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About the author


Nina Coltart was ‘one of the most admired and liked psychoanalysts in Britain. For 35 years she was an active member of the British and international psychoanalytic community and she played a major role in extending the influence of analytic ideas outside that world.’ (A. H. Brafman, ‘Obituary: Nina Coltart’, Independent, 18 August 1997)


She was born in London in 1927 and passed away in Leighton Buzzard, Bedfordshire in 1997. She read Modern Languages at Somerville College, Oxford, but went on to train as a doctor, qualifying in 1957 at St Bartholomew's Hospital. After qualification, she worked as a psychiatrist but found more interest in her patients’ emotions and experiences than medical conditions. Thus, in 1961, she set up in private practice as a psychotherapist, concurrently training as a psychoanalyst with the British Psychoanalytical Society. She qualified in 1964 as an associate member, became a full member in 1969, and a training analyst in the Independent Group in 1971.


A dynamic representative of the international psychoanalytic community, teaching and lecturing and also helping to administer various psychotherapy trainings, Dr Coltart went beyond the usual confines to bring analytic ideas to the wider world. She taught extensively for the British Society on a series of courses, especially those concerned with questions of assessment and analysability. She built up an extensive consultation and referral service, concentrating on diagnosis and assessment for analytical therapy and for psychoanalysis. From 1972 to 1982, she was Director of the London Clinic, which interviews and assesses potential training cases for students of the British Society. She was Vice-President of the British Society and Chairman of its Board and Council from 1984 to 1987. She retired in 1994.


Dr Coltart published numerous papers in psychotherapy journals and three books: Slouching towards Bethlehem…And Further Psychoanalytic Explorations (Free Association, 1992), How to Survive as a Psychotherapist (Sheldon Press,1993), and The Baby and the Bathwater (Karnac, 1996). All three books are now reissued by Phoenix Publishing House to bring her wisdom to a new generation.











Foreword to reissued edition


Philip Kime, private practice, Zürich


Nina Coltart was a unique voice within the broad school of modern psychoanalytic theory, due in no small part to her subtle view of the very role of theory. Writing only by request and having a mature practice specialising mostly in placements and referrals, Coltart was able to draw upon an unusually diverse body of experience which her writing does not simply ‘reflect’; part of the enduring appeal of Coltart's writing is that it is not a straightforwardly separable report on her work but rather constitutes a more public manifestation of it. Being somewhat forced, or at least needing persuasion, to write results in a much more personal, autobiographical mode since one does not have a ready stock of ‘ideas’ dressing and rouging in the wings, waiting for the curtain. Such writing is invaluable in psychoanalysis, written with practitioners in mind since it reveals the inner workings which we all have to pretend we know everything about but secretly never weary of hearing about. Such is the ineradicable uncertainty of the work, an uncertainty Nina Coltart never shied from publicly discussing.


A reissue of Coltart's writing is crucial in a profession ever more dominated by unpsychological standards designed to address concerns quite outside of the field. Such concerns, through their fear of actually encountering any real psychology, tend to the imposition of a terrified ‘professionalism’ which flinches at discussing the messy details, the seemingly daily banal aspects of practice, and the necessarily grey areas relegated to the sanitised and pseudo-professionalised area of ethics. Coltart's careful treatment of case material is a model for all those wishing to save practice from the narrow reduction to bloodless examples of theory in motion. Very rarely have the details of psychoanalytic practice been so well discussed—money, silence, politics, and the unavoidable paperwork and administration. These are topics that every student, and indeed every analyst, are deeply (and mostly secretly) concerned with, particularly when it comes to hearing about how others handle them. Coltart's descriptions of these seemingly mundane topics come alive and can no longer be felt to be trivial issues that interfere with ‘real work’ but are shown to be so often the heart of the matter.


It is interesting to note that the collection of papers in The Baby and the Bathwater exhibit opinions and insights which would simply not be acceptable to many modern practitioners were it not for the unquestionable credential, one of the few which still has currency in the social sciences, of significant hands-on experience. When Coltart, for example, in the eponymous paper which closes the collection, argues for the use of ‘patient’ rather than the wilful obscurantism of ‘client’ or similar, it is a considered result of long experience which carries more weight than a superficial imported politics can counter. Another good example is the subtitle of Chapter 6 which makes no concessions to the Cartesian split in the categorisation of treatments in modern medical thought and speaks plainly of a case of colitis ‘treated by psychoanalysis’. Reading this paper, one is hard-pressed to object to this phrasing. The piece ‘Why am I Here?’ is something I would direct all students to read as it cuts right to the floating, interstice thoughts of the analyst, seldom coherent or focused enough to be recognised for their role in constituting the fabric of the work. Coltart is bold enough here to discuss head-on notions of vocation and the self-image of the analyst, no sentiment, no mystification; what a relief!


