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Series editor’s preface


W. R. Bion continues to inspire psychoanalysts and clinicians, and he undeniably paved the way for further developments in clinical work with individual patients, groups, and systems, working alongside other psychoanalytic pioneers. His writings and a way of thinking bring a sense of liberation to psychoanalytic work but he also reminds us that this work requires discipline and respect for the truth (both psychic and material). Bion’s writing often seems intimidating and puzzling at first, with his specific writing style and scarce clinical material. He had, however, reasons to do that, attempting to emphasise the authenticity of the clinical encounter, the meeting of two minds, two frightened people undertaking a serious work.


His recommendation to read his books through, starting from Learning from Experience, without the unnecessary attempt to comprehend every phrase and sentence, goes against our common habits especially when it comes to professional literature; it is, however, so typical of Bion to let the reader have an experience of reading that gradually leads to coherence and meanings—just like his approach to clinical work.


The aim of the Contemporary Bion book series is to explore Bion’s work, the avenues he opened up for us, and interpret his contribution



in a creative but disciplined way from a contemporary perspective. There will be books that creatively expand on his ideas, books that take a closer look at his contribution—there also will be books that will come along unexpectedly, challenging the status quo and opening new horizons.


We are starting with Bion’s Vertices: On Truth and Lies, a collection of papers and essays on this theme by renowned international psychoanalytic authors. This book will be followed in the series by a close examination of Bion’s Learning from Experience, the first of the quartet of books he published in the 1960s and 1970s.


I am very pleased that the Karnac (formerly Phoenix) team entrusted me with the introduction and development of this new book series in its publishing house.


Tomasz Fortuna
London











Foreword


The new millennium continues to provide us with new work from the cottage industry that Bion studies have become. It is now safe to say psychoanalytically speaking, that Bion has become one of the psychoanalytic immortals—indeed, on 4 July 2025, a bronze bust of W. R. Bion will be installed and take its place alongside other luminaries at the British Psychoanalytical Society in London. From his death in 1979, generation after generation of psychoanalysts return over and over to his work, both for its clinically inspired way of working and for the insights it contains on the nature of psychic truth, knowledge, and being, living more vibrantly in the present moment—and always leaving open one’s mode of psychological enquiry.


The analysts/authors of the collection of papers contained in this volume admirably demonstrate their commitment to the relentless search for psychic truth, perhaps being guided by Bion’s memorable comments in his (1958) paper, “On arrogance”. There, in a dramatic rereading of the Oedipus story, Bion evolved a two-person version of the story, shifting the emphasis to the analyst-as-mother as the member of the analytic dyad who bears the epistemophilic instinct. The analyst’s desire to connect with what is psychically truthful and put his or her patient in touch with it, bears what Jim Grotstein used to call the “truth



drive”, something that can and does elicit a wide variety of patient responses. It can range all the way from annihilatory silence and evasion to chaos and conflict, and ultimately towards a more far-ranging notion of what truth is. The analyst’s capacity to be emotionally or empathically attuned—or at-one-with the patient’s state of mind—is another invocation of the solace that can be found in small mutative moments embedded in the oceanic experience of transformations in O (where both analyst and patient can be at-one-with new psychological meanings and a greater and more encompassing sense of truthfulness).


Tomasz Fortuna, the editor of this volume, is to be congratulated for gathering a truly international group of Bionian analysts/scholars to tackle the multifaceted dimensions of truth and lies, be it at the clinical, dyadic analytic situation, the small group situation, or the macro sociopolitical one.


There is a harmonious balance of British analysts deeply committed to the clinical and theoretical work of W. R. Bion—analysts like Waddell, Bell, Hinshelwood, Abel-Hirsch, Britton, Fortuna, Flynn, and Hahn—and analysts from the other regions of the International Psychoanalytical Association, such as Cassorla (Brazil), Jackson (Greece), Grimalt (Spain), Horovitz (France), Bergstein (Israel), Eekhoff and Caper (USA), and Tabbia (Argentina/Spain). To my way of reading this book, the contributions from our British colleagues seem to revolve around their faithfulness to Bion’s work, his immediate sources and work from other British colleagues that render what I think of as a contextualist narrative of Bion’s thought.


On the other hand, the contributions from Bionians in other lands seamlessly evoke a secondary literature that has blossomed in the new millennium: that of post-Bionian or hermeneutic meaning-makers, who cite the work of Ferro and Civitarese, Bergstein, Lopez-Corvo, and Bianchedi. All together, this admirable collection of papers by a distinguished group of international Bion scholars will give the reader ample opportunity to work their way through the problems in integrating the British or contextualist Bion with the hermeneutic, meaning-making Bion so amply represented in current post-Bionian contributions.


