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Foreword


Angela Joyce


The Piggle (1977) is a singular example of Winnicott’s actual clinical work. Although his writings are peppered with clinical vignettes and references and there is the full volume of Therapeutic Consultations in Child Psychiatry (1971), nevertheless there is only one other extended account of his psychoanalytic clinic: Holding and Interpretation (1955). This new book of essays about Winnicott’s original work with this young child is also singular. Although over the years since The Piggle was first published there have been several articles commenting upon it, there has not been a volume like this, which takes a view of the actual work from the perspective of some fifty-plus years subsequent development of clinical practice. It is a book which is both sympathetic to the original work and also questioning and critical in a creative engagement with it.


Winnicott is renowned as a clinician of rare skill especially with children. He was seen as possessing an extraordinary capacity to “get” children: to establish a connection with them at the deepest level; to discern their needs and wishes in such a way that he could be “used” by them to extend and enrich their selves. Brafman describes the therapeutic consultations as “examples of communication with children” (Brafman, 2001, quoting Winnicott, 1971, p. 8; emphasis in the original). Winnicott was interested in the child’s experience of his/her problem, their lived experience, rather than any diagnostic category. “He surprised his listeners by his ease, his unaffectedness, his simplicity and his anti-conformity” (C. & P. Geissmann, 1998, p. 219). He frequently referred to his psychoanalytic training as the ground in which these capacities were cultivated.


Psychoanalysis is a living entity and has and is evolving in different directions. Winnicott himself was party to this elaboration during the amazingly creative decades of the mid twentieth century, as he embraced Klein’s opening up of the pre-genital, infantile world and then recreated his own, different version of the foundations of early life. While he took Klein’s ideas and ran with them, he could be thought of as doing something similar with Freud’s. He revolutionised the psychoanalytic understanding of the beginning of life by his insistence on the relational context of the establishment of the self, thus multiplying the complexity of considerations for the psychoanalytic clinician. But he also remained in many respects an avowedly Freudian psychoanalyst, as he considered classical psychoanalysis to have been created for people who had been fortunate to have had a good enough beginning and as a consequence became “whole persons”. This meant that they had the privilege of complex mental development through which they were then able to have or were prone to intrapsychic conflict. This in turn gave rise to symptoms whose meanings could be discovered and elucidated within the classical frame. For people who had not been so fortunate, something different was required of psychoanalysis if it was to have any relevance to them. His ability to hold and contain these many, sometimes contradictory threads, not to say tensions, within his identity and practice as a psychoanalyst is reflected in the complexity of his work. Perhaps inevitably, he was coincidentally a man of his time and a pioneer who was able to think outside the box.


Winnicott’s treatment of the Piggle took place in the mid 1960s, in the last decade of his life. He remained a pioneer as he sought to integrate these myriad influences on his thinking and practice, in the context of his determination to follow his own ideas authentically. He had been a children’s doctor for more than forty years by this time and a psychoanalyst for more than thirty. Before he finished his training as an analyst and then as a child analyst he had already spent more than a decade working with ordinary families with an ill child and a parent or somebody taking responsibility for that child, and this contributed to his concern for health and its dependence on psychosomatic integrity. “He came into it from health, building up health, diagnosing and building up health in children, rather than a lot of people who had to come into it from another angle from adult psychiatry and pathology” (Clare Winnicott, in Kanter, 2004, p. 262).


He had been much influenced by his time at Paddington Green Children’s Hospital, at that time a poor area of west London, not only because of the vast numbers of families whom he saw in his clinic, but also because of the richness and variety of work that he was able to do with his team. He had also spent the formative years of World War II as consultant to the hostels in Oxfordshire where evacuated, disturbed children were billeted. By this time in the 1960s he had been married to Claire Britton, whom he had met during that time in Oxfordshire, for nigh on fifteen years, and her social work background was immensely influential in his thinking. She is credited (Kanter) with originating the concept of “holding” in her understanding of the function of social workers in their relationships with their clients.


Winnicott was inclined to a binocular view—holding the tension between inner reality and the external world as central to his understanding of the human predicament. So family life was often the focus of his writings, in all its manifestations of health and pathology, in which each individual person establishes and lives their lives according to how that tension is held, initially for the baby by the mother and father, and ultimately within themselves. This work with the toddler the Piggle, whose difficulties were presented by her parents as related to the birth of her younger sister, is rooted in Winnicott’s psychoanalytic understanding of her development through these early years. That understanding was complex and reflected both his sense that her primary relationship with her mother was foundational, and also that as she grew, she was in the grip of “the consequences of instinctual experiences” in the family situation. Here she was working out these instinctual experiences on the interpersonal plane as well as internally. He was of the view that these situations are all the time held by the parents and through this the child is enabled to sort out her coexistent love and hate “so that they are brought under control in a way that is healthy” (Winnicott, 1954).


Several of the papers in this volume (Silber, Kalas Reeves, Eleftheriadou) take up what is seen as Winnicott’s insufficient emphasis on the Piggle’s family context, an interesting criticism as he is so known to privilege the so-called “environment”. Certainly he was mindful of Gabrielle’s parents and contrary to practice then current, included them in this “shared” treatment. He was keenly aware of a child’s parents as a source of either help or hindrance in ongoing development and he recognised their therapeutic potential in adapting to their children’s changing needs. “It is possible for the [psychoanalytic] treatment of a child actually to interfere with a very valuable thing which is the ability of the child’s home to tolerate and to cope with the child’s clinical states that indicate emotional strain and temporary holdups in emotional development, or even the fact of development itself” (Winnicott, 1977, p. 2).