Coltart's openness to broadly spiritual and philosophical foundations of psychoanalysis is remarkable in its unsentimental sophistication—a rare thing indeed in a field historically caught between crude materialism and breathless mysticism. Her stated and naturally somewhat controversial opinion was that psychoanalysis was lacking and needed an overarching philosophical structure which its own concepts were unable to provide. Such topics are specifically addressed by Coltart's well-known pieces on Buddhism and psychoanalysis, the most substantial of which constitutes Chapter 8. This was clearly a matter of deeply personal interest to Coltart whose view swung between a simple compatibilism (‘There does not seem to me to be any area of absolutely radical disagreement or clash between [psychoanalysis and Buddhism]…’), a species of transcendentalism (‘[the notion of the Buddhist Self] operates on another philosophical level altogether’) and a less convincing attempt at assimilating the Buddhist and Winnicottian notions of self. However, irrespective of the nuances and contradictions in the specifics of Coltart's view, the feeling tone of the approach is in itself valuable as an example of how to psychoanalytically take into account such seemingly abstruse topics.


So-called ‘spiritual’ concerns, when not integral to the daily concerns of life, are often a disconnected irritation to others since they inevitably evidence unprocessed fear, hope, and sentimentality. One of the best features of Coltart's work is precisely the integration of her transcendental tendencies into the quotidian concerns of practice. The piece ‘Endings’ is a lovely, unflinching embrace of topics generally avoided in training, whether by actual omission or by sentimental dilution in inappropriate theory; honesty about death is too difficult for most to bear—for good reason—so, one is grateful when someone can bear it enough to report on it for the benefit of those whose job it sometimes painfully is to bear it with others.


There are many moments of brilliantly condensed acuity which will please the literary reader but the true brilliance is in the case work vignettes. From the highly developed technical work on ‘Handling the Transference’ to the rare and sometimes unusual outlines of real compassion found in ‘The Man with Two Mothers’, Coltart's mood is one of a balanced care for the patient and the process. To my mind, the essence of the value in her writings is something very few ever manage: that in the concern for patient and process, neither is sacrificed at the expense of the other. Psychoanalysts of all stripes would do well to meditate on this and the current collection is a veritable meditative aid supporting an elusive and fundamentally important attitude.













Foreword


Christopher Bollas


This book follows a very special calling. If, as Nina Coltart says, she writes in response to ‘external incentive’, those who invite her to give a talk serve as useful mediators of a strangely far-off and yet intimate other to whom she speaks with respectful ease and who, she knows, takes her for who she is. If it is, as she says, ‘in all probability, my last book’, we should protest if she follows the literal meaning of her sense while at the same time acknowledging that this book is written against the other who gives birth, hears from us through life, and then takes us in our death. To hear this invitation and to write a final group of essays is to meet a particular literary challenge.


These essays are luminous autumnal visions of her life as a psychoanalyst as she reflects on its beginnings—here at Bart's Hospital—its middle period at the British Psycho-Analytical Society—and now, in retirement, in the reflective hollows of her country garden or in the musing shadows of Woburn Abbey. She calls herself an ‘armchair traveller’, and this book is a unique entry in the genre of travel literature which is closest to the English heart. Often she takes us back to a recent past that she, perhaps rightly, thinks we will have forgotten—though surely not the Triumph automobile, which, she feels, she must explain! But a ‘decennial’? Know what that is? ‘A decennial is a meeting attended by people who all qualified, or joined a firm, or started doing something momentous for them, at the same time’, she tells us. It is a reunion, and her description of her talk—‘A View from the Couch’—at the Bart's Decenniad reflects the ‘cheerful, ready-to-laugh atmosphere’ of the event, but also, like photos of a departed generation of people gathered at a festive occasion, it is a moment of wonder and affection: the transient festivities of a life are poignant punctuation marks of what a strange journey this all is. ‘Ever since early childhood,’ she tells us, ‘I could think of nothing that gave me more intense enjoyment than listening to people telling me their stories,’ and this is evident in these travelogues, which contain vivid stories of her work with patients. ‘Imagine to yourselves the confusion that all this represented to the mind of a young analyst in the early years of private practice’, as she embarks on the story of her treatment of a patient with ulcerative colitis. He ‘had not been a welcome baby’, she reckons, and her account of his anguished offensiveness is both moving and amusing at the same time. An episode from the tale:


I would say he was showing signs of dreading the coming holiday and the separation from me. ‘Nonsense!’ he would roar, ‘what a bloody-fool idea. You're so conceited, that's one of the things I can't stand about you—oh, I must go to the loo.’ And he would bound off the couch. Some minutes later, he would return, looking pale, sweaty, shaken, but unmistakably triumphant. ‘There you are!’ he'd say fiercely. ‘I'm bleeding again, see what you did. I haven't bled for three weeks, why can't you keep your fucking ideas to yourself?’


