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PREFACE


This exploration of the portraits of Melanie Klein stemmed from a chance observation: the Melanie Klein Trust is in possession of a brief, silent cine film showing Melanie Klein walking in her sunlit garden at Clifton Hill with a man who, at the time, was unidentified. It was my wife who realised that this man was, in fact, the sculptor Oscar Nemon, identified from a photograph in Phyllis Grosskurth's biography of Klein. Why was Oscar Nemon in conversation with Melanie Klein in her garden in 1939? What did the artist and the psychoanalyst make of each other? Why did Klein “loathe” the sculpture he created of her, and why did she ultimately destroy it? In the process of trying to find answers to these questions, I came across many other artists, both painters and photographers, who had created portraits of Klein throughout her long life. Although Melanie Klein was famously reticent about her personal life, guarded in conversation and in her writing and destroying many documents and virtually all the letters she received, there is a wealth of images of her, which, individually and collectively, provide an insight into her life, adding colour and nuance to the sparse literary narrative. These images also provide an opportunity to observe the convergence of often very different lives: how the portrait—the fruit of the brief creative collaboration between artist and psychoanalyst—is influenced by their life experiences, both shared and disparate. Melanie Klein struggled with the process of portraiture and was clearly ambivalent about the exposure this inevitably entailed, destroying two of the works of art created of her: a bust by Oscar Nemon and a painting by William Coldstream. Destroying a work of art is a powerful statement, which inevitably leads to a further question. Why were some of these creative collaborations successful and others not, or, to frame the question slightly differently, what was it the artists saw in Klein that she sometimes found so intolerable? For those who are unfamiliar with her, I hope this book will shine a sympathetic light on Melanie Klein's life and provide at least some answers to the many questions raised.


I have drawn on multiple sources during the research for this book, but I would first like to acknowledge my debt to Phyllis Grosskurth, whose biography of Klein, Melanie Klein: Her World and Her Work (1985), stands alone in the field. It is a pioneering examination of the Klein archives, a work of great scholarship and full of a surprising wealth of human detail, much of it provided by friends, colleagues, and relations who knew Klein personally and all of whom Phyllis Grosskurth was able to interview or communicate with directly. This is an invaluable source of information from those who bore witness to Klein's life, who knew her, who worked with her, and who in many cases loved her.


The Melanie Klein Trust has been consistently and enthusiastically helpful since the outset of this venture, and I am most grateful to the Trust for its unwavering encouragement and financial support. In particular, Dr John Steiner, a prominent contemporary Kleinian, has been generous and most stimulating in discussion, and many other psychoanalysts have also given freely of their time and thoughts, which have invariably been relevant, sometimes provocative, and always helpful. I would particularly wish to acknowledge in this regard my wife, Anne Amos, together with Jane Milton, Phil Crockett, and Helen Taylor-Robinson.


I would also like to extend special thanks to Melanie Klein's granddaughters, Diana Brimblecombe and Hazel Bentall, who were unfailingly kind and gracious and provided valuable insight into some of the images.


Sometimes the artist, particularly the photographer, is lost sight of in these encounters, but portraiture is a joint creative collaboration, and an understanding of the artist, his or her life and preoccupations, can only but illuminate our appreciation of the sitter. In this regard, I am particularly indebted to Lady Aurelia Young for her biography Finding Nemon (Young & Hale, 2018), about her father Oscar Nemon, and for generously providing much background information and many illustrations about her father's work and his relationship with Melanie Klein. I am also indebted to Bruce Laughton for his biography, William Coldstream (2004), and to Teresa Topolski, the daughter of Feliks Topolski, for information she provided about her father's drawings of Melanie Klein. I would also like to acknowledge the help and encouragement given by Philip Stokes, Christopher Glass, and Pierre Dupont.


It is a special pleasure to acknowledge the scholarship of Professor Janet Sayers, who has explored the relationship between William Coldstream, Adrian Stokes, and Melanie Klein with great insight and thoroughness, and I am indebted to her for an introduction to this world where art criticism and psychoanalysis meet.


Finally, I would like to extend my heartfelt thanks to the staff at the National Library of Scotland, who were helpful and efficient come what may and sourced without fuss many obscure references. I would also like to acknowledge the assistance of Luke Perry and Anna Irwin-Childs at the Institute of Psychoanalysis, who kindly provided the images of Oscar Nemon's low-relief sculptures of Melanie Klein.


