himselfsaid I know that our society had produced black heroes and
this filled me with pride. | did not know how to channelit. But I carried this
taw material with me when I wentto college’. These ideas of creativity and per-
sonal difficulties are implicit in the theme that was so central to Mandela,‘the
struggle is mylife’. 1 would add one further idea that of healthy narcissism.

The notion of ‘struggle’
The point was made in the introduction,that failure to struggle’ is one of the
hallmarksofpsychopathology, most evidentin the perversions, which Chasseguet-
Smirgel (1987) describes as a lack of psychic elaboration. This is also character-
istic of extremist politicians and movements. Bollas, like Steiner and Averbach,
describes them as indicating:

... a collective certainty that their revolutionary ideologywill effect a total environment
transformation that will deliver everyone from the gamut ofbasic faults: personal, famil-
ial, social and moral. Again it is not the revolutionary’s desire for change, or the extrem-
ist’s longing for change, but his certainty that the object (in this case the revolutionary
ideology) that will bring about change thatis striking in the observer. (1987: 27-8)

Such a view suggests that the extremist attracts his followers with the lure that
life will be transformed, with no hint of the huge personalstruggles entailed.

The destructiveness of these ideologies is sadly, well knownto usall today.
As long ago as 1915, obviously during the First World War, Freud in his paper
‘Thoughtsfor the times on war and death’ despaired of ‘the great world-dominat-
ing nations of white race on whom theleadership of the human species has
fallen’ (1915: 77). Their creative powers had, on the other hand, led not only to
great technical advances but also to artistic and scientific standards ofciviliza-
tion. Why, he asks, could they not find another wayofsettling their misunder-
standings and conflicts of interests? Fifteen years later in ‘Civilization and its
discontents’, he pursued this theme, struggling with the commandment‘Love
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they neighbour as thyself’. There was no doubt that it was, and remainsdifficult,
if not impossible, to love one’s neighbour.

... their neighbouris... not only a potential helper or sexual object, but also someone
who tempts them to satisfy their aggressiveness on him,to exploit his capacity for work
without compensation, to use him sexually without his consent, to seize his possessions
to humiliate him, to cause him pain to torture and kill him . .. who in thefaceofall his
experienceoflife and of history, will have the courage to dispute this assertion? (Freud,
1930: 143)

Freud also disputes the second part of the assertion,‘as thyself’.
The Commandment‘Love they Neighbour as Thyself’, is the strongest defence against
humanaggressiveness and an excellent example of the unpsychological proceedings of
the cultural super-ego. The commandmentis impossible to fulfil. (p. 143)

Those to whom herefers do not in all probability love themselves. They are,
as Averbach suggests, those who lost or never had the love and wholeness in
private life. Mandela, in contrast, seemed to have had both andthere is evidence
in his words and actions of something one mightcall healthy narcissism. This
is a complex area, deserving study in its own right. It is also an area that has
received less attention in the literature than psychopathology:

Experience has demonstrated, that in the study of the human mind,it is more difficult
to detect and study directly what is normal, and therefore less evident, than to study the
evidence of psychopathology and to move from this to the norm. (Gaddini, 1992: 28)

Ogden (2002) offers a way of considering what hecalls a ‘narcissistic object
tie’. This is one in which the object is invested with emotional energy that was
originally directed at oneself and is a shift from narcissistic identification in
terms of the degree of recognition of, and emotional investmentin, the otherness
of the object. This he says is a more mature form of object love. Similarly,
Loewald writing aboutinternalization, refers to a transformation of object cathe-
xis into narcissistic cathexis. Both he (1980) and Ogden draw attention to the
potential enrichmentof this process. ‘In internalization . . . the ego opensitself
up, loosensits current organization to allow for its own further growth’ (Loewald,
1980: 75).

They both link this to creative processes. Ogden quoting Loewald writes of
the ‘enlivening fire’ and indicates that through the connection between the
world of external objects and the unconscious internal object world, there is a
possibility of generative ‘conversations’ between unconscious and preconscious
aspects of oneself. The creativity that will be discussed in this paper is not
that of great artists, musicians, and writers. It is the creative living implied by
Ogden and Loewald and mostclearly described by Winnicott as ‘being alive’,
the approachof the individual to external reality. Both authorsrelate this to the
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 36-52, 2006
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process of mourning. Thereis also agreement thatthe potential for these devel-
opmentsare laid down in the very early life of the infant.

This variable (creativity) in human beingsis directly related to the quality and quantity
of environmentalprovision at the beginning or in the early phases of each baby’s living
experience. (Winnicott, 1982: 83)

Bowlby from

a

slightly different perspective says somethingsimilar:

Intimate attachments to other human beings are che hub around which a person's life
revolves, not only when he is an infant or a toddler or a school child but throughout his
adolescence and his years of maturity as well, and on into old age. From these intimate
attachments a person draws his strength and enjoymentoflife and, through what he
contributes, he gives strength and enjoymentto others. (1991: 442)

I will try to show that Mandela's early life provided him with such intimate
attachments and all their consequences; that there wassuffering and loss; and
that he led a creative life culminating in a great creative act. While sayingearlier
that psychoanalytic theory has paid less attention to maturity and normality,
one writer, Bollas, has elaborated these ideas, which will be the basis for the
psychoanalytic understanding of Mandela's life and work.

Of course, Mandela is a world icon and there were significant figures in his
life that were heroes for him. The political struggle was the bringing together of
all races in South Africa, so that they could live in a society based not on deni-
gration, inequality and humiliation. The ongoing recognition of the immense
difficulty in achieving his vision of the world was his personalstruggle. It was
Mandela's genius to embrace the whole of South African society and the thread
of diversity runs through the accounts of Mandela's capacity to achieve a state
of mind where he could relate to others in a way that ran completely counter to
the institutionalized racism that was South Africa. As we know,it permeated
every bus and bench,kitchen andsitting room, workplace, garden and street and
every single relationship between one human being and another. Although there
were times when there was supreme effort involved, Mandela seemed to walk
like a ghost through the high walls of racial separation.

Mandela’s early life
Bowlby’s comments are borne out by Mandela's words, ‘My roots were mydestiny’.
Hedrew his strength and enjoymentfrom hisearly life and gave bothto others.
Rolihlahla Mandela was born in 1918 in a village in a most beautiful part of
South Africa, the Transkei, an area which produced more black leaders than
any other region of South Africa and who were brought up with this history.
Hecarried the beauty of this place andall its associations with him throughout
his life, while not, according to Sampson, romanticizing his roots. His father, a
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hereditary chief, was a strict and stubborn man and Mandela considered that he
had inherited his qualities. Importantly according to Sampson,his father had
‘no sense of inferiority towards whites’ (2000: 4). He had four wives who got on
well with each other. Mandela was very close to his mother but would often stay
with the other wives and they did not regard him as a stepson: ‘His happy experi-
ence as a son loved by four mothers made his childhood very secure’ (Sampson,
2000: 5-6.)

When his father was dispossessed, they moved to a nearby village where
Mandela would spend the next few years. With cousins and friends and sharing
of food and ‘simple pleasures’, Mandela neverfelt alone. With his carly history
it is not surprising that Sampson remarks that ‘the security and simplicity of
his rural upbringing played a crucial part in forming his political confidence’
(p. 6).

There were also important transgenerational factors. His father was the
grandsonof the great King of the Tembu people, a royal family that commanded
loyalty and respect from their people. His father, according to Sampson, was a
kind of prime minister, and as a boy Mandela was respected in his community.
Atthe age of 7 he was given the name of Nelson. It was apparently quite usual
for mission-educated children of Mandela's generation to be namedafter British
imperial heroes and heroines.

Hefelt he was influenced by the structure and organization of early African
societies in the evolution of his political outlook. He describeda classless society
without exploitation, and the democratic principles by which it was governed.

... such a society . .. contained che seeds of revolutionary democracyin which nonewill
be held in slavery or servitude, and in which poverty, want and insecurity shall be no
more. (Mandela, 2002: 127/9)

But Mandela also grew up with the African notion of brotherhood, of ‘ubuntu’,
‘a person is a person because of other people’. Archbishop Tutu describes it as
gentleness, compassion, hospitality, openness to others, vulnerability, being
available to others and to know that you are bound up with them in the bundle
of life (Sampson, 2000: 10). Mandela wasto say fifty years later when he was
President ‘I am what am, both as a result of people who respected and helped
me and of those who did not respect me and treated mebadly’ (p. 35)

So, without the language of psychoanalysis, the idea of object relations was
embedded in the ethos of the community in which Mandcla grew up. While
these early times provided the bedrock for his future, there were other experi-
ences that might be seen as contributing to the ethosof struggle.

Hisfather died of lung disease when Nelson was9 andhewasleft in the care
of his father’s friend, the Regent of the Tembu people. We may wonder how
Mandela dealt with this early loss, living as one of the family in this houschold,
with a newfatherfigure. He was surroundedby loving people, with the pleasures
of riding and dancing. Mandela observed the Regent, who would listen for hours
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impassively andsilently to the complaints of tribesman, landownersor labourers,
until finally at sunset he tried to produce a consensus from the contrasting views.
Mandela was profoundly influenced by this capacity to keep together all shades
of opinion. While Mandela saw himself as a memberof the royal family he did
notquite belong and Sampson suggests that this may have spurred his ambition.
It may be that this commentcan berelated to the fact that Mandela was more
serious and hardworking than the other boys.

Mandela's powerful intellect, which was to serve him well, was honed by his
education in a Mission school. He was also a handsome manandit wasall his
gifts, his natural endowmentandhis early experience that he broughtto hislife
task, ‘the struggle’. But he was also aggressive and was also known for being
stubborn. These qualities were, it seems, vital.

The description of Mandela's early life indicates that he did have the early
beginnings that could lead to what Bollas calls ‘a belief in a golden era’:

a time whenall was well . . . innocence [thar] forms the basis for an illusion of absolute
safety that is essential to life, even if we know it is a psychically artistic device. (1995:
200)

In 1986, Mandela wrote of his golden era, in a letter to a friend:
The country boy in me refuses to die, despite so many years of exposure to urban life.
The open veld, a bush, blade of grass and animallife make it a real joy to be alive’.
(Sampson 2000: 329)
I cannot pinpoint a moment when I becamepoliticized, when I knew that I would spend
mylife in the liberation struggle. | had no epiphany,no singular revelation, no moment
of truch, but a steady accumulation of a thousand slights, and a thousand indignities
produced in me an anger, a desire to fight the system that imprisoned my people.
(Mandela, 1994: 35)

No epiphany but a long struggle, always fortified by those memories of his
country upbringing, as Sampson says.

A creative life
Theslights and indignities were only an aspect of the hardships Mandela had
to face, as we know. Although | will discuss in more detail the question of his
anger and aggression one can conceive in the light of‘slights and indignities’,
of a different scenario, a cycle of hatred and revenge against the perpetrators.
This is described by Bollas as one whoselife is taken over by an illness, who has
a senseof living within something that determines him, which is his fate.

Thus he hasa separate sense, unconsciously determined and deriving not from the crea-
tive work of the unconscious but from the repetition of pathology. (Bollas 1995; 181)
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Such an individual, according to Bollas, lives with a sense that something has
displaced his true self, an uncreative life. However, it was Mandela's gift that
there was not repetition but an evolution and elaboration of his way of being.
For example, there was a reworking of humiliations, being called a ‘kaffir’, the
most derogatory word for a black person. After four years of extreme poverty in
Johannesburg, living in crowded townships and working in a law office, having
studied and married, he found a different way. When he had become a lawyer,
he walked through a ‘whites only’ entrance to a courtroom and wastold by a
young white clerk with a dark complexion ‘This is for whites only’. Mandela
replied ‘Then whatare you doing here?’ In this short exchange Mandela, while
putting himself on equal terms with the clerk, at the same time conveyed
through the acuity of his words that he was, in the professional hierarchy, his
superior. Interestingly, the projection by this young white clerk of, perhaps, his
ownsenseof inferiority (for reasons we can speculate about, notleast that he
was in the presence of this tall, handsome lawyer) found noplace or hook in
Mandela's psyche. Whatit seems to reveal is what Bollas calls the urge to articu-
late the trueself:

The true self is the idiom of personality and, therefore, the origin of the ego. A part of
the ego processes the demandsofenvironmentalreality, andits structure changes accord-
ing to the nature of the interaction with the object world. (1989: 112-13)

Usingdifferent language, Mandela says something thatresonates with this idea.
In 1953, having had experiences which Sampson, euphemistically, calls ‘harsh’,
he describes havingfelt freed from anylingering doubtorinferiority. He could
walk upright like a man, and look everyone in the eye with the dignity that
comes from not having succumbed to oppression and fear. He reworked his
experience leading not to humiliation but self respect, the healthy narcissism
described earlier. Perhaps through this he could, therefore, respect others. On
occasion he used humour, even during the dark hours of the Rivonia Trial when
the death sentence hung over him.

But there had been other experiences of intimidation. His previous convic-
tion andsentence in the Treason Trial led to his spending a couple of weeks on
Robben Island. Sampson tells how Mandela, although scared, stood up to an
intimidating warder and as a consequence the prison conditions improved.
Mandeladid not react to this with triumph that he had defeated his persecutor,
but with the understanding that the behaviourof the warders was determined
by the prisoners’ attitude towards them.Herealized that warders could vary as
much as any other humanbeings.

Once you have rid yourself of the fear of the oppressor and his prisons, his police, his
army, there is nothing they can do. You are liberated . . . You don’t wantto be assaulted,
you don't want to be hurt, and you feel the pain and humiliation. Bur nevertheless you
feel that this is che price you have to pay in order to assert your views, your ideas.
(Sampson 2000: 217)
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Reaching this emotional state seems to have been the result of considerable
internal work and work that was done at somecost to himself. Importantly, he
could reach out to others, including oppressors, as human beings.

