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And that same day, too, gazing far down from the boat's side into the same golden sea, Starbuck lowly murmured: ‘Loveliness unfathomable, as ever lover saw in his young bride's eyes! Tell me not of thy teeth-tiered sharks, and thy kidnapping cannibal ways. Let faith oust fact; let fancy oust memory; I love deep down and do believe.’


And Stubb, fish-like, with sparkling scales, leaped up in the same golden light: ‘I am Stubb, and Stubb has his history; but here Stubb takes oaths that he has always been jolly!’


‘The Gilder’, Chapter 114 in Moby Dick,
by Herman Melville
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FOREWORD


In this book psychoanalysis is taken as a ‘forcing house for symbol formation’ (as Meltzer later put it), owing to the aesthetic qualities of the method. It makes clear, for the first time, the sense in which psychoanalysis may be considered an art form, as well as the sense in which personality development is itself utterly dependent upon acquiring (or Platonically remembering) aesthetic values. This picture owes its conviction to what Keats calls the ‘dovetailing’ of different vertices: clinical discovery, literary discovery, and the infant observation skills which make visible the very origins of mental development.


On first publication of this book 30 years ago, Donald Meltzer wrote for the jacket cover:


This volume has grown over the years almost as a family project of Martha Harris, her two daughters Meg and Morag, and her husband, Donald Meltzer. It therefore has its roots in English literature and its branches waving wildly about in psychoanalysis. It is earnestly hoped that it will reveal more problems than it will solve. Its roots in English literature – Shakespeare, Milton, Wordsworth, Keats, Coleridge and Blake – are as strong as the psychoanalytical branching from Freud, Klein and Bion. Its philosophical soil is certainly Plato, Russell, Whitehead, Wittgenstein, Langer, Cassirer and, in aesthetics, Adrian Stokes.


The fundamental thesis of aesthetic conflict over the obtrusive outside and the enigmatic inside of the object is traced into various dimensions: development of the personality, violence as an interpersonal and social phenomenon, and art as an active and receptive undertaking. While it is, from the clinical sense, a sequel to Studies in Extended Metapsychology, it also goes some distance towards uniting the Kleinian source with its later tributaries, thus mapping out a current of clinical and theoretical progress that is certainly accelerating.


Supported by Bion's distinction between mental and protomental, the possibility of psychoanalysis being an art form, individualistic and idiosyncratic, is set in contrast to the basic assumption group organisation of institutionalised psychoanalysis and the bourgeois dream of respectability which Meltzer considered already ‘defunct’ by 1988. Be that as it may, the coming-together of psychoanalysis, mother-infant observation, and literary criticism enabled a mutual reinforcement of the aesthetic nature of the growth of the mind, and the anti-aesthetic nature of the forces of philistinism, retreat, and false art – all the various substitutes for the quest for truth.


If from the clinical perspective, this book is a sequel to Studies in Extended Metapsychology (1986), from the literary perspective, it follows from my 1982 book Inspiration in Milton and Keats – hence the many allusions to those two poets. In that research it was revealed how the poet's relationship with his Muse (internal object) involves a constant struggle between true and false art (depressive and narcissistic) and how the developmental thrust is always the impact of beauty, Platonically sought ‘through all the shapes and forms of things…for many are the forms of things divine’ (Milton quoting Plato). The object is always an aesthetic object, recognised by its beauty and instantly stirring ambivalent emotions of aesthetic conflict.


Meltzer complained that psychoanalysis didn't have an adequate notion of inspiration and that this conceptual failure derives from the same roots as ‘the failure to take account of the aesthetic impact of objects on personality development’ (below, p. 142). Inspiration is the means of mental feeding, modelled by the reciprocity between poet and Muse – something which is only ever temporary and needs to be re-established with each ‘feed’ or poem, if the work is to reflect the glory of its source or origin and truly mediate the Muse's metaphors, capturing abstract emotional knowledge in sensuous and beautiful form.


The origin is, in Bion's terms, ‘O’ or the realm of Platonic ideas, which cannot be directly accessed; traditionally, the knowledge-seeker ascends logically from earthly beauty towards heavenly beauty via the neoPlatonic ladder. ‘Could Beauty help?’ asks one of his characters in the Memoir, trying to introduce the concept into a psychoanalytical discussion. In Meltzer's picture (below, p. 164), the ‘noumenon’ is represented by the parental intercourse, while the baby at the breast represents the earthly ‘phenomenon’ – one of those ‘shapes and forms of things divine’, pointing to the mystery beyond. Bion calls this ‘intersection with O’ and it happens, in analysis, via the transference. The ladder metaphor supposes a heaven-directed upward climb, like Hamlet's ‘heaven-kissing hill’; the container (Russian doll) metaphor supposes a series of shapes that interlock inwards and outwards; every internal object has its own internal objects, etc., both giving and receiving. These are different metaphors for the same thing – trying to describe the way that sensuous experience is related to the world of ideas. In the quest to ‘align the mind with O’, Bion thinks in terms of the analyst trying to find an infrasensuous equivalent to the five senses used by the physician; Meltzer thinks in terms of the inside and outside of the object. Outside is the sensuous beauty with its instant impact; inside is the infrasensuous beauty whose meaning can only be imagined or aligned with.


This is the post-Kleinian extension to the Kleinian picture of envy and gratitude, hate and love. Bion explains that envy is of ‘the growth-promoting objects’ and hatred is of the growth or development that they force upon the mind's status quo. Meltzer says: ‘The psychopathology which we study and allege to treat has its primary basis in the flight from the pain of the aesthetic conflict.’ All recoil from growth, all attempts to damage growth in others (the Claustrum), come back to escaping from the aesthetic conflict and the burden of responsibility which ensues upon the emotional impact of beauty. For the phenomenon of baby-and-breast, poet-and-Muse, incurs a sense of responsibility to humanity in general, expressed by Meltzer as ‘sermonising to siblings’, which in most art forms involves making private thinking public. In such ‘sermonising’ it is the thinking process that is identified with, as much as the thought.