‘You will begin to see here,’ she writes, ‘something of how his language was so crudely concrete and graphic that it, in itself, spoke volumes.’ And she adds, ‘and also you may begin to believe that I look back on this patient as the noisiest patient I have ever treated.’ If this scene from her travels shows us the vexed labour of two people who are stuck with each other in a Harold Pinter world, the ‘you’ to whom she tells this story is not simply those of us who hear this story, but beyond us—perhaps within us—that other to whom she speaks with frank relief. ‘One day I said something simple and, to me, obvious about shit and his penis. “Don't use those words,” he screamed, wriggling furiously, “I can't stand that sort of language, I think you're absolutely disgusting.” ’ She doesn't have to tell us what she thinks about it. Like all great travel literature, it is conveyed in limpid observation.


Her accounts of patients are, however, never at their expense. If she finds pathos in their suffering, it is because in these people—who have indeed lived very different lives from her—she discovers a puzzling and challenging oddness that makes not only what she has to offer, but what psychoanalysis can provide, problematic. Is this why, out of hundreds of patients she has selected for this book of endings, she chose some of those people whom she could only partly reach? Her colitis patient's aunt (mother's sister) and first cousin died of colitis. When he was 11, his mother developed a carcinoma of the breast. Coltart the guide tells us, ‘This would have been in 1946. She had a mastectomy and the rather crude radiotherapy that was all there then was available.’ His mother's symptoms recurred when he was 13, and with metastases in the liver and bone she lived upstairs for another eighteen months. The site of the operation and the other breast became involved in fungating secondaries. ‘Many readers will not have seen this; today it is very rare; but it was, indeed, a disgusting sight and it smelt.’


Her comprehension not only of this patient's mother's illness but his own colitis—and her understanding of the organic ailments afflicting some of the other patients in this volume—is a most persuasive case for our need for medical psychoanalysts. Nina Coltart does not plead this cause, but her grasp of the body's own logic, and of the encounter between the afflicted and the affliction, is informed by medical knowledge: knowing how the vulnerabilities of a body foreshorten existence is part of her unsentimental compassion for the pathos of this patient. ‘Recently, I tried very hard to find him, for the sake of this paper, but he has even, significantly, disappeared from the Medical Directory, and I think that one must conclude, in view of the severity of his illness, that in all probability he is dead.’ Probable, yes. But an epitaph written with lucid, controlled prose that ends one of the most compelling cases to find its way into the psychoanalytic literature.


Coltart writes about the life of another doctor, this time one who was hopeless as a psychoanalytic training candidate and thankfully returned to general practice after qualification. ‘She would present an excruciating, detailed session of confused dialogue that was not like anything I had ever heard before, not even like conversation, which would have had its own mild value,’ she writes. ‘Bits of undigested theory, odd technical words, startling and confused ideas, which she had hoovered up at random during the last few years, were strung together in a muddled stream’—certainly unlike Mary and Anne, an inexperienced counsellor and an experienced psychotherapist who came to her for supervision and with whom it was a pleasure to collaborate. Her description of how she ‘set out with them on a new journey of discovery’ as they learned more about psychoanalysis from her is a great read.


And then there is ‘Elizabeth Cameron’, the senior training analyst who decides to do a one-year group training at the Institute of Group Analysis. Coltart's observations on her middle self—which never makes a true debut in the group but is the unceasing object of the chapter—is a witty and wily account of why a psychoanalyst is after a while no longer able to be a good group member. Her deft private observations of the other members of the group are as amusing as her account of her falling to pieces and needing group support over uncommented-upon empty chairs is moving.


Her illuminating chapter on her voyage into Buddhism is refreshing and ‘full of acute psychological observations’, as she says of the Buddha. Indeed, it brings to mind a certain feature of Coltart's own sensibility: a still concentration and then a distilled verbal rendering of experience. Whether she is writing about her experience in a group, with a hopeless supervisee, a brilliant but fated philosopher-suicide-to-be, or life in the British Society, her compositions are still lifes. Like Vermeer—one of her favourite painters—she reflects the people and places she has seen, but in her own unique light.


Juxtaposed to the light surrounding her characters is what she terms the ‘clarifying light’ of intuitive perception. ‘There is a strong sense’ in such a moment ‘that one's conscious mind is not the prime mover in what one sees, or knows, or says’. ‘It is as if one is lived from depths within oneself for a brief period,’ she concludes, to which the reader of this book may add a further observation: that when we read a work of this depth—one that does not blithely dismiss the surface manifestations of life's characters, but finds appearance inspiring—we are lived by the depths of this prose.