All this is appreciated in this present book; but with the benefit of decades of development of clinical processes and the extension of knowledge and theory, the authors here bring a set of perspectives which both extend and challenge Winnicott’s own understanding of his work. We might claim that his pioneering work within psychoanalysis enabled these later developments to take place. The much quoted aphorism “there is no such thing as a baby without maternal care”, apparently needed to be spoken by Winnicott in the midst of the Controversial Discussions at the BPAS in the 1940s, enabled psychoanalysis to some degree to interrogate the relational environment of the nuclear family. Over the decades of the late twentieth century that interrogation became more extensive as the environment over several generations came to be recognised as having a continuing and major if hidden effect. As several authors in this volume point out, when Winnicott was treating the Piggle he seemingly did not investigate her family history over the previous generations. If he had, he would have learnt about the Holocaust history of the mother’s family, the father’s history of loss and migration, and perhaps extended his understanding of Gabrielle’s loss of the exclusive place in her mother’s mind.


One trenchant critique of the theoretical paradigm within which Winnicott is working with this child is his apparent ignoring of the thinking coming out of what would become “attachment theory”. That he knew about this work is evident in his review of some of the films made by Joyce and James Robertson chronicling the impact of separations on young children in different situations (Winnicott, 1959). There he was fully in agreement with the painful truth of their effects, and even went so far as to say: “for most of us [it] needs no proof” (p. 529). As Masur (Chapter Four) points out, it is interesting therefore that there is no reference to the probable separation that the Piggle had endured when her mother gave birth to her sister. This is all the more interesting in that several of the Robertson films are about such children who had to endure both the separation from their mothers and the subsequent arrival of new siblings. As Masur does, we might speculate about his potential rivalry with John Bowlby, whose work at that time was laying the foundations of attachment theory and with whom Winnicott had a collegial but difficult relationship. Winnicott viewed Bowlby as not taking sufficient cognisance of the inner world and the power of unconscious phantasy in shaping the experience of the external environment.


Winnicott was intent on pursuing his psychoanalytic task of uncovering the unconscious meaning to his patient of her experiences. Here, as a nearly three year old whose early life seemingly had been good enough, he assumed that she was a “whole person”, full of conflicting unconscious wishes and anxieties rooted in her instinctual life. His Freudian identity is evident in his focus on her psychosexual development, as his interpretations and indeed his contribution to her play in the transitional space of the work, attend to her oedipal longings as they have now been shaped by the arrival of her little sister. As Masur (this volume) points out, the Kleinian influence is also there: in his references to the inside of the mother’s body for instance. He was alert to the presence of health in his patients and privileged the innate tendency towards growth and development. In The Piggle he wrote: “It is from the description of the psychoanalytic work, however, that the reader can see the essential health in this child’s personality, a quality that was always evident to the analyst even when clinically and at home the child was really ill.”


The Piggle was published posthumously, six years after Winnicott’s death, and reviewed sympathetically though not regarded as without flaws. Psychoanalyst James Hood (1980) wrote: “Winnicott evidently enjoyed himself immensely in an activity that centrally focuses on play and on the interpretations which make play possible again for an ill child.” Hood adds later: “Perhaps even more importantly the vague, chaotic, ill-understood or frankly confusing episodes are also allowed their full measure of description and comment. These have to be tolerated as they are in the treatment process itself.” Another review by Ivri M. Kumin (1979) observes that the account is full of “moments of brilliant insight and uncanny clinical judgement, but also instances of misunderstanding, sleepiness, muddle and missed opportunities. In other words this is an honest and human book.” Peter Tizard, an eminent paediatric colleague of Winnicott’s, wrote to Clare: “The book tells so much about Donald and brings back all sorts of memories of his talking about children and his approach to them in his ordinary outpatients … it said so much about his complete acceptance of other people—adults and children—the one essential basis for good doctoring … there are so many delightful glimpses of Donald’s sensitivity to children, for instance to know exactly when to call the child Gabrielle and not Piggle” (unpublished letter, DWW archive).


This book extends our thinking not only about this fascinating case, but also about psychoanalysis, children, history, the external world, inner reality, and the development of theory and practice over time. It demonstrates the aliveness of the psychoanalytic tradition in its myriad iterations.
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Introduction


Corinne Masur


In January 1964, the parents of a little girl named Gabrielle wrote to Dr Donald Winnicott asking whether he could “spare time” to see her. They said, “She has worries, and they keep her awake at night and sometimes they seem to affect the general quality of her life and of her relationship with us, though not always” (Winnicott, The Piggle, 1977, p. 5).


Gabrielle’s parents contacted Winnicott with a great mixture of feelings, as parents generally have when considering a course of psychotherapy or psychoanalysis for their child. They were worried, of course, and also guilty, fearful that their having had a second child so close in age to Gabrielle might have caused her suffering and necessitated professional intervention.


After reading the parents’ letter, Winnicott decided to see Gabrielle, and since the family lived at a significant distance from his London office, and since his schedule was busy he decided to see her “on demand” in what he called “psychoanalysis partagé”, or shared psychoanalysis in which the parents were an integral part of the treatment, communicating extensively with Winnicott before and after sessions.


