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FOREWORD


The Racker Group of Venice


The Racker Study Group is inspired by and named after Heinrich Racker, a psychoanalyst who emigrated to Argentine in 1939. Racker began his psychoanalytic studies in Vienna in 1930, but was forced into exile by the Nazis and settled in Buenos Aires, Argentina, where he completed his analytical training with Marie Langer once the Argentine Psychoanalytic Association was formed in December 1942.


Racker was a man of immense culture, an art lover, especially a keen music connoisseur. He was also an excellent piano player and worked as a music tutor until his psychoanalytic practice was established. He wrote a number of essays on Freudian transference and resistance to psychoanalytical treatment in addition to works on psychoanalysis and its relation to culture, arts and anthropology. But his major contribution to psychoanalytical work was his writing on the dynamics of countertransference, a topic on which Paula Heimann also began to work, although neither analyst knew of the other's investigations.


When Racker presented his ideas on psychoanalysis to the APA in 1948, he met with resistance from many of his colleagues. The latter at first failed to grasp the deeply innovative nature of his studies which were to revolutionise the theory and the practice of psychoanalysis that was then current. Countertransference, as Racker saw it, is not so much an obstacle but an instrument for exploring a patient's inner world, a tool to gain access to its primary experiences and comprehend its resistance in analytic sessions. It enables the analyst to understand and employ for interpretation his emotional reactions (such as anger, affection, boredom, dismay) instead of repressing, denying, or confessing them to the patient. In his first paper on ‘The countertransference neurosis’ (1948) he described the analyst's influence on transference and its transformations during the analytical process, pointing out how both the healthy and the neurotic aspects of the analyst come into play in the relationship with the patient. In his subsequent studies he distinguished two types of countertransference – concordant and complementary – by pursuing the work of Helen Deutsch begun in 1929.


In 1960 Karl Menninger invited him to become Sloane Visiting Professor of the Menninger School of Psychiatry. The same year he was asked to substitute Hanna Segal, who had after Melanie Klein's death taken on a prominent role, at the twenty-second International Congress at Edinburgh. But he was unable to join either initiative owing to being diagnosed with an incurable illness and died in 1961, aged just 50.


The Racker Group of Venice


The Racker Group was originally formed in Argentina in response to our need to advance our professional training, which was then interrupted as we had to flee the country during the military dictatorship of the 1970s. ‘You were forced to wean too prematurely’, remarked Marie Langer on one of her visits to Venice - the Austrian psychoanalyst being herself an émigré who had ended up in Argentina as a result of another previous persecution. She advised us to contact Donald Meltzer to continue our education.


In those years, as Meltzer used to visit Italy to hold clinical seminars at Novara, Biella, and Bologna, we would also follow his travel plans to attend his talks. His ability to humanise clinical work and present a profound understanding of the patients engaged us from the start.


Our patients must have felt the influence of Meltzer's teaching. In addition to private therapeutic work, we were also interested in the work carried out in various institutions with patients we did not see directly but came to know about through our clinical supervisions and discussions at consultation centres for adults, families and children, including the Street Educators initiative set up by the City Council of Venice. We followed Meltzer's wider seminars in Italy and, after forming our own smaller group, proceeded under his guidance with the more complicated and intriguing cases we had to deal with.


At the first opportunity we asked him to come regularly every year to hold one or two clinical seminars for a larger public along with supervisions for a smaller study group. ‘Like a pirate’ he sized us up immediately; we were immensely interested in his wealth of knowledge. This is how the Venice Seminars began.


Donald Meltzer came to Venice for fifteen years and received the welcome of our group – an informal, non-institutional group sustained through its members’ interest and work, something Meltzer especially enjoyed. His teaching was done through the clinical supervisions.


Throughout this long period there was always a seminar open to all – another condition Meltzer appreciated greatly: his teaching being neither intellectually hermetic nor elitist. This was then followed by the supervision work for a limited number of members where we'd discuss in detail the difficulties encountered in our work. One of the results of his teaching was the publication in Italy of three collections of case studies concerning different matters: claustrum situations, adolescents in therapy, and patients in public health institutions. Meltzer was greatly satisfied with these books, for which he wrote a preface. Later, we also published a fourth book (Venice Seminars) on transference, adolescence, and mental disorder.


When Meltzer could no longer travel, we used to visit him at Oxford and discuss our clinical material together with some of the members of the psychoanalytic group from Barcelona. He would listen with his eyes closed, concentrating intensely, and was surprisingly creative during each case study. He would work like a combatant to dig into the deep emotional significance of what we were asking him to help us understand. Penetrating the emotional significance of the transference moment and producing an imaginary conjecture was his way of describing the situations under discussion. This was never based on dictat! He would always leave ample space and opportunity to carry on after his clinical observations. Our catastrophic changes are always important. Meltzer's way of teaching through demonstrating, showing, always had such an impact that we would have to come together again ‘after Meltzer’ to exchange our personal impressions and opinions. Meltzer meetings continued to live on a long time both among the group members and within each of us.