Nina Coltart was one of the great training analysts, supervisors, teachers, and administrators at the Institute of Psycho-Analysis from the early 1970s through the mid-1990s. An outspoken critic of dogma, her forthright defence of true independence of mind earned her widespread regard for her courage and integrity, and she was rewarded in the best possible way: a steady stream of self-referred patients found their way to her doorstep. No analyst—no five analysts combined—ever saw as many people for consultation during her career as did she, and her care to ensure that those who consulted her were ‘well placed’ meant that she followed them up, hearing how their consultation had gone, and eventually being informed how the analysis had gone when ending some years later. Thus, she came to know an extraordinary number of psychoanalysts and psychotherapists and, of course, came to know who were the truly outstanding clinicians, those who were good journeymen, and those who were not good enough to practise. She managed what was, after all, a considerable powerhouse of knowledge admirably well. One might hear on the grapevine that she had confronted a clinician who had done poor work, or, alternatively, find from a colleague that she was very pleased to see how the patient's analysis had turned out, but I think the community of analysts and therapists who relied upon her for referral—and upon whom she relied—valued her service to the community (of patients and therapists) in southern England. It is a customarily unheralded service, but such people do become legends in their own time—I think of Semrad in Boston—and when she left London in 1994 for her country home—and the next step in her journey—Nina Coltart left behind a country that was the better for her.


And if this is her final book, she has left the best for last. Psychoanalysts trained within the Independent Group are often asked by psychoanalysts and psychotherapists abroad which book they should read to get a feel for the way independent psychoanalysts think and work. In the past one has referred to Winnicott's Playing and Reality (1971), Rycroft's Imagination and Reality (1968), Khan's The Privacy of the Self [1974], and Marion Milner's opus—her several autobiographical studies and The Hands of the Living God (1959) are an unparalleled accomplishment and, as a literary movement, are the best expression of that independent thought ‘typical’ of this psychoanalytic sensibility. But if we are to have one book, this is it. We may say: ‘Here, you will find it here.’ This work is a literary spirit of place—a beautifully rendered conjuring of sensibility—and to my mind it is the single best expression of the English psychoanalyst of independent persuasion we are ever likely to have.











Preface


This is a collection of papers written (with one exception) during the last four years. In character, I suppose it is similar to my first book, Slouching towards Bethlehem (1992). That is to say, I would be hard put to it to describe a definite theme or pattern to the book, yet at the same time I recognise that it has a distinct flavour of ‘the sort of thing I write’. The lack of an underlying theme is probably because I write most often in response to requests from various people or organisations, who may say that they would like a particular sort of paper, or to hear more about something I have touched on previously; or the request arrives at a time when I have been thinking about a certain subject, and I am quite pleased to go on doing so. I very rarely write a paper with no external incentive.


It will be evident why the first paper is in that position. It was my first paper, written in 1967. It does demonstrate that I have always greatly enjoyed constructing a paper on a clinical subject. It seemed natural then to ask ‘Why am I here?’ and, having explored that, to give a brief titular description of how I experience the clinical situation, namely ‘Two's company, three's a crowd’. Then there is a simple teaching paper on technique, ‘Handling the transference’, which leads naturally in to my favourite sort of writing—that is, clinical case histories: ‘A philosopher and his mind’ and ‘Blood, shit and tears’, which also contains a longer theoretical section than I usually provide. Then an introduction to a change in clinical scene, ‘And now for something completely different…’, which is a paper about two contrasting sorts of supervision, but which also leads on to a change in subject matter, ‘Buddhism and psychoanalysis revisited’. This returns to a theme in my first book. ‘Endings’ is where it is largely by reason of its title, although it is an intrinsically clinical paper. Strictly speaking, its title might suggest it as the closing paper, but since this is, in all probability, my last book, I wanted the last chapter to be one in which I look back over thirty years of psychoanalysis and reflect on what I left behind during those years and what I brought on with me, or initiated later; hence its title—‘the Baby’ being what I retained or what has grown along with me, and ‘the Bathwater’ what I threw away. This paper and ‘The man with two mothers’ neatly bracket the others, as themselves being the first and the last of my writing life.








CHAPTER 1

The man with two mothers

I am including this paper because I think it may be of interest at this point, when my writing life is coming to an end. It is the first paper I ever wrote in my analytic life, and after it I did not write another for fourteen years. I hope I am right in judging it worthy of inclusion; it is a sort of curiosity, though it shows much of what I recognise as familiar in my interests, and in my writing style. I have retained my use of the present tense in describing the course of the analysis as, to my mind, since the analysis was still proceeding when I wrote the paper, this is appropriate to it as a living process.

One of the ways of being assessed for full membership of the British Psycho-Analytical Society used to be to read a paper to the membership panel, which consisted of about twenty senior analysts. I read this paper in 1967, having qualified in 1964. [My next paper was ‘Slouching towards Bethlehem’ in 1981.] My life-long enjoyment in writing about clinical material is already present. Some of the theory, and its language, now seems old-fashioned, compared with how I would think and write today. My recent classical training is much in evidence; but it has coherence and seems adequate to its task.