Aesthetic conflict, the special kind of suffering that is the equivalent of ‘passionate love’, is the driving force:


Love, hate, dread are sharpened to a point where the participating pair feel them to be almost unbearable: it is the price that has to be paid for the transformation of an activity that is about psychoanalysis to one that is psychoanalysis. (Bion, 1970, p. 77)


In this (joyful) suffering the analyst, like the poet, is a servant of the method, rather than a master of the material; psychoanalysts, poets, and poetry-readers, are all conducting ‘conversations with internal objects’, on various steps of the Platonic ladder leading to the realm of ideas. At each stage their struggle is modelled on that of the objects, whose understanding is more advanced than that of the self. In literary criticism, each reading constitutes the manifestion of an individual ‘phenomenon’ governed by the ‘noumenal’ conjunction of poet-and-Muse that is its source. This is the only real parallel between creative writing and psychoanalysis: on the basis of observation, discovery and description, so often obscured by academic or social discussion. Only this type of ‘knowing’ (as distinct from ‘knowing about’) can usefully illuminate the kind of transformation that ‘is psychoanalysis’.


Meg Harris Williams











INTRODUCTION


Donald Meltzer


From its medical parentage psychoanalysis has always had a deeply biological orientation to the concept of mind. It took Freud forty years to loosen the equation of mind and brain, at least to the extent that their unity could be brought into question. But it was necessary for the findings of anthropologists to indicate that there was a great difference between world and culture. The baby relates himself to the world and only slowly, in the way that Wordsworth eloquently bemoaned, does the culture impinge on him to constrict his sensibilities. It is not without justice that psychoanalysis has been accused of representing the narrow values of the middle-class or bourgeoisie, sprinkled with bits of Jewish xenophobia. The tendency of psychoanalysis as a social organisation has been to see itself, in Bion's terms, as a basic assumption fight-flight group, always in the process of fragmenting itself while waiting for the next messiah. The quest for respectability and the unmentionable economic factors in the lives of its practitioners have always served to tighten the hold of this organisational level on the so-called training. Since any organisation must select its candidates for obedience rather than creativity, the policy to train practitioners rather than educating interested people has always been followed. The result has been a rapid spread, but, like an oil-slick, very thin. Its guild structure has always been the ‘enemy of promise’, claiming a non-existent monopoly of its all too public ‘mysteries’. On the other hand the work-group functions have continued to make progress over nearly a century. Their development has remained largely unknown to the critics of psychoanalysis who seem, almost to a man, to be content with reading early Freud.


Yet the main line of advance, from Freud through Abraham to Melanie Klein and Bion, has been widely borrowed without acknowledgement. The progress in method and model of the mind has been steady, and the clinical achievements have gradually widened and become more impressive. Consequently the reputation of psychoanalysis as an art has unostentatiously brightened while its claims to scientific status have slipped into irrelevance. This paradoxical situation reflects the disappointment widely felt in the consequences of explanatory and experimental science, with its shibboleths of health and wealth.


This book is meant, therefore, to give voice to a process that has been taking place all along but which has been disguised by a splitting process. On the model of pure and applied mathematics, psychoanalysis divided itself into pure and applied: the latter operating through the ‘Imago groups’ which formed at various times and in various places, finally incarnating themselves as the section on ‘applied analysis’ of various psychoanalytic societies. But, as with all such splitting processes, the defence against depressive pain – in this case mourning for the defunct dream of respectability – was evident. It is not possible for an art form, however precise its descriptive methods or systematic its collation of findings, to be respectable. The reason is clear. An art form must be highly individual and its oeuvres unrepeatable. Its arbiter of value, whether applied to the individual analysis of a patient or to a contribution to its literature, must be aesthetic, and its impact must therefore vary with the receptiveness of its recipient. There can be no arguing, only evocation.


The authors of this book have been bound together by analytic and family ties for nearly thirty years and have had a great influence on one another's thinking and sensibilities. It seemed appropriate that this should be a joint venture, interdigitating clinical psychoanalysis and literary criticism in defiance of the splitting tendency. It is intended as a celebration of the beauty of the method which Freud discovered and developed, a method that enables two people to have the most interesting conversation in the world, hour by hour, for years, and to relinquish it with regret owing to the imperative of psychic reality. In doing this, in celebrating the beauty of the method, we are, in fact, celebrating the beauty of the method by which the mind – as a phenomenon made possible by the giant computer of the brain operates upon the emotional experiences of our lives to give them a representation through symbol formation that makes thinking about these experiences possible. And it is clearly this ‘thinking about’ which generates the ‘learning from experience’ whose consequence is the structural alterations and reorganisations by which the mind grows.


This ‘growth’, in complexity, integration and richness, would seem, judging by the innate open-endedness of the system, to have no finite boundaries. The history of our truly great creative men and women bears witness to this through their works. It is, after all, not only the poets, but the handful of creative people of each era who are Shelley's ‘unacknowledged legislators of the world’. It seems somehow fitting that the mind should discover its own beauty only after it has discovered the beauty of nature and of man's works that bear witness and extol it. In this respect the growth of the individual's aesthetic awareness mirrors the evolution of the race, in its transformation of weapons into tools, in its gradual move from anthropomorphism to understanding nature, in its even slower development from possession and exploitation to responsibility for the world. I can remember well how at the age of eight, against a background of awe at the beauty of horses and trees, the beauty of man's works burst upon me during travels with my parents circuiting the mediterranean. To breathe life and beauty into stone seemed to me then the highest possible aspiration. Perhaps it still does, although music and poetry seem more impossible.


