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FOREWORD


Donald Meltzer and the GERPEN


 


 


 


 


Only with the passage of time and mourning processes has our deep gratitude to Donald Meltzer been able to find expression in this collection exemplifying our work with him.


In the initial immersion of the meetings of a group of child analysts with a man searching off the beaten track to understand psychotic anxieties, the experience was too emotionally charged to be transmitted in writing. But it now seems possible to share the history of the meetings that gave birth to the GERPEN (Groupe d'Etudes et de Recherches Psychoanalytiques pour le développement de l'Enfant et du Nourrisson). For us this involved venturing away from the tidy formal garden of existing analytical walkways. You should not fear the shadowy corners but dream along with Meltzer, dream a metaphorical song about how emotion takes shape in active forms. It was not without risk vis-à-vis the official thinking of the time. We can be grateful to James Gammill for letting us discover Donald Meltzer and for having introduced us to a nomadic, exploratory way of thinking. The thought of Meltzer was elaborated before our eyes over the weekends when we listened to him articulate clinical material and theory in a way that was entirely new to us. While listening to clinical presentations we watched him develop successively the concepts of dismantling, the buccal theatre, aesthetic conflict, the claustrum, and sadomasochism and tyranny. So let us, as grateful students, describe what were for us unforgettable encounters with this psychoanalytic thinker, certainly one of the most creative of the second half of the 20th century.


Donald Meltzer and the founding of the GERPEN


First a little of what we know of Donald Meltzer's history (here we thank James Gammill for sharing his personal recollections). Donald Meltzer was born in 1922 in New York to Jewish parents; his father had emigrated from Lithuania. He was very secretive with us about his childhood, his adolescence, and in general any part of his life spent in the United States of America. He told us one day that New York was ‘a terrible place to grow up’. He seemed, however, to retain a happy memory of his childhood and especially his parents, who were the miracle of his life, he said, according to his stepdaughter Meg Harris Williams. He studied medicine and then turned to psychiatry and child psychiatry, which was rare at the time. A relative introduced him to the works of Melanie Klein, and after a first analysis in the United States, he came with his family to London for a Kleinian psychoanalytic training. There he made the acquaintance of James Gammill whom Melanie Klein had asked to welcome him as a compatriot, and they developed a close relationship, attending seminars at the Institute of Psychoanalysis in London from 1954 to 1957. Gammill helped Meltzer to obtain an extension of his military service; Meltzer helped Gammill to train in psychiatry. Meltzer was in analysis with Melanie Klein from 1954 until 1960, the date of her death; we understand she had suggested that in the event of her death he should continue with Bion, but he did not pursue this. Meltzer remained in Britain which became his adopted country. He lived in London until 1986, and then moved to Oxford until his death in 2004.




In the mid-1970s he married Martha Harris. The couple they formed left a deep impression in the memory of all those who knew them. Martha Harris trained in infant observation and child psychotherapy with Esther Bick at the Tavistock Clinic in London, and in child and adult analysis at the British Institute of Psychoanalysis, with supervision from Melanie Klein and Wilfred Bion. We owe to her the transmission of an exceptional quality of listening, largely inspired by the infant observation method of Esther Bick which she introduced us to. She brought to Meltzer a tender and attentive support that seemed to liberate a spirit of creativity. At times she would moderate his excesses and temper what was sometimes too ironic comment. Between them they presented a picture of a couple who were balanced, harmonious, and profoundly generous.


A dramatic accident was to end that happiness, when a car accident left Martha Harris in a coma followed by a complex and debilitating neurological syndrome. Donald Meltzer nursed her with exemplary dedication during the two remaining years of her life until her death in 1986. This tragedy darkened considerably the last twenty years of Meltzer's life. Even though he said nothing, we felt he was haunted by a hidden pain.


An unforgettable encounter


Circumstances have certainly played their part in our encounter with Donald Meltzer. However, certain affinities, hopes, and desires, have also operated in helping to give these chance circumstances the significance of a live transmission.