Hugo Marquez, Maria Elena Petrilli, and Mauro Rossetti











INTRODUCTION


Working with adolescents


Maria Elena Petrilli


The majority of the supervised material presented in this book is about adolescents – by age or mental state. Only two cases, presented by a team of educators, relate to group situations, but the following introduction will consider them with special emphasis, as they have a wider relevance for adolescence as a general developmental condition.


This is the second time we have focused our attention on educational work: this has unique features and has found in Dr Meltzer a privileged interlocutor. The work in question, which was given the name ‘Not only homework’ (NOH), is a social service addressing primarily adolescents with problems who cannot ask directly for assistance but express their unease in various ways such as interrupting their compulsory education, or through loutish behaviour in public and sudden outbreaks of anger. In each case the educators have tried to devise different strategies to open up channels of dialogue with individual teenagers, and have shown their readiness to overcome their developmental difficulties. In these situations teenagers’ potential capacity to explode should not be underestimated, since they may easily be seduced by criminal organisations on the lookout for new recruits for activities dangerous to themselves and their environment. The Racker Group, like others, wished to explore the clinical significance of their experiences with Dr Meltzer and to seek practical support and means for a better and deeper understanding in their work. In the case of the Street Educators, the material does not come from the usual therapeutic setting of a consulting room; nonetheless, it helps to unearth and rediscover psychoanalytical knowledge. On his side, Dr Meltzer seems to have encountered in this material a powerful stimulus to explain and further develop his thoughts in the area of prevention.


It goes without saying that prevention is one of Meltzer's key concerns. In Studies in Extended Metapsychology (1986), he writes: ‘Should psychoanalysis contribute in any significant way to the evolution of our culture this must occur in the area of prevention, which implies the need for radical change in our methods of raising children and reconsidering our pedagogic tenets.’ One of the cases presented by the educators here deals with this question directly and looks into the rigid aspects of our institutions which hamper learning. Although we were familiar from the outset with many of Meltzer's ideas we equally knew his readiness to review them in the light of new material with which he was presented. In fact, he did not hesitate to invest both immense mental openness in examining the cases and rigour in applying psychoanalytical thinking. His mental flexibility helped us explore new grounds, without disowning the fundamental concepts and techniques of psychoanalysis.


As Meltzer himself notes in the preface to Adolescentes (the seminars about adolescents that he held at Novara together with Martha Harris), published in Spain in 1998: ‘Group relationships are in many ways obvious and central in teenagers’ lives, and only gradually, at around 20, do intimate individual relations begin to put down roots, arouse interest, and enter their dream and fantasy life.’ The supervisions conducted on the educators’ work seem particularly appropriate for illustrating two central aspects of Meltzer's thinking, which he started to develop at Novara: a detailed description of pubertal groups with their primitive mentality, and his theoretical and technical suggestions regarding educational, therapeutic work undertaken with adolescents.


Personality structure in the early years of life, particularly during the latency period, appears extremely fragile, and may collapse when adolescence bursts in with puberty. This is why adolescents are likely to oscillate continually between unruly and quiet behaviour. The first evident marks of this new age are outward changes in the body, as the child acquires the sexual body of an adult. Simultaneously the teenagers’ environment begins to change as well: new spaces of freedom begin to open up. A new community, a pubertal community begins to form, which is entirely different from the previous one made up of parents and hand-held children. Teenagers, in the course of their development, live most of their emotional experiences in this new community. Meltzer observes and describes in detail these groups and establishes the first difference between the early pubertal stage and the essentially adolescent one. Boys in the pubertal stage still stick to boys only and keep watch over other boy groups they compete with. This is why Meltzer denotes it as an essentially homosexual group. These groups are formed exclusively by boys or girls who often speak in terms of ‘us’ instead of ‘I’. As well as rivalry with other boy groups, this is also the age when the need to compare themselves with the opposite sex surfaces.


The major purpose in forming such a group is to counter the adult world. At this age teenagers view adults as a power group that keep the world under their control. In their eyes the adult world is an organisation of an aristocratic nature whose principal aim is to safeguard their own power. This is why teenagers all too easily sway from the infantile illusion that their parents know everything to the idea that their parents are simply deceitful, inadequate, incapable of resolving even the simplest matters. They see the world as a political structure where adults wield power and force children into slavery. They, as adolescents, are a class wedged in between these two worlds and despise both for different reasons. Sexuality itself is seen from this perspective as the essential condition of authority and part of the massive control adults hold over money, home, and food.