Diversity
‘I was not born with a hunger to be free. 1 was bornfree’, said Mandela (1994:
202) going on to say how hebeganlaterto realize that his boyhood freedom was
an illusion, that he discovered as a young man thathis freedom had been taken
from him and not only from him but ‘everyone who looked like I did’. In an
external sense, it goes without saying, that there was no freedom in apartheid
South Africa for people who looked like he did. It conveys the superficiality of
the difference, appearance, which was the sourceof the gravest of restrictions
of freedom. Yet, Mandela revealed a profound capacity for internal freedom. A
thread runs throughhislife of a capacity to achieve a state of mind where he
could relate to others in a way that ran completely counter to the institutional-
ized racism that was South Africa. In the course of his political life Mandela
was able to encompass relationships at every level in this highly structured
society in which division and alienation were enshrined in law and permeated
every fibre of South Africa’s fabric.

He began his political life as a black nationalist, a period which
Sampsondescribes as being marked by a pride in his people and their history
and his determination to regain their rights. According to Sampson, he
soughtallies wherever he could find them: white liberals, Indian Ghandi-ists
and Christian priests. Some of his most ‘effective and committed friends’
were communists and it was the communist party that was uniquely
multi-racial,

prepared to treat Africans as human beings and their equals; who were prepared to eat
with us, talk with us, live with us and work with us. (Sampson, 2000: 41)
It was they who prepared the Freedom Charter that was against narrow Nationalism,
Afrikaner or African. It committed the ANC to discarding racialism, to widening
the basis of the struggle, and was to becomeits key manifesto for the next forty years.
(p. 87)
That Mandela soughtallies from such a wide spectrum of people is in itself

interesting but that he forged such enduring, rich and supportive relationships
with people of remarkable calibre, both black and white, says a great deal about
him. Bollas’s notion of a ‘destiny drive’, that is, a sense of direction built into
existence in which living is from the trueself, goes some way to understanding
this capacity of Mandela's:

In humanrelations, individuals regularly project parts of themselves into their
others, shaping their relational world according to the idiom oftheir internal
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world, creating a village of friends who constitute a secret culture of the subject’s
desire. (Bollas,1993: 50)

While one might say that Mandela’s vision was of a non-racial South Africa,
his destiny drive was to live a life of equality, both treating others and being
treated as an equal. In the end,he did not create a village, but a world offriends,
driven by a quest to find the humanity in others, including those whoclassified
and looked down on him. From myreading, it would seem he was let down by
people and there were betrayals, but he did not, in his accounts, dwell on them.
While one might use Bollas’s idea that he projected into them his own idiom
potential, the elaboration of idiom also speaksof a capacity to learn. He learned
from many, especially his great friend Walter Sisulu who valued the good in
others, and up to a point, he was always able to listen. ‘Few things are more
exciting to me than tolisten to a man’s background, thefactors that influence
his thoughts and actions, the unknownbattles he has fought and won’ (Sampson
2000: 230).

And what of those who did not share his views? I have already spoken about
his growing understanding of the white Afrikaans prison warders on Robben
Island. He recognized that they were prisoners too. He had a growing interest
in Afrikaners, learning their language and studying their history. When he was
living on the mainland,after leaving RobbenIsland, he began meeting Afrikaans
members of the government, and found them

. .. sophisticated and more open than nearly all of their brethren. But they were victims
of so much propagandathatit was necessary to straighten themout about certain facts.
(Mandela, 1994: 169)

Mandela’s use of language reveals this capacity for an openness to the other,
the opportunity to elaborate, not foreclose. ‘Brethren’ is a kind word. He did not
condemn them for their views; he understood that they themselves had been
‘abused’ by the propaganda.

He brought the samewillingness to listen and understand to groups of black
people whose views he felt were unhelpful. In 1976, after violence and rioting
in South Africa, a new generation of prisoners arrived on the Island and he was
able to persuade them that their black nationalism was misguided. He could,
though, recognize the good in them, admiring their militant spirit. But it seems
that by projecting into them his own idiom, he wasable to use these young men
as actual objects for passionate expression of himself (Bollas, 1989: 35).

Thebasic humanity that pervades Mandela's relationships, beyond thepoliti-
cal arena, conveys the sense of his being able to encompassthe diversity of the
humanrace. As Bollas says:

Personsrich in self-experiencing, whotake pleasure in thedialectics ofthe human paradox,
seek objects with evocative integrity that challenge and stretch theself. (1993: 31)
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Aggression
In his carly days as a lawyer and revolutionary he was convinced that an armed
struggle would be absolutely necessary. Although the ANC adopted a policy of
non-violence, Mandela became impatient with this policy:

If the governmentreaction is to crush by naked force our non-violent struggle, wewill
have to reconsider our tactics. In my mind we are closing a chapter on this question of
a non-violent policy. It was a grave declaration and I knew it. (Mandela 1994: 87)
Therationale for violence was that the South African governmentset the scenefor vio-
lence by relying exclusively on violence to answer our people and these demands.
(Mandela, 2002: 134)

Over the years he became more thoughtful, preferring sabotage because it
did not involve loss of life and offered the best hope for future race relations
with bitterness kept toa minimum.In analytic terms, certainly those ofWinnicott
and Bowlby, aggression is about survival, related and necessary. Violence and
aggression were channelled with creativity and purpose, linked with a funda-
mental decency of character, thatis, self respect and respectfor others.

Bollas (1989) comments that one can fulfil one’s destiny if one is fortunate,
if one is determined,if one is aggressive enough. That Mandela was angry is
clear, What he seemed ableto do, often in consultation with his colleagues, was
to transform his earlier hotheadedness into an effective political tool having
realized in retrospect that he had been thinkinglike a ‘hot-headed revolution-
ary. He continued to do this to the end.

It was the reality and threat of the armed struggle that had brought the governmentto
the verge of negotiation .. . when the state stopped inflicting violence on the ANC,the
ANCwouldreciprocate with peace. | know people expected me to harbour anger towards
whites. But | had none. (Mandela,1994:; 181)

Mandela's stubbornness, which Sampson (2000: 583) regarded as a downside to
his persistence, may have been part of his aggression and as essential for the
achievement of the creation of a multi-racial society, as his other qualities.
Somewhere within him was always thesense of freedom to think and actin ways
that were consistent with the sense of destiny

‘|. moving in a personality progression that gives him a sense of steering his own
course’. (Bollas 1989: 41)
To allow myactivities to be circumscribed by my opponent wasa form ofdefeat, and |
resolved not to become my ownjailer. (Mandela 1994: 64)

It is well known that Mandela took risks at every level of his life experience.
He lived a dangerouslife before he was imprisoned,living underground,training
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abroad in guerrilla warfare. When,finally, in 1964 he was captured and put on
trial with the death sentencea realpossibility, he said

During mylifetime | have dedicated myself to this struggle of the African people. | have
fought against white domination and | have fought against black domination. | have
cherished the ideal of a democratic and free society in whichall personslive together in
harmony with equal opportunities. It is an ideal which I hopetolive for and achieve.
Butif it needs be,it is an ideal for which | am preparedto die. (Sampson:193)

With such thoughts Mandela, saved from the hangman's noose, went to prison
for 27 years.

Prison and aloneness
Mandela spent most of his 27 years in prison, on RobbenIsland, a stark place
originally built as a leper colony. It was staffed by white Afrikaans warders, who
were as much prisoners as were the men who were confined. As one prisoner
commented, only once in ten years did they hear a child's voice. Yet it seems
Mandela wassustained by the experience of his past and vision of the future
and lived a creative life on this island.

Oneof the first things he did when he arrived was to make a calendar. A
sense of time, he understood, was vital in order not to lose one’s grip or even
one’s sanity. He saw the challenge for every prisoner, particularly political prison-
ers, to survive prison intact, to emerge undiminished, to conserve one's beliefs.
Whatwe know, and what he could not have known then, was that he achieved
all this and more. The political prisoners were kept together, and comradeship
reinforced their determination. They all studied and the Island was called a
university where they could all develop intellectually and emotionally. This is
in striking contrast to the views of group psychology described by Freud (1920)
who suggested that the intellectual capacity of a group is always far below that
of an individual. It seems that this terrible turn of events in his life was taken
as an opportunity:

..-all his battlefields would now contract into a tiny stage, which would provide a much
more intimate trial of character. (Sampson, 2000: 199)
This tiny stage, was one in which Mandela could see beyond the brutalities to the inse-
curities and psychological deformities of the warders and he wasalready seeing the prison
as a microcosm of a future South Africa, where reconciliation would be essential to sur-
vival. (p. 225)
At an age when mostpoliticians tend to forget their earlier idealism in the pursuit of
power, Mandela was compelled to think more deeply abouthis principles andideas . . . he
was able as he put it, to stand back from himself, to see himself as others saw him. He
learnt to control his temper andstrong will, to empathize and persuade.(p. 203)

Andso it was that through these 27 years, the personal struggle continued.
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To achieve his vision, there must also have been an essential ruthlessness
which is, according to Bollas, part of a destiny drive.

Tolive a life, co comealive, a person mustbe able to use objects in a way that assumes
such objects survive hate and do not require undue reparative work. (1989: 26)

A ruthless act may carry a great risk, the very risk from which the false self
protects itself, the pain of loss and loneliness. Mandela took manyrisks and
while it may be that he had to be ruthless with others there is little doubt that
he hadalso to be ruthless with himself. Sampson describes Mandela several times
as a loner and aloof. Mandela himself says he had at times to wear a mask,
underlining the personal aspect of his mantra, ‘the struggle is my life’. He had
to take the risk that, because of the life choice he had made, those he hadleft
to fend for themselves would survive. There is the sense that with his strong ego
he wasable to go through these experiences, notin self-sufficient way but as
profound emotionalexperiences, in all their complexity and over time, but the
price was high. There was the pain of feeling that he had sacrificed his family
to his politics and this was revived when he heard of the death of his mother:

In South Africa, it is hard for a man to ignore the needs of che people, even at the
expense of his own family. 1 had made my choice, and in the end, she had supportedit.
But chat did not tessen the sadnessI felt at not being able co makeherlife more comfort-
able, or the pain of not being able to lay her to rest. (Mandela, 1994: 138)

He agonized over his wife Winnie’s imprisonment. ‘Nothing tested my equi-
librium as much as the time that Winnie was in solitary confinement’ (p. 138).
Whenhis son waskilled in a car crash and his great friend Walter Sisulu came
to comfort him in his cell, he wrote:

he said nothing, but only held my hand. I do not know how long he remained with me.
There is nothing that one man can say to another at such a time. (p. 138)

Onecan only assumethat these excruciatingly painful events were experiences
that were mourned and internalized, and it was through this process that
Mandela could continueto live a creativelife.

Theisland perhaps can be seen as a metaphorfor the essential human condi-
tion, one of aloneness. Bollas views this as the incommunicado elementto each
person,an essential aloneness and a positive and necessary feature of ego health.
In Mandela’s accounts of life on that island, there are descriptions of moments
whichreflect this essential aloneness not only in moments of profound pain and
those of great joy or what Bollascalls ‘jouissance’. He talks of objects which are
used to ‘meet and express the self we are’ The choice of such objects is an
unconscious one and is a route to forms ofself-experience by which the indi-
vidual may experience his own idiom.
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Mandela,in contrast to those described as living with a repetition of pathol-
ogy, had a rich life on the island, developing his ideas through his discussions
with his colleagues, studying and learning about Afrikaners and their history.
Butalongside this intellectual development was his emotional development, no
more clearly expressed than in his letter to his wife, Winnic who had been sen-
tenced to six month's imprisonment.

You mayfind chat the cell is an ideal place to learn how to know yourself, to search
realistically and regularly the processes of your own mind andfeelings. In judging our
progress as individuals we tend to concentrate on external factors . . . but internal factors
may be even more crucial in assessing one’s development as a human being: honesty,
sincerity, humility, purity, generosity, absence of vanity, readiness to serve your fellow
men — qualities within che reach of every soul — are the foundation of one's spiritual
life ... at least if for nothing else, the cell gives you the opportunity to look daily into
your entire conductto overcome the bad and develop whateveris good in you... Never
forget that a sainc is a sinner who keeps crying. (Mandela 1994: 253)

There was within him this jouissance and he did what Voltaire recommended
in Candide. He cultivated his garden, a real garden, both on Robben Island and
at Pollsmoor prison on the mainland. Gardening was also metaphor for the
political aspects of his life.

A leader must also tend his garden: he, too, sows, seeks, and then watches, cultivates and
harvests che result. Like the gardener, a leader must rake responsibility for what he culti-
vates. He must mind his work, try to repel enemies, preserve what can bepreserved and
eliminate what cannot succeed.(p. 150)

Andthere washis owninternal garden that he cultivated with his carly life, the
memories of those times, of the natural beauty of the country and the landscape
always present.

Some mornings | walked out into the courtyard and everyliving thing there, the seagulls
andwagtails, the small erees, and even the stray blades of grass seemed to smile and shine
in the sun. It was at such times, when | perceived the beauty of even this small, closed
in corner of the world that I knew chat some day my people and I would befree.
(p. 54)

Andsoit was.

Conclusion
I have tried to convey the view in this paper that achieving his vision was a
reflection of Mandela’s creativity. 1 have attempted to show thathis carly years
contributed to capacities which fostered a creative life and that the culmination
of his life has been one of the great creative acts. Could it be called great art as
described by Edward Hopper, the celebrated American artist?
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... the outward expression of an innerlife in the artist, and this innerlife will result in
his personal vision of the world... The innerlife of a humanbeing is a vast and varied
realm. (1953: 8}

The extraordinary and moving aspect of this creative act is that the materials
Mandela used were his own gifts, his own struggle, himself. As with all greac
art, he was able to reach a universal core, perhaps, in the whole of humanity.

