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PREFACE





As the twenty-fifth anniversary of my mother Martha Harris’ death approached (November 2011), several of her ex-students expressed the wish to revisit and record their own learning experience with her. “Enabling” and “inspiring” were terms she used herself to convey the educational process that takes place between student and teacher, or the self and its internal objects. As she put it: “Introjection is a mysterious process about which we have almost everything to learn” (1978a, p. 176). She stressed how in psychoanalysis, the child or patient introjects not merely the content of the analyst’s thought but also the thinking process, which strengthens his own internal objects’ capacity to think. An analogous process can occur in attentive reading, making intimate contact with the mind of the author, whether or not they have been known in life.


The intention of this book therefore was not to build a monument on the lines satirized by Byron in his description of King Cheops’ pyramid: “thinking it was just the thing/ To keep his memory whole, and mummy hid”   (Don Juan, I. 221-22). Nor was it solely to paint a collective portrait of someone who was a much-loved friend and teacher of so many people during her lifetime, consistently experienced as being “unique”. Rather, it was to present a model/view of introjective learning that would invite future readers to share in the values embodied by Mattie as internal object. As we know from psychoanalytic theory, mourning as a mental exercise is the foundation of all thinking processes from the earliest experience of the “absent breast”. The fact that a particular person no longer exists in the external world is no barrier to the internalization of their mental qualities, as we know well from the very fact that we continue to read the classics, perpetually astonished to discover how accurately some author from a bygone age and culture has understood us – that is to say, can endow our world with meaning.


This does depend of course on some type of written record being available. We hope this book will encourage new readers to explore the complex understanding of human relations that is to be found through the close reading of Martha Harris’ own finely crafted books and papers; these are classics of their kind, and unusual amongst psychoanalytic writings in the depth of meaning that underlies their apparent simplicity, their elegance of style, and sensitivity to the reader. In this book of tributes will be found testimony to the practical innovations in clinical settings and in psychoanalytic education that resulted from her personal vision, and from her conviction that psychoanalytic ideas could and would “travel” – both geographically to other countries, and laterally to other professions.


Despite her huge influence on a generation of child psychotherapists and analysts, it has often been found difficult to trace in any formal way the provenance of ideas that undoubtedly originated with her and were a natural feature of her humanitarian vision – her “gardening” attitude to the psychoanalytic world, with the requirement to sow and bear fruit. Sometimes this elusiveness has been put down to excessive modesty on her part; sometimes to gender (she eschewed the traditional “male”-colonial habit of labelling an idea in order to acquire possession of it); sometimes to her democratic-style techniques for developing confidence amongst all the participants of a particular task. It also however had its roots in a belief that unless ideas did travel and find their own form in other minds and places, they would disappear or fossilize; and therefore it was important not to “fx” them through any too concrete attribution.


Nonetheless the fact remains that the favour of her personality was in a sense a necessary aspect of her green-fingered approach to making psychoanalytic ideas fertile. So we also hope that the personal intimacy of the “memories” recounted in the book will enable a special kind of identification with the process of coming to knowledge that will add direction to new readers’ experience of reading Martha Harris’ own writings.


Probably it is only since Bion’s theory of thinking that psychoanalysis has had the conceptual framework for investigating how the mind builds itself, through gratitude and introjective processes, as distinct from how it fragments itself through envy and projection. The personal accounts in this book, based on the self-refection of several decades, model this process of mindbuilding, with the aid of a teacher-become-internal object. As a model, it is universally applicable, since it is dependent on internal objects, not external ones. The many authors here represented chose their own mode of writing about their experience, past and present. These include overviews of Mattie’s work both in England and abroad; some cases of clinical work or supervision with her or closely related to her; and personal recollections in the form of essays or of vivid recollections of particular moments that have infused the future development of one-time students who are now, some thirty years later, in a position to review their careers.


Some of these recollections will also testify to the subtlety of Martha Harris’ often-misunderstood principle of “assisted self-selection”. This did not mean accepting all comers and waiting to see who dropped out. On the contrary, if she felt someone was unsuitable to be a candidate for her course, she adamantly resisted pressure from colleagues to take them on. In her interviews she was looking for something less easily defined than answers to questions – for a capacity to identify with the child within and to enable its growth.