Meltzer at this point underlines the extent to which teenagers seem to be preoccupied with sexuality while in actual fact their primary interest concerns the broader question of knowledge. They want to understand how sexuality functions precisely because they want to understand how the world functions: they want knowledge to counter their confusion. The moment they free themselves from their childhood submission to their parents, from adults who used to know everything, confusion bursts in. But the inherent thirst for knowledge shows itself in their effort to disentangle themselves from that confusion, and acknowledge it appropriately. In puberty, youngsters predominantly group themselves like a tribe, with little capacity to distinguish good from bad. This, however, does not rule out a course of evolution. Their actions are often of a sadistic or masochistic kind, but quite unlike cynical attacks on truth that only augment confusion by building defence strategies, as is the case with perversions.


The war between sexes continues in this process of upheaval but soon a ‘traitor’ emerges, someone who has become the boyfriend of a girl or has ventured to build a couple relationship in his own interest behind the back of the group. These young couples then form new groups, the foundation of the adolescent group. Moving from one group to another is crucial because on entering the heterosexual group developmental potentialities become available. Some big dangers have now been avoided other than those that may come from the adult world.


The homosexual group is by nature paranoid while the heterosexual group, because of its concern for the other, prefigures a depressive state. The initial pubertal groupings are extremely primitive. They are based on cross-identification, each group member taking on identity through projection into other members. They identify themselves via one another rather than with the group as a whole. Such an identification process occurs through a mechanism of a dissociative nature. Each single boy plays a role, with roles tending to change continuously – one day an individual being aggressive and the next entirely passive. These elementary groupings function by trying to avoid any sort of suffering. The group does not tolerate suffering and anyone who suffers is cast out of the group, which is why Meltzer terms it ‘paranoid’. Only later, when the truly adolescent group is formed, do feelings of a depressive nature surface along with the initial signs of caring and preoccupation for others.


Meltzer regards the age of the pubertal group as the highest point in adolescent folly, while simultaneously viewing the passage through puberty to adolescence as indispensable. However primitive one group type may be, he distinguishes two important functions in pubertal groups. There is a new space where a person can feel free, and despite its limits this new space offers the possibility to experiment with new relationships. Adolescents here have not yet encountered a true object of identification but they have room, a space to live out the experience necessary to shape their own identity. As Meltzer sees it, it is essential to find such a space, a material one, in the world where adults have no admission. Serious incidents may certainly occur here but parents at all costs must try to keep away from it, as they must equally keep away from their children's room at home. An adolescent is continually on the move between various ‘communities’ – that of his own peers, his own childhood position within the family, and that of adults who fight for success and status. But the adolescent might also withdraw and isolate himself, which warns of significant omnipotent and megalomaniac aspects. This constant movement from one community to another enables an adolescent to find his personal grounding. Without such mobility, if fixed on a single spot alone, an adolescent risks not evolving at all. The foremost purpose of therapy is to help the adolescent retrieve this mobility.


We have mentioned these features of the psychoanalytical theory of adolescence developed by Meltzer and Harris because they sustained our practical work in the consulting room and helped us become aware of new phenomena. The educators of the Venice City Council were working with youngsters in full puberty, aged eleven to fourteen: all members of that particular group which, as noted, bears the characteristics of a tribe and still has to make its way towards civilisation. Here, however, the youngsters came from a troubled background, from families with problems ranging from drug addiction to criminal records and jail sentences. Some are citizens of a non-EU country and live like nomads. They are the children of broken, sidelined families without a role model to encourage their development. The boys are often bullies and tend to conform exclusively with the law of the fittest. Their fathers are literally absent from their existence (either in jail or in a drug-rehabilitation community) and the father figure is replaced by someone else, ‘a copy’ as Meltzer appropriately puts it, i.e. the mother's new partner who fails to act like a father at all. It is certainly true that they have not experienced latency fully but despite this, now that they have entered puberty they are also overwhelmed by the bodily changes and are strongly drawn towards their peer group.


The educators devise a space for them to meet regularly, two hours twice weekly, where they can play, get to know one another, vent their anger while feeling safe and protected. Here again we encounter the significance of ‘a different space’ guaranteed by adults where youngsters can experiment with new ways of relating with one another. The sole adults in this space are the educators, aged between 30 and 40. In this regard a highly innovative technical element needs to be noted as well. Meltzer always stressed that even in individual cases within a traditional psychotherapy setting it is adults who must guarantee the constant and secure presence of the therapist while youngsters must have the right to come and go as they please. Adolescents are unable to keep up with the characteristic structure of adult or child therapy. This is one additional reason why doing therapy with adolescents is particularly difficult. Yet someone must play the role of the adult who knows how to wait and can safeguard the challenge. Adolescents may leave but adults must know to hold on in case the youngster should come back. Such an approach, a major effort when transferred to a private therapy session, can become much more readily feasible in a situation such as the Street Educators thanks to the structure of a social service.