In a certain sense, psychoanalysis discovers that creativity is, for the self, impossible. The Muse, inspiration, Milton's ‘unpremeditated verse’, all creation of beauty comes as in a dream and is a function of the internal objects, of the lares and penates of the individual artist-scientist. ‘Who am I to be a poet seeing how great a thing it is?’ Keats wrote to his friend Reynolds. That some of the greatest creators have also been mad at times bears the most impressive testimony to the lack of unity of the mind, but also to the ferocity of its struggle against the internal and external forces of philistinism, minus K.


That is the theme of this book: the struggle in the individual between aesthetic sensibilities and the forces of philistinism, puritanism, cynicism and perversity. James, a little boy of seven years, in the fourth year of his therapy at the Tavistock Clinic with Marja Schulman of Helsinki (previously briefly reported in Dream Life) had developed considerably from the state of nearly mute autism, but at great emotional expense to his succession of young and unusually lovely young therapists. His post-autistic state was severely obsessional (much in the manner of Mrs Hoxter's ‘Piffie’, reported in Explorations in Autism (1975). This took the form of endless drawings meant to represent the route from James's home to the clinic. Eventually a repetitive item, a volcano, became the focus of interest, not because of its outpourings of lava (as in the usual small child's representation of the breast-with-a-hole) but by virtue of its continual emission of threatening noises.


Over a period of months it gradually became clear that these threats had something to do with wastefulness: James's wasting of time, of toys that he destroyed and discarded, of the felt-tip pens he dismantled, perhaps of his therapist's patience and goodwill. Certainly he seemed to waste her thoughts and words to which he paid no heed as he relentlessly pursued his own researches. But one item of value about her he did acknowledge, her beauty, to which an ingenious and varied seduction was directed. He begged her to take off her clothes, he wished to see and suck her breasts; she was forbidden to have other babies or children in therapy, and only grudgingly allowed the possibility of a husband.


Quite an astonishing equipment of cynicism and devious use of language was brought to bear on the inference that he was wasting the felt-tip pens in particular. Waste was a meaningless concept; at what moment could a felt-tip pen be said to cease to exist? When its casing was broken? When its felt was pulled out? Or only when the ink was washed from the felt with water? Or only when it was ground to bits underfoot? If one shred of felt-tip pennishness could be demonstrated, then nothing had been destroyed or wasted, only the form had been changed, a kind of law of the conservation of felt-tip pennishness. But James's ingenuity was matched by his therapist's delineation of his confusion between words and objects, of his misuse of ambiguity, of his denial of intentionality, and finally his denial of psychic reality vis à vis herself and his internal objects. This seemed eventually to carry the day and the concept of waste became established. Henceforth the wasting of time, materials, ideas, patience and possibly love had to be reckoned with. But the idea of sparing her was not acceptable. Two alternatives were fielded: one was the aim of so controlling and tryannising that the termination of the therapy could never be brought about; the other was a plan to construct a substitute object with all the necessary qualities but which, being his own creation, could reasonably be said to be his absolute possession.


The implementation of the first of these, which took the form of obscene abuse and threats of an ingeniously gory quality, was felt to be impeded by the presence of his father in the waiting room, where he might be able to overhear. So it was necessary for James to construct a device, to obviate this danger of interference. This he fashioned from the plastic strips which held the wall-protection formica in place, and the screws, the former being the cables and the latter the filters of his device. Its function was both to filter out the obscenities from his language and also to change the musical quality to a loving murmur for transmission to the waiting room. This all had a somewhat charmingly imaginative play-acting quality.


But the process of constructing his own alternative object had no such abstract aspect, for James began to turn up session after session with bits of old machinery scavenged during trips with his father to a neighbouring rubbish tip. There were parts of an old piano, of TV sets, radiograms and record players. Clearly, as with the grumbling volcano, the most important attribute of his agglomerated object was to be the sound that it made, a ‘singing-machine’ to parallel his ‘PA System’.


Over the next year a subtle metamorphosis took place. The ‘PA System’ was discarded as the abuse and tyranny turned into pleading and boasting, pleading to be allowed to see and suck the therapist's breasts and boasting that he would be able to have and feed a baby himself some day. And the ‘singing machine’ was discarded for a less delusional device, again being constructed, at home this time, with his father's help. It was a periscope. The trouble was this: their house was almost high enough to see the dome of St Paul's. Symbol formation was slowly making headway against tenacious concreteness.


It was the experience over the years of seeing the evolution of personality structure in arrested development of autistic children such as Marja Schulman's James, Doreen Weddell's Barry (Explorations in Autism) or Diomira Petrelli's Francesco (Studies in Extended Metapsychology) that hardened to conviction the long- held suspicion that aesthetic considerations played an important role in development. When Francesco entered the room for his first session and stopped in astonishment before Diomira Petrelli and murmured ‘Are you a woman – or a flower?’, one could catch a glimpse of the reaction of the newborn to the first sight of its mother and of her breast. The formulation of the aesthetic conflict followed easily and almost immediately opened a new way of approaching developmental conflicts, for it placed the turmoil over the present object in a fugue relation to those already extensively studied about the absent object. In between these two areas of conflict it was then possible to insert Bion's vision of ‘the absent object as a present persecutor’, that is, the space where the object used to be as a ghost of its former existence.


Formulation of the aesthetic conflict as an inside–outside problem, as a conflict between what could be perceived and what could only be construed, led directly to the problem of violence as violation: violation of the privacy of internal spaces and their representations. The integrating force of this view of violence made itself felt over the whole range of violations, physical and mental, of individual against individual, groups against individuals and group against group. The previously formulated distinction between group and gang (Sexual States of Mind and Studies in Extended Metapyschology) was given a new sharpness of import with respect to internal as well as to external organisation, especially regarding sexual crimes and sexual perversions.




Finally it became clear, mainly through Meg Harris Williams’ work, that the application to literary criticism and the differentiation of true and false art found a new language in this spatial dimension. If we claim that the formulation goes beyond ‘what oft was thought but ne'er so well expressed’, we hope to be forgiven for hubris.











