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Foreword


David E. Scharff, MD*


Nina Coltart was an analytic phenomenon of a decidedly independent stripe, a woman of paradox for whom analysis was always serious business done with humility, a light touch, and, where possible, humour. She said of herself that she would like to be thought of as the most independent of London's Independent Group. Her reputation in Great Britain was outstanding for integrity, wisdom, and an unequalled gift for collegial facilitation. Her professional travels to Australia, Sweden, and the United States spread her influence, energy, and unique lilt, but were confined to a relatively few of her later years, so that she was much less known than her talents and wisdom deserved outside of Great Britain. She died by suicide in June 1997 at the age of sixty-nine, in deteriorating health.


The re-issuing this little book twenty-five years after initial publication is an occasion to re-introduce Coltart to a wider audience, to place her in context, and to highlight her major contribution to humanising psychoanalysis through her unique blend of wisdom and common sense. Her work, specifically as she presents it in this volume, makes psychoanalytic psychotherapy a more useful and a more satisfying profession, and at the same time one that is more comfortable for the student (at any stage of struggle) of its craft.


Coltart did not value dogma. Her writing is imbued with that most uncommon quality, common sense. Her unique analytic blend of integrity with flexibility had a finely honed sensibility that informed her work with patients, her teaching, and her supervision. She drew extensively on a few pioneers, but showed independence from those she viewed as tending to draw psychoanalysis towards an abhorred dogmatism and rigidity. She cited Freud (and believed in his wisdom fervently), Bion, and Winnicott as her forebears, Balint and others occasionally, and then some treasured fellow travellers such as Christopher Bollas and Neville Symington, as people who put useful words on things she believed.


Coltart's greatest influence was on her peers and students at the British Psychoanalytical Society and, beyond the Society, on a plenitude of psychotherapists in London and elsewhere whom she taught, supervised, and befriended. As she writes in this book, she had a wide network of colleagues that included many beyond pure psychoanalysts and even beyond analytic therapists to include psychiatrists, GPs, and behavioural therapists. She probably did more psychoanalytic evaluations than anyone else has ever done. During her thirty-plus years of practice, she conducted an average of three full evaluations a week, more than three thousand in all, on each occasion assessing suitability for analysis, analytic psychotherapy, or other therapies, after which she allowed herself time to reach an intuitive idea of the best fit for referral among her vast network of colleagues of many stripes, and to help the patient connect with the person she deemed the best choice. She had a well-developed idea of the process of consultation, assessment, and referral, and felt that full analysis was the appropriate recommendation only for the minority who showed the requisite curiosity, intelligence, psychological-mindedness, and willingness to pay, even if at a reduced fee. For Coltart, psychotherapy was not lesser. It was her own first love in preference to the longer work of full analysis, though she did plenty of that too. She carried out about a dozen analyses as a training analyst, and supervised an unknown number of analytic candidates.




Coltart's reputation in London was mainly built on two things: her role as an evaluator and referrer, and her ten years as director of the London Clinic of the Institute for Psychoanalysis. There she collaborated with a large number of people across the conflicting persuasions of the institute, with a sure sense of facilitation and collegiality. Arthur Hyatt Williams, my mentor, who had a similarly winning and independent quality, was one of the Kleinian analysts whom everyone from the Society valued and loved. He told me more than once that Nina Coltart was the person in the British Psychoanalytical Society with whom it was easiest and most enjoyable to work, based on his experience with her in the London Clinic. That sense of collegiality, flexibility—and fun—comes through in this book dedicated not to a bare bones survival, but to, as she put it, ‘survival with a sense of enjoyment’.


This is the essential paradox (among many) of our work steeped in various degrees of human suffering. I am often asked something like, ‘How do you stand spending so much time with unhappy people?’ Probably this rather important question never occurs to the prospective therapist, and maybe it is just as well that it does not. One might as well ask a teacher, ‘How do you stand spending your time with all those ignorant children?’ I went into a psychiatric and psychoanalytic career with the understanding I could learn what made people tick. That was Freud's idea of satisfaction in pursuing analysis, and it certainly is part of it. But in any of the healing professions, including medicine and psychotherapy, there is the gratification of the privilege of helping that transforms mental research into the pleasure of seeing growth and healing, and knowing that you had something to do with it.