It goes without saying that the opinions expressed are my own, unless acknowledged otherwise, and any errors or omissions are entirely mine.













ABOUT THE AUTHOR


Roger Amos is a retired doctor, in a previous life a haematologist working in the NHS in east London. His wife, Anne, is a psychoanalyst and a member of the British Psychoanalytical Society. He has lived on the fringes of the analytic world for many years, where Melanie Klein has been an abiding presence. This has been an opportunity to get to know her better.













CHAPTER ONE


Melanie Klein, portraits, and art


Melanie Klein [1882–1960] was Viennese, a woman with little formal education, trapped in an unhappy bourgeois marriage, who, through her own effort and determination, became an innovative and world-renowned psychoanalyst. An extraordinarily gifted and sensitive clinician, profound thinker, and tenacious intellectual, her radical ideas revolutionised the understanding of children's early development and made possible the treatment of psychotic patients, previously thought unavailable to psychoanalytic help. She began her life's work in the early years of the twentieth century, first in Budapest and then in Berlin, and by 1925 she had become pre-eminent in the psychoanalysis of children. To Klein, it is said, “is due the credit of carrying psycho-analysis to where it principally belongs—the heart of a child” (Jones, 1948, p. 338). Using play technique, she was able to explore the unconscious mind of the young child, which lead her to an understanding of the mental life of the baby and, in turn, to a clearer understanding of psychotic states of mind. Klein was devoted to her life's work, which she approached with commitment, courage, and integrity, working out the implications and consequences of her ideas with unshakeable honesty (Jones, 1955, p. 341). Perhaps partly because of this single-minded determination, throughout her life she was pursued by controversy, often vitriolic and venomous, and both she and her supporters had to fight long and hard to ensure the survival of her legacy. As Phyllis Grosskurth notes in her biography of Melanie Klein: “few professional women have been subjected to as much distilled malice and rumour accepted as fact as Klein endured both during her lifetime and since her death” (Grosskurth, 1985, p. x).


Attitudes towards Melanie Klein were highly charged and often deeply polarised, and the strength of feeling she generated, both then and now, is difficult to fully understand. Why this was so may be sought in her work, in which “the interior spaces of the psyche that she describes so literally both compel because they are revealed and appal because of what they reveal” (Stonebridge & Phillips, 1998, p. 3) or in her personality, which many of Klein's colleagues and friends struggled to describe. Hanna Segal put it thus:


Mrs Klein as a person is not easy to describe. Like many creative people she was many-faceted, and accounts of her differ. She has been described by some as warm-hearted, tolerant and good-tempered; by others as intolerant, aggressive and demanding. She once described herself as primarily a very passionate person. [Segal, 1979, p. 170]


Many others were similarly conflicted, contrasting Klein's human warmth and sympathy with her steely determination and intellectual rigor. Partly, this was a consequence of the fact that she was “personally reticent to the point of secretiveness” (Jaques, 1983), carefully guarding the facts about her own personal life, leaving room for rumour and innuendo to flourish. She was said to have a “personality teeming with enthusiasm, intuitions and insights” (Likierman, 2001, p. 3), “full of human warmth, compassion and joie de vivre, vital and affectionate, feminine and quite coquettish, even in her old age” (Segal, 1979, p. 173)—someone, indeed, who “liked a good party, a good drink, a good laugh” (Pick & Milton, 2001, p. 6). But she was also a formidable champion of her theories and ideas, able to contemplate what to many seemed a “negative and pessimistic [view of] human nature” (Likierman, 2001, p. 4) through the utterly serious way in which she approached her work. She was tenacious and unforgiving in defence of the fundamental truths she believed she had discovered about human nature:


Although she was tolerant, and could accept with an open mind the criticisms of her friends and ex-pupils, whom she often consulted, this was so only so long as one accepted the fundamental tenets of her work. If she felt this to be under attack, she could become very fierce in its defence. And if she did not get sufficient support from those she considered her friends, she could grow very bitter, sometimes in an unjust way. [Segal, 1979, pp. 170–171]