CHAPTER ONE


The apprehension of beauty


Donald Meltzer


It became a fundamental tenet of Melanie Klein's views on infantile development that the accomplishment of a satisfactory splitting-and-idealisation of self and object was a primary requirement for healthy development. By means of this mechanism, in her view, it becomes possible for an idealised part of the infantile self to ally itself with an idealised object, in the first instance the mother's breast, as the bulwark against persecutory anxiety and confusion. The confusion, particularly between good and bad in self and objects, is by this means separated in a categorical way: exaggerated and rigid, it is true, but affording a working basis for the task of gradual reintegration of the split-off aspects in the course of development, as the values of the paranoid-schizoid position are gradually replaced by those of the depressive position, with the egocentricity relinquished in favour of concern for the welfare of the loved objects of psychic and external reality. This gradual shift in values has a sweeping effect upon judgement and the estimation in which are held the various attributes of human nature. Thus goodness, beauty, strength, and generosity replace in esteem the initial enthralment to size, power, success, and sensuality.




But the mode of operation of this primal mechanism of splitting-and-idealisation has remained elusive and mysterious, the more so as we have become increasingly aware of the major part played by both inadequate and excessive use of it in the genesis of mental illness. Over and over again we find that the borderline, psychotic, or psychopathic patient has a fundamental defect in the differentiation of good and bad, being unable to make the distinction, or making it with rigidity bound to descriptive criteria which mock the very purpose of the operation, or even hold them in quite an inverted relation to one another. As the ubiquity of this defect in the more psychotic portion of the personality more and more pressed itself upon me in clinical experience, the more I also became aware of its conjunction with another serious defect: namely the failure of apprehension of beauty through emotional response to its perception. I noticed that whereas the more healthy of my patients recognised beauty as a donné, without uncertainty, through a powerful emotional reaction, the more ill were very dependent upon social cues, formal qualities and intellectual criteria. Often their judgement appeared sound, and in some instances even served as the basis for successful careers where aesthetic judgement was quite central. Nonetheless it was clear that, due to the lack of direct and immediate emotional response, they were deprived both of confidence in their judgement and of sincerity in their interest.


Two pieces of clinical material, some five years apart in my experience, but bound together by a curious coincidence of content, have both consolidated this juxtaposition of which I speak and carried me some distance toward the solution of this interesting problem. One of them comes from a rather healthy patient with neurotic problems related to the early loss of his father, and rather late in his analysis, while the second comes from a patient suffering from bouts of depression with anorexia nervosa, very early in her analysis. I will describe and discuss them separately and then examine their relation to one another and to the problem in hand. Both centre around a single dream.


The first patient became aware that circumstance was going to oblige him to cut short his analysis, more a matter for sadness than anxiety as he was feeling quite thoroughly relieved of the symptoms for which he had originally come. In this mood he became quite acutely aware, one weekend, of the beauty of the autumnal countryside and its link with his age, which was approximately that of his father at the time of his death, and with the age he estimated the analyst to be. Sunday night he dreamed that he was driving along the road in his new car, with which he felt very pleased, but was startled to see a bald man lying on the verge. As he drew closer he saw to his horror that the man appeared to have a branch of autumn beech leaves protruding from his chest. As the man seemed alive, my patient jumped from his car to go to his assistance, intending to draw the branch forth from the chest immediately. But to his surprise the man, despite showing every sign of great distress, stopped him from doing so, saying, ‘No, call Dr S (a woman analyst whose paper on aesthetics my patient had recently come across), we must first determine where the branch came from.’


Needless to say, the analyst is bald. This intelligent patient had come to understand the part which scrutiny of the countertransference plays in the method of psychoanalysis. He felt that the analyst by this means understood the nature of his pain – about his father's death, about the premature end of his analysis, about ageing, the beauty of nature, and the beauty of the analytical method. Thus the branch of autumnal beech leaves expressed the quality of my patient's pain linked with the perception of beauty, of its being and ceasing to be and ever renewing itself. He was struggling to hold together within himself the joy and the pain of the truth about living and not living things, of the frailty and the feebleness of life forces pitted against the malignant, which so often seemed to be favoured by the great random factor. In other words he was seeming to shift his perception of beauty from the idealised good object to the struggle itself, thus including the malign and the random, along with the good, as participants in the drama, and thus in his love of the world.


My second patient was a young woman whose cachexia due to repeated and worsening bouts of depression and anorexia was hidden by her fashionable waifish beauty and masses of fine brown hair. From the outset of the analysis it was clear that an intelligent and sensitive but fragile adult self, identified with her paternal object, was being constantly overwhelmed by the primitive struggle between the tiny girl and an internal witch mother. In this struggle ravishment by beauty and reduction to helpless dependence were the prelude to being devoured. She could at times be so confused over the externalisation of this conflict that she had to rush in panic to hide herself in bed, sleeping curled up completely covered. A few days before this material to be presented, she had had just such a panic at the dinner table when the sensation of the fat from a morsel of duck in her mouth struck terror in her connected with a recent horrifying dream image of a seagull, denuded of feathers, flapping its stumpy wings helplessly while being swarmed over by bees. It was just so that she herself felt often when her three little boys competed so fiercely for a place on her lap.