At the end of the project ‘Tender your dreams in a tent’, presented by Monique Pistolato, Meltzer suggests the group should meet at least once a year regularly to follow up their development, all the more so as they have gained a ‘degree of intense intimacy’ through their common experience. The idea, though, bounces against a difficulty often encountered in public institutions where initially elastic methods could turn into rigid obstacles. While the experience described in the presentation was drawing to an end, a new educator would be automatically appointed to take charge of the group the following year. This meant taking no account of the special relationship the previous educator had established with the youngsters. Here again the question regarding the value of such an experience does not consist only in creating a specific space for the youngsters.


Meltzer further suggests a way or a model the youngsters should seek to stimulate their growth. He notes that in the light of their personal experience the group with that particular educator will continue to constitute a reference point, a model for their growth: ‘It shows a structure which I without hesitation would define as familial.’ We certainly knew that personality features depend on the learning models in a family. Moreover, it has been made equally clear that these youngsters’ families could hardly come up with an adequate education model. But the group made an authentic emotional experience which brought in its wake as an inevitable component a structuring element of introjective identification. The youngsters have no doubt learned certain skills; most importantly, they have learned something about the way of thinking put into effective use by their caring educator who functioned as the object-bearer of parental transference.


In place of a fragile web of relations typical of a group, Meltzer seems to aim at the construction of a family structure with its distinctive characteristic of a more or less stable organisation. His commentary made at a supervision in November 2000 may help clarify this point: ‘What is being done through the psychoanalytical method is creating an “analytical family” with which a patient may identify and find himself, where he feels he belongs and may stand in the community as a representative of this family; this is the secret of self-respect, something that prevents a girl from turning into a prostitute and a boy from a drug addict.’


With the idea of family we have gone beyond the primitive structure of a tribe, although the group mentality may well continue encouraging non-mental functions. This is also why Meltzer asked to preserve the work ethos the group had already established, noting it would be ‘too strenuous’ for the new educator to replace the previous one. He underlined again the ‘intense intimacy’ gained through the experience. Intimate relationships, in Meltzer's definition, are those belonging to the area of emotional experience, the area that triggers ‘the thinking process.’ It was Bion whose psychoanalytic theory definitively established emotional experience as the initial step in thinking, which is why feelings constitute the central nucleus of significance of the human mind. This is ‘learning from experience’ with its mode of learning entirely different from those in which emotional conflicts do not take place. It was Meltzer who taught us to read Bion (in The Kleinian Development) and introduced us to the clinical significance of many of Bion's ideas. No wonder then that throughout his own commentary on our clinical material we could often follow his understanding of Bion's ideas.


After describing pubertal groups in the context of the psychoanalytical theory of adolescence, Meltzer would return on later occasions to illustrate the theme further. The pubertal group is certainly a much highlighted phenomenon in the present adolescent world with its rallying cry and excessive use of advanced technology. Besides providing us with precise and illuminating perspectives on primitive groups, Meltzer followed the psychoanalytical work recounted to him more like a keen ‘hunter’ than a ‘gleaner’ (to use his own words). As he put it in the supervision of a case in November 2000: ‘Young adolescents belong to a sociable community, a herd, so it's quite hard to come across a sufficiently developed sense of individuality; perhaps they do not even wish to have one, they do not wish to be seen as individuals but would rather be perceived as a member of a herd which protects them.’ The web of friendship, however weak or strong, seems an entirely haphazard one. There is little cohesion and if any, it is to be found only in a protected space where aggression should not turn lethal.


Meltzer's comprehension of young adolescents coming from disorganised families had particularly impressed us. In his view, these adolescents had nothing to share except the fact of coming from deeply degraded situations. They would check one another mutually. In this case, too, loyalty appeared in the foreground with a strong penchant for blind obedience. What they missed was a community of purpose, of interests to bind them together. What Meltzer was showing us, the supervisors of educators, was a crucial point. Very often we also had had to debate at length with the educators themselves when they resorted to the belief that all youngsters were the same and consequently all headed all in the same direction. This meant losing sight of the conflict of evolution, which implied that we had to find the patience to step in to recover it. Meltzer used to stress the false similarities, false appearances, and offered a different comprehension of the sort of relationship linking these with one another. We did know that basic assumptions may surface in a group unexpectedly but we hadn't considered them with due attention.


Meltzer's interest in group mentality was also reflected in his supervision of individual case studies. In Sarah's case, for instance, ‘a girl turned old’ with a brilliant job as a graphic designer and in her second year of personal therapy after a long time spent in a community centre, he observes: ‘It's as if she were actually drawn to a group situation rather than to a situation enabling her to build her own personal ties. This group situation is one marked not so much by a genuine bond or relationship between herself and others but by a web of simple, loose acquaintances, not true authentic friendships: people she in one way or another imitates, takes after, as though she formed a part of the group, were a mere member of the group, and all experienced in a rather vague and nebulous manner. It's as if she found satisfaction in this web not as a web of relationships but of security. This is the sort of satisfaction that does not answer her need for inner security, rather it's a myth of security: all these people, so-called friends, who can live and eat together, go to bed and share certain services. It's almost like having a series of places at her disposal, of houses to gain access to, simply on the basis of belonging to this sort of web, of being a group member.’