Gabrielle was treated over two and a half years and was most often brought to the office by her father.


Winnicott wrote up his notes about this treatment and set them aside for several years until he was asked to supervise a case at the 1969 International Psychoanalytical Congress in Rome in their pre-congress meetings. He was unable to identify a student to supervise for the meeting and thus, in his playful way, suggested to his junior colleague and student, Ishak Ramzy, that Ramzy supervise him on the case of The Piggle in front of the audience. He said that he would present a child analytic hour and warned Ramzy that he might find it “pretty awful as analysis” (1977, p. xiii). He also threatened Ramzy with the possibility that he would not give him any material to review prior to the meeting—although he ended up giving him the manuscript (which eventually became the book entitled The Piggle).


In front of a standing room only crowd, Winnicott and Ramzy presented. Much discussion ensued, concerning, among other things, whether this case represented psychoanalysis or psychotherapy.


The case was later published posthumously in book form in 1977, edited by Ishak Ramzy. As Clare Winnicott (Winnicott’s second wife and a child clinician in her own right) said in her preface to the volume, “The book presents the reader with a rare opportunity to be admitted into the intimacy of the consulting room” in order to study the child and the therapist at work (p. vii). Winnicott’s notes are provided in order to give the reader insight into his theoretical understanding of what was happening between himself and the child as well as within the child’s own mind. The description of Gabrielle’s play provides a dramatisation of the child’s inner world. As Clare Winnicott said, this work with Winnicott enabled Gabrielle “to experience and play with those fantasies that most disturb[ed] her” (p. viii).


Undoubtedly this treatment, and Winnicott’s presence in the life of the Piggle’s family were of the utmost importance to both Gabrielle and her parents, providing a powerful cause for hope for the return of this little girl to health and well-being following the onset of her very disturbing symptoms. And for more than five decades since its publication, the written version of the treatment has been read by graduate students, psychiatric hospital doctors, psychoanalytic candidates, social workers, psychologists, psychiatrists, and others interested in childhood psychopathology and the psychotherapeutic treatment of children the world over. It has provided a primer for play therapy with very young children, an art practised successfully by very few. Winnicott’s deep listening to Gabrielle has given a model of working with children to practitioners as has his way of entering into and making meaning of the very young child’s play.


For years, while this book was read and reread, the identity of the Piggle was unknown to most (although, as you will learn in this volume, some Winnicottian scholars and historians did know). Then, in 2017, Deborah Luepnitz published a paper in the International Journal of Psychoanalysis on her discovery of the adult who was the Piggle (reproduced in this volume). In her work with homeless people, Dr Luepnitz had corresponded with another therapist who did similar work. In the course of her second letter to Dr Luepnitz, the other clinician revealed that she was Gabrielle, the child written about by Winnicott in the book entitled The Piggle. Dr Luepnitz was fascinated and eventually planned to meet Gabrielle to learn more about her and her recollections and feelings about her treatment.


Dr Luepnitz began to think about the case as it was written by Winnicott in light of the new information she was learning regarding the patient. This led to writing the paper, “The Name of the Piggle” in which Dr Luepnitz investigates new lines of inquiry not regarded as priorities by Donald Winnicott in his treatment of Gabrielle: the transgenerational transmission of pathology/trauma and the ways that language in general and names in particular organise individual subjectivity. Luepnitz states that her goal is not to supplant but to expand Winnicott’s—and therefore, our own—understanding of the case.


It is to this same purpose that this volume is dedicated. This book includes Dr Luepniz’s wonderful paper and goes further, opening up a large number of new lines of inquiry which are looked at by various authors. This is especially meaningful considering that in Dr Luepnitz’s paper she quotes Gabrielle as saying that she hoped at some point the case would be looked at in a new light and areas not covered by Winnicott would be explored. Of course the case has been discussed previously—and in some cases in ways that Gabrielle felt shut down further discussion (see Luepnitz in this volume)—but in this book the case is re-examined with new vigour.


Noted Winnicottian scholars Christopher Reeves and Brett Kahr make contributions to this re-examination as do Laurel Silber, Justine Kalas Reeves, Zack Eleftheradou, and I.


In my chapter, I explore the issue of loss and mourning in the life of Gabrielle and the effect of these upon her inner life and symptomatology. This was an area barely mentioned by Winnicott and only examined or interpreted, in my reading, once or twice—and glancingly so. It is striking to me that both Winnicott and Gabrielle’s parents formulated the origin of her distress as coming from sibling and oedipal rivalry rather than from the prolonged loss of her mother during the mother’s delivery of the new baby and her recovery. In the 1960s it was common for women to spend ten or more days in the hospital following the birth of an infant. However, that was a long, long time for a toddler to be without her mother. We know now and indeed, it was known at the time of Gabrielle’s treatment, how injurious such separation can be for a young child. And the relative absence of interpretation of Gabrielle’s sadness, anger, and depressive feelings as related to this loss is particularly notable coming from a man who himself laboured to prevent the separation of children from parents in war-torn London during the Blitz and after.