The first circumstance was the meeting of James Gammill and Donald Meltzer in London in the 1950s. In 1966 Dr Gammill moved to Paris where he developed a mode of teaching centred on the legacy of Melanie Klein, who was at that time little and poorly known in our country. Gammill was instrumental in our becoming acquainted with the thought not only of Meltzer, but also the post-Kleinian authors Wilfred Bion, Esther Bick, and Frances Tustin. Another circumstance was Jean Bégoin's meeting with Meltzer at a seminar in Geneva in February 1966. In 1973, Meltzer gave a paper at an international conference in Paris, and Gammill took the opportunity to introduce Geneviève Haag. It was during this visit that the plan was made to organise seminars with Donald Meltzer and Martha Harris in Paris. A third factor was the seminar series organised by Geneviève Haag around James Gammill in the early 1970s in Paris. This seminar brought together analysts who were all passionate about helping children suffering from the most severe childhood syndromes such as infantile psychosis, autism, borderline states.


The first of these seminars was held in the winter of 1974 at the home of Jean Bégoin. There were about thirty of us, all interested in child analysis. This meeting left a deep impression on us. Meltzer, listening to the analytical material that was presented to him, gradually unravelled its significance, through an extraordinarily creative mode of thought. We heard there a totally new and for us wonderfully refreshing psychoanalytic discourse. He listened to the material with undivided attention, usually with closed eyes, focused on his own associations. Then came the moment of his commentary, always surprising, never platitudinous, sticking close to the clinical material and at the same time having high theoretical significance. We became convinced that it was possible to combine psychoanalysis with both methodological rigour and creativity of thought. At the end of this memorable weekend, Meltzer said humorously that at a whistle he would soon be back. We did not have a whistle, but we invited him again.


He returned three times a year, always willingly, and accompanied by Martha Harris. Our meetings became increasingly well attended. It became necessary to engage a room at the Hotel California, then a lecture hall at Bichat Hospital, ultimately a very expensive one. Meltzer's visits were thus the beginning of regular weekend conferences, which led us to consolidate ourselves in 1983 as an official association governed by the law of 1901. We must pay tribute to Anik Maufras Chatellier, who managed the budget of our scientific weekends in all the years from 1974 to 1983. We are also very grateful to Florence Guignard and David Alcorn for the quality of their translation, always close to the psychoanalytic thinking and poetic expression of Donald Meltzer.


So finally the journey attained a destination, and the GERPEN was born. It was now necessary to give it a general objective that went beyond the invitations to Donald Meltzer and Martha Harris as a couple. The inspiration for this was not long in coming. Through Meltzer's teaching a breach was made in the rampant psychoanalytic nationalism in France that had existed from the beginning and was reinforced by the arrogant positions taken by Jacques Lacan and his followers. We discovered that psychoanalysis existed outside the Hexagon and was not summed up solely by Ego Psychoanalysis as criticised by Lacan. The purpose of the GERPEN was mapped out: to make known to French analysts and psychotherapists foreign authors that we felt were particularly creative, especially in the field of child and adolescent psychoanalysis. Alongside the weekends with Donald Meltzer, we organised meetings with Herbert Rosenfeld, Frances Tustin, Lore Schacht, Yolanda Gampel, and more recently, David Rosenfeld, Antonino Ferro, Stefano Bolognini, Maria Rhode, etc. Now that Donald Meltzer has left us, the goal and vocation of the GERPEN remains the same.


Ever since its foundation, the GERPEN has published a newsletter that records the content of its scientific seminars, strictly reserved for participants in scientific weekends. For circumstantial reasons, the management of this bulletin was located in Caen, with David Alcorn as lynchpin, and Bianca Lechevalier as guardian of the archives. Then in the early 1990s the Caen team started an autonomous training in the psychoanalytic psychotherapy of children. Jacques Touzé now manages the publication of the bulletin.


More recently, it has seemed a pressing duty to extract Meltzer's contributions from the GERPEN bulletins in order to transmit to new generations of analysts the teaching of this creative psychoanalyst. Hence the rationale for this book. Jacques Touzé, faithful guardian of our archives, has collected the texts and made a few corrections. In addition to his discussion of clinical presentations, Meltzer would sometimes improvise short talks on a theme inspired by material or research presented to him at the time. Thus from one weekend to another, from one presentation to another, we followed the development of a thought, in a way that was always innovative, sometimes unexpected.


The pace of our scientific weekends with Donald Meltzer gradually slowed; from the 1990s he stopped coming once a year. His last visit was in May, 2002.