Note
This paper is a revised version of the paper presented at the Second British
Association of Psychotherapists Residential Conference on ‘Diversity’ in March
2005.
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CLINICAL COMMENTARIES
Clinical material: Sam

Sam is Irish, in his mid-30s, and presented for help with a feeling thathislife
was stuck and he felt overwhelmed by feelings of frustration and despair. There
wasalso a marked tendency to withdraw from reality into an encapsulated world
of dope, alcohol, pornography, and grandiose fantasies. Chronic underachieve-
mentwas also a feature. His appearance wasof a scruffy, unkempt adolescent.
The material presented is four years into a three times a week psychotherapy.
At this time he was workingin a junior position in a hostel for the mentallyill,
and was in a relationship ofa ‘stably-unstable’ quality with a woman, A. Six
monthsprior, the couple had suffered a miscarriage of their first pregnancy. The
session is the first after a summerbreak. :

Hewas on time, and when collected him from the waiting room I noticed
a slight smile, which I thought might indicate that he was pleased to see me
(usually he averts his eyes when | collect him before the session). He began
speaking after only a minute or twoofsilence.
P: It’s a blessing and a curse being back. A blessing, becauseit’s been quite difficult over the past
four weeks, a struggle to get through. We knowwhyit’s a curse.
T: What do we know?
P: Because there’s no progress... and I’m just staring at my dysfunctionalself here, which I hate.
[He wassilent for a few minutes] Some things have gone quite well. I’ve been able to complete
an application for a new job as a service manager on the weekend,andit’s quite a good application
too. Work has been OK. Butit’s been difficult with A and me. . . she just nags at me constantly,
it drives me crazy — telling me off for leaving the milk on the table, not closing the gate, not
being confident enough, not being English and working-class like her, on and on andon.I just
feel like walking out on her. Last weekend I had three days off and I wanted to go to Scotland,
somewhere calm and quiet, but she didn’t want to, so we had 3 days in London. We went out
one nightwith a friend of hers, which went OK, but I got drunk and on the tube home just
withdrew from her, and when we got home she got stuck into me, so | packed my bags and went
and slept in the car... until it got too cold. Just feel very unhappy. [His despair and isolation
was vividly conveyed in the way he spoke] I knowit all goes back to the miscarriage .. . just
don’t know if A and I can stay together. When she attacks me, | feel in a rage. Just feel like
walking out on her.
T: As I did to you.
P: Yes you did [this struck me as an unusually plain and direct response for Sam]
T: As I packed my bags and walked out on you for a month,at a very difficult time,
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P: Yes you did, and yes it was [again, unusually direct]. And now you're thinking, look at the
arrogantlittle fuck, messed me around so much by cominglate and missing sessions, and now
he’s come crawling back, the little fuck-up, because he can’t do without me [there was a note of
excitementin his voice].
T: Thepicture in your mindis of a me sneering at you, despising you in a cruel and superior
way for needing me and maybebeingpleased I’m back here for you {as | said this, it felt somewhat
predictable].
P: fhe was silent for a few minutes] I told A on the weekend about my addiction to
pornography ...she was shocked, but said she was pleased I'd told her. I didn’t tell her
everything... not about keeping porn at home and going to Soho... On the weekend, we spent
a nice evening together, then I noticed Leaving Las Vegas was on TV. . of course I had to watch
it, | wanted the degradation. She was angry with me for wanting to watch it, but | felt in the
muck, and I wanted to get even muckier. I felt like those football thugs who chant ‘no one likes
us and we don’t care’.
T: [l was thinking about what he was saying, and about my associationsto this film, which |
hadn't seen, but knew to about an alcoholic man whogoesto Las Vegasto wilfully drink himself
to death. |] was also conscious of the note of excitement and triumph in his voice again, and
contrasting this, which sounded somewhatfalse, with the previous quality of directness and
emotional clarity, which had struck me, and which | felt it important to make some
acknowledgement of] It strikes me thatit is so much easier for you to talk about the you who
wants to wallow in the muck and degradation than the you, who I can also hear, who actually
wantsto leave Las Vegas, to leave behind the excitement and to comeclean, as you do with A
about your use of pornography, and as you do with me which | can hear in a way oftalking to
me today which seems unusually clear and straightforward.
P; [Hewassilent for about 10 minutes, the atmosphere in the room was calmer and moresettled.]
{ told my boss that I was applying for a Service Managers post, he seemed pleased. He gave me
a good appraisal — hesaid | hadthe respect of the residents. | felt very surprised — he didn’t have
to say that. | do feel more confident at work. But not at home.| said somereally nasty things to
A when we had a big row last week. I wanted to blame her for the miscarriage, | wanted tosay,
at least I didn’t kill our baby, at least | wanted it. I didn’t say that — fortunately. But I do feel
that, and I do blame her, even thoughthat’s unfair, but| feelit’s not just that the baby died ... a
lot of things died.
T: I think you feel you also have to be quite careful what you say to me, like blaming mefor not
looking after someone properly by going away, butit’s difficult when thesefeelings are so mixed
up in you with relief that this hostel is open again for you when you've been carrying a lot of
pain and turmoil for the past few weeks.
P; Yes | have... 1 did say it was a blessing as well as a curse to be back. [He wassilent for a few
minutes.] I’ve been thinking about wanting to be with a different woman,different from A,
someone from my culture. | know you'll think 1 want someone like my mother, butit’s just
wanting to be with someone from my background. I’m fed up with being told by A how
inadequate I am, because |’m not English, and working-class and confident and proper man... . I
was thinking about going back to live in Ireland, andfeeling more at homethere .. . [He went
on in this mannerfor a few minutes, and | felt that a contact between us had been lost, and that
the session was petering out as he grew more distant. | called timel.
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HEATHER WOOD
This clinical material provides anilluminatingillustration of the dilemmas faced
by a patient whois struggling with core complex anxieties, and the clinician's
dilemmasin trying to engage in a constructive way with him. Thetherapisttells
us at the outset that the patient has a tendency to withdraw into an encapsulated
world of dope, alcohol, pornography and grandiose fantasies, suggesting the value
of psychoanalytic ideas about addiction and perversion. Theclinical material
enables us to track the process of withdrawal into a sado-masochistic world in
the course of the session, and to speculate about the dynamics of this process.

Commenting on another's clinical work, with the text of a whole session and
with time to consider the material, gives one all the advantages of an aerial
photographer over a walker when mapping difficult terrain. However, | think
this therapist brings alive for us the immediacy of the struggle in the consulting
room; with a perverse patient this struggle is often to interpret in a way which
will not fuel the destructive dynamic which has been mobilized. The therapist
wants to address the processes occurring between the patient and him or herself,
without behaving in a way that may be construed by the patientas either sadistic
or masochistic. While the ‘aerial photographer’ can have an overview, the
‘walker’ or the therapist has the benefit of that immediate experience, which is
a vital part of the picture.
We are not told the gender of the therapist, but | will refer to him or her as

a woman,because it seemsthatthe patientis at this point struggling with issues
relating to the maternal object, whatever the actual gender of the therapist.

It is valuable to have material from the first session after the summer break
because issues about separation from the object will almost certainly be height-
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ened, and I would see issues about fusion, separation and core complex anxieties
to be central in this account. The session beginsdifferently from usual: the
patient gives a slight smile, and seems to speak more quickly than usual. The
therapist senses a greater readiness to engage, even pleasure at seeing her. In his
first utterancehetells of the dilemma that confronts him whenbeing faced with
someone whois trying to be helpful to him: it is a blessing and a curse, and
then, ‘We know whyit’s a curse’.

The therapist at this point quickly interjects, ‘What do we know?If taken
at face value, this is a question, and a question that we would be cautioned
against in the old psychoanalytic adage ‘If you ask questions, all you get is
answers’. Faimberg (2005) reports a question posedto a patient, and adds ‘This
is a rhetorical question aiming to open new psychic space: it concerns uncon-
scious associations and not conscious introspective answers’. | think the question
posedhereis of just this type: framed as a question,it is both an interpretation,
and, with a co-operative patient, it speaks to the unconscious rather than invit-
ing conscious introspection. ‘What do we know? communicates to the patient
that the therapist can stand outside and reflect upon his need to create a fused
relationship; the therapist will question his desire to create a relationship in
whichpatientand therapist share one mind and in which thoughts do not need
to be elaborated or spoken. In this way, the question sets the scene for the
remainderof thesession.

As a testament to the work that has already been donein this therapy, the
patient is able to use the question to produce unconscious associations, as
Faimberg describes. The therapy holds up a mirror to the ‘dysfunctionalself’
which he hates. This seems like a momentof truth. He goes on to describe an
object by whom hefeels nagged and persecuted, who leaves him feeling inade-
quate and enraged, and whom he longsto get away from; when he does get away
he feels cold and lonely. In these opening minutes of the session, the patient
communicates very clearly what a curseit is to be offered help. For the patient
with aspects of perverse pathology, there is no straightforward relief at discover-
ing a benign object, able to think with them about themselves. The process is
a minefield and the dangers posed by the object are acute.

Glasser (1979) describes how the core complex arises from the search for
blissful union with the object, which appears to promise theeradication of dep-
rivation and need, and the total containmentof destructive feelings towards the
object. In those with perverse pathology, Glasser suggests that this primitive urge
for union arouses a terror of annihilation and loss of the self; the object which
promises so much also threatens annihilation, and therefore arouses intense
feelings of aggression. Yet to destroy the object would be to beleft without any
hopeofgratification, isolated and depressed.

At the start of the session the patient tells the therapist about the fused
relationship between them which hetries to establish in his mind; she questions
this, and so steps outside of it, exposing the core complex struggle in which he
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 55-59, 2006
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is engaged. To be involved and dependent meansbeing exposed to his own rage
and destructiveness and thepossibility of attacks or contempt by the object; yet
to give up and walk out, to sleep in thecar, is to be desperately cold and alone.
For a brief momentin the session, he can acknowledge his anger towards the
therapist. Yes, she did leave him,andyesit was a very difficult time. Thetherapist
notes that this was unusually direct; it also seems to have been as much as the
patient could bear.

Glasser describes the response to these core complex anxieties in those with
perverse pathology:

In the perversions, then, the ego attemptsto resolve the vicious circle of the core complex
and the attendantconflicts and dangers which I have indicated by the widespread use of
sexualization. Aggression is converted into sadism. The immediate consequence ofthis
is the preservation of the mother, who is no longer threatened by total destruction, and
the ensuring of the viability of the relationship to her. The intention to destroy is con-
yerted in to the wish to hurt and control. (1979: 288)

Thepatientshifts in an instant from unbearable anger towards the abandon-
ing therapist, into an excited state in which he is apparently the despised object
ofa sadistic therapist, the ‘little fuck’ who comes‘crawling back’, to be triumphed
over and despised for his dependency. The therapist, in her next comment,
intervenes in a way which mightbe useful with a neurotic patient, articulating
the transference fantasy about the therapist who he imagines despises him and
sneers at him. With this patient she has the feeling, which is familiar to me, of
having said something predictable. 1 think this alerts us to the fact that thisis
no longer a therapeutic dialogue: the therapist has been drawn into a sado-
masochistic dance, in which there is considerable pressure to enact the required
steps or the ‘predictable’ response. Articulating the transference fantasy ceases
to have the function of an interpretation, but canfeel like an enactmentof the
transference fantasy;it is as if, in her comments, the therapist has unwittingly
confirmed the patient's need to believe that she is sadistically sneering at him.

Thepatient then takesoff; the sado-masochism hasbeengratifyingly enacted
between them, and he thentells her about pornography, the pleasurable degrada-
tion of Leaving Las Vegas, the desire to be even muckier, the triumph of being
hated (‘no one likes us and we don’t care’).

In my experience in similar situations, it can feel as though, whatever the
therapist says, she is at risk of being perceived in one of two ways: either the
therapist makes an interpretation which could be perceived astrite, ineffectual
or predictable, and then becomes the object of the patient's contempt and pos-
sible sadism; or, in attempting to make a potent and effective interpretation, the
therapist risks making a comment which could be heard as sadistic, cruel or
retaliatory. The therapist in this session takes time to think, is concerned about
the triumph and excitement in the patient’s voice, and seems to regret the loss
of the moredirect patient whom she encountered at the beginningof thesession.
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She tries to re-establish contact with the patient whom she encountered at the
beginning of the session by reminding him ofthe part of him that wants to leave
‘Las Vegas’.

The patient takes a long time to think, possibly 10 minutes. Where is he
during this time? When he speaks again, there is some evidence that he has not
been following a silent stream of associations, but has been trying to collect
himself together, to answer from this more functioning part of the ego which
the therapist seems to want to engage with. He confirms that heis doing better
at work, as if to provide her with what she wants. However, I think that in the
remainderof the session hetells her that he can get out of the sado-masochistic
state and into a functioning ego state at a price: the difficultics are enacted in
his relationship with the partner, che aggression is projected and the partner
becomes the annihilating ‘baby-killer’ whom he wants to attack and get away
from. The intensity of the dynamic is drawn out of the room, and the therapist
feels that the contact between them has been lost.

Thusit is possible to observe a sequence of moves within the session: at the
beginning the patient canfleetingly acknowledge the angerof being left and the
pain of returning to the therapy to face his dysfunctional self. These rapidly
evoke in him contempt and sadism towards his vulnerable self, which he then
projects onto the therapist, imagining being despised by the therapist for his
dependency. The masochistic pleasure in being despised ignites a perverse excite-
ment, leading him to the pleasure in being hell-bent onself-destruction. In this
way he moves from a position of vulnerability to imagined strength and triumph,
albeit the hollow triumph of being hated and notcaring,If the alternative is to
be hopelessly vulnerable and dependent, to be hated and to not care may be
experienced as omnipotent,liberating and exhilarating.