Enabling and Inspiring is therefore, we hope, a gateway not to a closed possessive mausoleum of hidden treasures, but to a spiritual sharing of enriching values, wisdom and educational innovation, much of which is still in advance of our time and not yet really implemented. As Donald Meltzer wrote of the principles that lay behind the teaching method she established at the Tavistock in the 1960s:


The central conviction, later hallowed in Bion’s concept of “learning from experience”, was that the kind of learning which transformed a person into a professional worker had to be rooted in the intimate relations with inspired teachers, living and dead, present and in books. (Meltzer, 1988; 2011, pp. 345-46).


This book is about the kind of learning that transforms a person into a professional worker.


Meg Harris Williams, May 2012









CHAPTER ONE


Mattie at work


Gianna Polacco Williams1





As you may read in the biography written by Meg Harris Williams (1989), Mattie’s grandfather was called Mazzini McClure and it sounds as if he was a man worthy of his revolutionary name. The revolution that took place in the courses Mattie was responsible for in the 60s and 70s is evidence that she was worthy of her grandfather’s name. The four-year course in Child Psychotherapy that Mattie inherited from Esther Bick in 1960 was a course with limited places. Two or three people started every other year, with very rigorous selection. This included a session with a psychiatrist. In the early days, whoever was accepted was, from the start, a student in Child Psychotherapy, although they only started their clinical work after a period of Infant Observation and Theory seminars. Gradually, Mattie adopted a totally different approach, offering much freer access to a two-year course. It was initially called the Pre-clinical Course, but gradually acquired greater autonomy and became a course in its own right. The first title of the new ourse was Course in Observational Studies and the Application of Psychoanalytic Concepts to Work with Children, Adolescents and Families.2 As the title was so long, it was often referred to as the Observation Course or M7 (this was the code used by the training office when referring to the course). The outline of the original course in Child Psychotherapy was radically modified.


It was made very clear that in order to start the Child Psychotherapy training, it was necessary first to have completed the M7 course. It was a prerequisite, just as having a degree was a prerequisite. Whoever applied to the M7 course was generally accepted after just one meeting, so long as: he or she had some experience of working with children, adolescents or families; was currently involved in working with children, adolescents or families; and was prepared to commit himself or herself seriously to the considerable amount of work that the course involved. This meant a minimum of 15 hours per week, spread between observations, writing reports and attending seminars, in addition to the work itself (as teacher, nurse etc).


The number of teachers on the course increased considerably and, by the mid-1970s, it was possible to accept up to 20 fulltime students every year. For two years, the students took part in four weekly seminars. The most important seminar, alongside the Infant Observation seminar, was one of Mattie’s important inventions: the Work Discussion seminar (see the book by Rustin & Bradley, 2008).


We are so familiar with the structure of the course as it is today, that it is hard to imagine it without this essential component. It is also difficult to realize how original it was to introduce this seminar into a course that was initially called “pre-clinical”. It provided an opportunity to apply psychoanalytical concepts to work carried out in very different contexts. At times, a seminar with five members might present five different work contexts, often far removed from a 50-minute clinical session.


It was quite an experience to see Mattie at work in this seminar. One could feel how genuine her respect was for the meaning of therapeutic interactions, such as, for instance, the work of a paediatric nurse with a sick child; how she really believed and managed to put across that psychoanalytic ideas can and must be exported in order to deepen the understanding of interactions in different types of work. This seminar, in particular, began to attract students who had no intention of changing their work, but only wished to improve the way they currently worked.


Increasingly, some people applied for M7 with the intention of training later as a child psychotherapist, but, while taking the course, discovered the potential for therapeutic interaction within their own work. They felt enriched by the psychoanalytic perspective offered by the Work Discussion – as well as the rest of the course – and realized that they had no real motivation to change the work they were doing.


I remember, for instance, the head teacher of a secondary school who had started M7 as a prerequisite for the clinical training, with the intention of changing her profession. During the two years of the course in Observational Studies, she implemented very meaningful changes in the school where she worked. She also realized that she had no wish to abandon her role as head teacher. As far as I know, Mrs M remained for many years as the head teacher of one of the most forward-thinking schools in London, in terms of its development of counselling for students, open attitudes to parents, and helping teachers to understand the emotional problems of the students. At least two or three teachers from this school took part each year in the Tavistock course on the Emotional Aspects of the Learning and Teaching Relationship, a course initiated in the 60s by Martha Harris and her husband Roland Harris.