It doesn't come as a surprise that such a young woman should still linger in a web of fragile relationships despite her remarkable professional success. Meltzer immediately turns his attention to explore the transference and the patient's feelings of exclusion as she shunned the Oedipus complex, regarding her parents as mere strangers, members of ‘a web of middle aged people who live together for the sole sake of status, power and money.’ In this light alone does her personality come fully into the open, with major emphasis on her feeling of exclusion from her family life. If those feelings come under scrutiny and are addressed with due care and understanding in therapy, she can continue to grow and face the core question, that is her Oedipal conflict. Furthermore, this proves that the theory of adolescence, as proposed by Harris and Meltzer with its roots in psychoanalytical understanding, starts with Freud, follows a line through Klein and Bion, and provides us today with an elastic model to understand emotions, even the unheeded ones, which occupy a central role in therapeutic work. The above case shows yet again that adolescence is a mental state of personality rather than a mere chronological fact.


Meltzer goes on to remark: ‘I don't know if the internet plays a role here or not but today there's much talk about webs and links which, however, have nothing to do with true friendships, with love relationships or couples. Such links actually remind me of a military type organisation, founded mainly on concepts like obedience and allegiance, where one must be ready to kill for a friend without being killed by one. So it's a sort of aggregation, a primitive association, a system of values whose founding nucleus consists in allegiance, that is, doing something as a duty out of a sense of obedience.’ He goes on to note ‘the sort of morality which groups or teenager gangs rely on: a morality where one should learn not to get entrapped, embroiled, because primitive values lead to actions but do not help construct the thinking that enables a true belief in such actions.’ Here again a description of these groups comes in clear and fitting terms, and is an important warning for adults, especially those working as educators, against the danger of being drawn into and getting involved in such actions.


The adolescent community seeks to gain control over the world and consequently over adults through information technology. It is the young people who are computer wizards, but all too often they abruptly sway from omnipotent control to feelings of panic when something fails to work according to their expectations. The aristocracy of the computer which has set up a new order, a new web of loose relations, could just as well end up endangering the family structure and render it unstable. Group creatures live in a different world from individuals and consequently experience such feelings differently. Meltzer makes the distinction as follows: ‘Individual thinking operates on wholly different principles, that is, on the internalisation of parental objects of admiration, trust and dependence. With the help of these internal objects, thinking transforms emotional experiences into symbolic representations while borrowing forms from the outside world as containers to be filled with significance. Dreaming becomes the basis for the transformation of introspective processes into speech, while abstraction and generalisation help the thinking process develop. Emotional experiences, along with their deepest matrix (i.e. intimate relations with other individuals) alter an individual in such a way that the organisation of their personality can evolve. Such an evolution is the result of admiration for internal objects, and the essentially ethical aspirations which they stir into being.’ Evolutionary conflict basically consists in the collision between primitive aspects and sophisticated or ‘work’ aspects. The small work group has thus become the place where work can be carried out based on individual thinking that implies accountable judgement and thought-out actions. Basic assumptions still lie in wait but the task can be rescued and finally support the urge towards evolution.


The story of ‘Not only homework’ presented in this collection indicates clearly the possible extent of such an intervention. Despite the high number of participants in this work group and the rather unusual space of their experience, Meltzer says he can imagine these young girls and form an idea of the unusual time–place dimension of their work. He describes the educators as ‘the authentic custodians’ of the borderline between inside and outside. The time–space dimension is regarded as ‘internal space’ by contrast with the outside world visible through the window, occupied by arrogant young boys wandering in the park. Meltzer, in addition, notes that the sort of community that begins to form in such a situation sounds like the experience of the Indian tribe as recounted on the previous occasion. However, in the latter group emotions were protected and only very slowly came to be distinguished from the external world. They too were a group of pubertal youngsters.


In the case of ‘Not only homework’ Meltzer stresses the idea of a ‘not organised’ work group. He is actually speaking of a different sort of cohesion: one which relies directly on the attention and the personal interest the educators offer in the course of this experience. This is also why he insists on the importance of flexible time and space, which ensures tolerance without automatically demanding anything in return such as obedience. In adolescent organisations founded on loyalty the predominant feature remains mutual control, with the lurking risk of falling through a loophole. The sole options then are either to be crushed under the rules or to be kicked out of the group. Tolerance signifies the possibility of a different type of cohesion. The young girls in this group have found a room to live in and express themselves. As Meltzer notes, it is a space without the usual rigidities of an institution. The least degree of organisation is what is needed for this experience to stay flexible. The second feature of this work group is that individual participants bring here their personal answers to the work they are asked to accomplish. The third is that they work in silence, without clamour, unlike other group situations. Meltzer indeed considers it essential that this vital space should stay out of the spotlight so that the group can concentrate on its own concerns and the passionate relations at the very heart of its members’ mental life. Hence the necessity for a secluded and well-protected area accessible only to those who take part in this experience.