Joseph Aguayo, PhD
Los Angeles, California











Introduction


The relationship between truth and lies is complex. They do not live in a vacuum but permeate the various layers of human experience. In one of Nick Cave’s ballads the female voice tells us this story,


They call me The Wild Rose


But my name was Elisa Day


Why they call me it I do not know


For my name was Elisa Day


(Cave, 1996, p. 20)


These verses from “Where the wild roses grow” (Cave, 1996) take us straight to the tension at the border between truthful communication and the disavowal of brutal reality. Here the chorus of the song retells the painful truth of a committed murder of a young woman, in a disguised form—truth and lie at once: “Why they call me it I do not know.” It is the image of wild roses at the river bank and her nickname, The Wild Rose, that contain the real story. The forces motivated by a wish (perhaps a need or necessity) to hide and disavow the reality clash with the presence of another force: a drive to communicate. Or are these perhaps two sides of the same coin?




Such tension between truth and lies relates as well to that “impossible” task of the analyst, who attempts to unravel the fine and complex fabric of the interpersonal encounter between the analyst and the analysand. Although Bion states that, “The link between one mind and another that leads to destruction of both is the lie” (Bion, 1970, p. 104), he reminds us that psychoanalysis has something to add to the examination of problems associated with truth and untruth since “the psycho-analyst has experience of the dynamics of misunderstanding” (ibid., p. 97). Lies and falsehoods prevent psychic growth but they can become meaningful in the analytic situation. For Bion, the lie requires a thinker, a mind that can investigate whatever may be the source of the lie, as opposed to a true statement that does not need a thinker.


In his paper “On arrogance” Bion wrote:


The meaning with which I wish to invest the term “arrogance” may be indicated by supposing that in the personality where life instincts predominate pride becomes self-respect, where death instincts predominate, pride becomes arrogance. (Bion, 1958, p. 144)


Bion refers here to arrogance with which one may approach the truth, no matter what the cost; a ruthless pursuit of truth with no respect for life. Insights can be costly, leading to an emotional upheaval opening the way to growth, through catastrophic change, or to a breakdown. In his writings, and his clinical work, Bion puts the question of truth at the heart of the analytic process. The truth can be illuminating (although unsettling) and can promote emotional thriving (like food) or feel overwhelming if not sufficiently contained. This difficult task presenting itself in the analytic encounter invites the analytic couple to recognise what’s what and where the meaning lies, to create conditions for development and prevent too frequent collusions.


Where life drives, instincts, predominate, the lie becomes perhaps a psychic defence, the C2 category in Bion’s grid—and although it temporarily precludes growth, it is protective and meaningful; the lie imbued with the death drive denudes the experience of meanings and dismantles links and connections or creates the false ones. Despite that, however, even in such a case there is a communication about the innate destructiveness, the “silent” operation of the death drive. Collusion by



the clinician, destructiveness and wish to avoid anxiety, from the other side of the looking-glass, is not without importance, as it may make it difficult to find the right balance, since both knowing and not-knowing have potential to affect and disturb the analytic couple.


O’Shaughnessy (1990), in her paper that follows on from Bion’s question, whether a liar can be psychoanalysed (Bion, 1970), highlights the above problems,


While a denial, a disavowal, etc., expresses a psychic need not to know the truth, a lie is an acceptance of, and a perverse use of, a falsehood. I think this is the origin of what we feared initially, that there is a deep antagonism of perspective between a liar and a psychoanalyst, which must obstruct the forming of a therapeutic alliance and interfere with the analytic work.…Nonetheless, the lying…was the means of communicating urgently the fundamental truth about…early object relations. (O’Shaughnessy, 1990, pp. 193–194)


This passage demonstrates the complexity of lying in the context of the analytic situation, with the interplay of destruction of meanings as well as communication, the conscious use of a lie and its unconscious layers. However, when unravelled, it offers a ray of hope and faith in the analytic process. Inner object relations or perhaps an experience of a trauma become therefore accessible and more available to the analytic work.


In order however to engage with a lie as something potentially meaningful, a lie which is hiding and communicating truth simultaneously, one has to suspend moral judgement, which tends to render lies and falsehoods pejorative in tone (Grotstein, 2007). Such a dichotomy—black and white polarisation—invites moral judgement, condemnation, rejection, and ultimately negation, thereby acting as a lie by denying emotional conflict. As a result, judgement, acting as propaganda and omniscient conviction that utilises the excitement of the superego, avoids the real inquiry into the nature of the lie. I am not trying, however, to sanitise the idea of a lie (or a Lie—see below), which in the form of a falsehood, doubt or deception, can be employed sadistically against oneself, others, and the capacity to experience, intuit, and learn (Campbell, 2014; Lemma, 2005).