In Brett Kahr’s chapter, new historical information is revealed regarding Winnicott’s relationship with Gabrielle’s family as is new Winnicottian biographical information, providing a rich context within which to understand Winnicott’s work with Gabrielle. Kahr’s access to hitherto unexplored historical documents pertaining to the Piggle’s family and to Winnicott’s life is remarkable and a wonderful contribution to the Winnicottian literature.


In Christopher Reeves’ posthumously published chapter he explores the nature and purpose of The Piggle’s message. Originally Reeves presented this material in an extended paper published in two parts. In Part I he discussed The Piggle in its historical context alongside other contemporary child analyses (Klein’s Narrative of a Child Analysis and McDougall’s Dialogue with Sammy) and its ambivalent reception by its contemporary audience. He identified theoretical issues raised by the material; the use of commotional and conjunctional interpretations; the use of time, and analysis on demand; the place of play in therapy and the role of the parents, and he reviewed the dialogue between analyst and child as set out in the text, identifying emerging themes. He attempted to understand what Gabrielle was trying to communicate and reviewed Winnicott’s interpretations, identifying areas in which they might have been at odds with what the child was experiencing.


In the second part of the paper, “Discussion and Critique”, he reviewed the nature of the messages Winnicott wished to communicate to his audience through the psychoanalytic case of The Piggle and reviewed the dialogue which serves as the material for the work. This part provides a discussion and a critical analysis of the case, and an examination of both explicit and less worked-out conclusions which can be drawn from it. Reeves considered the case as evidence that therapy with a child can be intensive without being extensive. He highlighted Winnicott’s emphasis on the importance of play for working through internal conflicts, not merely as providing material for interpretation. Whereas Winnicott held firmly to the efficacy of his commotional interpretations, and the notion that Gabrielle’s unconscious dispositions were agentive and intentional, Reeves argued for an alternative to Winnicott’s interpretation, highlighting the use of make-believe play, the irregular timing of the sessions, and the child’s own maturational processes as being important elements in her recovery. He suggested that, for Winnicott, these factors were intuitively, rather than conceptually worked out, and, in so being, contribute to the enigmatic nature of the original work.


In Laurel Silber’s chapter entitled “Child analysis is shared: holding the child’s relational context in mind”, she focuses on Winnicott’s “psychoanalysis partagé”. She discusses the way in which Winnicott entered Gabrielle’s changing attachment context and helped the family to sort out the grief and fear which they were experiencing around the change brought about by the birth of a new sibling. She examines Winnicott’s concept of psychoanalysis partagé comparing it to Phillip Bromberg’s “standing in the spaces” and Selma Fraiberg’s “Ghosts in the Nursery”, emphasising as they do the need to consider the subjectivity of all the family members when trying to understand the (child) patient. She goes on to look at the attachment research and the transgenerational transmission process as they apply to the case of The Piggle.


In Justine Kalas Reeves’ chapter she explores a number of aspects of the case of The Piggle including the use of Winnicott as a developmental object for Gabrielle as well as the idea of psychoanalysis partagé. She also writes about the theme of sibling rivalry within the case, the idea of intergenerational trauma within the family, and the possible role that the parents’ marital troubles may have played in Gabrielle’s development of symptoms.


In her chapter, Zack Eleftheradou also looks at the case of The Piggle from a contemporary interpersonal perspective. She asks the reader to enter the consulting room and imagine the family asking for help in 2020. She takes into account the concept that the family is a system which needs to be seen in its entirety as well as considering Daniel Stern’s and Beatrice Beebe’s emphasis on implicit communication within the family and Selma Fraiberg’s concept of intergenerational trauma. Importantly, she also discusses cultural and racial issues within the case, a subject which Gabrielle herself reflected on as an adult. As Luepnitz noted in a revised and unpublished version of Chapter One given at the Division 39 Panel in March 2020: “She [Gabrielle] lamented that no one who has written about the case has picked up on its ‘massively racist discourse’—by which she means the black mummy and the fears of all things black.”


Donald Winnicott has often been described as a non-linear thinker, as courageously original, observant, and insightful, for example, by Judith Issroff. He drew attention to the kinesthetic and motoric ways of communicating (for example, crawling backwards to describe a schizophrenic child’s way of lining up his thoughts), he described the importance of the mother–infant relationship in new and revealing ways, he examined the importance of the transitional object and of transitional space as well as developing myriad other new and original ideas and concepts related to human psychic development. His creative genius and sensitivity to children (and to people of all ages) cannot be underestimated and any critique found here is made exclusively in the interest of providing further life for the seminal case of The Piggle.






CHAPTER ONE


The name of the Piggle: reconsidering Winnicott’s classic case in light of some conversations with the adult Gabrielle*


Deborah Anna Luepnitz


A favourite anecdote has it that a child was sent to Donald Winnicott because her father complained of bad table manners. Winnicott counselled his patient to recite the following to her father:


I eat my peas with honey,


I’ve done so all my life,


It makes the peas taste funny


But keeps them on the knife. (Anderson, 2015, p. 37)1


The psychoanalyst of play, known for riding his bicycle with feet on the handlebars, would not see pathology in mere peccadilloes. When a child was actually ill, however, Winnicott recommended five treatment sessions per week. The tension between his belief in the healing potential of child analysis, and his trust in things sorting themselves out naturally, is illustrated, par excellence, in the case history known as The Piggle. He explains in the book’s introduction:


Once a child has started treatment, what is lost sight of is the rich symptomatology of all children who are being cared for in their own satisfactory homes. It is possible for the treatment of a child actually to interfere with a very valuable thing which is the ability of the child’s home to tolerate and to cope with the child’s clinical states … (p. 2)


Published in 1977, The Piggle is still taught in courses around the world, and has never gone out of print. Nor are its admirers limited to child analysts. Philosopher Martha Nussbaum (2003) called it “one of the great examples in English literature of an adult entering the wild, conflict-ridden world of a young child” (p. 159; see also Nussbaum, 2018). Best-selling graphic novelist, Alison Bechdel (2012) who introduced Winnicott to lay readers in Are You My Mother? sketched herself musing: “I’m curious whether ‘Gabrielle’ might have written about her analysis with Winnicott … Maybe his treatment was so effective she didn’t need to write about it. She’s probably just off living her life somewhere” (p. 156).


Bechdel is not the only reader so captivated by The Piggle as to wonder what became of the adult. Forty years after the book’s publication, I propose to reconsider the case, in light of my communication from 2015 to the present with the adult Gabrielle, which is her actual name. She has indeed been “off living her life”—as a psychodynamic psychotherapist—in London.


Summary of the case


Winnicott agreed to see Gabrielle, nicknamed “the Piggle”, when she was two years, four months old, in response to her parents’ description of a bizarre personality change, and night terrors that took two forms. First, she feared a “black mummy” who lived inside her and made her black. Second, she was afraid of trains and “the babacar”—a made-up word her mother thought might combine “baby car” and “black car”. She would cry: “Tell me about the babacar. All about the babacar.” And: “Mummy, cry about the babacar!” (Winnicott, 1977, pp. 6–7). The night terrors began shortly after the birth of her sister Susan. At a later point, she fears being poisoned (p. 64) and is preoccupied with death (p. 87).


There is discussion at the outset about whether or not a full analysis is needed. The family lived outside London, making five sessions per week nearly impossible. Winnicott reminds the parents that most children outgrow such fears and difficult states, but remains open to seeing her if she doesn’t improve on her own. As the child grows more anxious, the mother tells her: “I’ve written to Dr Winnicott who understands about babacars …” (p. 7). A distressed Gabrielle reportedly pleads: “Mummy, take me to Dr Winnicott” (p. 7).


The patient is seen on a schedule Winnicott categorises as treatment “on demand”. It amounts to sixteen sessions over several years; she is five years, two months old at termination.


During their first meeting, Gabrielle tells of the arrival of her baby sister. She picks up items in the room, asking: “Where did this come from?” Winnicott intervenes: “And where did the baby come from?” (p. 11). He introduces an oedipal theme, asking if she ever gets mad at mummy, given that “they both love the same man” (p. 12). Winnicott saw exceptional ego strength in the Piggle, alongside “elements of madness, e.g. the babacar” (p. 17). After that first consultation, the mother writes to say that she played happily for a bit, but then got worse—insisting openly that she was a baby, and refusing to be called by her own name. The issue, Winnicott tells the reader, is renegotiating a relationship with the mother that can allow for hate. The Piggle remains obsessed with the “babacar”, and in the second consultation, Winnicott “takes a risk”, interpreting: “It’s the mother’s insides where the baby is born from.” She looks relieved and replies: “Yes, the black inside” (p. 24).


In the eleventh consultation, he offers some explanation of the mysteries of reproduction, in clear, Kleinian terms. “The man is a robber. He robs the mother of her breasts. He then uses the stolen breast as a long thing—a wee-wee, which he puts into the girl’s baby-hole and in there he plants babies. So he doesn’t feel so bad about having been a robber” (pp. 142–143).


On another occasion, she asks about his birthday, and he returns: “What about my death day?” (p. 124), perhaps preparing the child for his own death. Gabrielle invents a game with a rolling pin in which she gets rid of Winnicott—turning helpless fear into playful aggression. Here, he underscores an important truth about therapy with children. Whereas Klein and Anna Freud felt that children’s play was important as grist for interpretation, he argued:


It is not possible for a child of this age to get the meaning out of a game unless, first of all the game is played and enjoyed. As a matter of principle, the analyst always allows the enjoyment to become established before the content of the play is used for interpretation. (p. 175)


At the sixteenth and final consultation, Gabrielle, aged five, acts shy. Winnicott says: “I know when you are really shy, and that is when you want to tell me that you love me.” He remarks: “She was very positive in her gesture of assent,” leaving him with the impression of a “really natural and psychiatrically normal girl of 5 years” (p. 198). In an epilogue written by the parents when Gabrielle is thirteen, they state that, despite normal ups and downs, she is thriving. They cite her strong values, independent judgement and sensitivity to others as possibly related to the experience of “being deeply understood” at a crucial moment in her young life.


Winnicott presented the case at an international conference in 1969, during which he asked a junior colleague to supervise him, instead of vice versa. Publication of the case—made possible through the coordinated efforts of the child’s mother and Clare Winnicott—occurred six years after his passing.


The Piggle is a text that can be read in many ways. It is a clinical history, including marginal notes in which Winnicott glosses his interventions, making it a useful primer. It also reads as a kind of epistolary novel, as the treatment sessions are interspersed with letters from the parents describing her progress. When asked, the Piggle says she thought Winnicott was writing his autobiography. Indeed, in addition to being a case study and a novel, it is also something of a memoir, reflecting the last few years of his life as a clinician.