It seems to me that two factors were central to the climate that Mattie created in her course over the years: she was responsible both for the course in Observational Studies and the clinical training. This atmosphere made the choice of students as free and as devoid of basic assumptions as possible. It was easy to enter the course if one really wished to do so and I am sure that this astonished people during their first meeting with Mattie. I saw this astonishment when people had their first meeting with me when I took over the course in 1979.


The second factor was that people really felt that Mattie sincerely valued a psychoanalytic perspective in all work contexts. The easy access and the value put on applied psychoanalysis helped to erode the elitist element, which can so easily lead to wrong choices, such as students applying for the clinical training even without strong motivation, just to be amongst the “chosen” ones.


I remember that Mattie was annoyed when some of the teachers continued, in the early days, to call M7 the “pre-clinical” course, as this gave her the feeling that we had really understood nothing of the changes close to her heart. This obviously did not help them to feel that they had completed a meaningful piece of work with the Observational Studies course, which was not supposed to be “pre-” anything. (Now, in fact, M7 has become a PgDip/ MA so even more a course in its own right.)


We used to have tutors’ meetings, but Mattie never sat us down to talk about the importance of the change in the course title. Making a pronouncement like that would have been very alien to her.


She had a great deal of patience with people who took time to take in new ideas and to develop a coherence that really came from within – the only kind that she valued. She didn’t suffer an adhesive type of conformity gladly. At times I might have wished to find her a little more directive, as I might have avoided some mistakes, but I understand – perhaps only now, years afterwards – the reason for her resistance to establishing a party line. Mrs M, the head teacher, applied to the course when Mattie was still organizing tutor. Mattie was her personal tutor, and she took part in the Work Discussion with Mattie. In her case, the “assisted self-selection”, as Mattie called it, was not a dif-cult process, because it was clear that Mrs M did not perceive her choice to stay as a head teacher in the school, as “giving up” something. It was just part of the discovery of the value of applied psychoanalysis in institutional work.


Mattie was also very capable of helping people who were less clear in their choices than Mrs M. Her golden rule was that the work you do best is the work you enjoy the most. She saw the course in Observational Studies as including an experience of vocational guidance and when two years were not enough for this to be completed, Mattie encouraged people to take time if they were still uncertain, or if their tutor had some doubts about the best direction for them to pursue.


A third year of Work Discussion seminars was offered to many who, for instance, had not yet started an analysis for various reasons (and who certainly wouldn’t have made the best use of their analysis if they had started it only in order to get onto the clinical training course). Some students were not at all sure that they wanted to become child psychotherapists, but, at the end of the two years, they had also not yet developed a clear alternative work project. Personal tutors – who were most frequently the teachers of Work Discussion seminars – made themselves available for tutorials to help students become clearer about their career direction.


A further course was established with Mattie’s help, when she had left the role of organizing tutor but was still teaching at the Tavistock. This was an Advanced Course in Applied Psychoanalysis that would be open to people who wished to deepen their psychoanalytic understanding of their work, once they finished the course in Observational Studies. This course involved the study of Bion as its main theoretical component and an experience of “group relations” as an option.


The course was in no way meant for students who, for different reasons, may not have been advised to undertake the clinical training at that time. For some it was a time for refection, a course also for people like the head teacher I mentioned earlier (who was indeed one of the first people to undertake the Advanced Course).


Obviously, it would be absurd to maintain that this new approach completely excluded selection, but it excluded selection from high above. As I said earlier, Mattie referred to the process as “assisted self selection”.


The greatest difficulty in helping students to make a really free decision about the future was mainly encountered when he or she had come with the intention of undertaking the clinical training, but without having been able to have a taste of our way of working first. They had no equivalent experience of the long period of dialogue, refection and vocational guidance that the course in Observational Studies offers to students who are trained in England. Mattie often had long correspondence with people who wished to come from abroad. This was one of  the points she discussed extensively with me when, in 1979, I inherited from her the role of organizing tutor of the course in Observational Studies. She told me that people who had already uprooted themselves and left work in their country might find it difficult to keep an open mind and to allow teachers to help them to reflect, to observe, and to look honestly at their motivations in applying for the clinical training. If they had left their country with the idea of taking the clinical training they would have felt defeated returning home without having done so.