Donald Meltzer's writings


We would like here to record the written work published by Meltzer which we have found most illuminating and useful, most of which has been translated into French. His first book, The Psychoanalytical Process, published in 1967, was published in French in 1971, translated by Jean Bégoin and Florence Guignard. This book profoundly changed the picture of the psychoanalytic process in that Meltzer proposes a model that could be called ‘fractal’, the name given by the mathematician Mandelbrot to objects characterised by an equivalence scale: that is, whatever the scale of an observed phenomenon, we find in it a similar pattern. Meltzer describes the analytic session – the week (five sessions according to the British tradition), the year, the entire analysis – as following a similar pattern throughout the analysis, with a constant gain in stability. The five stages of this process, whatever the scale, are: the gathering of the elements of the transference, sorting geographical confusions, sorting zonal confusions, the threshold of the depressive position, and the weaning process. It is important to note that Meltzer models this picture of the analytical process on child analysis, which is free from the fashionable and intellectual defences found in the psychoanalysis of adults.


Meltzer's second book, Sexual States of Mind, was published in 1973 and was translated by Jean and Florence Bégoin in 1977. This complex book develops original ideas on psychosexual maturation and the cul-de-sacs in which it may issue, the perversions in particular. There is a foundational chapter on ‘The relation of anal masturbation to projective identification.’ The author describes the fantasy of the child who, having been left by his mother and filled with rage by this abandonment, identifies the lost breasts of his mother with her buttocks (she turns her back), the buttocks of his mother with his own buttocks, and in fantasy violently penetrates this anal space to possess the inside of his mother. This fantasy of the hidden and secret parts of the self is found in both children and adults. Polymorphous infantile sexuality is entirely oriented towards the fantasy of the mother's body and its contents. Meltzer divides this ‘geography of the maternal body’ into three spaces which he defines as the head-breast (of beatific idealisation, but at the cost of splitting off the destructive elements of the relationship to the object, with the risk of a sharp reversal of idealisation into persecution), the vaginal area (a place of pleasure and permanent sexual excitation), and the anal area (locus of control and power but confinement, causing claustrophobic anxiety).


Explorations in Autism (1975) recorded research on childhood autism conducted over several years in a seminar with the co-authors. This book, essential for understanding the mechanisms involved in autism, was translated in 1980 by Geneviève and Michel Haag, Leni Iselin, Annik Maufras Chatellier and Gabrielle Nagler. Here Meltzer describes some of the most important of his theoretical concepts: the dismantling of the ego, the dimensionality of the object relation, and adhesive identification.


In 1978, Meltzer published under the title The Kleinian Development a series of lectures given at the Tavistock Clinic in London on the development of psychoanalytic theory from Freud through Melanie Klein to Bion. This book was translated in 1984 by Maurice Despinoy and Pierre Geissmann. In the first part we see that Meltzer believes, unlike many French authors, that the texts of Freud that do not have much clinical reference are of lesser importance. In the second part of the book, examining every week in detail of Melanie Klein's Narrative of a Child Analysis (the case of Richard), clinical work again serves as an introduction to theory; it is not mere theoretical speculation. The lectures of the last part, given in 1976–1977, seem to mark a turning point after which the influence of Bion's thinking would become increasingly important in his personal development, on both a theoretical and a practical level.


In Dream Life (1984, published in French in 1993), Meltzer takes issue with the belief popular in psychoanalytic circles that nothing since The Interpretation of Dreams can have enriched the psychoanalytic theory of dreams. He holds that the dream has a genuine power of psychic creativity, and distinguishes his position from Freud's theory that the dream had no other purpose than to be the guardian of sleep. For Meltzer, sleep becomes a custodian of the dream. It should be noted that after 1920 Freud, with the introduction of the death instinct and repetition compulsion, offers a theory other than wish-fulfilment, in which the dream takes on a binding function for a super-abundance of psychic energy especially in post-traumatic nightmares. Angel Garma has developed the idea of this anti-traumatic function, that stems destructiveness and integrates emotion in a thought process, in the way suggested by Bion.


Finally Meltzer insists, with Bion, that dream activity is not only nocturnal but also takes place during waking hours, and is essential to thought. And in Studies in Extended Metapsychology (1986), translated into French by David Alcorn, and published by Hublot in 2006, Meltzer seeks to understand how Bion's ideas find their place in psychoanalytic practice.