Child psychotherapist and Winnicott scholar, Christopher Reeves (2015a, 2015b), former director of the Squiggle Foundation, in his thorough examination of The Piggle, asks what it is that can be considered curative in the case. He calls into question the efficacy of the Kleinian “commotional” interpretations—defined as those that “… intentionally promote the release of anxiety related to conflict …” (p. 162). Moreover, he notes that, like all analysts, Winnicott listens selectively. For example, although the Piggle is afraid of trains and the babacar, Winnicott pursues the latter only, despite the fact that the word “train” appears three times more often than “babacar”. Reeves concludes that The Piggle succeeds in demonstrating that positive results may come from a treatment that is intensive but not extensive in the classical format. However, The Piggle cannot be said to represent “on demand” analysis, as claimed. First, says Reeves, it’s not clear if a toddler’s demand ever can be understood apart from the parents’ wishes, and furthermore, there were times the demand was made and not met. Gabrielle had to wait on one occasion for nearly three months, while the parents worried she was on the brink of breakdown.


How words use us


Winnicott was a gifted writer with a genius for understanding the non-verbal. Even his greatest admirers, however, have noted something about the area of language that remains undeveloped in his work (e.g. Phillips, 1988). André Green wrote famously:


After Freud, I see two authors who have pushed their research and coherence very far on the basis of two quite different points of view and which up to a certain point converge. These two authors are Lacan and Winnicott. (1987, p. 121)


Green, who allied himself with the British Middle Group after turning away from Lacan, felt nonetheless compelled to write: “I am not an unconditional Winnicottian … [A]n analyst who really wants to think about practice cannot dispense with a reflection on language, a reflection that is absent in Winnicott” (1987, p. 124).


It is true that Winnicott wrote: “A word like ‘self’ naturally knows more than we do; it uses us, and can command us” (1960, p. 158). However, he never discussed what words like “self” know, such as how their history and usages shape subjective experience. This is in stark contrast to Freud’s collected works where, as Jacques Lacan (2006) points out: “… one out of three pages presents us with philological references” (p. 424). Freud’s discovery of the relentless wordplay of the unconscious was used by Lacan (2006) to formulate his own theory of the signifier.


In Winnicott’s oeuvre, there are very few examples of his pausing to call attention to a patient’s turn of phrase, or to underscore a double meaning. The adult patient described in his book-length case, Holding and Interpretation (1972) is simply called “the patient” without so much as a pseudonym or initial. (This, in contrast to Freud’s considered naming of his patients, e.g. “Dora” and “Rat Man” or Lacan’s naming his first patient “Aimée”.) Winnicott indicates in the book’s introduction that the nickname “Piggle” “is a common term of endearment for a child” (1977, p. 1). In the early sessions, he uses that nickname, but at the sixth consultation, when she is two years, ten months old, he remarks: “This time I knew I must say ‘Gabrielle’, not ‘Piggle’” (p. 77). He doesn’t say how he knew or why he wouldn’t ask the child her preference. In the tenth consultation, the Piggle, absorbed in play, muses aloud: “My sister’s name is Nathalie Susan; it’s Italian. I am Deborah Gabrielle” (p. 123). Again, the analyst lets it go—much more interested in providing words for non-verbal gestures. A typical example is in the sixth consultation when she shows off her bare feet: “You are showing me big breasts” (p. 81).


The other category that some contemporary therapists might deem underdeveloped in the case has to do with projective identification and the unconscious transmission of trauma, discussed next.




“Not family therapy—not casework—psychoanalysis partagé”


Winnicott’s notes on The Piggle include these:


Share material with the parents. Not family therapy—not casework—psychoanalysis partagé (shared). No breach of confidence on their part, and they didn’t interfere. (p. viii)


It’s not clear if Winnicott had thought about “shared psychoanalysis” before this moment, but obviously such a thing is feasible only with young child patients. (Recall the case of Elisabeth von R. in which Freud famously “shared” with the patient’s mother the reason for her daughter’s hysterical pains, infuriating Elisabeth who proceeded to terminate treatment (Breuer & Freud, 1895d, p. 160)).


Winnicott felt the need to exchange information in this case so that he could offer direction to two very worried parents. There are generous hints, but no major discussion about how the pathology itself was partagé.


The idea of “shared” psychopathology is prefigured in Freud’s (1921c) Group Psychology and the Analysis of the Ego where, in positing a “group psyche”, he explores the phenomenon of scapegoating. (The family, being a special case of a group, can be said to manifest a “family psyche”.) Many analysts from the second half of the twentieth century forward insist on a shared-pathology perspective. They have used the work of Klein, Bion, and Winnicott to discuss ways that children hold not only their parents’ conscious concerns but also their split-off affects—and illness (Box, Copley, Magagna, & Moustaki, 1981; Sander, 1978; Scharff & Scharff, 1987; Skynner, 1976). Even a very young child can contain anxieties—neurotic or psychotic—for the whole. Moreover, interest appears to be growing in the idea that children can be the unwitting receptacles not only of the pathology of parents and siblings, but also that of grandparents and ancestors as well, in what is called “the trans-generational transmission of psychopathology” (Davoine, 2007; Faimberg, 2005; Volkan, Ast, & Greer, 2002).