Thetherapist worries that all contact between them had beenlost, but there
are indications that contactis re-established before the end of the session. The
therapist acknowledges the patient’s intense ambivalence about being there.
Thereis a ‘hostel’ that he needs and values which is open again, but which he
fears that hewill spoil with his rage about the therapist's absence. Heis able to
respond to this in what I take to be an unconscious communication, about
wanting a different woman from A. I would assume that the different woman
whom he wants to be with is this therapist who can contain his ambivalence
and enactments withoutretaliation.

In summary, this case material demonstrates manyof the key issues encoun-
tered when working with patients with perverse pathology: howlittle sexualiza-
tion has to do with sex and how much it has to do with managing primitive
anxieties in relation to the object; the rapid, if not instant shifts which can occur
in the course of a session into sado-masochistic relating, or the more organized
pursuit of a perversion; and the intense pressures on the therapist not simply to
enact countertransference feelings, but to act in a way which might be thera-
peutic with another patient, but which may be taken as fuel to the sado-
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masochistic dynamic. The therapist who generously provided this case material
provides us with a graphic illustration of what challenging but interesting work
this can be.
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PAUL DENNISON
‘I’s a blessing and a curse’ jumps out of this snapshot of a session, and invites
associations as I read through the rest of the material. The blessing of a preg-
nancy thatfailed? Doomedto fail? Cursed? Guilt and blame. Did the therapy
carry a similar hope, a potential blessing but also doomedto fail? A curse from
which mothers and sons cannot escape? Myfantasy of Sam and his own mother
is of a little boy's early dreams and hopes, a mother’s power to wipe away hurt
and mess and‘bless’ her child. And a question, whether they did connect, a
pregnancy,as with ‘A’ and with his therapist, that couldn’t be maintained; disap-
pointment,frustration, rejection and a growing sense of ‘we both know it’s
cursed’. What is lacking are Sam's or his therapist’s associations to the words
‘blessing’ and ‘curse’, and we don't know whether they were explored in this
session, or previous ones. Both words are grandiose as though of a higher power:
the fantasy of no escape from a curse, whilst a blessing can forgive anything.
Apparently at opposite poles, they can also be seen as an unconscious attempt
to mediatethesplit: only a blessing can removea curse.Is this a sign of a possible
transcendantfunction?

“What do we know? the therapist asks. To have remainedsilent andlet it
pass would have confirmed a shared knowledgeoffailure, but the therapist picks
up the unspoken challenge. I wonder what would havebeensilently confirmed
to Sam if the therapist had not done so. That he is beyond hope? Fucked up and
despised by his therapist? That his therapist is useless and unable to help him?
Orthat both are helpless in the face of a larger doomedfate; that the therapy
is ultimately cursed whatever they do?

But his therapist does ask, and Sam responds to the invitation to a more
open contact with: ‘. . . there’s no progress . . . and I’m just staring at my dysfunc-
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tionalself here, which I hate’. This wonderfully cryptic description of his thera-
pist is followed by a few minutes silence, but is not taken up by the therapist,
which intrigues me. Sam continues,at first retreating to a more reassuring note,
‘Some things have gone quite well’, but soon followed by more negative latent
hostility to his therapist couched in terms of his partner ‘A: ‘She just
nags .. . drives mecrazy . . . telling me off . . . I just feel like walking out’, ending
on a despairing and isolated note, ‘Just don't know if ‘A’ [= you] and I can stay
together... 1 feel in a rage ... like walking out . . ’. Sam has upped the ante,
virtually demanding a response with the image (talk to me,orI'll walk out). At
this point the therapist links the material to herself, her abandonment of Sam
during the break, and her acceptance of the negative transferenceis rewarded
by Sam's ‘unusually plain and direct response’, “Yes you did’. The therapist
strengthens the contact with the visual image ‘As I packed my bags and walked
out on you... at a very difficult time’, rewarded by another ‘again unusually
direct’, ‘Yes you did, and yes it was’. This opened-up and moredirect feeling
contact allows Sam to put into words some of his fantasy of their unspoken
relationship, that the therapist sees him as an ‘arrogantlittle fuck’ who‘can’t do
without [her]’. Like the duality of Blessing—Curse, another aspect of Sam's schiz-
oid inner world is revealed: fear of dependanceandflight into an ‘arrogant’ but
isolated world.

The therapist recognizes ‘a note of excitement’ in Sam's voice, and reflects
back to Sam what he had said. As she does so, she comments that her response
felt ‘predictable’, In this I think she is recognizing that something, probably the
eroticization of the contact, had caused her, despite herself one could say (an
enactmentperhaps of what might have occurred between Sam and his mother?)
to avoid dealing with it head-on. This comesacross in the phrasing of the inter-
pretation,‘picture in your mindis ofa me sneeringat you. . -, objectifying herself
into the third person, losing the directness of ‘I’. After a pause Sam continues
with the eroticized theme, but the directnessis lost as he escapes into the world
of Leaving Las Vegas.

Theto’s and fro’s of contact seem related to powerful unconsciousfeelings
of hatred, blame, shame and guilt, and eroticization of contact when it does
develop, and it is to the therapist's credit that she does not follow thelikely
path of the original relationship which the above enactmentsuggests. It would
have been all too easy for both to retreat into isolation and failure, the limbo
of an unsatisfactory but familiar ‘stably-unstable’ relationship, like that men-
tioned in the therapist’s introduction in describing Sam's relationship with ‘A’.
Instead the therapist makes use of the changes in contact between them, to
show Sam that she had seen and appreciated both sides, but particularly the
more real and direct part of him that has made contact with her. After quite
a long silence, and with the atmosphere more calm andsettled, her interpreta-
tion is rewarded by themes of ‘surprise’, ‘respect’, feeling ‘pleased’, ‘good
appraisal’.
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 60-63, 2006
Published by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd DOI: 10.1002/bap

61



62 Clinical commentary: Sam

Although in an end phase, the to and fro of two-person contact continues.
Seeinghis therapist as good, ‘he [you] didn’t have to say that’, he immediately
has to acknowledge his badness by admitting the ‘really nasty things’ he had
said, and the black and white tussle of who was to blamefor the miscarriage.

Discussion
I have assumed thetherapist is a woman, and would be rathersurprisedif it were
a man. Thefeel of the session is of the mother—son drama. The material is very
much two-person;thethirdif it is there seems to be of otherworldly dimensions,
with the power to cither curse or bless, rather removed (aloof?) from normal
human emotions.Is this the absent father? Or perhapstheIrish Catholic Church?
My male countertransference is to want to get in there among the rage and
muck, and‘sort it out’, hence my being intrigued by the therapist not responding
immediately or more directly to Sam’s rage and contempt whenit seemed so
alive. I wonder how the session would have developed if Sam's therapist had
verbalized to Sam his latent message: ‘you're saying to me, “you're dysfunctional”,
“there’s nothing else in this therapy” (= “no progress, just staring at”), “you nag
me, tell me off, drive me crazy”, and “I hate you!”’?

Sam’s later commentof ‘arrogantlittle fuck’ vs. ‘can't do without her’ brings
to mind an arrogant, aggressive persona used to hide a fearful, sensitive child
whoperhapslistens and feeds secretly (cf. Guntrip, 1968: 231). Maybe at this
stage in the analysis the therapist is speaking moreto this latter part of Sam.
Perhaps over the previous years the therapist has tried to work more directly
with Sam’s negative transference but that approachfailed? Was Sam toofragile?
However, the directness with which Sam confronts his therapist in this session,
albeit ‘sideways’, the moments of deeper contact between them,andthefact that
the therapist is in tune with Sam and has probably already done a good deal of
reparative work, suggests to me that the timeis ripe to face the negative transfer-
ence moredirectly to allow Sam to express thatside of him which hefears can
never be forgiven or accepted (the curse). In doing so the therapist holds to a
position of balance not losing sight of both sides of the split, as in this session
when she reflects to Sam the two modes healternates between, leading to a
better balance (‘more calm andsettled’). Boris’s (1994: 111) commentthat thera-
pists ‘camp on fault’ seemsapt.

I have a hopeful sense overall. An emergingsearch for the ‘third’ can be seen
in the repeated way Sam places dilemmas or paradoxes into the session. The
Blessing—Curse image immediately invites associationsto fill the space of the
missing third, and the ‘challenges’ to the therapist can be seen as performing a
similar function. As in the imaginal spaces: (we both know) [what?]; (Ill walk
out) {unless?]; or (1 mightjust give up and die in Las Vegas) [do you care’]. What
between them will they create in that space? Will the pregnancy survive and
flourish?
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ANN HORNE
Askedto associate to the material, to speculate rather than critique, | find myself
initially engaged with the Celtic in it. Rather like reading James Joyce, it helps
to listen to Sam’s wordsin a soft Irish accent. (Sounds daft, perhaps — but try it
with Finnegan’s Wake.) The therapist has captured the rhythm and, importantly,
the seductivenessofhis fluency — and as onegoes in andout of words/meaning/
process/ambiance one comes to a few concepts that suddenly make onealert.
Adolescence, patently. Adulthood as the achievementof intimacy and auton-
omy, perhaps. The nature of maturity with its implicit developmental gains and
losses. The use of dope and alcohol, classic adolescent ways of putting life on
hold. Deception. The primitive defensive function of perversion. Sam's adoles-
cent quality, together with his use of pornography, explains my being invited to
write a commentary on this material.

For the adult therapist there is perhaps no surprise in finding a struggle for
and against adulthoodin an adolescent in his mid-30s. As one who would define
‘adulthood’ as a technicality, an abstract ideal more noted in the breach than
in the observance — and whose own analysis often centred on the question,‘Just
whatis an adult and why does one aspire to be one?’ ~ I found thatthe session
conveyed the movementin and outof the ‘all or nothing’ polarities that adoles-
cents must adopt. Honesty is followed by deception and the need to keep objects
at bay; passion gives way to detachmentor sexualized self-denigration; daring to
aspire to identity and maturity, regressing to immaturity; and an uncomfortable
almost-balance provided by pornographythatallows Sam to be an adult sexually
and importantly contains his rage but denies, or defends against, the concomi-
tant adult aspects of mutuality and responsibility. | also found myself thinking
about the miscarriage — the pain of that, but also the move into adulthood sud-
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denly terminated. Just as there is no such thing as a baby, so there is no such
thing as a parent — the infant by his presencecalls forth and creates the parent
from the individual or couple who existed previously.

This is the first session after a summer break. Breaks are not an unknown
quantity to Sam whois in his fourth year of therapy. Yet ‘breaks’ are a feature
of his life experience and perhaps of his interactions and repertoire with his
objects. They also seem to be an important characteristic of his therapy. His
therapist is swift to note a slight difference in his presentation — a slight smile,
a non-aversion of his eyes. One’s thoughts go to the importance of seeing and
being seen: developmentally much more becomes likely when the infant can
relish being seen. Curiosity becomes possible, as does necessary omnipotence.
Whether the opposite indicates keeping intrusion at bay, or centres around the
sense of shame and the need for shameas a protection against invasiveness, is
not clear in this particular session.

The mixed start is not untypical of adolescent patients — ‘a blessing and a
curse’, the relief of return after a hard four weeks and the fear of — well, what
in this instance? The wording of‘staring at my dysfunctionalself’ is interesting.
Sam is capable of seducing with his words andfluency (as in ‘We know whyit’s
a curse’) yet there is also the ‘stuckness’ of what is referred to. Here there is
again an almostadolescent sense of valuing being stuck, a thrawn perverseness.
This does notsatisfy — Sam does manageto tell his therapist of a significant
move in his adult life, the completion of the job application andhis satisfaction
with it. Autonomy had been fine; intimacy had broughtsuffering. Sam’s pain
seemsvery real to his therapist. The litany is almost random — not putting the
milk away, not closing the gate — then comes a rather more meaningful ‘not
being English and working-class like her’. And ‘whensheattacks me,I feel in
a rage. Just feel like walking out on her’ This, ] think, is important. It is quali-
tatively different from the other accusations andit involves difference, identity,
individuation and being seen — all primary areas of psychological negotiation
in adolescence and for those still constrained by adolescence. In this relation-
ship he has found a woman who cannotvalue his difference (Irish, middle-
class, male) and whose attacks are against his identity. How can he possibly
gain separateness and autonomy? It has a very repetitive flavour, repetitive of
earlier emotional experience and, like the small boy he was, he lacks any
sophisticated psychological repertoire for dealing with it. | do wonder about
Sam’shistory andespecially abouthis relationships with his mother andfather.
Hefeels an impotent rage, one that takes him childishly into the car — where
he freezes — and one would wonder whether he were protecting the vulnerable
self or, rather, protecting the object from the destructiveness of his rage. It is
like an infant in relation to a mother experienced as obdurate. His sense of
being unsupported is acute and he can thus respond with conviction to his
therapist’s transference comment about his/her abandonmentof him. It is an
important communication.
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The developmentinto excitement is equally important as Sam denigrates
himself over the abandonment. This has now become perverse. A defence
perhapsagainst the pain of having his vulnerability exposed — missing his thera-
pist — or a recourse to a tried and tested way of keeping pain at bay, dehumanizing
himself and insisting that he controls the object's sneering. The therapist is
aware that the response to this, which summarizes the contrast between Sam's
view of a denigrating therapist and his possible pleasure at being back, feels
predictable. ‘Predictable’ does not necessarily mean ‘wrong’: it could be perfectly
appropriate. But in the context of the sexualization ofhis self-denigration, it can
only feel pedestrian.