Following research carried out by de Bianchedi et al. (2000), Grotstein (2007) recognises Lies, lies, and falsehoods (as well as truth and Truth), where lie with a small “l” refers to mechanisms of defence of the ego, and Lie with a capital “L” expresses the conscious attempt to mislead and destroy meanings. Grotstein goes on,


Bion then postulated the operation in human beings of transforming/transducing operations: α-function and later dreaming, which convert the Absolute—indifferent, impersonal—Truth into personal emotional, subjective truth, an entity that allows us to think, to feel, to grow mentally: in other words, to be enabled to “learn from experience” by being able to convert Absolute Experience into personal experience that can be felt and thought about (reflected upon). In the meantime Bion’s older polarization between truth and falsehood had to be altered in favour of a gradient, Truth → truth → falsehood → lie, to which gradient de Bianchedi (2000) and her group add lie → Lie. (Grotstein, 2007, p. 148)


Together with Bion’s belief that there is an ineffable ultimate reality (O), and recognition that we can only represent that reality through various transformations, the way we look at communications, including lies, had to change. Bion’s recommendation of psychoanalytic discipline of eschewing memories, desires, and an urge to understand, and therefore remain intuitively open to the actual experience from O, facilitated (even permitted) the examination of the nature of communication, suspending attaching a moral value on it. Bion’s use of the notion of negative capability refers both to the experience of knowing (Bion, 1958) and not knowing (Bion, 1967). One needs to tolerate both in order for new meanings to emerge in the clinical context.


Bion’s Vertices started as a question of what place the notions of truth and lies occupy in psychoanalytic theory and practice. Bion’s work and his deep interest in the importance of truth in the emotional development and psychic growth of an individual, as well as the relationship to reality, is a fertile ground to start (or perhaps continue, with Bion) such investigation.


The idea to create Bion’s Vertices came to me during one of the “Bion in Marrakech” seminars, that had always been inspiring, challenging, and diverse, as well as the BION2020 conference in Barcelona. It was



then that I started thinking about how differently Bion’s work has evolved in Britain and abroad, worldwide. I was fortunate to be able to invite an excellent team of clinicians and psychoanalytic authors, whose writings comprise the very core of this book. Although Bion and his work remained the inspiration and a reference point for all the contributors, freedom of expression and their own perspectives as well as writing and communication styles made the authors’ vertices their own and original with emphasis on the personal lens and angle with which they approached the task. The idea of vertex itself is dynamic (as opposed to looking at things from a point of view of a particular concept or theory).


This book is not a textbook and it is not to be read like one. The reader has a freedom to engage with individual chapters, although the structure of the book has been carefully thought about. The contributing psychoanalytic authors (all clinicians) were also invited to write freely in relation to Bion and the main theme of the book. The reader will see that all the contributors engaged individually with the questions of truth and lies, what is cure and psychic growth, and what the psychoanalytic process is.


Therefore this book is not intended to find the truth in Bion but rather to follow the avenues he opened up for us, developing the work of Freud, Klein, mathematicians, philosophers, scientists, and poets.


Bion’s Vertices attempts to explore what exists as the interplay of the external material and psychic realities, and what gets distorted and disguised. In other words, how to identify the invariants, reflecting reality (O), that can be intuited and observed, but may at times be camouflaged in potentially meaningful falsifications. The image on the front cover of the book is by Witkacy, a versatile Polish modernist multimedia artist and an investigator of the sense of being, the sense of existence. The painting, Kompozycja 1, was made in 1922. Through his conception of art, the theory of pure form, Witkacy tried to reach the ineffable experience of being, the strangeness of existence, as he called it, through works of art that would evoke such experience in the viewer. He considered theatre the ultimate form of art that combines the immersive visual experience with the plot and meanings and the music, to connect with the a-sensuous experience of being, akin to Bion’s O.




This way he investigated the metaphysical domains of existence from the artistic and philosophical vertices. The authors of the chapters in this book undertook similar investigations.


Bion’s Vertices: On Truth and Lies consists of three parts: i) inquiry into the truth/lie domain, ii) change, growth, creativity, and their opposites, and iii) clinical conversations. Papers in each section of the book examine and explore, or even dream, those areas of the psychic domain. Despite such a tripartite structure, there inevitably is an overlap, as all these areas of experience are in different ways present in the clinical encounter and the emotional experience.