* * *


Coltart first published a paper, ‘The Treatment of a Transvestite’, in 1985, at about the age of fifty-seven, saying she had liked to save her writing to teach from. Her three books were published within a short time of each other; the first in 1992; this one, the second, in 1993; and the third in 1996, when she had already retired from analysis and resigned from the British Psychoanalytical Society. In them, themes recur and get reworked. As one reads them, the emphases accumulate, and it becomes easy to see what she cared most about. She fleshed out Bion's approach to thinking about analysis, especially seen in her working interpretation of his idea of faith as an essential ingredient in analysis, faith in the process and in the capacity of the patient to grow and the analyst to help. She was devoted to a combination of rigour and openness in technique in both psychotherapy and analysis.


She had lost faith in the Christian religion of her upbringing. Her search for a spiritual core found answers in the non-theistic Buddhist practice of meditation and the Middle Way. From then on, she drew her foundation from both analysis and from Buddhism as ways of enhancing her understanding of the evolving process of becoming.


She defined her belief in survival-with-enjoyment in our work as a capacity that characterised a gradual move from the anxieties of early practice to the relaxed self-confidence of a later career. She put faith in the role of a honed intuition as she wrote vividly about the drama of her experience with patients, either in the single encounters, of which she had so many, or in the analytic long haul, whether treatment was ultimately successful or ended tragically, as was the case for one of her patients detailed in this book.


Nina Coltart was born in 1927. Her father was a busy GP and she thought her mother distant, offering a kind of present absence. The singular event of her young life was her evacuation from London with her younger sister Gillian during the war to her parents’ holiday home in Cornwall (a converted World War I ammunition hut), and the fatal train wreck that killed her parents as they were coming to visit her. In her references to this loss, she refers to herself as eleven years old, though the chronology in a more recent tribute volume has the loss occurring when she was nearly thirteen (Rudyntsky and Preston, 2011). Rudnytsky infers from this that she thought of herself as a younger, more vulnerable child than her chronological age might suggest. She was put under the guardianship of her maternal grandmother, who, although from Cornwall originally, remained in her residence in Kent throughout, visiting the girls regularly. Nina found her widowed grandmother cold and uncaring. Her much-loved primary caretaker was ‘Nan’, the midwife attached to her father's GP practice, who lived with the family when not away for her work. Nan had semi-retired when the evacuation took place, and so it was natural for her to remain with Nina and Gill in Cornwall whilst the girls’ parents remained behind to deal with their bombed home. Nan had a relationship of mutual devotion with the girls, who were themselves lifelong good friends.


Coltart reckoned that the traumatic loss of her parents conditioned the rest of her development, as she said in an interview with Anthony Molino in 1996:


Anyway, a tragedy like that fractures your life completely, and from there on you're a different person, you lead a different life. You've got a secret life…It's from such events that one knows about handling death, about handling grief, and trauma…or rather, about not always handling them successfully….I became very depressed and disturbed when I was (later) at boarding school, and nobody really understood what was happening to me…. Eventually I managed to totter and lurch into the world of psychoanalysis. I didn't know how to look for it. I didn't know enough to know that it could help a person so. But it helped me a great deal. Later in life, you could say that the practice of Buddhism finished off the healing for me. But it took me…twenty-five years to heal—and one does end up with a sort of superiority from such a prolonged struggle with survival…Whether to call it wisdom though, I'm not so sure…But I used to feel secretly that I knew a great deal more than other people…I'm sure that it turned me into something of a loner. (Molino, 1998, pp. 191–192)


She went to Oxford and graduated in languages. Intending always to be a doctor, she was accepted at St Bartholomew's Hospital in London for medicine. After training in psychiatry—which she enjoyed—she was introduced by a happy accident to psychoanalysis, towards which she moved steadily. She wrote about her medical foundation with two opposing attitudes: that it was essentially unnecessary for her psychoanalytic vocation—part of the bathwater that one eventually had to jettison as the vocation ripened—and that she always valued the medical perspective as essential to her idea of how to evaluate and understand patients, giving her a leg up on other analysts.