The element of deception, common in perversion, emerges — he has told A
of ‘my addiction to pornography’and, although shocked, she was pleased he had
told her. This is immediately followed by Sam’s assertion that he had not, in
fact, told her everything. There is triumph in this; the external (and therefore
internal) object is for the moment defeated — even while A congratulates Sam
on his disclosure to her. [Again, one wonders about Sam’s parents.] It seems that
A has a very different view of Sam's addiction, an almost abstract theoretical
‘politically correct’ attitude to it, until Leaving Las Vegas bringsit into the room.
Sam's commentis a terrific summary: ‘I felt like those football! fans who chant
“no one likes us and we don't care”? The need not to care, not to feel, not to
give the object any control over one’s emotionalstates, is central. That Sam has
found a relationship wherehefeels belittled is not surprising ~ he hates and seeks
it. The shift for the therapist to keep in mind — and clearly it is in mind — is
that, as a defensive position,it is now not always successful: Sam flees to it when
anxiety assails him butit no longer fulfils its function with consistency.

The therapist’s interpretation here follows several that have focused on the
break and theloss of the therapist. Now thereis a clear and different statement
about Sam's wish for change and his pornography as a defence against anxiety.
It is heard and brings calm. Once more Sam talks of grown-up things.

Where the sense of the session’s petering out starts, I think, is when heis
able for a short spell to bear the thoughtof his rage with A and to articulate
that. He blames her for the death of the baby — ‘a lot of things died’. His move
into fatherhood was thwarted; ‘Sam as father’ died too. And his anger began to
feel uncontainable. Perhaps that was a time for the kind of comment one would
make to a young person, that there was good reason for anger but — like his
goingto sleep in the car — it felt dangerous and hetries to protect others from
the consequences. Then it could be taken back into the transference, as the
therapist did. Without this affirmation, the fear of his rage, and the reminderof
his anger with the therapist, stimulates the flight ‘home’, the flight to mother,
as he recognizes (a relationship within which he can once moretestif his male-
ness and potencyare bearable), and to an idealized ‘mother country’ where he
is known and ‘a proper man’. The flight from rage needs to be spelled out for
Sam or he will continue to enactit.
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Commenting on session of work with an adult patient makes me realize
how much I work with the history in mind. Withoutit, one must merely specu-
late. For the patient who presents with perverse behaviour, the history is even
more importantas the nature of the perversion and the triggers that necessitate
its use are bound in it. Holding the mother perceived as malignant in mind is
essential: this affects not only the transference but attitudes to all in positions
of authority. That Sam finally aspires to being a grown-upat work is enormously
hopeful.
Address correspondence to Ann Horne, c/o BAP, 37 Mapesbury Road, London, NW2 7H]. Email:
annic.horne@waitrose.com
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ARTS REVIEW
Art and the human psyche in a
changing world

DAVID HEWISON
In this paper I focus on two different things:first, some thoughts and questions
aboutthe natureof the artistic process from the pointof view of a paper by Carl
Jung onartistic creation; second, the problems that art faces us with today. In
my view these are how to determine whatis art and what is not; how to encour-
age more of it; and how to understand whatit has to say to us.

In his 1922 paper ‘On therelation of analytical psychology to poetry’ Jung
comments that medical psychology — by which heparticularly meant the Freudian
psychoanalysis of the time — has to be discarded whentrying to think aboutart,
as a workofart is not a disease and so should not betreated as one.
He says:

A Doctor naturally has to seek out the causes of the disease in order to pull it up by the
roots, but just as naturally che psychologist must adopt exactly che opposite attitude
towards a workofart. Instead of investigating its typically human determinants, he wil!
inquirefirst ofall into its meaning, and will concern himself with its determinants only
in so far as they enable him to understand it morefully. Personal causes have as much
or aslittle to do with a work of art as the soil with the plant that springs from it. We
can certainly learn to understand some of the plant’s peculiarities by getting to knowits

 

David Hewison is a Jungian Analyst and a Professional Member of the Society of Analytical
Psychology. He is also a Couple Psychoanalytic Psychotherapist and a seniorstaff memberat the
Tavistock Centre for Couple Relationships.

This paper was presented as part of a discussion about the contemporary significance and
meaningofArt, itself part of the British Association of Psychotherapist’s public event series on
‘The Human Psyche in a Changing World’. Thefirst presenter of the evening was theartist and
art critic Mathew Collings, well known for his accessible andilluminating television series on
art andfor his annuallive presenting of the Turner Prize ceremonies. My paper was written with
some reference to what I thought he would be presenting, but it was also designed to stand on
its own. On the evening, Mathew Collings spoke without a written paper, giving a deeply engag-
ing and personaltalk that questioned the value of much contemporaryart.



Arts review

habitat, and for the botanist this is an importantpart of his equipment. But nobodywill
maintain that everything essential has then been discovered about the plantitself. The
personalorientation which the doctor needs when confronted with the question ofaetiol-
ogy in medicineis quite out of place in dealing with a workofart, just because the work
ofart is not a human being, but is something supra-personal.It is a thing and nota per-
sonality: hence it cannot be judged by personalcriteria. Indeed, the specialsignificance
ofa true work ofart resides in the fact that it has escaped from thelimitations of the
personal and has soared beyond the personal concernsofits creator. (Jung 1922, para
107)

He goes onto say, continuing the comparison with the plant and soil within
whichit grows,

In the same way, the meaning andindividual quality of the work of art inhere within it
and notin its extrinsic determinants. One mightalmost describeit as a living being that
uses man only as a nutrient medium, employinghis capacities according to its own laws
in shapingitself to the fulfilmentofits own creative purpose. (para 108)

Jung suggests that we can think of the work of art in two different ways. One
is that of a kind of conscious intention in which theartist’s material is completely
subordinated to his or her purpose: the artist knows exactly what finished
productis wanted before beginning to create it. The otheris a process in which
the artist is a tool through which something else works; a process that rejects
any conscious intention to mouldit to something that the artist already wants.
Jung describes this quite clearly, as follows:

While his conscious mind stands amazed and empty before this phenomenon,he is
overwhelmed by a flood of thoughts and images which he never intendedto create and
which his own will could never have brought into being. Yet in spite of himself he is
forced to admit thatit is his ownself speaking, his own inner nature revealingitself and
uttering things which he would never have entrusted to his tongue. He can only obey
the apparently alien impulse within him andfollow whereit leads, sensing that his work
is greater than himself and wields a power which is not his and which he cannot
command.Here theartist is not identical with the process of creation; he is aware that
heis subordinate to his work or standsoutside it, as though he were a second person; or
as though a person other than himself had fallen within the magic circle of an alien will.
(para 110)

Junggoes on to stress that the analysis of artists consistently shows how strong
this creative but unconscious impulse is — even to the extent that we can con-
sider the creative impulse itself as a kind of Prime Moverin relation to theartist
who then becomes the Moved. In psychological language he suggests that we
are dealing with the presence of an autonomous complex — a split off portion of
the psyche that waxes and wanes in its power over the conscious mind of the
individual. As a result, he suggests that we may be able to see evidence of two
different kinds ofart: one kind is a product shaped and designed to have exactly
the effect intended; the other carries with it something strange, intuitive and
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 68-75, 2006
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pregnant with meaning. We can see in this duality somethingof the debate that
Jung had with Freud about the nature of the symbolic ~ for Jung the symbolic
was something that always carried with it the impossibility of ever completely
understanding what was being represented or expressed; he felt that Freud had
misused the term ‘symbol’ when he really meant‘sign’ — a thing that pointed
towards another thing and in a way stood in for it like a cigar stands in for a
penis. Jung’s criticism of Freud was that hedrastically limited the possible mean-
ings of images to those arising from the sexual instinct. As a result, everything
could potentially be understood in advance,as it were, because everything really
stood for an elementofthe artist’s conflicted internal sexual fantasy life. Jung
preferred the idea that a symbol was ‘the best possible expression for something
unknown’ (or as he rather beautifully and symbolically put it) ‘bridges thrown
out towards an unseen shore’ (Jung 1922, para 116).

Jung complicates his argument by then suggesting that in those instances
where the artist consciously and intentionally creates a work that transparently
gives form to what was in his or her mind they mayin fact be suffering from a
kind of delusion that they’re actually in charge. In other words the autonomous
complex may be so powerful that actually the artist no longer knows thatit
exists; Jung even goes on to suggest that the recipient or viewer of the work of
art themselves may notbe able to see within it anything of this greater symbolic
world as they themselves cannot go beyond whatis possible for them as human
beingslimited by time and space. Hegoesonto give the example ofartists whose
work has been rediscovered and who are then understoodin a very different way
to both their conscious intention and to the reception that they had when they
were living. Perhaps the fresh eyes of the future will understandlate twentieth
andearly twenty-first century modern art in a very different way to the way that
Matthew Collins expressed it in his paper: finding it to be shallow, slick and
often meretricious. Jung further suggests that art which does notitself appear to
be symbolic in this powerfully evocative way that he describes, may actually be
more aesthetically pleasing to us than the ‘symbolic’ art can be because it is
already something finished and complete. As a result it doesn’t pull at us,
demanding that we be unsettled and provoked byit. The present day Kleinian
psychoanalyst, Hanna Segal (1991) has described something similar when she
suggests that a true work of art stimulates and mobilizes both our loving and our
hating feelings.

Jung suggests that it may be pointless to try and determine the ‘meaning’ of
any particular work of art or indeed of art itself, and perhaps even if art does
have a meaning it may not be any meaning that we can really understand or
explain to others. In order to think psychologically about art, then, we have to
employ the language of psychology rather than thatof artists, and so we have
to go back to the idea of the autonomous complex.

The autonomous complex is a formation in the psyche that exists just below
the level of consciousness. As a complex, it carries with it all sorts of images
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 68-75, 2006
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and meanings, memories and fantasies, that combine both conscious and
unconscious elements, and which is not under the control of our will. As a
result, a complex can ‘take us over’ when we are in a more regressed state or
can operate on us or within us like a splinter part of our personality. Clearly
there are similarities to pathological processes in this description and Jung
points out that the ‘divine frenzy of the artist comesperilously close to a patho-
logical state, though the two things are not identical’ (para 122). The artist and
the insane are close together. He suggests that complexes are present in all
people and their power changes in accordance to the degree to which we can
be conscious of ourselves or not. Indeed, by definition, the more conscious we
are the fewer complexes we are controlled by, and the less conscious we are the
more we are likely to be under the sway of these unconscious structures. Where
too little consciousness exists we eitherfall into apathy or into a more regressed
and infantile state — and this is something that occurs in both artists and non-
artists like.

Howis it then that this autonomous complex becomes the wellspring of
artistic creativity? Jung gives us an explanation which is more descriptive than
explanatory whenhecalls upon the idea of the collective unconscious to account
for this. He suggests that there is a layer of the psyche that exists beyond that
of the personal unconscious, and so beyond our personal wishes, instincts, or
repressed material, and which is inherently imagistic and emotionally powerful.
Although hetalks about it as existing, as it were, only in potential he suggests
thatit is triggered whenevertherelationship between an individual's, or a soci-
ety’s, level of consciousness gets too out of step with that of our unconscious
roots — both individual and collective. Art and artists, therefore, perform a very
specific function in theself-regulation of conscious and unconscious tensions in
society. Art is:

constantly at work educating the spirit of the age, conjuring up the forms in which the
age is most lacking. The unsatisfied yearning of the artist reaches back to the primordial
image in the unconscious which is best fitted to compensate the inadequacy and one-
sidedness of the present. The artist seizes on this image, and in raising it from deepest
unconsciousness he brings it into relation with conscious values, thereby transforming it
until it can be accepted by the minds of his contemporaries according to their powers.
(Jung 1922, para 130)

In this way, we can say that art relates to socicty in the same way that a
dream relates to a consciousattitude in an individual: it nudges, suggests, hints
and encourages us to look at what we either can’t bear to know about or do not
realize is important. Artists themselves are then necessarily un-adaptedto social
mores and norms in order to better act as conduits for this profoundly social
unconscious experience. Perhaps the question we are faced with when we think
aboutthe significance and meaning of contemporary movements in modern art
is whether we can think of them as representing a dream or sequence of dream
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images, or whether they are locking us into a nightmare from which we are
unable to awaken.

If we allow Jung’s rather Romantic vision of an essential, mythopoetic,
transpersonal layer existing across humanity but having its own local versions
of universal themes, we can understand how art from very different cultures is
able to move us in a very familiar way: we already know it, deep inside our
essential humanity, despite coming across it in this form for the very first time.
Art, therefore, is a ‘Very Good Thing’. It poses us with at least three problems,
however. Thefirst is how to determine whatis art, and what is not. The second
is how to encourage moreof it. The third is how to understand whatit has to
say to us.

Howto determine whatis art
The view attributed to Damien Hurstis a clear one: apparently his answer when
asked at yet another show ‘but is it art?” was a rather brusque ‘Well,it’s in a
bleedingart gallery isn’t it!’ We can comparethis with the attitude of the New
York Customs and Excise office when faced in 1926 with, amongst 19 other
works, Brancusi’s three foot high, elegantly curved and highly polished bronze
work ‘lOiseau’ or ‘bird’ (Gayford 2004 is the source for the following
account).

When told that this was art (which, following a 1913 statute intended to
encourage art, was tax free), they responded thatit didn’t look to them like art
and. imposed import duty on the metal object reasoning that it probably had
some practical use as, say, a hospital implement of some kindoralternatively
somevalue as scrap metal. The 1913 legislation had already been challenged by
a maker of ornamental benches, who had claimed that his productions should
be tax-free. He had lost, and there was therefore a precedent that had ruled that
art was a representation of a natural, preferably human, form. A previous work
of Brancusi’s had already been subject to import duty on exactly this point: that
it wasn’t considered to be a representation ofits subject and so couldn't be clearly
identified as an art object rather than anythingelse.