The Apprehension of Beauty (1988), written in collaboration with his stepdaughter Meg Harris Williams, was also translated by David Alcorn and published by Hublot in 2000. This book is a milestone in Meltzer's theoretical thinking. It introduces all-new concepts: that of the aesthetic object and the aesthetic conflict. It seems necessary to clarify certain points to give full value to the profound insight into the ways of the self's relating to the object that guides him in his new theory. A first question is: what is the exact nature of what is named ‘aesthetic’, both in the object and in the conflict? No doubt this term refers to a dynamic dimension. The intention is not only aesthetic in the ordinary sense of the term, it also applies to the nature of an attraction invested with a force above any other. The resulting conflict is linked to the violence of this attraction, which by its very excess threatens the coherence of the self. The second question relates to the reversal of Kleinian positions that Meltzer proposes as a result of the resolution of aesthetic conflict: he postulates an archaic primary depressive position, prior to the paranoid-schizoid position. But is the primary depressive position of which he speaks (concerning the child's inability to solve the mystery of the internal qualities of the object) the same as the depressive position described by Melanie Klein?


Should there be a three-stage dialectic rather than two: a primary depression due to the aesthetic conflict, a paranoid-schizoid position to escape the pain of that primary depression, and the depressive position central to Melanie Klein, that refers to a new complex relationship to the object and mental functioning, a prerequisite for reparative activity and symbol formation?


For Meltzer, the aesthetic conflict can be re-engaged in during the crises of life. Thus in adolescence, with bodily and emotional transformations, adhesive pseudo-identifications are common to combat existential anxieties. The purpose of these adhesive identifications is to erase differences, to smooth out conflicts, and above all, to avoid the suffering due to the apprehension of truth and beauty. Doesn't this conflict entwine itself with a new level of the depressive position, in the sense suggested by James Gammill?


During a GERPEN weekend Donald Meltzer gave us a preview of this new metapsychological model, that he has since used as a basis to account for the oldest mental illnesses, autism and childhood psychosis. We recall the words he attributed to the baby in describing how it is from birth beset by too much stimulation from the outside of the aesthetic object – the mother's breast – but lacks the means of knowing what is concealed inside the object: ‘Is it just as beautiful on the inside?’ This new model allows us to speak of Platonic idealisation. We note, however, that beauty always raises doubts with its other hand, lurking in the shadows. Furthermore, beauty when sensual, sensory, rooted in the body, is also, as we have said, a dynamic link that can transform emotion into thought-sketches. The ambiguous richness of the dream-symbol is the beauty of the dream. There is a polyphony of sense behind emotion. Mauro Mancia, Italian psychoanalyst and neuropsychologist whom we invited to GERPEN during a tribute to Donald Meltzer, includes the dream in the processes of language, close to Meltzer's view of the dream as a poetic inner language.


In his book Rétrospective, considering the subject of Roman Charity as portrayed in art, Avraham Yehoshua wrote: ‘Through art, humiliation turns into beauty, and a repulsive situation is invested with multiple meanings.’ The story, which also much interested Michel Soulé, is of an old man chained in prison, sentenced to death by starvation. He survives through his daughter, who had just given birth and breastfeeds him the same milk that she feeds her baby. Beauty in the sordid, according to the commentary of Yehoshua, is linked to the arousal of multiple emotions (not also the issue of incest, the claustrum of guilt from the beginning of life). We have moved away from Plato here and come closer to Baudelaire. Meltzer's work has a relevance both scientific and poetic.


Again at a GERPEN weekend we heard Meltzer develop his conception of the ‘buccal theatre’. The oral space of the mouth, emptied of fluid milk on weaning, becomes for Meltzer a three-dimensional volume where the inner theatre of psychic life originates. Early outlines of symbolic thought take shape in this theatre, whose first characters are lips, teeth, and tongue, which integrate body and emotion. The narrative space of the dream, where the story originates, feeds us images loaded with emotions. It is in this space between the inside and outside that symbolic thought is first inscribed in the form of emotionally charged preconceptions, including vocal ones.