She was sent to Eva Rosenfeld for training analysis. Rosenfeld had undergone analysis with both Freud and Klein. She was called out of retirement to treat Coltart because of the resonance of her own losses. Rosenfeld had separated from her husband in Vienna, migrated to London, and lost three of her four children. Rudnytsky suggests that the cumulative intergenerational trauma came not only from Coltart's loss of her parents (and earlier family losses) but the telescoping of analytic trauma from Klein to Rosenfeld combined with Rosenfeld's own losses. Coltart felt the limitations of her own analysis due to Rosenfeld's abstemious classical technique (the order of the day), and perhaps also due to the unconscious imposition of limitations from Rosenfeld's unmourned losses and advanced age. Coltart speculated that had she undergone a second analysis, she would have preferred to focus more on early object relations, a Bionian–Winnicottian approach that would have enabled her to experience the deeper recesses of early loss and deprivation.


Coltart first came to wide attention for a paper she gave at the English-Speaking Conference of Psychoanalysts in 1982. ‘Slouching towards Bethlehem…or Thinking the Unthinkable in Psychoanalysis’ that created a stir and made her reputation. It was first published in 1986 in The British School of Psychoanalysis: The Independent Tradition, edited by Gregorio Kohon. Her title, drawn from Yeats’ ‘The Second Coming’, captured what she thought analysis was all about: the slow, muddled progress towards an undefined thing that is waiting to be born. Its essential shape cannot be foretold, only discovered when its hour is come. She thought that this held for patients as well as analysts. She returned to this phrase many times, as much of her writing was about helping students and supervisees become what they could not foresee in the beginning.


It is of the essence of our impossible profession that in a very singular way we do not know what we are doing…the analyst that one is going to be is a mystery. Ten years later, we may just about be able to look back and discern the shape of the rough beast—ourselves as analysts in embryo—as it slouches along under the months and years until, its hour come round at last, there is some clearer sense of ourselves as analysts. The process of doing analysis has slowly given birth to an identity which we now more or less recognize as an analyst…[we] are still becoming, which for us approximates to the notion of ‘being an analyst.’…something very similar obtains also for our work with our patients. (Coltart, 1992, pp. 2–3)




Following Bion, she connects this slow and perpetual delivery to ‘the act of faith’ requisite to work of a high quality. She elaborates on ‘working without memory or desire’, and on the use of intuition. She quotes Kant first: ‘Intuition without concept is blind; concept without intuition is empty.’ Then she quotes Bion answering a question about how he came to realise the advantages of suppressing memory and desire, saying, ‘I found I could experience a flash of the obvious’ (ibid., p. 5).


Our work goes on in a special kind of darkness that has ‘that special quality of the unknown which is moving towards being known’ (ibid., p. 7). In a style that was already her own, Coltart considers the quality of special attention that she would later call ‘bare attention’ apposite to our work, the value of silence, and of humour—of being able to laugh when it will not harm the patient. Finally, she speaks about psychosomatic processes, the way the body speaks through psychosomatic symptoms for those things determined to remain unconscious and unknowable, but paradoxically being made conscious in disguise. In this way, unthinkable content also slouches along in the darkness of the psychosomatic symptom (ibid., p. 13). She speaks of the many times there may be improvement in a psychosomatic process without our having known why the work helped. Analysis is a ‘spiral process’


where the same ground is ploughed over and over…always with something new about it…. The mind is so protean that it can colonize the body in a new spirit and skillfully enlist the symptom under a new banner in the ongoing war of resistance in the transference…. There is always in our work a dimension that is beyond words…always a mystery at the heart of every person, and therefore in our job as analysts. (ibid., p. 14)


A clinical example from ‘Slouching’ is of note for the notoriety it brought. Describing a long analysis with a persecutingly silent patient, Coltart wrote:


One day, without really thinking it out clearly, I suddenly demonstrated an example of what Neville Symington has called ‘the analyst's act of freedom’ (1983). I simply and suddenly became furious and bawled [him] out for his prolonged lethal attack on me and on the analysis….I wasn't going to stand for it a second longer, I shouted, without the remotest idea at that moment of what alternative I was proposing! This outburst of mine changed the course of the analysis…We came to see how much, to his own surprise and horror, this man had needed to live out, and have experienced and endured by another person without retaliation, his primary hatred of a genuinely powerful mother. (ibid., p. 10)


She later wrote that she was ‘wholeheartedly prepared to stand by this behavior’, as by now she believed ‘with some authority that we can do no harm to a patient by showing authentic affect, within the limits of scrupulous self-observation’ (ibid., p. 161).