The 1927 trial challenging this ruling debated exactly this question of ‘what
is arv’, leading Jacob Epstein, one of the people giving evidence in support of
Brancusi, to be asked whether, if Brancusi had called the work fish, rather than
a bird, he would then considerit a fish? ‘If he called it a fish, I would call it a
fish’, he answered. He was then asked: ‘If he called it a tiger would you change
your mindto a tiger?’ Epstein demurred, ‘No.’ The counselfor the US then made
a rather inspired intervention:‘If he called it Tiger in Flight? If you took a brass
rail perfectly curved and symmetrically formed, highly polished, it would appeal
to you also as a work of art?” Epstein again demurred ‘No, and then added,‘If
some great artist made the rail...’ Counsel responded ‘Suppose you did not
know who made it” Epstein initially said, ‘That would make no difference at
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 68-75, 2006
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all? but was then pushed further by Counsel whoasked,‘It would make no dif-
ference atall if, so far as its artistic quality is concerned .. . it had been made
by a mechanic or madeby a sculptor?Epstein replied,‘If it is beautiful it could
not have been made by a mechanic.’

So in these two versions, art is either something that is in an art gallery or
is something made by an artist — which then begs the further question as to
what makes someone anartist. Is it having an artistic talent, being able to
craft something in the first of Jung's two categories of art; or is it the second
category, being open to and led by the promptings of an inner vision — the
living being that uses the artist as a nutrient medium in the service of its own
creation?

How to encourage moreofit
Ir seems clear that art’s ability to comment on us and on ourlives, both com-
munalandsolitary, suggests that we should be trying to find ways of encouraging
it and encouraging more people to engage with it, to understand it, and to try
their hand at it to the extent that they are able. Many people are putoff art at
school, when their drawing and colouring-in gets transformed into a timetabled
subject, with assessments and judgements about whetherornotit is good enough
~ whichare often couchedin the language of the New York Customsand Excise:
how much doesit look like something — how accurately representationalisit? It
was partly this attitude that prevented me from thinking I could get involved
in making art until I was in my mid-30s, and I’m sure I’m not alone in this. On
the other hand, I know of an elderly couple who cameto artlate in life, and
who have now converted oneof the rooms in their house into a studio and who
paintevery day, getting immense pleasure from it.

Onepossible way of encouraging art early in life is something like the Room
13 project at Caol Primary School, Fort William in Scotland, which was featured
in a documentary on Channel 4 in 2004 (see: Room 13 website). Caol Primary
School had had anartist in residence for a while and one of them, RobFairley,
decided to intervene with two girls who were getting bullied by having them
take the school photos. This developed into an experimentin creativity: a room
was set aside in the school for the production of all kinds of art: painting,
drawing, digital prints, sculpture, performance art, photography, mixed media
collage and film — including the one shown on Channel 4. Pupils from the school
are allowed to go to Room 13 at any time — as long as they are currently up to
date with their work — and not only make things, but also debate and discuss
and learn aboutart. They have curated a touring exhibition and theyalso learn
aboutart as a business. Room 13 operatesas a self-financing project with pupils
as managers, selling their work and design skills, and employing theartist in
residence directly. They also have their own view of whatart is, as they putit:
Art] is about asking and answering questions about the things thatare really
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important. Most importantly, it is about chinking, and art is not artif it doesn’t
make people think’ (Friends of Scotland website).

Whataboutas analysts and therapists? Do we have a responsibility to encour
age or enable art? Should we remain neutral when our patients begin to express
artistic wishes or interests or talk about curning away from them? What would
we say to someonelike the filmmaker David Lynch who apparently went to a
therapist and asked ‘if I have therapy, will it change the way I see things?’ and
when he wastold that it would, opted not to haveit? Is analytic work contra-
indicated for artists who need their particular emotional complications to enable
them to make the work? Or can it make artists more able to create morefully?
Orindeed, can it help chem face up to the necessity of selling their work — or
at the least of actually allowing other people to see it? This touches on the topic
as to whether or notartists are scen by analysts and therapist to be operating
out of a creative but defensive response to their own pathology, or out of a non-
pathological creativity that has found a home in them rather than in another
person — and of course it could be both. There are also the related issues of how
art itself is used in therapy, and of the links and disjunctions between the verbal
methodologies of analytic work and the less-verbal, or non-verbal ones of the
arts therapies, including movement and music. This brings me to the third and
last problem — how to understand what contemporary art has to say to us.

How to understand what contemporary art has to say to us
Perhaps one answer is to remember Jung’s suggestion (above) thatart is ‘con-
stantly at work educating the spirit of the age, conjuring up the forms in which
the age is most lacking’. But just what is it that we are lacking? And how has
the change in the public’s relationship to art since the late twentieth century
impacted on Jung’s neat equation?

The recent focus on spectacular and sensational shows of modern art, whose
main currency appears to be shock or excitement, can be a real impediment to
seeing what art and artists in general, in their broad manifestations in studios
and workshops, garden sheds and back rooms, are dealing with and describing.
Asweonly get one mainstream version, mediated throughart as investment and
titillation, and artist as celebrity and scapegoat, we cannotbe awareofall that
is going on. Perhaps the purpose of modernartis to get us to notice art as an
essential feature of our lives, to ‘democratize’ it and get it out of the grand salons
andinto the reach of everyone; to makeusall direct attention to an arca of our
psychic lives that we could otherwise pass over, or attribute to someoneclse.
On the other hand, however, if we think that the ‘medium is the message’

then perhaps we already know whatarthas to say: 2-dimensionality, a preoccu-
pation with effect rather than affect, with display, with the body as object, with
endless chains of meaning, with the gallery space itself rather than the works
displayed withinit, for example. There is no meaning, no grand narrative, no
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Prime Mover — and it is up to us whether we accept this situation or not. In
showing us the extent to which art can be a consumer commodity, our contem-
porarysituation is suggesting that it is up to us to decide whether we think that
things have gone awry or whether we're actually working through our relation-
ship to modernity as best we can — as | putit earlier, are we in a dream or a
nightmare? Perhaps, following Jung, we just cannot know, despite the ways in
which contemporary art prodsat us to come to some conclusion about‘sit really
are?’ Is art beauty as Epstein suggested? Oris art, as Cary Grant put it in one of
his films, just a boy’s name’?
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ARTS REVIEW
‘The Magic of the Couch’ by
Claudia Guderian, and ‘Head Space:
Photographs of Psychotherapeutic
Environments’ by Nick Cunard!

JENNIFER BENWELL
At the end of 2004 there were two exhibitions running concurrently at the Freud
museum, both the work of photographers, whoin their different ways captured
something of the form andthe spirit of the analytic environment.

This setting was a good one. The work sat alongside photographic records of
Freud’s study in Bergasse 19 Vienna, his homefor 47 years. In 1938 when he was
forced to leave Vienna and settle in Maresfield Gardens, North London, his
study was recreated so that he could continue his work and since his death the
room remains untouched,for us to observe. The work of recording, preserving
and where possible, recreating Freud’s Vienna study was done with reverence
and an archaeologist’s attention to detail. This adds to our sense that upon reas-
sembly something beyond the material may be recovered. We are surrounded,
as he was, by his extensive collection of relics, imbued with significance from
otherfaiths and cultures. This museum within a museum createsa sense oflayer
uponlayer of personal and collective meaning.

Dr Claudia Guderian’s photographs of consulting rooms are added to this
mix. Interviews with the analysts, detailed recording of rooms and furniture
specificationsarealso printed in hervolumeMagiederCouch (2004). Unfortunately
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practising artist for the last twenty years.
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her books have not beentranslated into English, though Dr Guderianis looking
for an English publisher. She has taken photographsof analysts’ couches over
several years, in one hundred consulting roomsin five different countries. This
is an ongoing project whichshe is hoping to extend,investigating the physical
and material aspects of the intangible, the analytic experience.

Theprecision of her photographs lends them beauty and mystery. For me the
moststriking factor was the strong presence of the absence of the two players,
analyst and analysand. The couch and analyst's chair are captured in a wordless
dialogue, often at opposite edges of the frame. This choice ofintimate, bounded,
interior images echoes the intensity and stricture of the analytic frameitself.

Nick Cunard’s workis in the gallery space of the Freud museum.Heis a social
anthropologist by training and has a different approach: documentary rather
than Guderian’s ‘nature mort’. Here we have more of an a installation; photo-
graphs, texts and boxesoftissues are exhibited on the walls and in glass cabinets,
echoing museum displays, placing the scenes firmly in the territory of relics or
evidence of a specific culture’s rituals and practices. This is a more flexible
approach andhints at the larger, more elastic, containing environment, one in
which the external world is still in view; in one photograph a builder is seen
through the window of the consulting room getting on with his work. There are
photographs of a beech-lined passage leading to the therapist’s room,a ceiling
rose stared at from the couch and, importantly, images of the analysts alongside
excerpts from conversations about the environment they have created around
themselves. We are not offered a carefully composed picture as we are in
Guderian’s work. Rather, we are encouraged to becomeinvolved in the journey
to, and the experience of, the room, the analyst and through that, the photog-
rapher hopes, the experience of analysis. By virtue of this format placing us
within the frame — staring at the ceiling, looking at the analyst — we can play
with the question, are we observer or participant?

In the year that the primary subject of the Turnerprize exhibition, a signifi-
cant indicator of the currentzeitgeist, was personal and cultural identities and
their construction, these two exhibitions were timely. How much of what we
imagine wesee in these spaces is dependant upon thecultural context in which
we view them? By placing the photographs within this setting, some of these
avenuesof thoughtare perhapsless available. We know they are therapist’s rooms
and we read them in a particular way. Put them in an interior design magazine
and ourresponse would bedifferent. So we ‘see’ what we have been primed to
see. This process of preconception has long been the territory of the artist and
the psychotherapist. Ordinary objects or acts acquire symbolic significance
through incorporation into a shared belief system. The urinal put in the art
gallery becomes art (Duchamp, 1917*). We may imbue these interiors with sig-
 

*Marcel Duchamp exhibted a male urinal which he had signed with the name R. Mutt. Thus,
the ‘found object’ became the artwork, ‘Foundation’ 1917.
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nificance, but how important are they? Whatare wereally being shown andare
they therapists’ rooms or works ofart?

Nick Cunard writes of his work in the exhibition catalogue:‘I was especially
interested as a photographer to see what‘my’ medium,this manipulated, mechani-
cal process rooted in the world of materiality, would have to say about a practice
that by its very nature was largely focused on accessing and working with invis-
ible materials.

Theovert aim of these two exhibitions was an exploration of the importance
of these spaces both to the analyst and analysand, the impact the environment
has on ‘the work’, and I presume, to open up these essentially private spaces to
public view. The significance of the details of these environments to the patient
is not news. In some cases it seems to the patients that it is the clearest mani-
festation of the personality of the analyst, indeed such details can be decisive in
the progress of an analysis if Will Self? is to be believed in his accompanying
text:

Nevertheless J stuck with Mr Z for over two years, and | might well have gone on for
longerif it hadn’t been for the stain on the carpet underneath his sofa, that and the
unchanging andartfully messy stacks of books which ranged all overhislittle Battersea
flat.

1 write as someone who proposeda very similar project, though with ‘anony-
mous’ couches, some time ago, and am personally familiar with the strength of
feeling the idea engenders — great enthusiasm and interest on the one hand and
outrage on the other. In the psychotherapeutic context the obvious question
raised is whether or not photographsof analysts’ roomsare a breach of the frame
or the alchemical vas. What does it mean to a patient and analyst to let the
outside world into the analytic space and importantly, is that what these pho-
tographs do?

1 think the rational answer is no, they don’t. However, we are not in the
business of the rational. My belief is that the photograph cannot capture what
is experienced in the analytic hour, that there are as many roomsas there are
analytic hours. The photographer makes representationsof the reality she finds,
makingprecise decisions regarding form and content, andso in some senses the
roomswe see in these exhibitions are the artists’ rooms, not the analysts’ or the
patients’. If the aim was to see inside the parents’ bedroom,it has been unsuc-
cessful. Howeverthere are patients and analysts whobelieve otherwise and some
say that that is the point. It is not what has happened but what we feel has
happenedthatis important: that a private andsafe space has been broken into
and exposed. We know that the containment of the room, the frame andits
sanctity can belife preserving, both literally and psychically, and that when
symbolization has not been achieved, or has beenlost, it is the analyst’s job to
judge whenreality needs to be introduced and very fine judgement is needed.
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 76-79, 2006
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There are also considerations, on the other hand, regarding the analyst’s sepa-
rateness. It is important that the analyst and their environmentare nota crea-
tion of the patient’s mind or in their control, but ‘other’. Their independenceis
part of their usefulness to the patient. In Will Self’s words, ‘ a room they can
call their own, for an hour’. Asserting the independence of the room and the
limits of the patient’s ownership of it may be keeping the frame rather than
breaking it.

Notes
1. Exhibitions of photographs at the Freud Museum 12 November — 12

December 2004.
2. Supporting text by Will Self ‘A room of one’s own — for an hour’.

References
Guderian C (2004) Magie der Couch. Stuttgart: Kohlhammer.
Address correspondence to Jennifer Benwell, email: jenny@jbenwell.demon.co.uk

Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 76-79, 2006
Published by John Wiley & Sons, Ltd DOI: 10.1002/bap



   @WiLEY .InterScience’DiscovEn SOMETHING GREAT
80 Journal of the British Association of Psychotherapists ee.

J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 80-91, 2006 ‘<0

Books reviewed

Dark at the End of the Tunnel
By Christopher Bollas
London: Karnac Books, 2004, 135 pp, £16.99, pbk
Christopher Bollas presents his novella as ‘another way to think psychoanalyti-
cally. This intriguing claim unfolds through the characters of the psychoanalyst
and his accountofhis clinical and his social world.It is as if they are all on the
couch and indeed some complain about being so. The dramatic centrepiece to
this work is the impact of ‘The Catastrophe’ on the world. This eventis the
catalyst for the psychoanalyst like nothing else to enter a torment about
the nature of the world, what is good and whatis evil. The book starts with the
patient, Goran Will, losing an umbrella and being shot in the buttocks by his
wife who is angry about his infidelity. Then the analytic session begins with
Goran Will pressing the doorbell and forgetting that he was doing so. This act
of forgetting presages whatis to come whenthepsychoanalyst is confronted with
the patient asking whatheis to do. The ‘doing’ seemsto have takenplace already
with acts of expulsion from the mind of the patient into the mind of the
psychoanalyst.