In publishing the paper, I am also expressing gratitude to the referrer and to the patient both of whom are now dead. The referrer was Dr Denis Martin, the Superintendent of Claybury Hospital, who thus entrusted me with a considerable therapeutic challenge; the patient was a disturbed, psychologically minded, and thoroughly decent man, who taught me more than any other single patient has. It was he who led me to say to generations of students that if they could possibly treat a perverse patient early in their careers, they would never regret it, whatever the outcome, as they would have learned so much.

Introduction and history

Mr A was introduced to me in October 1963 by the Medical Superintendent of a mental hospital, who had seen him as an out-patient at the request of a general practitioner, with a view to admission. The Superintendent thought that although he presented a psychiatric emergency, he could be helped by immediate psychotherapy. After the crisis was over, Mr A decided that he wished to continue in full analysis, which therefore started in November 1963. He was 36 when he came to me, an unmarried schoolmaster, and at that time he denied any previous psychiatric history.

I should like to try to show how the effects of his intricate intra-familial relationships and certain events of his early childhood are demonstrated in the development of his sexual and fantasy life, and how this, in turn, has manifested itself in his analysis.

He was the only child of two middle-class Welsh school-teachers: his father married his mother only because she was pregnant by him, and they then separated. The mother went to live with her two sisters, one of whom was the matron of a big mental hospital. Mr A was born there and was breastfed and cared for by his mother for one month. As far as he knows, he was not a problem feeder during this time. He was then fostered to a childless working-class couple in London, who had a relative who had been a nurse in the above-mentioned mental hospital.

For the rest of his first year of life, he was an extremely difficult baby, failing to thrive, vomiting back nearly all his food, and constantly crying: indeed, we have come to know from some of his more regressed patches in analysis that he was in truth a ‘mad baby’, and we use this concept of Winnicott's as our shorthand for his experiences then, and in these periods in analysis. He could barely assimilate what was good in his foster mother until he began to establish some sense of separateness between himself and her. His primary world was so devastated by the power of his hungry rage that the imminence of total destruction only receded when he could begin to be aware that an indestructible ‘not-him’ source of supply existed, and when he gained some measure of control over his body and its orifices.

Shortly after his second birthday he went into hospital to have his tonsils out. Also at that time he had an infection of the penis, due to phimosis (having an excessively tight foreskin), and he retains a memory of having his foreskin manipulated by a woman doctor wearing rubber gloves, who cleaned his penis with very hot water, while his foster mother held him. He was aware of a conscious belief from this time on that his penis was bad and deserving of this sort of treatment, a belief reinforced by his foster mother's attitude to his subsequent enuresis and preoccupied masturbation. He went to hospital again at the age of eight, with scarlet fever, and was not allowed to be visited, as was then the practice in isolation hospitals, as they were called. The memory of this time is like a confused but detailed nightmare of heat, desolation, injections, and enemas. He had a woman doctor again there, and he became convinced that both she and the nurses took pleasure in doing various uncomfortable things to his body.

Since he could not understand why his foster parents never came to see him, he evolved the theory that his illness and this segregated treatment was a punishment for being bad in some way. We already know that this badness was centred on his penis; an already-existing confused fantasy about the badness and undesirability of his whole bodily contents (namely what he had done to his internal objects) was now reinforced by the apparent desire of the doctors and nurses to get rid of these contents by enemas. Nevertheless, by a combination of projected ambivalence and reality sense, he conceived of the idea that although the female staff were enjoying punishing him in these ways, they were also genuinely doing it for his good and trying to make him ‘better’—an ambivalent word in his vocabulary. As one might imagine, there has been a considerable amount of analytic work devoted to his thoughts and feelings about my own motivations in treating him, indeed in being an analyst at all, which are not without value to my own self-assessment. The psychosomatic imprints and their fantasy elaborations which derive from these memories are all incorporated in his later perversion.

From his second to his fourteenth year, Mr A spent the month of August with his real mother in her home town on the South Coast, when his real father would sometimes also come to stay. His real father seems to have been a lively and debonair man, who meant well by his son up to a point, but had no conception really of how to put his vague good intentions into action. Mr A admired him and has either inherited, or identified with, his somewhat wry sense of humour, which has in fact, as an ego feature, stood him in good stead. He was less frightened of his real mother when his father was there, but at the same time remembers a pall of guilty unease, which overshadowed an occasion when his father took him out for the day alone, away from his real mother. This, it seems, was a direct homosexual anxiety, combined with a fear of the mother who wanted each of them, but totally and separately, for herself.