The volume Slouching towards Bethlehem (1992) introduced Coltart's characteristic style of meandering through important issues in analytic practice as she began to spell out her particular love of and rigour in carrying out assessments for analytic therapy. She gave vivid clinical stories, as in ‘The Treatment of a Transvestite’, ‘The Analysis of an Elderly Patient’, and ‘The Silent Patient’. Exploring the question ‘What Does It Mean: “Love Is Not Enough”?’ she writes that while Eros has little to do with what we offer, Agape isn't enough when not combined with the kind of rigorous technique that is hard-won through training and experience. It is persevering analytic devotion that surpasses the particularities of technique.


Her next book, published a year later in 1993, was this one. How to Survive as a Psychotherapist masquerades as a how-to manual for beginning therapists, but that characterisation, while true, also sells it very short. It is actually an amalgam of down-to-earth practicality about assessment, the pleasures of psychotherapy as opposed to analysis, details of how to run a practice, vivid clinical stories which don't necessarily turn out well, a return to discussing Buddhism, and an autobiographical finale, ‘Leisure and Living’, on the balance between life and work, including her choice to live alone. Written in deceptively simple language, it reads easily and encourages beginners, but its backbone is the accrued wisdom for a career with ‘survival-with-enjoyment’ that offers new perspectives to both mid-career and experienced therapists and teachers. The professional autobiographical quality of the book reveals a lot about Coltart: her love of psychotherapy over full analysis, the number of strictures in analysis that she feels bind rather than guide—not much that will shock but a lot that gives welcome freedom. Illuminating the difference between ‘Getting There’ and ‘Being There’, she describes the first years, in training and beyond, as full of the anxiety of trying to get things right, of an inner critical voice that brings down the judgement of supervisors and teachers as well as one's own critical voice, followed only slowly by the ability to relax into a career with confidence in one's own voice, knowledge, and intuition that slowly leads to a capacity for enjoyment of what can seem to outsiders a grim profession dealing only with suffering.


Probably it would be true to say that the early years of the second stage, Being There, are the hardest…By comparison, Getting There is a doodle; smooth trekking, in gentle, wooded foothills, compared with some of the bleak (self-)exposed hard climbing of the next bit.…[Gradually the] recently qualified psychotherapist realises that the difference is not just one of degree, but of entering a different dimension altogether. (this edition, pp. 2–3)


The trainee has the comfort of the training organisation acting like a dedicated mother, while once on her own, the young (and often not so young) graduate suffers alone, but with the internalised legacy of standards that often feel impossibly demanding because of the relentless idealisation of analysis and of one's teachers and predecessors. Coltart's own experience echoed this:


On the day I qualified, I was cock-a-hoop, and probably thoroughly over-sanguine. My analyst said, ‘Yes, that's good that the training is behind you. Now it will take another ten years for you to become an analyst.’ I was somewhat deflated, but in retrospect I know she was right. (this edition, p. 10)


Many themes recur in her last book, The Baby and the Bathwater, published in 1996. When she asked me to write a pre-publication review for the book jacket, she said it was her final book. Christopher Bollas wrote in the foreword, “If this is her final book, she has left the best for last.” Like the spiral process of treatment itself, she covered familiar themes with increasing depth. The collection begins with Coltart's very first paper, published only now, ‘The Man with Two Mothers’. She had presented it in 1967 to fulfil her requirements for full membership in the British Psychoanalytical Society, from which she had graduated in 1964. The paper is the vivid, clear story of a case begun in 1963, and ongoing at the time of presentation. The patient's mother had married because she was pregnant, and he was given to foster parents at birth, with only occasional contact with his birth mother. The analysis centred on difficulties in relating that stemmed from early rejection, guilt, and feelings of badness that followed. The paper is of note for Coltart's classical style. It is the only one of her published papers like this, because she soon moved beyond this way of thinking and writing. Interpolated in the report are Coltart's notes, which allow her to show the reader how she had changed. For instance, at one point in the paper she reported, ‘I showed him during the course of this session how it was his own magical power allied to his fury that devastated his world of anything good.’ Her 1996 footnote follows:


This phraseology is an example of how close I still was to the influence of the training. There is a certain sort of analytic presentation that is very fond of saying: ‘I showed the patient such-and-such…’ Very soon after I qualified it began to seem to me to be an all-knowing, de haut en bas way of speaking, and I have never used it since. (Coltart, 1996, p. 15)


This early paper and its footnotes thereby introduced the theme of life review, of seeing her beginnings in a new light. The familiar themes are now more mature, the clinical cases more vivid, the wisdom more extensive. Two other clinical chapters, ‘A Philosopher and His Mind’ about an intellectualising, scornful man who denigrated treatment and ‘Blood, Shit and Tears’ about an early case of a man with severe ulcerative colitis, have an immediacy both about the patient and about Coltart's experience that is rare in clinical writing. In ‘Two's Company, Three's a Crowd’, she describes her experience of entering an introductory course at the Institute of Group Analysis that included a year-long experiential group. She had already qualified as an analyst, and it is not that common for qualified analysts to feel they have a good deal more to learn. But Nina seems always to have felt she had more to learn. In the beginning, she kept her analytic identity hidden to keep herself on a level with other members. She was rewarded with painful, useful experience. On one occasion, when several members were absent, she was shocked to develop intense feelings to the group conductor as a depriving mother, leading to insight about an aspect of her childhood—the pain of the absent mother—that her analysis had not plumbed. She came to realise how little she had functioned as part of groups, and discovered how much her own silent, internal dialogue was critical of others. She was willing to undertake this kind of experience, to take on in herself what she had written about in others: ‘a tendency for older, successful analysts to become self-satisfied and opinionated…rather arthritic in their views’ (ibid., p. 52). And she wrote autobiographically about the pain and learning without being inappropriately revealing.


Bathwater has a chapter on supervision and its pleasures and, by innuendo, its trials, and a thoughtful chapter on endings, which focuses on the rather unnatural situation of how we end therapies by decision, perhaps the only situation in which a relationship of mutual benefit and often mutual pleasure must be brought to a planful and usually permanent end, with the analogy to death, the mourning that is required, and the respect for the patient shown in the steadiness to do so. In this way she re-traces a theme dealt with in this book, and in circling back in the spiral-like way that she had applied to therapeutic progress, she added to her contribution.


I noticed early on that while Coltart is widely read and highly literate, she acknowledges more travelling companions than sources. She knows Freud well and felt that all serious students should be steeped in him—the more of Freud read, the better. A lecture in The Baby and the Bathwater that had been given to psychotherapy students, ‘Handling the Transference’, shows what a thoughtful, knowledgeable, and digestible teacher she must have been. She quotes Christopher Bollas, who came to be a close friend and literary supporter, and Neville Symington more than anyone except Freud, Bion, and Winnicott. There are plenty of references listed among the three books—but, surprisingly for those devoted to British object relations, no real discussion of Kleinian ideas and not a single formal reference to Klein or any of the contemporary Kleinians. This seems no accident. She defined herself as ‘the most independent of the British Independent Group’. The omission of Klein fits with a quiet background of implicit criticism of the religious quality of certain unnamed analysts who demand loyalty to the exclusion of independence of mind or capacity for intellectual freedom that Coltart came to stand for. Without rancour, she aligns herself against technical rigidity and religious loyalty to closed bodies of ideas, to the sense of superiority she found in parts of the analytic establishment. Instead of dogma, she talks about the difficulty of our work, done ‘on the tightrope’ between technique and intuition, in the dark yet seeking a light, demanding devotion, often best carried out with a light hand and—when patients allow—with humour.