Working in a group does not automatically initiate a course that leads to personal growth. On the contrary, it may often result in building up a pressure which stimulates elements of primitive morality whose herd-like tendencies rise to the surface: yielding to the motto ‘everyone is equal’ instead of demanding from everyone equal commitment within their capacity to work towards a common end. With the youngsters in ‘Not only homework’ we can see an accurate description of the type of web in which young people move and operate, with their tricks and dishonesty, and of the way their educators operate as a sophisticated work group, who thanks to their intimate knowledge and commitment are capable of encouraging individual development.


Meltzer would often remind us that we do not have a notational system like that of music and that other non-lexical aspects of speech are important in conveying meaning: ‘We are not saying it but showing it. This is precisely the strongpoint of the educators in this service: their capacity to show, the example they offer, the passion they invest in their work.’ The Street Educators provide us with an example of the music, the passion we need to invest in clinical work with patients, and which is most clear in dealing with adolescents and adolescent aspects.


Meltzer seeks his personal notation by employing a precise and deeply evocative way of speaking. His attention, during supervisions, is focused on the description of emotions which come into play. This manner of expressing himself has made us discover aspects of emotionality which we had hitherto not noted, but which then turn into a new tool for use. As he used to quote from Shakespeare's A Midsummer Night's Dream: ‘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’. Similarly, we can also venture to say that he has helped us discover something altogether new that was there before our very eyes. In his often repeated remark, psychoanalytical work too is an art; and Meltzer, through his thinking, has sought to build ‘a house for our emotions’.


Note


Dates given after the titles of each chapter are those of Meltzer's supervisions or talks.













CHAPTER ONE


‘Tender your dreams in a tent’: a workshop for 11–14 year olds


(1997)


Monique Pistolato


The protagonists


Once upon a time there was a group of youngsters: to be precise there were ten of them, five girls and five boys, aged between eleven and fourteen. I know some of them as they have been coming to this workshop year after year while others have joined this experience for the first time.


Put together they form a picture of a microcosm made up of different cultures and habits. These youngsters live in the outskirts of a densely populated city, in council estates with problem families. Many of them have an extremely bad relationship with school, continuously failing entire school years and/or failing their school duties; but among them there are also those from a very common family and with high gifts. In most cases, however, their families are marked by deep social and relational unease (drug-addiction, prison sentences, social marginalisation, non-European origins, nomadic existence and so on); this is why it is important for this service to establish a relationship of dialogue and exchange with their parents. This is a choice made towards helping the youngsters’ growth while supporting the adults close to them.


I meet the youngsters after they have attended short animation games in class as part of their school activities. In response to the offer to meet in a place to play together, to build something, the youngsters, intrigued, come to the workshop ‘Tender your dreams in a tent’ singly or in couples. They might be drawn to the idea of a world of explorers clad in indigo blue, of secret codes, Indian tents, precious jewels and whatnot.


With some interest and some caution they are to set forth on an ‘imaginary journey of the world’ in 72 meetings lasting two hours each, every two weeks between 4.30–6.30 pm from September to June.


Everything is ready: the room is in order; the white and red checked curtains, like a saloon, hang on the windows; an old trunk full of objects, maps to decipher, and with plenty of feathers stands invitingly and mysteriously in a corner. The hour is about to strike for the first meeting. I am excited. This happens every year when a new experience is about to begin and I wonder: ‘Who will answer my invitation? What will they be like? What will happen?’


The past and the present


Five minutes before the opening, Davide's deafening, lacerating cry reaches my ears from the street, he yells at me arrogantly: ‘Monica, wake up, hurry up, get the milk ready, I'm coming!’


Davide shows up on time. This is his seventh year at the workshop; although he has had different leaders, he has managed to keep up a constant relationship with this place. This makes me note his capacity to remember on his own the opening date of activities, for his family is not there; his father apparently has drug-addiction problems, his mother is quite adrift, and they don't care about what their son does or goes through on his own.


His voice reminds me that he has now turned twelve, has failed a year at school, but still asks me for milk. And now all my discursive digressions, fantasies and ideas cherished throughout the summer vanish into thin air. I return to earth. In five minutes I'll have to meet the youngsters. The real ones. And they will bring me their disappointment and surprise (many are here for the second and some even third year) at finding in an orderly room a new theme, new friends, but will most of all have to bear that there will be no milk as a snack as they were used to last year.