He has an odd and vivid memory, from the age of about 4, of his mother and the mental nurse sister poking in a dog's ear and making it yelp with pain. He is sure his mother really enjoyed this, and to escape from his anguish and the pain of his identification with both her and the dog, he went out and got lost on the pier. Although he enjoyed the relative affluence, the spirited conversation, the books, and the glamour of his real mother, he became on these holidays increasingly aware of an underlying dread that he would not be allowed to go back up to London to his home, and to his poor, but safe and loved, foster parents. Until the age of 7, when he was enlightened by a schoolteacher, he consciously believed that he had two sets of parents, and felt superior to his contemporaries on this account, albeit strangely singular.

In his tenth year, he broke down into psychosis. The immediate precipitating factor was a series of doctor-and-patient games with little girls, in which he examined them with a hungry intensity and growing fear and excitement at the sight of their genitals, and at his wish to get right inside them. His somewhat precarious hold on reality was undermined, and he became convinced that he was entirely bad, that he had done something irredeemably wicked, that the inanimate world was invested with hostile life, and that he was being mocked and derided by everyone, in danger of punishment from an all-seeing God, and quite alone, without hope of rescue. He refused to go to school for two terms and remained at home, not communicating any of this to anyone because he knew that if he did, he would be either killed or locked in a madhouse. He knew quite a lot about madhouses from his real mother's sister. I think the school refusal was not only because of his fear and sense of persecution, but also because ‘knowing’ anything became taboo.

It is clear that although an unconscious sadistic fantasy was already operating, he was also motivated in these games by an intense curiosity, partly stemming from an unsatisfied curiosity of childhood and partly from what Sants (1964) has called his early ‘genealogical bewilderment’. What he came to ‘know’ in these games was not only that mysterious castrated beings really existed, but that he was punished by both foster parents and teachers for his activity. There have been times in the analysis when he becomes what I can only call stupid and ‘unable to know’, and we have gradually come to see that at these times he is withdrawing either from some image of me as frightening, or from some approach to a sadistic greedy fantasy. He recovered from this psychosis due to such ego strength as he already had, combined with a non-comprehending but loving support from his foster parents. He then returned to school and led a relatively normal life, to outward appearances, until the summer of 1963, when he was 36.

He did not maintain a relationship with his real parents after adolescence: his father died when he was 18, and his mother in the third year of analysis, when he was 39. His foster mother died when he was 26, and his foster father when he was 35. His deepest grief and mourning were for his foster father, and this was, and still is in some degree, accompanied by guilt at having put him into a geriatric ward for the last two years of his life. I believe it to have been this mourning period that made him vulnerable to his breakdown in the following year; he became especially receptive then to the idea of life after death, or other incarnations.

At the age of 26 (after his foster mother had died), he developed an active perversion with the girl who had nursed her, and he has maintained it ever since. It is a complex ritual in which he is strapped onto a table and held there, he imagines, by a shadowy woman; he is naked and imagines himself to be in a torture-chamber, which in turn is in a madhouse, surrounded by instruments of torture. He visualises all this with hallucinatory clearness. The girl masturbates him fiercely, pricking his penis and scrotum with needles and burning them with matches; she wears a white coat and rubber gloves; she mocks him verbally at the same time, saying humiliating things, but in a tender, loving voice; and she also reassures him that this is all for his own good; she ridicules his ‘penetrating’ her, which he does with his right hand, while the left is strapped down to prevent him from tearing at her breasts; nevertheless, he tells her that he is doing this, and oscillates rapidly between shouting obscenities at her, to confessing abjectly his total badness and guilt, and pleading with her to castrate him. When he ejaculates, he feels badness go out of him and goodness flow through him, and he is ‘restored to himself’. This used to take place about once in three weeks, and he had no other relationship with this girl. Her remarkable plasticity in having adapted to his demands so absolutely and for so long has, of course, reinforced his belief in his omnipotence, since to all intents and purposes she is his creation.1

He has a steady non-sexual relationship with another girl, which has run parallel to the perversion for many years. With her he lives a close life, as in a companionate marriage, but they do not share a house.

A third girlfriend, who was my type physically, existed in parallel with the first three years of his analysis, and she in some ways served implacably as a very direct transference resistance. She would give him dinner, and they would occasionally masturbate each other without fantastic elaborations. Although it was only slowly that he came to see how he was splitting off and acting out with her some of his more ‘straightforward’ infantile longings, I consider that his use of her in this way may also have facilitated his bringing of other difficult material into the analysis. Words and descriptions have so often felt to him like literal and concrete objects that a certain dissociation from too intimate a contact with me was probably of value to him. None of these three girls knew about any of the others, such was his capacity for conscious compartmentalising.