In ‘Why Am I Here?’, a final discussion of the psychotherapist's vocation, Coltart gives her only discussion of the shortcomings of analytic institutions. She conducted rewarding and much-praised work in the British Psychoanalytical Society as head of the clinic, and later, according to Brendan MacCarthy's eulogy, her important work as Society Vice President in healing a pervasive malaise in the Society ushered in ‘a decade or more of remarkable growth and development in our affairs’ (Rudnytsky & Preston, 2011, p. 118). So it is also important to see the other, silent side of her feeling.


[T]he atmosphere inside psychoanalytic societies only serves to increase one's understanding of their ineptness in handling the real world. There is a considerable amount of gossip, and a readiness to believe malicious hearsay about one's colleagues, accompanied, rather naturally, by poorly handled paranoia…I would never expect an analyst to be loyal and supportive to me through thick and thin, if a subject at issue happened to be one that rouses such an analyst to unnatural pitches of defensive frenzy and his opinion did not concur with mine…This is partly due to the uneasy cohabitation of groups whose theories differ deeply, many of whose adherents feel bound both to proclaim and defend them with a fanaticism bordering on the religious…Lamentably often I have heard it said, of someone bold enough to criticize a passionately held theory, ‘Oh well, of course he/she isn't really properly trained,’ or ‘isn't doing real analysis.’ Is it any wonder that a young analyst, unsuspecting, who steps naively into one side of a controversy…begins by feeling hurt and shocked and goes on to develop a sort of anxious paranoia? (Coltart, 1996, pp. 31–32)




By this time, Coltart had resigned from the British Psychoanalytical Society, saying that she wished to move on while still having health, energy, and time. Many did not understand, hurt and rejected by her decision, which she stood by steadily. She wrote to friends and told Anthony Molino that she was completely happy with this decision and enjoyed her garden and new life in the country. But I cannot help thinking that the feelings voiced in Bathwater now came more to the front, and gave her a certain relief at no longer having to parse the often bitter politics of small differences.


We cannot understand the balance of Nina Coltart's life, her particular brand of survival-with-enjoyment, her devoted but tongue-in-cheek perspective, without including her Buddhist practice. She wrote about it most in Bathwater, at pains to make it clear that this aspect of her life was central to her sense of balance. She meditated daily, felt spiritually centred, and practised Theravadin Buddhism, which focuses on the Three Signs of Being: Suffering, Impermanence or Transience, and No-Self. She wrote, ‘Of the great religions of the world, Buddhism is unique in saying that we have no abiding self, or soul, and that there is no God, not under any designation’ (ibid., p. 127). Her daily practice of Buddhism became a way of achieving the great fundamental paradox of a moral life: to be in touch with the self, while at the same time accepting that, in the impermanence of all things, there ultimately is no self. While she never fully explained the substance of her realisation of the ‘no-self,’ she wrote that this achievement, which took her twelve years, finally brought substantial peace of mind. She described how the morality of Buddhism, the study of the self, the humility, and the way of opening one's mind to self-discovery were all aspects that overlapped with psychoanalytic practice, and that the morality of strengthening the self, while not overvaluing it, expressed the great paradox at the heart of life.


In this foreword that traces the arc of Nina Coltart's life and work, it is important to refer to a homage to her. Her Hour Come Round At Last: A Garland for Nina Coltart, edited by Peter Rudnytsky and Gillian Preston, is a multifaceted collage covering all aspects of her life. There are tributes from patients and friends from childhood and from throughout her career, notes from her family, contributions from patients and supervisees, dramatic notes, recollections from her travels to Russia and China, Tuscany, New York and New England, a collection of her own essays and book reviews, and two obituaries she wrote. I have never read a collection quite like this mixture of personal and professional assessments, tributes and testimonials, and professional contributions.


Because Coltart did not write so very much, I could read this “garland” while immersed in reading the whole of her published canon. The result gave me a remarkable perspective on a life, a gestalt of one of our most remarkable colleagues, and I felt I could infer how the wholeness of her life intersected with the kind of professional society most of us live in. Through this book, one can see the professional interface with the rest of her life, her loving sister, and her sister's family, to whom she was close all her life. Nina Coltart lived alone—by choice, she often said—but she was fully involved in the world, in other cultures, in her friends, her patients, and students. She stayed in touch with people through many years, and in her extensive correspondence she was curious, supportive, and loyal.