Some weeks following this dream image and panic one of the boys had bitten her on the finger in such an encounter and to her surprise had brought from her a torrent of tears which lasted all afternoon, in lieu of her usual flash of rage. It was at a weekend following some days of complaining about the previous month's bill, and how long was the analysis going to last, and wouldn't twice a week be enough, and mightn't she grow helplessly dependent, etc. The retreat to bed lasted three days, involved missing the first two sessions of the week, and was accompanied by rather usual getting-dressed-in-mummy's-clothes type of dreams. The interpretation of the transference situation on the Wednesday brought very evident relief and the patient launched upon a rhapsody about the beauty of the huge copper beech which stood outside her bedroom window. Its leaves had just broken out and, with the morning sun shining through them, suffused an exquisite pinky, gold glow, yet they were not yet developed enough to hide the structure of the tree and the ‘skeleton’ of its branches. But she then remembered another dream, not from the weekend but from the night before, in which she had been riding on the upper deck of a bus, sitting on the nearside. As the bus brushed against the branches of a copper beech, they seemed to threaten to come in the patient's window and attack her face. Several items of history and circumstance are important to the understanding of this dream. In the first place the house in which she lives is owned by her mother and let to the young couple. Its beauty and indeed grandeur is closely linked in her mind to her mother's beauty, vitality, and social position. While the patient's hair is brown, her mother's is apparently rich auburn. It was only in the following session (when I see the patient quite early in the morning) that the sun streaming in suddenly lit up a bright red area in the patient's hair. When I commented on it she laughed, saying, ‘Oh, that belongs to some oriental nun, I suppose.’ It was in fact a hair piece, somewhat faded from its original colour, which she had been wearing the last few days, although she has in fact masses of hair of her own. The other item: in her adolescence, in a fit of jealous rage with a boyfriend, she had attacked and in fact lacerated his face with her nails. She felt ashamed and afraid that this witch-like violence in her nature could erupt on the children. Like the upper deck of the bus and her bedroom, the consulting room is also on the first floor above the ground.


I was deeply impressed by the degree and severity of the splitting-and-idealisation presented by this material and by the evident role played by projective identification and confusion of identity in its perpetuation. Clearly an experience of the apprehension of beauty has been split into its joyous and terrifying components, one experienced in her waking state toward the tree outside her bedroom window, the other reserved for her dream of the tree outside the bus window. In all three locations, house, bus, and consulting room, a payment relationship is involved. In the joyous aspect of the experience, she pays tribute to the beauty of her object freely and is perhaps troubled only by the inadequacy of her language to do justice to the grandeur of her object. In the persecutory component of the experience she feels the beauty to be merely a screen for the greedy and cruel fingers of the witch-mother reaching into her to snatch away her vitality and scratch away her beauty. The redness of the bus, the hair, the beech leaves in the sun and the blood from her boyfriend's wounds seem to swim together and reveal the image of a tiny girl carried in mother's arms, close to the breast, perhaps with masses of auburn hair tumbling over the baby's face as the mother bends to kiss her. How could a mother guess the link between the baby's chortle and cooing with delight in the day and screaming beyond comfort in the night? But the hair of the ‘oriental nun’ reveals a most important item in the configuration for it shows the contrast between the narcissistic pull of destructiveness and the object-related thrust of love. Note that the mingling of the two types of hair, the patient's own and the hairpiece, implies the reverse of the image of herself in the bus, namely red hair among the brown as against a brown-haired passenger in a red bus, which in turn contrasts with copper beech leaves trying to get into the red bus. The point I am making is that the persecutor is a narcissistic object, that is, one compounded of an object and a part of the self. What is not clear to the patient, and I think we must not assume that it is clear to ourselves either, is whether the destructive bit of herself has invaded the split-off bad bit of her object, or vice versa. I can conceive of the possibility that this differentiation could be of immense prognostic importance.


How now shall we relate these two pieces of clinical material to one another and to our problem concerning beauty and primal splitting-and-idealisation? In the first patient's material we see something of the pain and work which is necessary, in the course of development, to bring together the two sides of the primal split, under the economic principle and consequent values of the depressive position. In the second material we see something of the primitive terror and confusion which has been segregated off from the joy in order to make the relation to the external mother feasible for the fragile ego of the baby, and in order for it to be able to feed and survive. But does the material tell us anything about how the splitting-and-idealisation comes about, say, whether as an active or passive process, or whether as a purposeful or accidental one, whether guided by external wisdom and tenderness or imposed by fortuitous triviality, etc. Clearly it tells us nothing definitive of this mysterious matter, but I think it gives some very enticing hints.


I think that the material in both instances suggests that the apprehension of beauty contains in its very nature the apprehension of the possibility of its destruction. In Bion's terms, the present object is seen to contain the shadow of the absent-object-present-as-a-persecutor. The beech tree in the spring reveals the skeleton of the beech tree in the winter, and the autumnal branch in the heart contains the recollection of the death of the father and the prediction of the death of pyschoanalysis. What the fragile ego of the child cannot sustain and is riven by, the lifetime of development strives to restore, so that the beauty of the object may be looked upon directly, without doing ‘damage to the soul’, as Socrates feared.











CHAPTER TWO


Aesthetic conflict


Donald Meltzer


The evolution of the model of the mind which underlies the observation and thoughts of psychoanalysts has been a quiet and covert one in many respects but its nodal points are clearly marked by the progression Freud–Abraham–Klein–Bion. What began as a hydrostatic model for the distribution of psychic energy in the spirit of nineteenth century physics, gradually shifted its analogy. The emergence of the genetic aspect brought forth the archeological metaphor; the replacement of topography by structural imagery introduced a social comparison (the ego serving three masters); the replacement of ‘mechanism’ by ‘unconscious phantasy’, the insistence on the ‘concreteness of psychic reality’ and the introduction of an ‘epistemophilic’ instinct to replace Freud's ‘sexual researches of children’, shifted the biological model of the evolution of the individual mind from a Darwinian to a Lamarckian basis. By 1945 the Kleinian model had achieved this modification of the evolutionary simile of ontogeny recapitulating phylogeny, on the basis of a strengthened position for identification processes and thus of a view of development which emphasised relationship with objects rather than anything equivalent to survival of the fittest. Melanie Klein's 1946 paper ‘Notes on some schizoid mechanisms’, which introduced the ideas of projective identification and splitting processes, shattered the assumption of unity of the mind, which Freud had already begun to do in his paper ‘Splitting of the ego in the service of defence’; it furthermore opened up a multiplication of the ‘worlds’ of mental life in a way that even the ‘concreteness of psychic reality’ had not envisaged.