Winnicott expressed no interest in a three-generational perspective, neither with child nor adult patients. For example, interviews with his former analysands Marion Milner and Enid Balint revealed that he had explored material about their parents, but not grandparents (Luepnitz, 1992, 2020). Unlike Klein, Winnicott was a strong believer in taking a child’s developmental history, and there are hints scattered throughout the text of The Piggle that point to the parents’ unconscious contribution to the child’s problem.


For example, the mother, in her first letter to Winnicott, acknowledges the relevance of family dynamics when she writes of the Piggle: “She had a little sister when she was 21 months old which I considered far too early for her. And both this (and I would think also our) anxiety about it seemed to bring about a great change in her” (Winnicott, 1977, p. 6). Winnicott states in a footnote on that page: “I did not know until much later that the mother herself had experienced the birth of a sibling at this very age”.


In a letter sent after the first consultation, the mother writes:


I think that you were right that we had been too “clever” about understanding her distress. We felt very involved and guilty about not having arranged to not have a baby again so soon and, somehow, her nightly desperate pleading, “Tell me about the babacar”—made us feel under pressure to say something meaningful. (p. 20)


After the third consultation, the mother writes to Winnicott saying they, the parents, feel the child is regressing, and may need a full analysis.


Winnicott is still not convinced, and in fact, after the sixth consultation, remarks to the reader: “… I did feel that these parents had some special reason for not relying on the developmental process, which in this child might see her through apart from the provision of treatment” (p. 86).


By the age of four, Gabrielle, to everyone’s relief, seems to have resumed developmental strides. The mother writes to Winnicott after the twelfth consultation:


I would like to tell you—though you may know this—how much writing to you has helped me; somehow to give form to my perplexities and fears, with the knowledge that they would be received with great understanding; and the feeling of being in relation with you. I am sure all of this helped me to work through our anxieties about Gabrielle and again to find our right relationship with her. (p. 161)


Many therapists who find Winnicott immensely useful nonetheless have felt the need to look beyond his two-generational framework. Some arrive at a multigenerational perspective via the work of family therapists such as Bowen (1978) and Boszormenyi-Nagy (1976) who speak of “family legacies” and “unfinished business”—although their understanding of the unconscious is never clear. Others would point out that Freud himself often alluded to grandparents, and that he would have assumed that his readers knew the full story of Oedipus, whose father, Laius—son of Labdacus—had already put the oedipal tragedy in motion when he abducted a young boy. Still others would point to the work of Jacques Lacan—in particular his seminars on the transference (Lacan, 1991) and on the ethics of psychoanalysis (Lacan, 1992) in which he introduces the term: family atè (ατη)—a Greek word probably best translated as the family madness or curse. The analyst may use the preliminary sessions—before the patient lies down on the couch—to ask about two or more generations of family history.


A small but growing number of analysts are attempting to bring Lacan’s work into provocative contact with that of Winnicott (Bernstein, 2011; Ireland, 2003; Kirshner, 2011; Luepnitz, 2009; Vanier & Vanier, 2010). These authors vary greatly in their method and purpose for working with both Winnicott and Lacan. Some explore the comparisons and contrasts between them for heuristic reasons only, discouraging any attempt to borrow from both in clinical practice. Others see the two theories as supplementary or even complementary. Ireland (2003) describes her own work as a “Squiggle game” between these two great traditions. Not all are likely to accept the author’s term “New Middle Group” to designate those who work with Lacan and Winnicott in any way (Luepnitz, 2009).


How the Piggle came to disclose her identity to the author


In the spring of 2015, I wrote to a therapist in London, commending her on an excellent paper about working in a psychoanalytic way with homeless and other socially excluded adults. I told her about IFA (Insight For All), my group of analysts who work with homeless individuals in Philadelphia (Luepnitz, 2015). She then read my papers, including: “Thinking in the Space between Winnicott and Lacan” (Luepnitz, 2009). That article contained the description of a patient, “Alvareth”, who had been named for a Holocaust victim, but whose family couldn’t bear to call her by that name. The issues of naming, and of exploring three, not just two generations, were key to that patient’s recovery from lifelong depression.


In a letter dated July 11, 2015, the London therapist in question wrote to tell me she appreciated what she called the paper’s “Winnicott/Lacan dialogue”, and elaborated:


I hope you don’t mind if I add a small personal association to your discussion of the “given name” and the neglect of history in the Middle Group tradition. I was a child patient of Winnicott’s nicknamed “the Piggle”. My mother’s family were refugees—German-speaking Czechs. My mother’s background would have been evident to Winnicott because she maintained a very strong “foreign” accent, while also expressing herself beautifully in English. Despite British reserve, people often asked her (or her children) where she was from. As you say, it seems that Winnicott restrained his curiosity in these matters. I was the first post-Holocaust child of my generation. “Gabrielle” is my second name. Esther—my first name—holds the family’s Jewish history and trauma. As you describe: “They had dutifully given her the name ‘Alvareth’ but they couldn’t say it.” Reading this theme in your paper has crystallized many thoughts that I’ve had over time about The Piggle text, my family, etc.