In 1992, Meltzer published The Claustrum (translated by David Alcorn and Anne Golse in 1999), which represents the culmination of one of the aspects of the psyche into which Meltzer has delved most deeply, and calls its ‘geographic dimension’. One of the clearest characteristics of his thinking is the visual and spatial nature of the world of the mind. We have already cited his description of the three areas of the maternal body. In this book he shows how, through a mechanism of projective identification, the self can be projected in whole or in part into one or other of these spaces and be locked up there. This is in particular the case with projective identification into the mother's bottom, associated with fantasies and often the practice of anal masturbation. The self penetrates into this space by a mechanism that Meltzer calls ‘intrusive identification’ in order to take possession of the object, but finds itself locked in the anal area, surrounded by damaged and threatening objects. In this space it is plagued by guilt-ridden reciprocal accusations in relation to the object. This is the kind of fantasy that underlies the claustrophobic anxieties. During a GERPEN seminar, Meltzer clarified the differences between two types of relationships, sadomasochism and tyranny. The first is made up of anal intrusion destroying the object's imagined babies. The second may have relevance to totalitarian regimes: the attacked subject is blind to the intrusion that seeks to destroy his good internal objects, plunging him into despair.


‘A psychoanalytic model of the child in the family in the community’ [The Educational Role of the Family], written in collaboration with Martha Harris in 1976, was commissioned by Beresford Hayward of the Paris-based Organisation for Economic and Cultural Development (OECD) as part of a project to help the educational role of the family, and was first published in French.


In 2011 appeared Adolescence: Talks and Papers by Donald Meltzer and Martha Harris, edited by Meg Harris Williams, a collection of texts over many years, some of which record seminars given in Italy in the 1970s and that were published in Italian by Borla in Quaderni di Psicoterapia Infantile. The last paper by Meltzer in the book, ‘Adolescence: after the hurricane – a newspaper report’ (dated 2002), is a particularly moving but unfinished text in which Meltzer describes in his poetic language the turmoil of adolescence, and compares the world of politics to the adolescent community. By contrast it depicts the analytic situation as the development of an honest and sincere cooperation between the two partners of the analytic setting, permitting them to ignore hearsay, gossip, and various beliefs which claim to be reasonable. Instead there is the deep conviction that, he said, ‘the ultimate criterion of true reasonableness is a labour of love, and it results in the achievement of beauty – in its ultimate form, poetry’. The ultimate testament of a psychoanalyst for whom analytic work was an act of love leading to truth and beauty.


Conclusion


In finishing this review of the work of Donald Meltzer and the history we have shared with him, we remember how in the Book of Genesis Noah, found intoxicated in his tent at the end of the flood after the confinement in the ark, blesses his son Shem (the Name) and Japheth (Beauty), who had not derided his intoxicated nakedness but instead had covered it with a veil. He wished them, in one possible translation of the Hebrew text: ‘Let Beauty (Japheth) expand in the tents of the Name (Shem).’ It is this experience of a space to seek beauty and truth through a meticulous search for meaning that we shared thanks to Donald Meltzer. In the despair of the destruction of meaning in the process of disintegration that reverberates through the anxieties of early life, we encounter the beauty of the metaphorical sail that Donald Meltzer helps us to weave. We hope this collection of texts from the GERPEN seminars will convey to the reader the pleasure and taste of the experience.


Dicier Houzel and Bianca Lechevalier











TRANSLATOR'S TESTIMONY


Translating for the GERPEN


 


 


 


 


One of my first moving memories of Don Meltzer dates from the time when I first started to translate his Gerpen meetings. Never having worked with young children, I knew nothing of the difference between psychosis and infantile autism. When at one point Don Meltzer used the word ‘autistic’, I translated ‘psychotic’. There was a hubbub in the room! Don came to the rescue; borrowing a phrase from a novel by Oscar Wilde, he said, addressing the audience: ‘Do not shoot the pianist!’ adding: ‘It is not he who wrote the score.’ I need not describe my relief. I felt that, if I got into difficulties, he would be immediately ready to help. This is just one example of his thoughtfulness.


When clinical work was being presented, Meltzer did not criticise the therapist over (for example) an irrelevant interpretation, but tried to encourage and deepen their understanding by emphasising and highlighting the well-founded comments they had been able to offer. Don was very sensitive to the fact that once the meeting is over, the therapist would continue for a yet undetermined, maybe very long, time, their work with the child; so it was necessary to support the positive aspects of the work. Any awkwardness of course would be pointed out, but without dwelling on it. While diving deeply into himself, Don remained attentive to what the presenter was feeling, both in himself and through the transference from the child during the session.