The Bionic transformation, which divides mental life into the symbolic and non-symbolic areas (alpha-function and beta elements), and places its emphasis on the mind as an instrument for thinking about emotional experiences, has only began to be felt in the consulting rooms. But Bion's firm relegation of creative thought to the unconscious dream process, and his limitation of consciousness to the ‘organ for the perception of psychic qualities’, must in time give a decisive blow to the equation of reason with consciousness, and profoundly alter our view of how our lives are lived. Freud's model becomes severely modified: the ego becomes the horse, shying at every unknown object in its path, always wanting to follow in the way it has gone before; while the unconscious internal objects become the rider directing it relentlessly towards new developmental experiences. How profoundly, accordingly, does our view of the psychoanalytical process change under this model; yet in a way we seem to return full circle to Freud's early view of resistance and compulsion to repeat, merely changing the venue of these anti-developmental forces from the repressed unconscious to the conservative conscious mind.


This Bionic shift in the model of the mind must cause us to rethink the whole problem of mental pain and the developmental process from infancy. We cannot take the newborn child as a tabula rasa but must consider the possibility that emotional experiences, their symbolic representation in dream thought, and their impact on the structuring of the personality, may commence in utero. It requires no great stretching of the imagination to conceive of the latter months of intrauterine life, despite the findings of neuroanatomists about myelinisation, as being fraught with emotionality. Nor is it beyond us to imagine the auditory aspects of intrauterine life, coupled to kinaesthesia, as capable of symbolic representation in the song-and-dance genre (Susanne Langer) of symbolic forms (Cassirer). It is a small step from such speculation to an ‘emotional’ rather than a ‘traumatic’ idea of the impact of the birth process and the first encounter with the world ‘outside’. At the present time such speculations may seem to be beyond verification by observation, but perhaps some of the ultra-sound (ecographic) observations of foetal life followed after birth by infant observation and later by psychoanalysis may in time bring these fanciful ideas into more authenticated form.


But both psychoanalysis and infant observation already afford rich data for moulding these speculations into a form which can modify our image of development and mental life in the Bionic vein. It has probably escaped no-one's attention that the percentage of ‘beautiful’ mothers recorded in the course of psychoanalysis far exceeds the national average and that this appellation clearly refers back to childhood impressions often completely out of keeping with later more objective judgements by the patients of their middle-aged parent. We will start here.


First I should like to introduce a piece of clinical material as an anchorage for further discussion and exploration. An ageing poet had entered analysis owing to the repeated failure of his love relationships to endure and deepen into marriage, for he greatly desired children as well as the stable companionship of a woman. The loss of his mother in latency had been followed by an estrangement from his father due to the extreme and probably paranoid jealousy of the stepmother who entered into his life within two years of the mother's death. Herself a widow with children, the stepmother could not bear to share her home with another woman's children and had them all sent off to boarding schools. Dread of a woman's jealousy and possessiveness had wrecked most of the patient's intimate relationships: sometimes jealousy rooted in the partner, sometimes in her mother, and sometimes provoked by the patient's enduring and close friendships with former partners or with the wives of his brothers or close friends. Being a very attractive and able figure, it was by no means merely his phantasy that these women might have preferred him to the spouses who variously deserted and disappointed them.


During the first year of analysis the holiday breaks had not seemed to touch our poet for he had used them to undertake rather exciting trips which he had dutifully postponed to accommodate the analytic schedule. But there was evidence that the approaching Christmas, the fourth break, was beginning to rattle him a little as it drew nearer. Gardens of great beauty began to appear in his dreams along with buried hostility to an older brother whose behaviour with girls, and later with women, he considered ruthless and destructive. In the penultimate week before the break he announced in passing something about which I had heard nothing previously: that he had been overtaken by his collecting impulse. This had taken various forms since puberty, starting with stamps, then prints, antiquarian books, etc. – each of brief but intense duration. This time it was commemorative medals, the production of which had apparently started in the seventeenth century, and examples of which – being without great monetary value – could chiefly be found in junk shops. It had been inspired by a friend whose collection he had just seen. Somehow it seemed to link with his being drawn into a marital conflict between very close friends, both of whom used him as confidant. Sensing a move closely bound up with known devices by means of which he distanced himself from the grief of his mother's sudden death, I tried to investigate this phenomenon minutely for it seemed likely that it was being invoked to abort the impact of the approaching break in analysis. The patient took umbrage at my interest, which, I fear, was a little heavy-handed and perhaps needlessly urgent.


However the urgency bore immediate fruit in dreams. To the first session of the following week, the ultimate, he brought the following two dreams: He awoke in a little VW as if from a drunken sleep (he had drunk a little the night before and does not own a car) to find that it was precariously perched on a cliff edge in Devon, and if he leaned forward the car tipped further quite dangerously while it did the opposite if he leaned back (we both immediately thought of The Gold Rush). Then he had arrived at the hotel owned by Jean Shrimpton to meet his friends but found the man without his wife, accompanied by another friend's girlfriend. Then he was in a garden accompanied by the couple's children and trying to climb a wall to get out. But the wall had an overhang (sic!) which made this impossible. However the woman then called him to come inside and suggested that he might like to trim the neighbour's hedge. But he demurred.




We discussed various aspects of the dream: the hangover from the previous week's terminal session; the starvation of the frozen ‘Gold Rush’ type; the fact that his friend's wife was a beauty of the Jean Shrimpton type, and also his way of presenting himself as the ‘good’ man to women disappointed in their husbands. I suggested that this was perhaps his real ‘collection’.


In the second dream: He had been invited by another friend to remodel his mother's garden, which was already quite well planted with clumps of bamboo, clumps of Jerusalem artichokes and something that looked like a shrub of ragged robin. Then they went into the house in order that the friend might show the patient his ‘collection’ which was housed in a vertical multi-sided revolving showcase. In the first section were the commemorative medals of which he had spoken in the earlier session; in the next section there were small delicate glass phials labelled ‘poison’ (he had recently heard of a new perfume called by that name) while in the third section there were fragments of Roman glass, beautiful in their iridescence. One flattened flask was so lovely he felt that it must be made of some precious stone. But to his surprise further rotation did not bring the return of the medals but something quite different.