In Chapter One, Waddell weaves together the clinical, and the artistic, with her poetic way of investigating the things unknown in our emotional experience. The notions of shame and guilt can have multiple meanings and take different forms, multiple transformations. Bell (Chapter Two) offers a systematic look at the questions of knowing and learning, and the substitutes for genuine knowledge, the real understanding, the pretenders, that can so easily take the form of propaganda perverting the original meanings. Similar investigations are offered by Grimalt (Chapter Ten) and Jackson (Chapter Nine). They both elaborate on instances where truth becomes distorted or replaced for both defensive and destructive reasons. In Chapter Three, R. D. Hinshelwood attends to the problem of representations, wondering about their truthfulness, Bion’s invariants vs distortions in transformations of the ultimate reality O. Caper (Chapter Four) reminds us about Bion’s two principles of mental functioning, the lying and the hunger for truth. As mentioned above there is no clear distinction between the two and both modes of functioning try to deal with the question of psychic pain. Cassorla, in Chapter Five, surprisingly, or not, gives praise to lying as an important facet of emotional experience. Chapters Six, Seven, and Eight, by Britton, Fortuna, and Flynn, introduce the question of creativity in the clinical encounter—creativity that may evoke fear of catastrophic change and emotional upheaval, and lead to a defensive retrograde movement or offer a chance for growth. In the last part of the book, the authors look closely at the functioning of the analyst in the clinical encounter, the analyst as an investigator, a member of the analytic couple, and a person with all the struggles and challenges described above. Bergstein, Abel-Hirsch, Hahn, Horovitz, Eekhoff, and Tabbia all try to identify the



right tools and stance for the analyst to enable processes of change and growth in the psychoanalytic process—the known and the unknown in a dynamic tension. Sandler in his Afterword offers original commentary on the themes of the book, pointing out the problems of psychic and material realities, the questions of cure vs growth as well as the place of Bion and his contribution in contemporary psychoanalysis and its classical context. He also challenges adopted terminology to address the risk of dogma in psychoanalysis.


Bion’s Vertices is also the first book in the new series by Karnac Books: Contemporary Bion, that I was entrusted to start as the series editor.


I will finish with these few verses from Björk’s Jóga:


You don’t have to speak, I feel


Emotional landscapes


They puzzle me, confuse


Can the riddle get solved?


And you push me up to


This state of emergency


How beautiful to be


State of emergency


Is where I want to be


(Björk, 1997).


Tomasz Fortuna
London
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Part I


Enquiry into the truth/lie domain













CHAPTER 1


“The forms of things unknown”: Aesthetic processes in poetry and psychoanalytic thought


Margot Waddell


Issues of “shame” and “guilt” belong in a centuries-old debate, as relevant to our own times as it ever was. I shall begin by briefly drawing upon the work of E. R. Dodds (1950) whose wonderful book, The Greeks and the Irrational, was a source of inspiration to me in my early university days as a classicist. Dodds makes a distinction, in the early history of the Greeks, between a shame-culture and a guilt-culture. The distinction denotes a particular act as beneficial or hurtful to the agent in relation to its being “handsome” or “ugly” in the eyes of public opinion, that is, the losing of honour or “face” (shame-culture). This is by contrast with a more total relationship to the whole environment of morals and heroism as well as of daily life, which is felt to be more typical of guilt-culture. This latter characterised, for example, a society with a legal system that held its citizens to account for what they had done. The shift is the one between the Homeric world to that, for example, of the group of elders, the Areopagus of fifth-century BC Athens, overseeing values and actions of the city state.


The more primitive of these two seems to correspond, as we shall see, to what, in psychoanalytic terminology, has come to be thought of as the paranoid–schizoid position, so different from the depressive forces



of the guilt-culture. Dodds asks what historical forces determined the difference between the two.


I have tried to indicate that the contrast is less absolute than the scholars have assumed. We have followed various threads that lead from Homer down into the imperfectly mapped jungle of the Archaic Age, and out beyond it into the fifth century. The discontinuity is not complete. (1950, p. 43)


A second influence on me, not quite as many years ago, was the work of the philosopher Richard Wollheim. In On the Emotions (a collection of the Ernst Cassirer lectures which he gave in 1991; published 1999) Wollheim cites Dodds and extends his thinking into the realm of “the so-called Moral Emotions”. I shall cite a few of the many salient clarifications that Wollheim makes: “In the case of shame, we feel criticised for the kind of person we have become. In the case of guilt, we feel criticised for what we have done or left undone” (p. 155). Second, “shame will tend to generate the desire to change, guilt will tend to generate the desire to repair.” Third, “With shame, the criticism is experienced as being conveyed to us by a look: we feel the eyes of disapproval upon us…with guilt, the criticism is experienced as being conveyed in words: we hear the voice of disapproval.”


It is striking to trace the sweep of the cultural evolution across the centuries as being not dissimilar to the internal development of the human mind. We know much about how potent a source of guilt feelings is the pressure of unacknowledged desires, desires that are excluded from consciousness except in dreams or daydreams, yet are able to produce in the self a deep sense of shame.