Alongside his perverse activity with the first girl, Mr A's sexual activity is, until recently, confined to masturbation. He has always felt the need and compulsion to masturbate before sleep, such as another person might feel about saying his prayers: indeed, for Mr A the two activities have much in common. He was very religious until the breakdown that preceded his analysis, and his God was a harsh, watchful judge. Mr A's conception of God was moulded by his going with his foster mother to a primitive evangelical chapel as a child, which seems in his recollection to have been filled with women, apart from himself and the preacher, whom he anyway muddled with God.

These women would wail and moan, and often sing about being washed in the blood of the lamb. The whole scene became intensely exciting to Mr A, redolent as it was of the strangeness of women, their lamenting, which seemed to have something to do with being women, and their conspiratorial, if bloodstained, relationship with God, which he felt was denied to him and yet was also, in some inscrutable way, his fault for having damaged them. His nightly masturbation, aimed at ‘getting the badness out’ before sleep, was intermingled with prayers for absolution and has always been more ego-dystonic than the acted-out perversion; I take this to be partly because of having to contain his sadistic superego—in spite of attempts to place it ‘out there’ in God—and partly because of real memories of having been punished for masturbating, which literal condemnation the perversion ritual escaped. This repetitive, guilt-laden masturbation, in which he constantly gains both sexual pleasure and punishment for it, exemplifies, I think, Freud's point in ‘The Economic Problem of Masochism’ (1924c), when he says that the superego ‘is as much a representative of the id as of the external world’.

In the summer of 1963, Mr A went on a course run by the Scientologists, who used semi-hypnotic techniques to induce a state of vulnerable suggestibility and florid fantasy, and who then ‘explained’ the fantasy contents by allocating them to previous incarnations of the individual concerned.2 Mr A had an intensely felt hallucinatory experience with a woman ‘auditor’ in which he was attacking and murdering a naked woman, branding her breasts and splitting open her belly; he simultaneously felt his own body attacked. He was plunged into a state of terror, guilt, and confusion. One may infer that the Scientologists, having apparently no knowledge of dynamic psychology, do not allow for the fact that one might bring one's superego with one from a previous incarnation. Mr A started with me two days later, with the statement that he felt as if he was utterly mad and fighting for survival.

The analysis, and theoretical considerations

Mr A is a well-built, good-looking man, with expressive features and a tendency to blush. He is an excellent raconteur, which, together with his highly developed sense of humour, have assisted in producing a successful sociability: at times he beguiles me into laughing at one of his stories, and invariably we then find a wealth of meaning in the joke, reaching to the most primitive levels of his fantasy life. His analysis has been characterised throughout by a strong co-operative drive, which, since it is always somewhere present, facilitated the handling of some of his most violently negative and resistant periods, also by a certain resilient fortitude in weathering turbulent and painful patches of experience, and in working through them with a grim tenacity that is one of his most valuable ego traits. The difficulty in internalising and assimilating good objects means that there is a considerable amount of three-steps-forward-and-two-steps-back in his working-through processes: this, of course, in its turn is related to the oral nature of much of his pathology and to the effect of his own oral aggression turning on, and attacking, anything good that he has allowed himself to ingest.

It is clear that Mr A has been preserved from psychosis by his perversion, in the manner suggested by Glover (1933): ‘Certain perversions are the negative of certain psychotic formations and help to patch over the flaws in the development of reality sense.’ But his protection has not been complete. He has known about the strangeness of his inner world for years, and often had a conscious dread of breakdown. He has had periods of depersonalisation. He has been afraid of ever getting angry. He has been aware of the necessity for restriction on his activities, and he has felt shame and frustration at his inability to have a normal sexual and family life, though the perversion itself is not consciously a source of shame. Indeed, he has always regarded it, perhaps more rightly than he knows, as the most important thing in his life. Gillespie (1956) points out that the ego-splitting involved can salvage a sufficiently important part of the ego for the services of reality adjustment. Nevertheless, I visualise Mr A's ego not only as split, but even in the adequately functioning area as having some rotten floorboards, and under severe stress he is at risk of falling through them into a terrifying underworld of violence and part-objects. The whole theory of pre-genital development, of component instincts, and of part-objects has been illuminated for me by the content of this underworld of his and has made the study of Freud's Three Essays (1905d) a vital experience.3

Mr A almost immediately formed a very strong transference relationship, which has continued with unabated intensity, often in the psychotic mode. I was, at the outset, his good rescuing foster mother, but this speedily brought to the fore his deep and constant childhood anxieties, which we subsume under the heading ‘Betrayal’. If he chooses one mother, he is guilty of having betrayed the other, and each in his inner world can react accordingly: his foster mother with grief and hurt, his real mother with contemptuous rage. Thus early was the stage set for the development of a certain sort of paranoia, when one of his split introjects would be felt externally as persecuting and enraged, and also as invested with his own deep sense of having been betrayed by his primary mother.