We only touched lightly on the bamboo (caning at school), Jerusalem artichokes (famous for inducing flatus), and the ragged robin as an idealisation of his mode of ultra-casual dress and the homeless existence after his father's remarriage. What mainly engaged our attention was that the ‘collection’ showcase was a distorted, version of a kaleidoscope. Did he collect ‘broken’ women in lieu of being broken-hearted at his mother's death? An unexpected association seemed to confirm this. Several days before, he had by chance encountered the clergyman who had delivered the oration at his mother's funeral, which he and his siblings had not attended, all being away at school. This man, he discovered, had been a friend of his mother's in her university days and waxed quite lyrical about her great beauty, charm, vivacity and intelligence. Her qualities of character the patient had never forgotten, but her great beauty came as a surprise. Were then the phials of poison/perfume little funerary tear vessels of Roman fame? Had he obviated the grief of mourning by constructing a kaleidoscopic image of his mother's character out of fragments of memory, thus replacing a more primal concept of her physical beauty by a more sophisticated one of the fineness of her personality?


Some material from the weeks prior to these events would seem to lend force to this suggestion. During the previous month I had been hearing, en passant, of pregnant women, breastfeeding women, and women yearning for babies in the face of their mates’ reluctance. One evening at a dinner party he had been offended, not on his own account but for the violation of the baby's privacy, when a woman fed her baby at the breast at the dinner table. That night he dreamed: While standing on a tube platform with a male friend he noticed two girls with a man. One of them seemed to be offering her magnificent breasts for the man's admiration in a way that made the patient laugh.


It was not at all clear what his laugh had meant; certainly not derision, for the girl's attitude seemed so innocent. Perhaps he had laughed in the dream from pure joy and admiration. A second dream that night presented three rather static images contrasting with the ‘magnificent breasts’:


The first image was an aerial view of the countryside, the receding flood waters leaving behind the hedgerows piled up mud in which dead bodies could be seen (like scenes from the recent Colombian disaster). In the second image a film set had been constructed in a squash court consisting of a grassy hill on which a couple of stone armchairs rested. In the third he was surprised at how tawdry the decor of the opera seemed until a young girl pulled a lever to show him the two magnificent monsters that leaped from two great boxes on the stage (they were like the ‘wonderful’ monsters drawn by Sendak in Where the Wild Things Are).


In summary I suggested that these images could be condensed into a single statement of the disastrous effect upon him of suddenly seeing his mother's breasts emerge from her brassiere (the hedgerows/squash court/boxes) to feed his baby sister, a ‘monstrous’ thing for her to do right in front of him at the age of four.


In the light of the later material I am inclined to make two further connections: first of all, between the stone armchairs and the flask that was so beautiful he thought it must be made of precious stone rather than glass; and secondly between the dead bodies in the mud behind the hedgerows and the collection of commemorative medals (perhaps showing draped and undraped figures in bronze?).


I propose now to leave this splendid material hovering in the background, to be referred back to as I proceed to the main body of the exposition. The psychoanalytical stance regarding emotions or affects has probably been severely hampered by Freud's early neurophysiological model, in which quantities of excitation of the mental apparatus were seen to be apprehended subjectively as emotions. On the other hand Freud clearly espoused Darwin's attitude that emotions are experienced as the consequence of the perception of one's own social behaviour, with affective display being a relic of primitive modes of social communication. The paradoxicality of embracing both views was lessened by the separating-off of mental pain under the general rubric of ‘anxiety’, again viewed as a quantitative representation of dammed-up impulse. The essential failure to distinguish between the experience of emotion and the display of emotional states placed the theory of the meaning of emotions in a kind of conceptual limbo. Even Melanie Klein's more detailed dissection and differentiation of emotions failed to correct this. The classical juxtaposition of emotion and reason, with its implied denigratory contrasting of female and male mentality, akin to primitive/civilised and infantile/adult, failed to find any correction until Bion's theory of thinking.


In many ways the object-relations direction set by Abraham in his ‘Short study of the libido’, with its exciting delineation of part-object and whole-object relationships, mapped the perimeter of a territory it failed to explore. The objects were left with their anatomical state as their substantiating feature, while the meaning of this fragmentation remained largely unnoticed in theory although under continuous exploration in the consulting room. In the clinical material it was probably clear to most workers that the partial anatomical reference was the consequence of a limitation in meaning: that partial objects had been deprived of their essential mentality, their capacity for feeling and thought and judgement, while retaining their formal and sensual features. They could be used, valued, feared, placated, but they could not be loved and admired, protected and served. Only the fetishist, with his partial (or even more dismantled) object, could succeed in caricaturing the passions which whole objects could arouse.




It was perfectly natural for Melanie Klein, therefore, working on the assumption of unity of the mind and Darwinian expectation of evolution of the individual from simplicity to complexity, to place her formulation of the paranoid-schizoid position in chronological primacy. The ‘red in tooth and claw’ implication of the equation of immaturity with primitiveness saw no need to think twice. Pain and persecution could simply be taken as synonymous. But the 1946 paper on schizoid mechanisms changed all that. The gross simplification of mental life presented by psychoanalytical theory could hardly even be taken as a skeletal structure upon which phenomenological flesh derived from the consulting room could be hung. A far more complex model was required to describe the follies, inconsistencies and astonishing self-ignorance of human beings. It was no longer sufficient to cleave to a medical model that could assume that the absence of disease constituted mental health, as if the mind functioned by a physiology and embryology directly analogous to the body. It became necessary to take into account the whole spectrum, like the Rat Man's father declaring of his enraged child that he would grow up either to be a great man or a great criminal.