Criticism is never easy to accept, but for Klein disagreement or deviation perhaps sometimes felt like disloyalty, a betrayal of the cause to which she had dedicated her life. She was aware that the truths she had uncovered from her work with children were of unique importance, and, especially towards the end of her life, she was concerned for her psychoanalytic legacy, how to ensure the survival of her work:


Within the limits of human capacity, I feel I have done something which perhaps in the future may prove to have been a great contribution to the understanding of the human mind…but I [have become] more and more doubtful whether my work will survive…. I have never been hopeless, nor am I now. It is a mixture of resignation and some hope that my work will perhaps after all survive and be of a great help to mankind. [Sayers & Forrester, 2013, pp. 153, 156]


Another important thread woven through Melanie Klein's personality, something that affected those around her and influenced their response to her, was her depression, hinted at in that excerpt from her autobiography. The source of this depression may be traced to the premature deaths of Klein's two siblings, her sister Sidonie when Klein was just 4 years old, and her brother Emanuel when she was 20 and on the verge of marriage. Melanie Klein herself believed that she never entirely recovered from these two deaths; about her sister, she said, “She died…when I was about 4½ and I have a feeling that I never entirely got over the feeling of grief for her death” (Sayers & Forrester, 2013, p. 139), and of her brother Emanuel: “The illness of my brother and his early death is another of the griefs in my life, which always remain alive in me” (Sayers & Forrester, 2013, p. 141). For the rest of her life Klein regretted what her siblings might have achieved had they lived, and Hanna Segal was clear that these early traumas contributed to the lasting streak of depression, which she understood to be an integral part of Klein's personality (Segal, 1979, p. 30). The untimely deaths of her brother and sister were compounded by an unhappy marriage, at the age of just 21 and in the midst of grieving for her brother. Marriage meant the end of any further education or professional training, and Klein realised almost from the first that she was making a terrible mistake (Sayers & Forrester, 2013, p. 147). Melanie and Arthur Klein were married for twenty-four years and had three children together. During and after the pregnancies with her two sons, Hans and Eric, Klein was profoundly depressed, so much so that in 1909 she was admitted to a sanatorium for two and a half months of complete rest (Grosskurth, 1985, p. 56). Socially isolated, trapped in an unhappy marriage, and struggling with three young children, psychoanalysis was to provide Klein with escape and fulfilment. Perhaps not surprisingly, the premature death of her second analyst, Karl Abraham, her mentor and protector in Berlin, on Christmas Day 1925, and, much later, the shocking death of her son Hans in a walking accident in the Carpathian Mountains in 1934, both resulted in a profound crisis and a resurgence of the griefs and depression of the past. Despite the fact that “photographs have an inherent sadness, [appearing] to arrest time when in fact all they do, ultimately, is draw attention to its passing” (Dodd, 2014), many of the early images of Klein, those taken in her twenties and thirties, are characterised by an aura of melancholy and dejection. Perceptive observers continued to be aware of her depression, but, after the late 1930s, this is more hidden from casual view and becomes less and less apparent in the images made of her. Although it was partly an awareness of her own depression that had first brought her to psychoanalysis, “from the time she came to London it would have been very difficult to guess that” (Segal, 1979, pp. 172–173).


It is sometimes said that to take great photographs “you have to forgo judgment for empathy. You have to see yourself in your subject” (Carroll, 2015, p. 120). The extent to which the painters and sculptors who attempted to portray Klein identified with their subject and the aspects of her personality to which they related varied and was to prove a critical factor in the success or failure of the collaboration. Some of the artists, in particular William Coldstream, were intuitively in touch with Klein's profound sadness, a fact that proved to be very difficult for Klein, who reacted powerfully against his work. Others, especially some of the women artists, were able to find in Klein the mother they were each searching for in their different ways, and these were to be much more fruitful partnerships. Being a mother was difficult for Melanie Klein; her own mental distress, prolonged physical separations from her children, her psychoanalytic observations of their development, and the ultimate divorce of husband and wife all conspired against a fulfilling family life. The desire on Klein's part to be a good mother, to repair in some way the damage done to her children and family, was to find a positive outlet in her old age, expressed in her love for her grandchildren and in her nurturing of younger colleagues committed to her work (Grosskurth, 1985, p. 437; Quinodoz, 2013, p. 35) and, not least, in her creative relationships with some of the women artists who portrayed her.
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