‘The Catastrophe’ in the book is the event which has deeply affected the
psychoanalyst andignited a soul searching.It is never specifically called 9/11 but
there is really no doubt. The other characters in the story emerge as devices
through which Bollas creates the analysis on the pages of the book. What
unfolds is an enquiry into the nature of our mental life through the various
challenges that the psychoanalyst encounters in the course ofhis day. It is an
irony that this is so in a book with a title that anticipates an ending that has
already occurred. The psychoanalyst’s world has been turned upside down.Part
of this is expressed in his confusion about moralright such that‘the good’ is no
more than a projection, merely a point of view. The starkness of this comes
under heavyfire when the psychoanalyst is overheard by a couple who havelost
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their son in ‘The Catastrophe’. It is so distressing that it seems we are a step
away from violence but the psychoanalyst is stung by the comments the couple
make as they leave. The wife says, ‘You should burn in hell’. The husband adds,
‘Come my dear, he is a psychoanalyst. Heis in hell anyway’.

The psychoanalyst’s distress is really felt in his thinking about the way he
begins to consider that he is experienced as object rather than other and other-
ness. The distinction is crucial because as object he is seen as being in ‘hell
anyway’. Before that particular encounter he is accosted by his daughter’s best
friend named Aphrodite who was walking her dog Vesuvius. The psychoanalyst
(we are never told his name) is object when Aphrodite ‘knows’ already that he
is thinking about the meaningoflife. This is what psychoanalysts ‘do’. Mortified
nowthatheis as transparent as this and that there is no mystery or curiosity as
to where he might be in his mind, he sustains only further injury as she also
points out that he has trodden in someshit. Now hefinds himself doing something
that everyone hasto do: to clean their shoes on the grass. The sense of humili-
ation in this is palpable, that the psychoanalyst’s reverence for what is in the
mind and the processes of the mindare soiled and reducedto this level. What
price ‘otherness’ now! The whole question of mind expressed as neuroscience
becomes a reductive nightmare of human experience. This is the challenge to
his being and his theory of being. Oneresult of the catastropheis that it becomes
an interrogator creating a new opportunity to ask ‘the why and how questions’
without really expecting or wanting a conclusive answer.

The book pivots on the psychoanalyst surprising himself when one day in a
session,

... the analyst heard himself say, ‘Well, we need companionship,especially when we get
to the age when we cansee dark at the end of the cunnel’. It was this turn of phrase, one
delivered up by his unconscious, that stunned the analyst. Long after the session was
over, the phrase still hung about him like a shroud.

From here the analyst is preoccupied with the dark but in conversation with
Francine, a friend he meets in the coffee house, he finds himself talking about
transcendence and this is now suggested here as an answerto dark. This is cer-
tainly meat for the analysis and once again he found himself at odds and saying
that ‘descendence’ is of more interest than ‘transcendence’ as thoughhis training
made him automatically suspicious ofit.

We must denyourselves pleasures on this earth. We must see ourselves as evil, but for
the grace of God. Transcendence was at the expense of one’s earthly being, which the
psychoanalyst valued as the only being he would personally know . .. There was always
a troubling genocidalintellectualism to Christianity, he thought, a kind of‘either-or’. . . a
good part of humanity was meantto burn in hell while che righteous put their padded
feet on the escalator to heaven... What kind of religion, he pondered, wanted to see
half of humanity burn? Who would ever want to be associated with such a genocidal
drive?
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The psychoanalyst goes on to ponder the natureof this and finds himself in the
fishmongers and changes ‘Zones’ from theterrestrial to the aquatic and becomes
involved in a conversation about salmon migration. Now it is as if he searches
for a biological answer to his questions expressed at one point in wondering
whether the reason he pees a lot when crossing the Atlantic in an acroplaneis
a migratory act rather than the effects of dehydration. This ‘Heart of Darkness’
corporeal experience of doing as being, is the dialectic of the novella in which
a life becomes the experience of faltering transcendence to inevitable detumes-
cence. Along the way the banal and everyday things of buying fish and bread,
making soup and getting to the next bus stop are the things which matter. The
psychoanalystsays,

I think people hang out with certain words like they do with celebrities, and I chink
words like transcendence, soul and spirit are meant to make users fecl like they are
hanging out with gods.

The psychoanalyst strips away a fecling of intimacy with words and makes lan-
guage feel like a collection of short-life pop stars. This derision put into the
mouth of the psychoanalystis all the more startling coming from the pen of a
writer of Christopher Bollas’s stature.

Someconsideration is given to character. Onceagain the corporeal is invoked
in terms of‘form’.

... character is like a poem, or a symphony.It is the self’s form. Beingis form. Relating
is form. The inner world is the mental contents, like the lyrics of a song, or the words of
a poem, or the musical notes; but what they express is never the same as the form they
are given.

Following the catastrophe the psychoanalyst believes that something has changed
which alters the form and our understanding of good and evil. He proclaims,
‘western literature our acculturation in good versus evil’ has permanently
changed. The foundations have been shaken and heinsists that somethingis
different. Westin Moorgate a journalist says,

No, nothingis different. | mean,it’s a bit rich don't you think, that J as a journalist have
to tell you as a psychoanalyst chat thisis all in your head: you are making too muchofit.

Since the catastrophe the psychoanalyst has experienced an over-valuation of
things in his world. The catastrophe signals for him the end of something, he
has the prescient feeling of it being a defining moment. Hecalls into question
where he should be putting his energies. A sense of guilt is aroused and drives
his search and this brings him more in touch with his place in the world as he
nowscesit. At the end of the book the psychoanalystis in conversation with a
patient who is dying from cancer. At the end there are no words ‘to hang out
with’ but he in person is there. It is simple.
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 80-91, 2006
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About twenty-five years ago Christopher Bollas asked students in a training
seminar at the BAP, ‘What is an analysis? This book goes some way towards
providing an answer as something thatis lived andlived in relation to the world.
Thereare issues to do with mourning and changesto‘civilization’ as an ideology.
Since The Catastrophe the world has changed and for the psychoanalyst ‘the
world had lost its meaning’. Whereas could it be that the psychoanalyst had
simply misread the signs? Whilst he was worrying about saving western civiliza-
tion The Catastrophe was just part of a process. The psychoanalyst had come
far from his Freudian roots andjust like transcendence he could not think about
eternity, which has something to do with the capacity to grieve. The book is an
enormously stimulating, funny and poignant in equal quantities but always a
challenging read. In my viewits greatest strength is that the setting of the book
is in a familiar world although is not quite one side of the Atlantic or the other.
It is a novella butit is also a quintessential psychoanalysis, a mind trying to do
more thanrelate to itself, but is it just in a zone of its own? From Dark at the
End of the Tunnel springs now an even greater and more topical relevance fol-
lowing the bombings in London on 7 July 2005. What would the psychoanalyst
be saying now about the meaning of good and evil? Would the journaliststill
say it is all a figment of the journalist’s imagination andis it just he wholives
in hell?

PHILIP HEWITT
Published online in Wiley InterScience

(www.interscience.wiley.com)DOL: 10.1002/bap.8

The Vale of Soulmaking: The Post-Kleinian Model of the Mind
By Meg Harris Williams
London, Karnac Books, 2005, 25lpp, £25, pbk
Meg Harris Williams’ most recent book, The Vale of Soulmaking, is a tour de
force of psychoanalytical literary criticism of major western poetic works. It
clearly shows how literature was an essential inspiration to psychoanalytic
thought. Freud was never in doubt how much he was indebted to poets and
writers in his pioneering establishmentof a new profession. Williams pays tribute
to psychoanalysis as a source of her aesthetic appreciation. Psychoanalytical ideas
are mosthelpful in understanding the meaning of the poem and simultaneously
poetry opens a well of emotion that is conducive to psychoanalytic insight.
Indeed, reciprocity is one of the central themes of the book, reaffirmed byits
structure. Theliterary criticism chapters are preceded by the foreword — a reprint
of Donald Meltzer’s 1989 lecture, aptly entitled ‘Psychoanalysis acknowledgesits
poctic forebears and joins the artistic family’, including two paragraphs written
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by Meltzer eleven months before his death. The book ends with Williams's sub-
stantial and inspired narrative poem — a fictional biography of Wilfred Bion — in
iambic pentameter.

The daughter of Martha Harris (psychoanalyst) and Roland Harris (poet),
Meg Harris Williams has spenther whole adultlife marrying the two disciplines,
as her numerous books demonstrate. The subtitle of The Vale of Soulmaking reads
‘The Post-Kleinian Modelof the Mind’ and Williams's psychoanalytic foundation
is rooted in the work of her life long collaborator, Donald Meltzer who was
indebted to Klein and Bion. The mind develops by working through the para-
noid-schizoid and the depressive positions moving from narcissism to altruistic
reciprocity through an ever-emerging series of catastrophic changes. It estab-
lishes progressively more secure internal objects, finally allowing for a solid
combined object to guide its thinking. Concrete thinking gives way to symbol
formation and the ‘working dream’. The combined object (as in the later Klein
and asfurther investigated by Bion and Meltzer) is the internalized cooperative
and inspiring interrelationship between the parental couple who constitute a
solid basis for creativity. Williams argues that the nature of the combined object
is on the one hand the muse of the poet and on the other the ‘dream’ of coun-
tertransference in the psychoanalyst.

Williams allows the reader an experience of the beauty and the joy of the
first encounter with the aesthetic object that can be accompanied by the terror
of the intensity of emotion. The otherterror is one of the loss of the muse. She
portrays the nature and the experience of being with the muse: lonely and
stumbling, never sure — yet enriching. How does one ‘know? The answerlies in
‘not knowing’ in the experience of being with the other; andif that is reciprocal
— it will change minds.It is lonely work, a constant struggle, with its inherent
temptations to make it easy — to avoid painful emotional conflict — and that
leads to insincerity.

Thefirst literary work tackled by Williamsis Sir Gawain and the Green Knight,
an anonymoustext from the fourteenth century. Looking beyond the mediaeval
trappings of court etiquette and the ideology of chivalry she shows how Gawain's
submission to the teaching of the Lady — that true sexuality is rooted in the
emotional experience of the knowledge of the other — leads him to an experience
of a ‘catastrophic change’. Heis able to find the inner emotionalstillness (as
opposed to the Knight's action) to submit himself to the Knight’s edge of the
axe. ‘His internalisation of his dream-experience is his new protection’ (p. 24).

Williams's study of Keats starts by placing him within the context of the
English romantic poets. It then assuredly and movingly showshis development
from his initial steps as a poetto finding himself anchored in, and propelled by
his Psyche. The literary criticism of Keats's work incorporates his letters that
allow for a privileged insight into the poet’s emotional development. Keats's
mourningfor his brotherfacilitated his working through the depressive position,
allowed him the discovery of ‘negative capability’; a state of mind that put him
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in touch with sincere emotionality. This, in turn, made an optimal use of his
talent to create the most beautiful poetry. Williams describesit as

No longer wandering thoughtlessly, the poet has discovered his vocation: to build the
shrine in the forest of his mind in which soulmaking can take place . .. the feminine
principle, so long ‘neglected’ or held in suspicion by the Romantic poets, is revealed by
Keats's priest-like process of negative capability, to constitute the core of the poetic Muse.
(pp. 53-4)

Williams proceeds with a highly illuminating chapter on Keats's relationship
with Milton’s poetry. She proves meticulously how unhappy Keats was with
Hyperion and Milton with The Passion, because they were written when the poets
were not in contact with their Muse. She helps us to

see Keats allowinghis internal objects to ‘create themselves’ in gradual stages, by means
of varying, struggling identification with Milton and with Milton’s own process of object
evolution. (p. 78)

Milton is a source of struggle for manyliterary critics, mainly because of his
dramatic split between the theological preacher and the poet. Williams demon-
strates, with a sensitivity that does not distract from the intense beauty of
Milton's language, the failings within parts of his poetic opus. Those are due to
the poet guided by the intellect of his religious dogma rather than by his Muse.
Oneis awed by the image of Milton composing at night in his mind, and then
proceeding to commit huge amounts of poetry to paper in thelight of day. She
shows us his development from an infant-poet to a genius guided by his muse:
the process of gaining an inner sight through his courageous stepping into the
‘dark unknowing’. That is especially demonstrated in Paradise Lost when,follow-
ing theFall,‘the poet pictures the processes of internalisation and symbol-forma-
tion that result from the idea of the Muse becoming embedded in the world of
circumstances — the womb of Eve’ (p. 98).

Moving on to tackle the Theban plays by Sophocles, Williams observes:
They represent an inquiry into the nature of suffering andits potential for either creativ-
ity or soul-entombment. They dramatise, in effect, the distinction Keats made between
the vale of tears and the vale of soulmaking. This is essentially the same as that formu-
lated by Bion in terms of the kind of pain that causes ‘symptoms’ while enclosing the
mindina sort of comfortable pessimism, as opposedto thepain thatis truly felt mentally
~ whichhecalls ‘suffering’. (p. 104)

She focuses on Antigone whose commitmentto deathis as fanatical as Creon’s
to tyranny, a commitment that disables her love from being nourishing and
reparative. It is a refreshing interpretation in contrast with the more common
one that concentrates on the conflict between the law of gods and the law of
man.It is, however, the analysis of Oedipus Tyranos (Rex) that is dazzling in its
innovation. Interpreting the poetic structure of the play, Williams shows thatit
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is about weaning anda processofself-knowledge using the mind to think rather
than to solve puzzles. The search for the facts of Oedipus’s birth gives way to
the ‘limping quest’ for the mystery of his growth. The study of Oedipus at Colonus
emphasizes the poetic nature of the play. The interpretative emphasis on the
role of the daughters is original. The woods of Colonus are the crossroads to
Oedipus’s final catastrophic change where he approacheshis death as Dionisian
regeneration.