As a translator, I replaced, so to speak, Alain Gibeault, who was called to other functions in the API. So I was teamed up with Florence Guignard. I was amazed by the technical translation of Florence. In my case, as a native English speaker, I could see how grammatically a sentence would continue from its very first words; then I could focus on the content, the meaning of what Don wanted to convey. My translation was therefore in place almost simultaneously with each point. Florence, by contrast, let Don Meltzer speak several sentences before translating it all, adding if necessary a short explanation. I found her way of proceeding quite wonderful.


I guess you could say that Florence and I really did team. We used to organise things in the same way. It was she who started the translation of Don Meltzer's comments; this allowed me to really listen to it and get an idea of the direction in which his thinking was moving in the clinical case presented. Then in the second part of the afternoon, it was I who translated. On Sunday morning, it was the other way round: I began to translate and then after the break, it was Florence who finished. So it was she who was handling the translation of the more theoretical aspects with which Don Meltzer was in the habit of concluding on these weekends.


One day, however, things do not go as planned. That Saturday, Florence was late. The meeting began, participants were presented, and the therapist began to read his clinical material. Florence had still not arrived. I started, of course, to worry. After a few paragraphs, I see Florence appear. The presenter stops, waiting for Don Meltzer's comments. After a few seconds, he starts talking. Florence is about to settle on the chair between Don Meltzer and me and takes her pen, etc., out of her handbag. With the idea that she is not yet ready to handle the translation, I think a little desperately that I'll have to leap in myself. Just as I'm about to open my mouth, Florence takes the microphone and begins to make an excellent translation of everything Don Meltzer had said. While sitting down and preparing herself, she had been listening to his comments and was ready to share them in French. I was blown away.


When Florence stopped translating for the GERPEN, for a while I was the only translator. Then Ann Lévy came to join me, and again, we were two translators working as a team. On one of the first of these occasions, before the start of the meeting, when we were all three at the table, she and Don Meltzer began chatting. After a few minutes, Don, realising perhaps that he was turning his back on me during his conversation with Ann, turned with a smile of apology, saying: ‘Ah, we Americans, it's always like this – when memories of Brooklyn come back, we forget everything else!’


Recently, as part of a completely different translation task, I read Melanie Klein's biography, written in 1986 by Phyllis Grosskurth. In it she cites a letter written by Donald Winnicott in which he accuses Meltzer of speaking too slowly. Needless to say the speech rate of Don Meltzer was quite fast enough for we translators! Beyond the content – always very interesting – his remarkable sensitivity to those speaking, whether presenters, commenters, or translators, remains for me an unforgettable aspect of our working together.


David Alcorn













INTRODUCTION


Meltzer wrote in his preface to his published seminars-with the Racker Group of Venice of the psychoanalytic work groups or ‘ateliers’ with whom he worked regularly, in a variety of different countries:


The discussions are all descriptive and phenomenological and do not aspire to theory or a thorough list of current literature. The audience is urged to participate with questions and ideas. The result seems always to be interesting, often fun, and the atmosphere devoid of competition. The person who presents a case, often after a nervous start, is quite satisfied and, I believe I can say, finishes without ever feeling humiliated. (Meltzer in Venice, 2017)


The following clinical cases were selected by Jacques Touzé for Meltzer à Paris from those published in the GERPEN bulletin over the course of many years. Where possible Meltzer's comments have been taken from tapes, and thanks are due to David Alcorn for retrieving his copies of the tapes and extant translations.


The first case, ‘A child forgives the doctors’, by Bianca Lechevalier, describes an eight-year-old girl who had severe digestive problems as a result of botched operations and, in essence, medical neglect, which resulted in her being surrounded by a fluctuating atmosphere with elements of institutional guilt, possessive rivalry by carers, and hostility to psychotherapeutic treatment. Nonetheless Alice's innate vitality enabled her to make maximal use of the help she was offered, focusing on a move from a ‘basic assumption’ level of social interaction and somatic evacuations to the emotional intimacy offered by the analytic transference, which led her through symbolic representations into a regular puberty.