It is not so difficult to determine reasons to be guilty; less so in the case of shame. The latter is related to a sense of falling beneath one’s own standards, whether or not there is an external “seeing” other to detect that. For there is usually an internal other/parent/sibling/self-saboteur who can assume enormously powerful proportions in relation to the earliest internalisation of infantile and young child experience; one that can torment the self and subvert the most valiant efforts to know and to grow, with an insistent voice of doubt and incipient degradation. The sources of crippling shame may attach to the most apparently minor of faults or



misdemeanours—“minor” at least to the outside world. In one young patient of mine the root of a chronic sense of shame seems first to have taken shape in one of her earliest conscious memories: that of stealing a minute cowrie shell in her earliest days at kindergarten, aged four or so. She secreted it in the far reaches of her chest of drawers where it remained for many years, revisited only at times of personal torment.


She described herself as feeling “guilty” about her “crime”, a wrongdoing that her religious mother had instilled in her from the first as something that was forbidden. But she described the theft at kindergarten as being something much more powerful—a lasting source of self-vilification and shame seemed to be linked to her deep sense of failure and unworthiness. It was more profound than guilt—it was a “something” that resided deep in her very being, and must have been, unconsciously, firmly in place long before the conscious act itself. In psychoanalytic thinking, then, shame can be associated not just with a falling below the standards expected by external others and those others seeing or being aware of that, but by falling below the standards of an internalised version of that other, often much more harsh and persecuting than any particular actual aspect of external reality.


It is this aspect of the relationship between shame and guilt that John Steiner (2015) picks up in his work on “seeing and being seen”. He argues that the analysis of shame in the analytic situation is necessary “so that being seen can be tolerated and allow the conflicts over seeing to be worked through”. Steiner (2006) emphasises the centrality of the role of narcissism where shame is concerned and the self-consciousness that is always a feature and one that becomes acute when a patient begins to tolerate a degree of separateness and becomes sensitive to being observed. He links the process to his concept of “psychic retreat”. The pain of leaving such a retreat evokes, for me, Shakespeare’s beautiful lines in Venus and Adonis:


Or as the snail, whose tender horns being hit,


Shrinks backward in his shelly cave with pain,


And, there all smothered up, in shade doth sit,


Long after fearing to creep forth again. (ll. 1033–1038)


The significance of attempting to link some such thoughts to the writing of poetry lies in the poet’s capacity to render in words that which is



scarcely knowable or expressible in feelings. Poetry shifts the territory from issues of morality and conscience into those of genuine self-knowledge, courage, integration, and therefore integrity. This process is a hard one. It involves immense struggle and sincerity. Yeats (1913) captures it in a short poem, “To a friend whose work has come to nothing”:


Now all the truth is out,


Be secret and take defeat


From any brazen throat,


For how can you compete,


Being honour bred, with one


Who were it proved he lies,


Were neither shamed in his own


Nor in his neighbours’ eyes?


Bred to a harder thing


Than Triumph, turn away


And like a laughing string


Whereon mad fingers play


Amid a place of stone,


Be secret and exult,


Because of all things known


That is most difficult.


Indeed difficult, and not so far from the fear of shame that inhibits the putting of pen to paper in the first place.


I find Bion’s model of the emotional basis of thinking—that is container–contained, as providing a template of sorts for all relationships of intensity, passion, and meaning—perhaps especially that between analyst and analysand. But what of the relationship between the viewer, the listener or the reader of the art “object”—of a sculpture, a painting, a play, a piece of music, or a poem? Here too, there occurs an unconscious engagement of the containing process with the inherent, worked-on form, be that in sculpted, painterly, musical, or poetic terms. The art historian, Adrian Stokes, speaks of “the sense of fusion” combined with “otherness” that lies at the heart of the aesthetic experience. He writes (1963) of


the carver’s reverence for the stone he consults so long: he elicits meaning from a substance, precious for itself, whose



subsequent forms made by the chisel were felt to be pre-existent and potential.


Similarly in painting there is the canvas, the rectangular surface and the whiteness to fructify, a pre-existent minimum structure that not only will be gradually affirmed but vastly enriched by the coalescence with other meanings. (p. 218)


Time is of the essence for the sculpting process, as for that of writing poetry. So, too, is time of the essence for the profoundly painful and complex inner work of a patient’s struggle towards a more truthful understanding of the self. Much internal work has to be done, of which the culmination may, in the world of the artist, be an external “worked on” symbolic representation. The art object thus becomes the container of the meaning of that process which it incorporates, and this can have an important restorative and reparative function for the viewer. Indeed, Stokes also speaks of the broad compulsion to repair and to integrate what has been threatened, scattered, or destroyed, of the degree of the aesthetic (by which here he means integrative) driving force involved. He feels the meaning, plasticity, rhythm, time, distance, weight, mass, and design of the art object as being employed to make clearer its self-sufficiency. It is an expression of the work of the interior, the artist’s work, and also a thing of its own—of both fusion and otherness.