It became clear early on that it is largely his idea of his real mother that provides the fantasy-object of his libidinal and aggressive pre-genital impulses. Freud's paper on Leonardo da Vinci (1910c), with its study of the two-mother-effect, helped to illuminate here the deep ego- and object-split in Mr A in relation to his mothers; as did also Winnicott's (1954) concept of the object-mother and the environment-mother, though he is referring to them combined in one person. My earliest view of the transference phenomena was that, broadly speaking, Mr A's fantasy elaboration of his real mother was the object-mother, and his foster mother was the environment-mother: nevertheless, there also turned out to be an intricate network of instinctual drives relating to his foster mother. Inevitably, at times in the transference I would alternate from one to the other, and he soon began to suffer the guilty pain of ‘choosing’ one, by reason of the implied sadistic attack by him on the deprived, unchosen other. This particular circumstance soon provided a facilitation of the linking of many extra-analytic phenomena and relations with the analysis and myself. I should like to describe here some of the ways in which the details of the history, as narrated in condensed form in the first section, began to be unravelled through the medium of the transference; and then go on to a broader consideration of how we have developed and understood them within the analytic framework.

About three weeks after the beginning of the treatment, Mr A had a dream, in which I came to him with my mouth open for a kiss, and he thought in the dream ‘she really isn't afraid of anything’. This meant nothing to me at the time, and so I did not interpret it;4 but since he had made veiled references to his violent feelings, and how he felt, paradoxically, that they were frightening to him, but also ‘cleaned out’ in his perversion (which at this point I knew very little about), I formed the idea that the perversion was serving as an isolation defence method, and also one in which perhaps he could achieve the undoing of something destructive or ‘bad’ that he felt he had done. With this in mind, I persisted in trying to interpret blocked silences and somewhat shallow remarks as his attempts to resist bringing into the analysis something that he or I might be afraid of.


A fortnight later, he was complaining that I seemed to be ‘standing about inside him, watching and being forbidding’. He said I had become the ‘eye in the triangle’, which is a Masonic symbol of God. He belongs to the Freemasons, and I should like to refer to this again later. I commented on the ambiguity of the eye/I; and I asked what it was that I was having to help him defend against. He cried, and with great shame and difficulty told how once he and his girl-partner had bought a hamster for a specific purpose, and this purpose was that she had held it, and he had pithed it with a needle though its open mouth. I then related this to his dream, and to his fear of becoming so sexually excited and enraged with me, whom he was ‘buying for a specific purpose’, that he might destroy me. This produced considerable relief of the defensive anxiety, and we were able to link it meaningfully with the real mother's forceps going into the dog's ear, and the tonsillectomy instruments, and later the enemas, being forced into him. He has never done anything to an animal since that one occasion.

The relief of this tension, however, ushered in a long phase when, although he was able to bring more freely material containing affect and depth, I was alternately felt as a Godlike superego and an attacked hamster/person. I was still considering the idea that he had to use his perversion to ‘clean’ himself, which suggested something more anal than had presented itself so far: Mr A in fact began to talk at that time about the burning sensation of the defaecation that followed the enemas, and on one occasion I tried a possible link between this and the burning and branding of the breasts in the fantasy. The next day, he inexplicably and suddenly became upset because he did not like the fact that I had freckles all over my face and arms. Now, as a matter of fact, although I was tanned from a holiday, I do not have freckles, and I said so. I asked who had. His real mother was very dark and always had heaps of freckles, he said. I said tentatively, not wanting to push the interpretation to too primitive a level too quickly, that perhaps when I was an attacked mother, my breasts were branded with pieces of burning shit. As I was to discover in the course of time, he was often there before me with this sort of interpretation, and he said at once with real comprehension, ‘You know, I always really did think her freckles were bits of shit.’

During this phase, which covered about the first eighteen months, he abandoned his belief in God, which was a relief to him, though, I suppose inevitably he sometimes looked back to it regretfully and felt that it had been a good thing; sometimes it was something that I had stolen from him; however, the biggest experience was of liberation. I had not been exactly aware of being embattled with God, until he told me that I had won. I was somewhat apprehensive that the failure of his God would mean that I would be felt as more harsh and watchful, but this did not happen. Instead, there seemed to be some increase in insight and in reality sense, and a reduction in anxiety about coming to sessions. When we were thinking about the chapel he used to go to, he said one day that although he still had to contend with my blood, at least I wasn't now covered in the blood of the lamb, which I said I thought meant a hope that neither he (Mr A) nor anyone else would have to be sacrificed to me. He made another connection here, when he added, ‘Lambs are branded when they go to the slaughter.’ It was through this that he first began to be aware of the deep fusion by projection and identification that existed between us, since in his ritual it is he who goes to the slaughter, but I, the breast/woman, who am branded.
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