I open the door and hear them rush up the stairs like horses pawing. I think it's in tune with the theme. They enter like a whirlwind. Some hurl themselves towards the cupboards, some look round in silence.


Berta asks: ‘Where are we here?’ She sounds lost even though this is her third year. I look at her. She is wearing black as always and her face looks inexpressive as usual. I notice she seems to be lost in her obesity. I recall the way she stays shut off in her problems. Berta is a daughter with two fathers and one mother, but she is lonely. Her birth father lives away in a community (I don't know if in a psychiatric one or one for drug addicts, but I imagine he is in prison), and the other – the acquired one – is not there because he never cares for her. Her mother, of a tired, neglected and unkempt appearance, is away at work all day long, and despite her efforts fails to be in her daughter's life.


In the meantime Davide keeps shouting at me again and again: ‘Did you put the milk on the hob?’ And adds with deliberate pride: ‘This is Walter, a friend of mine, you absolutely must take him. I was talking to him the entire summer about you and the workshop. I stand guarantee for him!’


In the midst of absolute chaos I think I must bring up the title of the theme. It is the setting, the metaphor with which I invited them to participate in this experience that should help me. So from my animator suitcase I take out a peacock feather and once all are paying attention, I ask them to sit in a circle.


I begin with: ‘Well ladies and gentlemen, welcome to the camp!’


‘What camp?’ asks Teresa unbelievingly, who in her third year is ever keen to display her role of critic.


‘I mean the camp we will be setting up together’, I answer her with determination.


‘What about the milk?’ insists Davide.




At this point I start to explain: ‘The milk belonged to last year's “Star Station”, while today we are beginning a new story. You need to know that explorers drink tea in the desert, a tasteful and regenerating drink. Explorers wander about prairies and come across Indians in camps…’.


This brief description of the theme catches their attention. They even seem a little seduced by it. Oh the power of stories and feathers! Seizing that moment of quiet I tell them the days, hours, duration of our experience, and repeat the theme of the year. I look at each one of them individually and feel that what and how I had imagined, foretasted and thought to myself ‘between the Thousand and One Nights and the Apache Indians’ has suddenly materialised here and now in this group. We have entered the world of fantasy, we have crossed the border of imagination, and are off!


‘Yes, but when are we going to drink?’ pleads Davide impatiently.


‘We'll decide that together. The camp will meet in a circle at 5.30 pm every time. We'll have dry biscuits just like true travellers and each time your task is to take it in turns to bring them.’ I speak reassuringly; but inwardly I doubt if he'll accept that it is a different year.


For the initial meetings I myself bring a short supply because I feel they may not be ready to bring them or share them with others. But it is my set goal. The idea is to entrust every one with a sort of affordable ‘toll’, the dry biscuits. I thought this out after working with groups of youngsters for years, for I intend to contradict their ‘costs nothing’ attitude which has often resulted in smashing things or anyhow in the idea that they are licenced to do as they please. That's why most activities have come to focus on gaining a sense of value and on the care due to the workshop but also to themselves and others, and trying to cap the ‘everything free’ assumption that is probably induced by the gratuity of the experience.


So one of the first creative tasks is to make a pantry. My role is to keep the keys and distribute the food equally. This then calms them down and reduces their initially famished response.




Challenges


The first two months are over-heated; every single day brings in a new provocation. Davide and Walter always come late, boasting wildly, banging the door, and never fail to speak bad words or curses. I discover that Walter, tall and heavily built, has received a warning at school after brutally hitting one of his mates. He has missed a year twice. His family is absent.


Maxim, who for years has been coming to the workshop on and off without actually quitting it, is always moving around, and blowing an awful raspberry at whatever activity is going on, to show off his high creative skills.


Teresa, with an air of sophistication and distance and ever unable to stop wondering whether she is beautiful and ugly, reacts to her friends’ provocations without control, at times even throwing dangerous objects at them.


Linda, who looks thin and fragile yet highly attractive, is here for the first time. She is very good at school, is used to being the first and the best, and in the workshop reacts to every hitch with tears.


Berta, with a sullen face, looks on helplessly without moving a finger.


I spend more than 30 minutes ending their rows and soothing the upset. Even my loud warnings fail to change things, other than feeling Berta's and Maria's sharp gaze which seems to question: ‘Who is stronger? Will you manage to handle this?’


After yet another row amongst the youngsters, an image occurs in my mind of a group of lions and antelopes chasing one another, which means actually playing. The former group, made up of some of the boys, try to assert themselves violently; the latter, the girls, appear to accept passively every provocation. Instinctively I want to forbid such behaviour but for the time being I feel I don't have the power to change it successfully.


Berta, without moving, shows no reaction, not even to the bitterest of jokes, and does not bother to defend her own things. I feel she is entirely defenceless and needs protection but this fills me with immense anger, too. She seems to personify that part of the group or of each one of them eager to be subjected to their own destiny, with no choice nor possibility of self-defence.