Donald Meltzer (1988), in conversation with Stokes, takes things a step further than the classical Kleinian aesthetic theory of the perpetual to-and-fro of the integration/disintegration, ingestion/expulsion axes. In Meltzer’s words, “if we say that the artist performs acts of reparation through his creativity we must recognise that in the creative process itself, phases of attack and phases of reparation exist in some kind of rhythmical relationship” (p. 209). Carole Satyamurti (2003), in the chapter of the book she edited with Hamish Canham, Acquainted with the Night, also talks about the significance of “destruction”: not as a prior event for which reparation needs to be made, as in classical Kleinian aesthetics, but as inherent in the creative process itself. For, as she says,


When one thinks about the workings of the natural world, or about human endeavour, creation and destruction are inseparable. The same Hindu deity represents both.…One has to have a sense of when it is the right time to mobilise critical judgement—when



(to use the analogy with sculpture) the essential poem must be recovered from the mass of ‘spurious and unwanted matter’ (Mandelstam, 1975, p. 225) within which it is hidden. (p. 42)


The wresting of form from chaos is essential to the “making”.


Satyamurti draws on the compact and highly wrought energy of James Merrill’s poem, “The broken bowl” to emphasise the relationship between aesthetic form and psychic process—the tight distillation of what goes on in an art work. The beautiful bowl has fallen and smashed.


…its loyal blaze undone,


All spilt, its glass integrity no more…


No lucid, self-containing artifice


At last, but fire, ice,


A world in jeopardy. What lets the bowl


Nonetheless triumph by inconsequence


And wrestle harmony from dissonance


And with the fragments build another, whole,


Inside us, which we feel


Can never break, or grow less bountiful?


Love does that.


(Merrill, 1996, p. 8)


Satyamurti dwells on the use of “love” here—“perhaps a surprising word to use”, she says, “with such seriousness, of a glass bowl…His use of this word is an indication that more than a shattered artefact is at stake here. The bowl is an internalised good object—a ‘bountiful’ object that ‘seemed to cup the sun’” (2003, p. 34).


The same image, that of the bowl, appears in the dream of a late adolescent patient, an eighteen-year-old model, Karen, who was facing a premature interruption of therapy because of her therapist’s illness. Karen had originally sought help for her depression. She was desperate to break a pattern of relating to men through clinging dependency, masochistically unable to separate until, like a climbing plant, she had some alternative supporting structure to which she could attach herself.




She had developed enormously in the course of her therapy and her pain and rage of relinquishment in the final sessions was acute. Being the fourth of six siblings, her life had, from the first, constituted a kind of group experience—family attitudes were stereotyped around notions defined either by acceptability, or by opposition, to the dominant culture of the group at the time. She had had little experience of her own private feelings being registered or thought about before embarking on therapy. Having to leave so important a relationship was yet another in a long series of premature weanings, evoking intense feelings of desolation, abandonment, and anger, her early losses all too emotionally immediate. In this dream:


I found myself in the ante-chamber of a large and beautiful house. There were doors which opened into the interior, dark passages leading off, which I felt I had access to, and was on the point of entering, but I felt uncertain and apprehensive. This small room was itself lovely, panelled like my childhood home, with many recesses and alcoves in which there were exquisite precious objects—china ornaments, glass, wood carvings. The room was pervaded by a smell of spices—they seemed like myrrh and frankincense. My eyes were drawn to one object in particular, a blue glass bowl of special fragility and beauty. I gazed at it, half believing that it belonged to me and that I had the right to take it with me, yet feeling, too, that that might be to steal. A tall, dark woman entered, apparently the owner. As we looked at each other, I “knew” that the object was indeed my own.


As the (tall, dark) therapist and patient explored this dream together, its meaning began to take shape. The dream vividly conveys Karen’s life. It is as if she has Keats’ “Chamber of maiden thought” in her bones. She is aware of the dark passages leading off this ante-chamber, but is frightened to move forward into them at this time, when she feels so alone. The atmosphere is sensuous, redolent of past experiences and evocative (the frankincense and myrrh) of both birth and loss—the birth of her fledgling self and the loss, externally, of so important a relationship. Despite that loss, an internal relationship with her own parents seems to have been secured. For the house evokes features of her parents’ home, something that she could now savour and appreciate, when before she



had only been able to envy and resent. The shadowy recollections, as Wordsworth (1807) put it in the “Immortality ode”,


Which, be they what they may,


Are yet the fountain light of all our day,


Are yet a master light of all our seeing; (ll. 153–156)


Those “memories in feelings” (Klein, 1957, p. 180) were now available to be drawn on to sustain Karen, rather than being bitterly “recalled” for their absence and inadequacy.