The next case, ‘First developmental steps in a five-year-old’, by Rosella Sandri, describes a child of depressed parents whose development had stalled at an early age. Daniel was unable to project sufficiently to make contact with his object, but once this was encouraged by his relation to the therapist as aesthetic object, the normal process of development and of mental feeding was re-started and vitalized. The problem is not one of psychopathology; Meltzer says, ‘the matter of the inside and the outside is at the heart of this kind of material, and from the point of view of technique one should do nothing except wait, think, try to describe what one is seeing but not really to interpret.’ The therapeutic aspect lies in the ‘rhythm’ which has been established.


In the case of Marc, ‘Technical problems with a child from a disturbed family’, by Catherine Druon, Meltzer emphasises the importance of refusing to be rushed into acting-in the countertransference by the child's temptation to thought disorder; and of respecting the limitations of an individual therapy as distinct from trying to also perform a family therapy: ‘when you treat a child, your responsibilities are limited by your capabilities. When you're involved with a child in an intense transference-countertransference relationship, it takes away your ability to help the parents. Your capability is only for carrying on that analytic investigation and hoping for the best, but you cannot be responsible for the impact that changes in the child are likely to make on the equilibrium of the family.’


Jeanne Pourrinet describes Xavier, a twelve-year-old in analysis for five years who is ‘An expert creator of confusion’. The implicit worry of his family and everyone is that of suicide although it is never mentioned, and the struggle of the therapy focuses on the nature of knowledge and who can claim to control it. The relation with the therapist on these philosophical grounds contrasts with the external or home situation in which the child is constantly being placated and holds himself hostage, which results in his having no intimate friendships or relationships. He begins to experience the kind of depressive pain that ‘cuts like a knife’ when the beautiful object goes away. Meltzer distinguishes between the child containing the family's depression, and the fact that their dedication to him has protected them from depression.


The story of Tristan, ‘A child with autistic elements and undeveloped symbolic function’, by Didier Houzel, is that of a very sensitive eight-year-old boy whose therapy began at eighteen months owing to stereotyped movements, avoidance of eye-contact, and a rejection of intimate contact with the breast, resulting in autistic aspects, though not complete or typical autistic withdrawal, but rather a lack of development of symbolic functions expressed initially in an avoidance of eye contact and of ‘hard’ objects in the outside world, including food requiring to be chewed. Meltzer views this delay of symbolisation in terms of a complex process of aesthetic problems in making the dependency change at birth from the placenta-object to the breast-object, which begins to be tackled when the therapist became a primary object of passion for the child. The danger is of parental jealousy resulting in therapy being discontinued prematurely may be averted by the therapist's own recognition of the transference.


‘A delicate point in the therapy of an eleven-year-old’, by Ann Lévy, narrates the slow, repetitive treatment, like slowly ‘watching the manufacture of a Persian carpet’, of a boy with multiple physiological problems including a condition resulting in an early puberty. He moves in and out of a claustrophobic projective identification, unable to find a resolution to different dimensions of time (internal and external) in relation to growth: shifting between quantitative modes of thought based on splitting processes, and qualitative modes of thought based on symbol formation and emotionality. Making contact through the therapy with a split part of himself, associated also with the death shortly after birth of a twin, brings on a vulnerable situation for both patient and therapist, in the context of external changes impinging on both the therapy and his educational environment.


Finally Antoine Mayer describes how ‘An autistic child begins his psychic life’: the only picture in this book of primary autism in its original sense, although in a family environment, according to Meltzer, more likely to have led to childhood psychosis. Augustin, age six, struggles to create an internal space in which the combined object can operate: a place cleansed of rubbish by the daddy-penis allowing for an object with alpha-function. Meltzer distinguishes between the normal process of building objects inside oneself and rebuilding once they have been dismantled, with its paradoxical confusions - a qualitative dimension. The archaic pregenital oedipal complex at a sensory level begins to become endowed with symbols and significance through the relationship with the therapist: hence separation anxiety becomes possible, marking the beginning of the child's psychic life.


The book concludes with two short talks, among the last given by Meltzer, in which he: reflects on ‘The task of psychoanalysis’ which was always clarified for him by work with children, and the key to it, which is symbol formation. The task is to ‘discover who you are’ and the psychoanalytic method for doing so is split between those who rely on dreams and those who do not. As dream-symbols show us, the truth can never be attained by reconstruction of the past, but only through intuitive response to the present. This is what is genuinely scientific about psychoanalysis, and distinguishes the psychoanalytic from the mathematical symbol. ‘That's where your intuition will be able to function – through observation.’