We proceeded to correspond throughout the year, and arranged to meet in London. During that year, Gabrielle made available to me roughly 100 unpublished letters between Winnicott and her parents, and drawings he made for her during his post-termination visits to their home. (Two of the drawings are reproduced here on pp. 28–29, with her permission.) Gabrielle’s memory of him derives largely from those visits, rather than from the treatment, when she was a toddler. She wrote to me, early on: “… I have rather longed for a time when there could be robust but sympathetic contemporary discussion about some of the issues The Piggle raises” (letter, September 16, 2015). She later added: “… my family were troubled and sought solution by sending one child for treatment—and that didn’t resolve all the trouble!” (letter, January 11, 2016). My goal was to find out what she would like future readers to know.


Family history, mother’s side


By way of introducing her mother, who died in 2010, Gabrielle sent me the eulogy she herself had delivered. Following are some excerpts:


It is impossible to sum my mother up, but we hope that she will emerge in the things we have chosen to remember her with today …


Friedl was born in the Czech Republic—on her birth certificate she is Bedriska—the Czech for Frederika—called Friedl. These early days were happy times—by the age of 4, she was a champion skier. At the age of 11, she was sent to school in England—from 1933, crossed Europe every term accompanied only by her younger brother Gerry. At her English girls’ school, she was amused to be told off for crossing the road to the playing fields when she had just crossed terrifying Europe, changing trains in Germany. In 1940 she travelled alone to Paris and brought her brother Tom, who was 10 years younger to England. They came in on a fake passport in which he was marked as her son. The Nazis murdered the majority of the Jews in Central Europe including her grandmother Margarethe and her aunt Gerta, whom she much admired. When we celebrate the time we have had with her and those of her generation, we must bear their survival in mind.


… [D]uring the war she volunteered in London shelters for bombed out families. She was also a fire watcher for the London skyline, recounting the experience of walking knee-deep in tea when warehouses on the docks were bombed. At that time she read philosophy at the LSE which had been evacuated to Cambridge.


She moved from London to Oxford when she married a friend of her brother, Tom.


In London, she trained as a child psychotherapist at the Tavistock Clinic. She always loved her work … She’d been supervised by the great Melanie Klein … Within the psychoanalytic community, riven with splits and infighting, she was remarkably unpartisan. She engaged Donald Winnicott, an Independent, to work with her troubled toddler [Gabrielle] and the correspondence she had with him forms part of the published account of the case called The Piggle. This work with Winnicott was very important to her in the last months of her life … Winnicott said: “Let me be alive when I die.” She quoted this often and intensely alive is how she’ll always seem to me, both in body, mind and spirit …


Meeting Gabrielle


Gabrielle is a slender woman in her late fifties with thick, silvery hair and dark, expressive eyes. She has a clear, resonant voice, a warm, generous laugh, and an unassuming air of self-confidence. After a dinner during which we talked about our work with homeless patients, we met on two subsequent days at her home in South London which she shares with her partner of twenty years, an architect.


I asked when she read The Piggle for the first time.








	

Gabrielle:




	

I was in my twenties … I can remember feeling profoundly disconnected from it! Not really recognising myself.









	

Author:




	

It’s about some little girl, but not about you?









	

G:




	

Yes.









	

A:




	

Do you have even a glimmer of a memory of it?









	

G:




	

That’s a good way of putting it: a glimmer of a memory. I remember shoes … and shelves.












In the course of the interview, she acknowledged remembering one important moment of the work, discussed later.


Before training as a psychotherapist, Gabrielle was a social worker, and unlike others in her cohort who rejected psychoanalytic thinking, she was drawn to it. She continues to use Winnicott’s ideas in her own clinical work and by no means discounts the notion of “on demand” treatment, particularly with the incarcerated and homeless men and women to whom she has devoted much of her professional life. “My work at the [housing charity] left me feeling that turning up for every session is an over-rated sign of ego strength, probably on the part of both participants!” (letter, August 15, 2016).


She worries a bit that Winnicott’s work will be forgotten by the next generation, and was pleased to know that he remains extremely popular in the United States. American students admire the Winnicott who sits cross-legged with the Piggle and pouts, much to her delight: “I want to be the only baby! … Shall I be cross?” (1977, p. 29). However, those same young therapists are often put off by his Kleinian interpretations, and wonder how children can make use of them. For example, in the twelfth consultation, when she greedily takes the stuffing out of a dog, Winnicott interprets as follows: “When you love me it makes you want to eat my wee-wee” (p. 156).


I asked Gabrielle if she had a sense that these “commotional” interpretations, as Reeves (2015a) calls them, made it difficult for her to connect with the case on first reading.








	

G:




	

No, I have no sense of that at all … I already had a strong view that children think a lot about sex and experience sex. So it seemed completely natural for him to be talking about those things. I mean “sex” in the broader sense of: Who am I?, and To whom do I belong?, as well as Who is going to eat me, and whom will I eat?












Gabrielle made it clear in an early letter that she had kept her identity as Winnicott’s patient almost completely confidential. She said that being the Piggle had made her the subject of some “reverential attention” over the years on the part of the few who knew. However, she said that it had also caused a certain amount of embarrassment, as many of her fellow students felt that Winnicott’s patriarchal attitudes, and his looking the other way with regard to Masud Khan’s misconduct (Hopkins, 2006) made it unseemly to have been this man’s patient at any time. She raised another source of discomfort with the case—one I did not anticipate.
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