Despite being so angry and distressed about this premature ending, and fearful, too, that she had somehow brought it about, Karen was also aware that the house owner/therapist is nearby (had a place, that is, in her internal world). The felt capacity on the therapist’s part to make available, and on Karen’s to make her own, an emblem of a container of meaning—the blue glass bowl—stands as confirmation of the therapeutic work achieved, and of the internalisation not just of the therapist, as perceived, but also of her function in having held mental states until they could find a shape or a form, as in the dream. The dream feels something of a gift—the expression of a willingness to repair the feared damage brought about by Karen’s grief-stricken rage and by her despair over being left too soon. It offers a metaphor for the internal establishing of a container of feeling. But perhaps the very fragility of the bowl was some indication of the impact of prematurity, of Karen’s uncertainty. It could also be that she feared that she had internalised less the strong, functional qualities of the therapist than some kind of non-functional fragility and preciousness. She feared that she would soon be overcome with anxiety about not being sufficiently equipped to enter the dark passages of life—Keats’ “Mansion of many apartments” (Letters, 1818, p. 95). Keats, barely out of adolescence himself, was writing of human life and the immense burden and confusion of making one’s way down those dark passages” that lie ahead for those who have the strength to go on thinking “into the human heart” (ibid., pp. 95–96). He was using these words to describe Wordsworth but they are so true of Keats himself. They were written when, in the aftermath of his parents’ early deaths, he was having to come to terms with the imminent death of his brother and, as he clearly knew, with his own. Living among these shadows, he wrote some of his very finest poetry.




The word “poetry” derives from the Greek word to do or to make. The “making” here involves rhythm, beat, weight, silence, space, light, and so on. The artist, as Carole Satyamurti says (2003), is “finding form for what was formless, something coherent which now exists at some distance from oneself, outside in the world as well as inside in one’s head” (p. 36).


But this, like psychoanalysis, can be a very painful process. Shelley (1824) had a profound sense of that pain and despair and “spoke” it in his remarkable sonnet:


Lift not the painted veil which those who live


Call Life: though unreal shapes be pictured there,


And it but mimic all we would believe


With colours idly spread,—behind, lurk Fear


And Hope, twin Destinies; who ever weave


Their shadows, o’er the chasm, sightless and drear.


I knew one who had lifted it—he sought,


For his lost heart was tender, things to love


But found them not, alas! nor was there aught


The world contains, the which he could approve.


Through the unheeding many he did move,


A splendour among shadows, a bright blot


Upon this gloomy scene, a Spirit that strove


For truth, and like the Preacher found it not.


In commenting on his own early work, “The imaginary twin” (read to the British Psycho-Analytical Society on 1 November 1950), Bion, seventeen years later, makes explicit the extent of the development of his own thinking since giving this memorable presentation. The congruence he finds between the psychoanalyst, as intuitive, creative interpreter, and aspects of the artistic process is striking. He criticises his early formulations for not clarifying the extent to which,


the reader is to suppose that the account is a direct intuition of what was taking place and how much a report of selected facts. In psycho-analysis the psycho-analyst must discern the underlying pattern by a process of discrimination and selection. If the account given is a selection made to demonstrate the correctness of the original selection it is clearly worthless. (1967b, p. 131)




Bion never ceases to tussle with this quandary: in effect, how can the psychoanalytic interpretive mode expand rather than limit the complex sensuality of emotional experience; how can it free rather than imprison embryonic thought?


His elaborations on how to capture and express so intuitive a process as the incremental growth of meaning are scattered throughout his later work. He returns to the significance of determining an “underlying pattern” in his final trilogy, A Memoir of the Future (1975). The nature of this pattern has been definitively described by Meg Harris Williams (1983). The trilogy focuses on the kind of catastrophic anxiety already alluded to, one which attends any move forward in life’s psychic journey, an anxiety which shadows all transitions of the differently weighted and freighted developmental passages across the life cycle from pre-birth to death itself. Liminal, or threshold, states of mind and body are what we are having to confront and to manage all the time. At all points of that journey people have to be able not just to feel the pain but to suffer it—an important distinction of Bion’s. For those who, like Ophelia, are “incapable of their own distress” madness lies, ultimately the death of both mind and, finally, body.