Meg Harris Williams
Series editor











CHAPTER ONE


A child forgives the doctors


(1986)


Bianca Lechevalier


I saw Alice, aged eight, for the first time in June 1984, at the request of a paediatric consultant who asked me to come to the hospital to give Alice psychological support. The doctors were very worried about her and feeling guilty. Alice, to survive, had to live in the hospital and be fed by being connected four nights a week for one hour to a machine she calls a ‘balloon’ which performs the equivalent of a hemodialysis. This device serves as both stomach and intestine, as Alice, after an operation for a bowel obstruction, has almost no intestines and stomach, only a stump. Each treatment involves an arteriovenous drip in her arm, which she can barely tolerate and this induces guilt in the physicians.


This means that Alice, aware of her survival situation, is in great distress yet is highly dependent on the device. She has many scars on her body. She is far from her foster family who live a hundred kilometres away and where she returns every weekend to the local hospital. She is very isolated in the hospital from other children and busy adults, and has periods of almost autistic regression. She refuses to eat the little food she is allowed. Any attempt at schooling at the hospital failed. At present, there is more hope of a digestive transplant.


My first reaction to this dramatic situation with which I am confronted is that I want to escape. More than the insistence of doctors I was influenced by Alice's desire for life and there was something in her capacity to associate that made me decide to undertake psychotherapy with her. This is her story, as I was able to reconstruct it from interviews with her doctors and nurse.


The nurse had been described to me by doctors and by a special caregiver assigned to Alice as a standoffish woman. I was surprised to meet a warm woman, very worried about the child's mental distress. She was waiting outside the door of the CMPP (medico-psychological educational unit) several hours before the appointment. I soon found myself caught up in a situation of fierce jealousy situation and paranoid projections between the women caring for Alice, asking myself which of them is responsible for this rivalry and splitting, and how I can begin to fit into this complicated constellation.


Alice was entrusted to foster parents at the age of seventeen months; Mrs X is the one she calls ‘mummy’. She was operated on when fifteen days old after vomiting due to a congenital malformation, so now reflux has been surgically prevented and she cannot vomit. Alice's mother did not accept the child back after the operation, but neither would she sign an act of abandonment. She made several visits to her daughter when she was small and has never quarrelled with Mrs X. A year ago she said ‘We should not strive to keep her alive.’


Alice's father is a habitual alcoholic. He came to see his daughter in the nurse's house and said, ‘I am your father.’ Alice refused to call him Dad, and called her foster father by his first name before her father. Then after her father left, she was eager to call him her Dad again. It seems that Alice, before coming to her ‘nurse mummy’ at seventeen months, was placed in other foster families. But nothing is known about this period. The nurse said they had concealed the child's serious feeding difficulties. When she took her home, she began to walk and talk. But she refused all types of food. To survive, she sucked tubes of Nestlé sweetened condensed milk (one might associate this with a saviour father's penis). She was very small in size and in poor physical condition. It was only very gradually that Mrs X gained her trust and communicated to her the pleasure of a varied diet. But she retained her small appetite and the nurse felt her inability to vomit was a disadvantage.


After this Alice's development evolved apparently without problems until her entry into kindergarten at five years old. She cried, did not want to go, had a stomach-ache. At six years old, she stayed another year in kindergarten because she feared entering the first grade of school. In April of that year, age six and a half, when she knew she was due to start school in the autumn, she had an emergency operation for a volvulus of the small intestine which was diagnosed too late owing to her inability to vomit. It was complicated by peritonitis; her life was in danger. She was transported by helicopter to a specialist hospital and had several stays in hospital resulting in an almost complete bowel resectioning. Her mental state became alarming, like an autistic regression; she was banging her head on the ground.


For more than two years, Alice has lived in hospital, returning to her foster parents at weekends. By chance I learned from a colleague that Mrs X is an excellent nurse to whom he entrusts autistic children in his own charge. Mrs X spoke to me of other foster children and of the major problems that arise when they are removed too early in adolescence. She also raised the question of Alice's jealousy of all those children who demand so much attention. By contrast, she seemed to accept Mrs X's grandchildren better.
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