The interpretation of the Odyssey is a superb illustration of the emotional
development of the main protagonists facilitated by Athene, who steers
Telemachos towards his manhood, and weaves a marriage of homophrosine (an
equal love) for Odeysseus and Penelope, having shaken them outof their frozen
mentalstates. Odysseus’ intrusive curiosity, greed and trickiness delay his home-
coming by nine years. Only when he prays to Athene does sheset out to help
them all by challenging the comfort they take from inertia. Telemachos leaves
the claustrum of his adolescent group, and Odysseus abandonsthe idealized
world of Phaecia. Both Telemachos and Penelope seek the internal recognition
of the beggar Odysseus, and they are notsatisfied until they fecl inner congru-
ence (with an internal father and a true love of a husband) following their
emotional crisis. Athene makes them face the truth in their dreams. They must
all engagein a dialogue with their internal objects. Penelope internalizes Athene
and is able herself to become a weaver, not of the shroud but of the marriage.
Odysseus replaces his lying trickery with thesincerity of his emotional experi-
ence. The bed test must follow the bow test. Penelope discovers the passion of
Poseidon in Odysseus.

Poseidonis no longer antagonistic but the foundation for the richness of the relationship
and its capacity for endurance.It is not a Freudian — Aeschylean balanceofintellect and
instinct, but a Sophoclean integration achievedby ‘suffering’ in the full aesthetic sense.
(p. 145)

The Shakespeare chapter begins:

Shakespeare's search for ‘the noblest Roman of therall’ — idealised in Brutus, under-
mined in Hamlet, begun again in Lear, incomplete in Othello, eventually finds fulfilment
in Antony, the archetypal pattern of the heroic or great-souled magnanimous man. And
his magnanimityfinds its ultimate expression in the achievement of a marriage of homo-
phrosine, like Odysseus — an equallove. (pp. 149-50)

Williams pays particular attention to the other plays, and follows with the analy-
sis of Antony and Cleopatra. She shows in detail Antony's emotional development
from a narrow-minded soldier to a mature lover by means of working through
his aesthetic conflict. It is, however, Cleopatra who growsin stature from a wily
womanto a person capable of embracing love — concernedfor the other, rooted
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in self-knowledge. Both protagonists experience the turbulence of catastrophic
change that enhances the knowledge of their internal reality, and hence their
capacities to respond to the external world. It is a story of love’s opportunity to
develop in stages and Cleopatra’s monument becomes a symbol oflove.

All the energies of her infinite variety are channelled into constancy. This is her new
sincerity. Now she knows that the true monument must consist not of ‘marble’ but of
herself” (p. 170).

Shakespeare’s ‘noblest hero’ is a woman.
Although the main literary chapters focus on five poets (Keats, Milton,

Shakespeare, Sophocles and Homer), one is continuously impressed by the
author's erudition and breath of knowledge. None of the great poets is missing
from the work,and following that literary feast; Williams undertakes an analysis
of Bion’s autobiographies (Appendix A) and finds his Muse. Donald Meltzer’s
1993 lecture On Creativity is transcribed with the welcome addition of his latest
thoughts on countertransference, written before his death specifically for this
book. They include his concept of counter-dreaming.

The concluding chapter of ‘Post Kleinian Poetics’ is a sensitive yet rigorous
analysis of the art and craft of poetry and psychoanalysis. Williams is not a
practising psychotherapist, yet she displays commendable insight into the intri-
cacies of the work in the consulting room. That is not surprising in view of her
conclusion that the ‘muse’ of both a poet and a psychoanalystis a solid internal,
creative, combined object; and the search for the truth is its mission.

The emotional experience is a poetic marriage of contrary emotions... that may
be... ‘almost unbearable’... To resolve the painful tension of this conflict into a
moment of knowledge requires an act of faith in which the support of the selfhood (what
Bion calls ‘memory and desire’) is abandoned in favour of total dependence onthe inter-
nal object, as with Keats and Psyche, or Milton and his Muse...” (p. 192)

This is the state of mind that allows poets to create and psychoanalysts to be
guided by their countertransference, in order to preserve the creativity of the
psychoanalytic process.

The Vale of Soulmaking is a superbly researched, rigorous and inspired book
that can only enrich our work.It is a dance of poetry and drama that one can
eithersit back and enjoy, or through observing it carefully, absorb its the intricate
rhythm and complexsteps.

IRENE FREEDEN
Published online in Wiley InterScience

(www.interscience.wiley.com)
DOI: 10.1002/bap.7
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Mourning, Spirituality and Psychic Change: A New Object Relations View of
Psychoanalysis
By Susan Kavaler-Adler, with a foreword by Joyce McDougall.
Hove and New York: Brunner-Routledge, 2003, 297 pp, £17.99, pbk
Readers of this journal may be familiar with Susan Kavaler-Adler’s earlier
book, The Compulsion to Create: Women Writers and their Demon Lovers
(Kavaler-Adler 2000) — a title almost calculated, | fear, to put off serious
minded members of the British Association of Psychotherapists. However,
those who were not deterred bythetitle will have found themselves treated to
a substantial and detailed object relations examination of the emotional devel-
opment andcreative struggles of Charlotte and Emily Bronté, Emily Dickinson,
Anais Nin, Sylvia Plath, and Edith Sitwell; a hard-headed study which dispels
the romantic notion that creative genius is, somehow, an automatic path of
healing. Through the dense (but not difficult) fabric of her text — though there
are some tiresome misprints — Kavaler-Adler displays an acute empathy and
minute attention to developmental stages and trauma and an attractive blend
of intuition and rigorous theoretical thinking. I will say more about the demon
lovers later.
Now Susan Kavaler-Adler has written anothersubstantial book in which she .

first expounds an object relations model of the psyche — incorporating much of
the work of, among others, Klein, Fairbairn, Bowlby, Balint and Winnicott — and
then puts the model to work, in extended case presentation and discussion,
illustrating the ways in which the capacity to mournis vital for healthy emo-
tional development. In this she builds on Caper’s suggestion that Klein’s depres-
sive position should actually be called a ‘mourning position’ because whereas
depression suggests a blocked, melancholic state, Klein’s depressive position is
really ‘a psychic state of conflict and process, not a state of pathological
deadness’:

Unlike the splitting off and projecting of disowned parts of the self, in the depressive
position the painful aspects of the self are contained and psychically processed. Affect
experience is the main route to this process, whereas mourningis the overall gestalt of
this affective process that involvesthe resolving andintegrating of internal object rela-
tions as psychodynamic process. (p. 242)

In her Foreword, Joyce McDougall suggests that, by taking the theme of
mourningas a paradigm, Kavaler-Adleris able to ‘interweaveclinical phenomena
that have formerly been restricted to separate categories’. For example,

She links the abandonment and depressive mourning of separation-individuation trauma
with that of narcissistic injury, of the loss of the primal parents throughliteral death,
and the mourning ofbisexuality, as well as that of a grief ~ in relation to existential guilt
and regret — and mourning the attachmentto narcissistic parents.(p. xif)
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ThedensityofMcDougall’ssummarymirrorsthemulti-layerednatureofKavaler-
Adler’stext,whichrewardsstudy,butneedsconsiderabledigestion.

Onetheoreticalpointwithsignificantclinicalimplications,whichKavaler-
Adlerbringsoutwell,isthedifferencebetweenFairbairn’spictureof‘insideand
outside’beinginopposition,incontrasttoKlein’spictureof‘insideandoutside’
workinginparallel.BythisshemeansFairbairn’sfocusonaninternalworld
‘thatismainlysealedoffinaclosedsystem,withtherelationshipsinthisworld
repeatingthemselvesendlesslyandmonotonously’(p.29).Thesearethedynam-
icsoftheschizoidworld,inwhichthelibidinalandantilibidinalegos,splitoff
fromthecentralego,arelockedinmortalconflict.Although,assheshows,the
paradigmofmourningappliesmoregenerallywithinthetherapeuticprocess,it
seemstobeparticularlyatmomentsofreconnectionbetweenthecentralego
andthelibidinalegothatwebecomemostconsciousofourpent-uprage,grief
andneed.Asherclinicaldescriptionsillustrate,theseprofoundbutstormypas-
sagesrequireahighdegreeofconstancyandempathicattunementintheanalyst
ifprimitivetraumaisnottoberepeated.

Giventhecurrentvogueforspirituality,notleastintherapeuticcircles,Iwas
particularlyinterestedbythewaysheassociates‘spiritual’experience,inanalysis,
withthesesignificantmomentsofintegration,madepossiblebyprocessesof
mourning(p.224f).MartinBuber,followingKierkegaard,madetheconnection
betweentheachievementofunitstatusandourcapacitytoentertaina(mono-
theistic)notionofGod,whenhewrote,

NotbeforeamancansayIinperfectreality—thatis,findinghimself—canheinperfect
realitysayThou—thatis,toGod.(Buber1936:63)

ElsewhereIhavetriedtothinkaboutthereligiousjourneyasthequestfor
awholeobject—whichmust,insomedegree,reflectagrowingintegration
withinourselves(MacKenna2002).Asshedescribesthem,thesemoments
ofpsychicenrichment,whentherehasbeenareconnectionbetweenthe
centralegoandpreviouslysplit-offpartsofit,mayinitiallybemarkedbyan
almosteuphoric,idealizingtransference,andbytheappearanceofsupra-per-
sonalimageryindreamsandtransferencefantasy(p.272).Encouragingly
(frommypointofview),andnotwithstandingherpsychoanalyticorientation,
Kavaler-Adlerexplicitlyacknowledgesthearchetypalqualityofthisimagery,
anddrawsonJungianthinkingtolocateit.Psychoanalyticpsychotherapists
mightfindthesepageshelpfulingettingahandleonwhat,tothem,Irealize,
isthesheerincomprehensibilityofJungianlanguage.Ifinterested,theymight
thenwanttoreadon,inothersources,togainafullerpictureofJungian
thinkingabouttherelationshipofegotoself-astartingpointmightbe
Stevens(1982).

What,then,isthe‘status’ofthespiritualexperiencesrecountedinthisbook?
DescribingPhillip,oneofherpatients,Kavaler-Adlersays,
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PublishedbyJohnWiley&Sons,LtdDOI:10.1002/bap

89



90 Books reviewed

In retrospect, these phases appear to have been transitional stages in treatment, and in
the developmental process of separation that Phillip was navigating through the mourn-
ing process. The spiritual beliefs associated with these transitional phases endure in his
later psychic evolution, but they becomefess prominent in his mourning process later
on, as he thenrelates directly to his psychodynamic conflicts in termsofhis interpersonal
relationships. The spiricual and cransitional experiences becomeless importantasliteral
truths as Phillip's interpersonal world becomesalive with day-to-day intimacy and whole
self experience. Yet, the metaphorsstill stand, and Phillip continues to find chem useful.
(p. 276)

This tallies with Jungian experience that archetypal eruptions need, gradually,
to be ‘humanized’ and woven into the routine fabric of experience. Concrete
thinking has to give way to symbolism. In a similar way, from the Judaco-
Christian point of view, a crucial part of the journey is the descent from the
heights, with their idealizing and somewhat manic intensity, and the gradual
developmentoftheability, Blake-like, to find eternity in a grain of sand — ‘Easter
in Ordinary’, in the title of a book by Nicholas Lash (1988).

Another spiritual aspect is reflected in Kavaler-Adler’s preference for the
language of the heart — a rich symbol in the Bible. Pointedly, she asks, ‘Where
is the humanheartin psychoanalysis? Rarely do theorists deal with the heart as
a psychic juncture of human experience; and she nails her colours to the mast,
when she writes,

I have foundthat speaking to analysands. . . using the language of the heart tendsto be
immediately communicative, often evoking a resonant response. There is generally a
palpable impact when invoking che heart’s needs, longings, and its wounds that weall
wardoff. It is certainly a more direct route co che contact involved in emotional touch
than speaking of an id, ego, or superego, or even libidinal ego or antilibidinal ego per-
sonified as an internal sabotcur. (p. 4)

Do we think enough, | wonder, about the words we use, about the ways they
resonate with,or afflict our patients’ humanity? Reading these lines lam reminded
of Bettleheim’s devastating criticism of the vocabulary used in — and sometimes
artificially created for — the standard English translation of Freud’s works
(Bettelheim 2001). It is particularly fitting that a psychoanalytic discussion of
mourning should also speak the language of the heart.

But what of the demon lovers? In The Compulsion to Create: Women Writers
and their Demon Lovers, Kavaler-Adler illustrated the ways in which her female
subjects had incorporated — rather than internalized — intensely destructive
aspects eitherof their fathers or, more damagingly,if the primary trauma occurred
at an earlier developmentalstage, maternal deficits, which were then stoked by
the advent of oedipal desires in relation to brutal or emotionally withholding
fathers. These dynamics are evidentin their writing in which the demon lover
may be idealized (Emily Bronté’s Heathcliff), or denigrated (Sylvia Plath’s Daddy).
The compulsion to create fails, as a therapeutic tool, when the same dynamic is
— Fairbairn-like — endlessly repeated. However, if the author achieves some
Copyright © 2006 BAP J. Br. Assoc. Psychother. 44(1), 80-91, 2006
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capacitytomourn,asKavaler-AdlersuggestsCharlotteBrontédid,thentheir
charactersbecomemoregenuinclyhuman,showingbothflawsandstrengths.
ThesedynamicsarefurtherexploredinMourning,SpiritualityandPsychic
Change.

AsJoyceMcDougallsuggests,mourningprovidesSusanKavaler-Adlerwith
arichandmulti-dimensionalfocusthroughwhichtoexploremanyaspectsof
thetherapeutictask.
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