It often happens that after many weeks, even months of steady analytic work, something revelatory or mutative may occur, often as a consequence of which, thereafter, the lights and shadows of the mind “must always fall with a certain difference” (Eliot, 1872). Such emotional events can, and do, come about, as Bion suggests, not so much through the interpretive method as such, but through something akin to a trapping of light between analyst and analysand which precedes the experience of the known, that is articulable, meaning in external terms. In using the metaphor “trapping of light” I am drawing on the language with which Bion, in the Memoir, describes how a sculpture works:


Imagine a piece of sculpture which it is easier to comprehend if this structure is intended to act as a trap for light. The meaning is reversed by the pattern formed by the light thus trapped—not by the structure, the carved work itself. (1975, pp. 189–190)


Bion often sought metaphors for alternative ways of seeing and knowing, ones that involved eschewing familiar thought processes (memories and desires, even supposed understanding). In the Brazilian Lectures (Bion, 1974, 1975), he makes it clear that the form of art, like the analytic



encounter, captures meaning that lies outside its own boundaries—the concrete form can evoke quite other forms in a realm beyond.


Shakespeare, in A Midsummer Night’s Dream, provides a definitive statement of these matters. Towards the end of the play, there is an exchange between Theseus and Hippolyta:


Theseus:


And as imagination bodies forth


The forms of things unknown, the poet’s pen


Turns them to shapes, and gives to airy nothing


A local habitation and a name…(V, i, 14–17)


Hippolyta:


But all the story of the night told over,


And all their minds transfigur’d so together,


More witnesseth than fancy’s images,


And grows to something of great constancy;


But howsoever, strange and admirable. (V, i, 23–27)


In capturing “things unknown” in symbolic form, the creative imagination establishes the basis for further development. It promotes and expands existing mental capacities by offering a shape and containing structure for the transformation of emotional experience.


Writing on “poetic diction”, Barfield (1928) describes the process:


Seeking for material in which to incarnate its last inspiration, imagination seizes on a suitable word or phrase, uses it as a metaphor and so creates a meaning. The progress is from meaning, through inspiration to imagination, and from imagination, through metaphor, to meaning; inspiration grasping the hitherto unapprehended, and imagination relating to the already known. (pp. 148–149)


Emily Dickinson evokes the process in a characteristically spare few lines:


Shame is the shawl of Pink


In which we wrap the Soul


To keep it from infesting Eyes—




The elemental Veil


Which helpless Nature drops


When pushed upon a scene


Repugnant to her probity—


Shame is the tint divine. (1945)


This poem put me in mind of the psychoanalyst, Donald Campbell’s description of shame as that of a shield that has been breached (1994) and also the poet Inua Ellam’s: “Shame is the cape I wear” (2014). But I wish to conclude with some lines of contemporary poetry—that of Carole Satyamurti:


The Hopeful Hat


At the bus stop, a dishevelled woman


in drab clothing much too big for her,


is blowing a bright pink descant recorder.


Beside her, on the ground, a hopeful hat.


Staring straight ahead, she blows “toot toot”,


child-like, flat, a mournful open note


over and over, the sound short as her breath.


I pass her several times across the morning.


The smug Victorian clock tower marks the quarters.


Still she blows “toot toot”, the dreary, stubborn


single note, dying as her breath fails.


The hat holds few coins. I think to speak to her,


ask how it has come to this, standing here


beside her hopeful hat; and could she not


manage at least one tune, like the gypsy


near Tesco—even if the rhythm’s wrong?


I don’t of course, restrained by that endemic


English malady, embarrassment.


Her one hopeless note follows me home,


and here I write my shabby conscience out.


(Satyamurti, 2023)
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CHAPTER 2


Knowledge and its pretenders: Bion’s contribution to knowledge and thought


David Bell


Bion made use of the term “selected fact”, which he borrowed from the mathematician Poincaré. This refers to an observation or an idea which organises hitherto disparate elements of data into a coherent structure in which they are linked together. There are, potentially, a number of selected facts for any particular set of data, each of which will create a different vertex or point of view.


The history of psychoanalysis can be examined from any number of such vertices where the phenomena are structured around a particular selected fact. For example, one can demonstrate a movement from a primary concern with the mind’s relation to the demands of external reality, to a primary concern with internal reality; or a movement from instinct theory where illness is caused by the frustration of instinctual drive (Freud’s first theory of dammed up libido), to a theory primarily concerned with moral conflict where illness is caused by excess of hate over love (later Freud and much of Klein—where this perspective is considerably enriched by the concept of internal objects which can be damaged or repaired); lastly, psychoanalysis can be thought of as a theory primarily concerned with the development of self-knowledge where illness is based on the mind’s incapacity to know itself, replacing knowledge with what I term its various “pretenders” (Bion, Money-Kyrle,



Steiner). This development, however, is not linear and in Freud’s work one can see elements of all three perspectives, His aphorism “where id was, there ego shall be”, his invitation to the patient to free-associate, his description of the “momentous” changes brought about at the inception of the reality principle, where “what was presented in the mind was no longer what was agreeable but what was real, even if this happened to be disagreeable” (Freud, 1911b, p. 219)—in other words to distinguish what is good from what is true—all bear testimony to his conviction that self-knowledge is central to psychic health and development.
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