Theo utters abuse, talks big, and addresses a friend forcefully: ‘If you don't budge I'll smash you to pieces!’ Right after that he lashes out at a girl: ‘If you don't give me one of your biscuits I'll spit in your glass!’


Despite his loud voice and forceful manners Theo is actually a thin, slender boy with big black eyes set in a wild blonde mane. He is a Roma. His nomadic life of months of roaming is interspersed with static periods in a house allocated by the City Council for his people. He has been wanting for years to join the opening sessions of the workshop, but this is the first year he has managed to come from the very first meeting. He does not go to school; as attending this workshop is very important for him, he not only comes sharply on time but also tries hard to observe the behaviour rules which enable him to stay with me and others.


Theo, Davide and Walter appear to be competing to find a way to become the leader, as though they were looking for ways not to disappear into nothing, and want my whole attention focused on them.


Davide, at the height of his offensive behaviour, seizes a hat I've brought for the games of prestige and challenges me: ‘Look how I'm pulling it to pieces!’ He feels he has won a victory over me and looks triumphantly at the group as he crushes the hat.


I certainly am angry and respond to him firmly: ‘Remember you'll have to buy the same hat again and I will remind you of it at every single meeting! I have a good memory, so if you don't I won't make a contract with you ever again.’


A month later, with this remaining a small unfulfilled duty between the two of us, Davide comes with a new hat and, proud of buying it with his own savings, surrounds himself with his friends who witness the presentation. He says: ‘Let's bury the hatchet.’


And I reply: ‘OK, peace made – your hand.’


This is how we reach a temporary truce, while every day keeps bringing in a new provocation.




The tables of the law


Two hours of the workshop are simply chaotic. Periods of quiet are short and temporary. The youngsters refuse to participate in the games. So we spend most of the meeting in unbridled clamour. I refuse to play referee to their rows, which always conclude with the same winners and the same losers. They seem to want fights more than anything else: then we shall fight! But I allow none of them to hurt others, destroy or smash others’ things, or run away from the workshop. These rules must be observed.


Then I focus on setting up arm-wrestling tournaments for the strong, speed tests to pick the quick and nimble, intelligence games to encourage the brainy, and finally, in order to steer and channel all that energy, start Indian hunting games with precision shooting. By offering each one a suitable play container I hope they will be able to express but also restrain their hidden, impulsive parts.


Many of those situations of apathy or over-excitement appear to lessen. Each participant can try to single out their ‘strong’ but also ‘fragile’ points in different camps. They begin to find out about themselves reciprocally. However, I notice that they are displaying their talents and weak spots to me in particular. And it is the game of transgression that they enjoy best and that proves most difficult for me to control.


It is Berta, looking like a massive tortoise, who in her role as the camp scribe, suggests from the place where she is always seated: ‘Monica, your words aren't enough here! We need the tables of the law for the survival of the village!’


So I assemble the ‘Indian Council’ to go through every single rule of our initial contract in detail.


Every council member comes up with a good idea. They put themselves in the place of the village police and opt for restrictive measures and clear prohibitions. I'm put in a position where I have to negotiate between unlikely suggestions in a heated, tiring debate.


‘Whoever hurts someone will be tied to the camp totem and tortured!’




‘Whoever hurts someone will have to deal with me and may have their contract suspended!’


‘Whoever forgets to bring the biscuits when it is their turn to do so will have no snacks for a whole month!’


‘Whoever forgets to bring the biscuits will have to fix another date to bring them!’


‘Boys who behave brutally will be thrown out!’


‘Boys must try and behave more gently and girls, without being just as brutal, must bite back!’


I let them give voice to all their fantasies, knowing full well that all those rules will be forgotten in five minutes, but also try to find means to accommodate feasible norms. Once agreed upon, I will have to make them adhere to those group decisions.


This discussion changes something. Everyone is more aware of the others, perhaps for the sake of pointing out others’ mistakes, but nonetheless more restrained, bearing in mind their collective pledge to the rules. Monica's rules are no longer in effect; what has now become an Indian camp is ruled by the group laws and by whoever, now more knowingly, has decided to play this game together with others. The tables of the law are then written out and hung on the wall. On closer inspection they do resemble the Tablets of Moses! I will need to work hard in order to get my wandering people to abide by them.


Donald Meltzer: Clearly we are going to see some stages of civilisation developing here. It starts out like people living in caves, hunting, killing one another, the men subduing the women and the women either loving or hating it but submitting to it. Then there is a call for order, and all of it is immediately put onto Monica: she is supposed to be the king or the queen and to rule. But to rule this unrulable horde is not possible. So the next step is for them to try to create the Ten Commandments, as Monica says, and the fat girl – Berta – is the Aaron to Monica's Moses. That's where we are at present. It has gone through these three stages very rapidly – I don't know how many days this has taken?
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