Outside the invisible walls of psychoanalytical thought it is probably generally accepted, again unthinkingly I would say, that the brain is a giant computer and that the mind is the brain, any other description being mere metaphor. But of course that is exactly the point: the mind is the metaphor-generating function which uses the great computer to write its poetry and paint its pictures of a world scintillating with meaning. And meaning is in the first instance the fundamental manifestation of the passions of intimate relationship with the beauty of the world.


Once one has taken on board Bion's description of ‘an emotional experience’ as the primary developmental event, it becomes clear that his ‘empty’ concepts of alpha-function and beta-elements make, essentially, a distinction between symbol formation and thought on the one hand, and a computation using signs and simple modes of extrapolation from past experience and received ideas, on the other. The creation of idiosyncratic symbols as opposed to the manipulation of conventional signs, marks the watershed between growth of the personality and adaptation. The tension between the two is the essence of what Freud labelled as ‘resistance to enquiry’. Bion's distinction between ‘learning from experience’ and ‘learning about’ the world is precise. It is likewise marked by the distinction we make between narcissistic forms of identification (projective and adhesive) which produce an immediate and somewhat delusive alteration in the sense of identity, and the introjective process by which our internal objects are modified, setting up gradients of aspiration for the growth of the self.


Our lives are greatly occupied by relationships which are not intimate. Rousseau's Social Contract well describes the way in which we move about the world, using the lubrication of manner and custom, of conformity and social invisibility to minimise the friction and thus the wear and tear on our psychesoma. And it is probably in this area that the majority of psychosomatic dislocations take place. The ‘hostages to fate’ aspect of our posture towards the casual world of teeming humanity, where ‘everything threatens the head that I love’, intimidates us beyond our wildest imaginings. We strive to create, through our apparent docility to the requirements of the community, a private space in which to enjoy the usufruct of our inheritance without ‘let or hindrance’. These manoeuvres create the social armour which Wilhelm Reich described so wonderfully. But we are confronted with the problem of removing it when ‘at home’ and donning it again in time to sally forth. We dread to send our little children naked into the world of the nursery and the school, and, later, to see them swallowed up by the great combine harvester of the adolescent community.


Of the people who do not manage the enclosure of this space of privacy and intimacy, two distinct classes, at the antipodes of the body of the community, can be distinguished. The first of these, comprising the mentally and socially ill, are cut off from intimacy by the severity of their delusional ideas: either from living in states of projective identification, or from a gross failure of development of the personality, or from such perseverance in infantile modes of relationship that intimacy of an adult sort cannot develop. The second class are the artists, whose pained perception of the inhumanities daily in force about them, juxtaposed to a vision of the beauty of the world being vandalised by these primitive social processes, forbids them to squander the huge blocks of life-time required for adaptation. If lucky they are spared by the community from total neglect or persecution, but at the expense of having their work appropriated and misused, ridiculed and imitated, all at the same time. The recent vogue in literary criticism is a precise example of acting-out ambivalence and hostility towards the artists. At best they are treated as members of the amusement industry.


The huge majority of caring parents, seeing all about them the misery of maladaptation, cannot help being primarily concerned, in their methods of upbringing, with armouring their children against the inhumanities inflicted on both the poorly adapted and on those whose naked sensitivity makes them vulnerable to the grossness of inconsiderate behaviour in casual and contractual relations. Similarly our schools cannot resist the pressure from parents and government alike to direct their efforts toward producing employable grown-ups. One must see the facts without seeming to pretend that any alternative is close at hand. We wish to prepare our children for the beauties of intimacy but our anxieties for their survival overcome our judgement so that we find ourselves joining in the training process, knowing quite well that it will dampen their thirst for knowledge and constrict their openness to the beauties to which they stand heir.


Although this process reaches its climax in the establishment of the so-called latency period, close observation of family life and of the mother–infant relationship reveals evidence of its early commencement. No event of adult life is so calculated to arouse our awe of the beauty and our wonder at the intricate workings of what we call nature (since we hesitate nowadays to cite first causes), as the events of procreation. No flower or bird of gorgeous plumage imposes upon us the mystery of the aesthetic experience like the sight of a young mother with her baby at the breast. We enter such a nursery as we would a cathedral or the great forests of the Pacific coast, noiselessly, bareheaded. Winnicott's stirring little radio talks of many years ago on ‘The ordinary devoted mother and her baby’ could just as well have spoken of the ‘ordinary beautiful devoted mother and her ordinary beautiful baby’. He was right to use that word ‘ordinary’, with its overtones of regularity and custom, rather than the statistical ‘average’. The aesthetic experience of the mother with her baby is ordinary, regular, customary, for it has millennia behind it, since man first saw the world ‘as’ beautiful. And we know this goes back at least to the last glaciation.


Correspondingly it is only the limitations in our ability to identify with the baby that leaves him, in our thoughts, denuded of mentality. This ordinary beautiful baby does come trailing Wordsworthian clouds of glory in his openness to the apprehension of the world about him, if not the wisdom that can make him ‘father to the man’ (although, to do Wordsworth justice, his ‘little philosopher’ is five years, and not five days, old). Protoaesthetic experiences can well be imagined to have commenced in utero: ‘rocked in the cradle of the deep’ of his mother's graceful walk; lulled by the music of her voice set against the syncopation of his own heart-beat and hers; responding in dance like a little seal, playful as a puppy. But moments of anxiety, short of foetal distress, may also attack the foetus; maternal anxiety may also transmit itself through heartbeat, rigidity, trembling, jarring movements; perhaps a coital activity may be disturbing rather than enjoyable, perhaps again dependent on the quality of maternal emotion; maternal fatigue may transmit itself by loss of postural tone and graceless movement. Perhaps above all the foetus may feel his growth as the narrowing of his home in typical claustrophobic fashion and deduce that life exists beyond its familiar bounds, a shocking idea to a natural flat-earther. Imagination is a foraging impulse; it will find food for thought in the desert.
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