Two pieces from the middle of this book hold its centre. The first, by Anthony Molino, was intended as an introduction to his published interview with her, but then left out in the wake of her unexpected death. Molino cites ‘the hugeness of spirit that she inhabited’ (Rudnytsky & Preston, 2011, p. 193). His introduction is on a par with the valuable interview, which I have drawn on frequently in understanding her own view of her life and her place in analysis (Molino, 1998).


The second, Peter Rudnytsky's ‘In praise of Nina Coltart’ (Rudnytsky & Preston, 2011, pp. 163–186), integrates her biography with her contribution. I have also drawn heavily on Rudnytsky's thinking, which covers much the same ground as this foreword, looking at the impact of her early loss of her parents and her loneliness before their deaths, on her subsequent development and work, her experience of analysis, her flowering as an analyst, and the burst of creativity during her last fifteen years. From the treatment of her first publication, ‘Slouching towards Bethlehem’, to her insistence on the need for faith in analysis, Rudnytsky's thoughtful comments illuminate our understanding:


In my view, [understanding Coltart's personal experience] only enhances our appreciation of Coltart's achievement when we are able to grasp that, through the metaphor of the ‘rough beast’, she has been able to transform ‘the pure anxiety of waiting’ that was her acutest dread in life into the source of her most generative contribution to psychoanalysis. (ibid., p. 181)


Rudnytsky's thoughtful discussion of Coltart's suicide helped bring closure to a sense of loss I felt many years ago when she told me that The Baby and the Bathwater would be her last book. I protested that she had more to say—but she had said what she wanted to. So I understand the sense of letdown and even betrayal that colleagues who were much closer to her than I seemed to have felt when she resigned from the British Psychoanalytical Society and withdrew to her country house in Leighton Buzzard. She said to Molino that the move brought her ‘full circle’ by being ‘just up the road’ from the birthplace of Nan who had been her ‘primary love object’ (Molino, 1998, p. 195). Her health was now declining and she was becoming dependent on others, and it was in this state that she must have made the decision to end her life, which held only the prospect of diminished capacity and increased suffering. For four decades she had been a member of the Voluntary Euthanasia Society, and when she killed herself with sleeping pills, she left an article about suicide in her kitchen, on which she had written, ‘I agree with this.’ Rudnytsky writes: ‘With characteristic pungency and practicality, she posted a note on her front door, “Please do not disturb—having an extra lie-in” ’ (Rudnytsky & Preston, 2011, p. 184).


While thus leavening our dismay at her suicide, Rudnytsky also notes that Coltart had written in her paper ‘Paradoxes’ in 1993, ‘one cannot escape the stark knowledge that suicide stands for failure’ (Coltart, 1993, p. 45). The paradox remains: the sense of failure and tragedy that the suicide invokes in us coexists with her sense of reconciliation to the Buddhist impermanence of all things, of suffering, and ultimately of the ‘no-self’ that runs right alongside the very heart of the vitality of life that she stood for.


On the cover of Her Hour Come Round at Last is a copy of a note adorned by sketches of lighthouses by her patient Alex Douglas-Morris, read by Nina Coltart's sister at her memorial service in October 1997.


Nina was a lighthouse, she stood at the mouth of all our harbours, her lights constantly flashing the message, ‘I am here always.’ Through Nina we each found our own harbour and together we discovered the rocks, tides and currents…. Because ultimately Nina wanted us to navigate our craft on our own…. She gave us our own map, pushed us off, but remained, door ajar always there.


For all who knew her, Nina Coltart was a beacon of clarity and wisdom, showing how to avoid the shoals and riptides, how to navigate rough seas and how to safely find shore. She was her own person, using all of herself in her ceaseless pursuit to help others find themselves—knowing that this search, in spite of the impermanence of things, is a high calling, a moral imperative in our vocation, and that it takes, and is, a test of our faith.
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