When it was possible, Mattie asked people she trusted, who lived in the same town or in the same country as those who had applied to the Tavistock, to meet the prospective students and if possible, to offer them a period of supervision on the work they were already doing – a form of individual work discussion. This was especially relevant when they would otherwise have to travel a long way for an initial meeting with Mattie. Mattie gave me a list of addresses of people who could be delegated this task of individual work discussion, or supervision in a number of countries. These same people, as well as others, have over the years started observation seminars, work discussions, and observational studies courses on the Tavistock model, in Latin America, North America, Asia, Australia and South Africa.


In October 1989, for the first time, a student who had completed her observation course and vocational guidance in Australia began the clinical training in London; her teachers in Australia were all former Tavistock students.


The first foreign pilot project of the Tavistock model course was the Course in Observational Studies in Rome, which started in October 1976. In the April of that year, when Mattie and I started talking about the possibility of starting this course as a full course, entirely in Rome, there were about twelve Italian students at the Tavistock, at different stages of the course, either in Observational Studies or Child Psychotherapy, and there were many applications from Italians who hoped to come in the future.


When we celebrated the 60th anniversary of the Tavistock (in 1980) I remember that some students organized a series of comical sketches, one of them a parody of a television quiz. One of the questions was, “What is the fundamental reading for the seminar on Infant Observation?” After some false responses, the correct answer was “an Italian-English dictionary”.


In 1989 there was only one Italian student in the clinical course at the Tavistock. But, in Italy, observational studies courses had already been completed by more than 150 people: 40 attending or having completed the course in Child Psychotherapy and 12 the course in Applied Psychoanalysis. Now, there are about 400 child therapists in Italy trained on the Tavistock model.


To return to 1976: Mattie did not feel that the organizational programme of the Rome course was much to worry about. She had really internalized the advice of Bion that what matters is “not the decrease of inhibition but a decrease of the impulse to inhibit” (Bion, 1970, p. 129).


Mattie was the most facilitating person I have ever met. The discussion of the Rome project gave me a precious opportunity to talk at length with her about its aims and the risks that she had become aware of during the years. She had a very well developed sixth sense – much better than mine – for the inhibiting dynamics that can develop in groups and in institutions. All the practical, organizational aspects were very simplified. Mattie helped me a little with the first timetable. She said that it was just a matter of reproducing a model. Since 1976 a day release option had been introduced for the two-year course in Observational Studies, where people came just for one day a week. This enabled students who were working outside London, and at times very far from London, to get a one-day permit to come to the Tavistock, and take all the seminars of the week in a concentrated group of hours. Some students also called the day-release “the Wednesday marathon”.


It was not possible to think of such weekly seminars for students in Rome, because of the cost of the fights for tutors travelling from London. So, if we were thinking about fortnightly seminars, which would be needed to cover the same ground, we just needed to hold a double marathon. Some teachers of the Observational Studies course in London could come to Rome in rotation and work on Friday and Saturday, or on Saturday and Sunday. If one heard Mattie talking about this, it sounded extremely simple – and in effect it was. Her formula was adopted, with some changes, not only in Rome but also in many other Italian cities, including Milan, Turin, Genoa, Bologna, Florence, Palermo. From the autumn of 1988, courses also ran in Naples and Venice.


Mattie had a real talent for avoiding unnecessary red tape. She said that it was not at all necessary to ask the permission of anybody in order to start a pilot project. It was just essential to begin the work with people who really felt like working hard.


After the Rome course had been running for 18 months and was going well – was airborne – Mattie advised me to bring a report of the work we were doing to the Professional Committee of the Tavistock, in order to discuss possible official links between the Tavistock and the Rome course. The course in Rome was run under the auspices of the Faculty of Education with Professor La Porta as chair, and we were thinking of a similar link with the Tavistock, also under its auspices. Mattie helped me to prepare the report and we were given a very friendly reception. Robert Gosling, who was also a very facilitating person, was chair of the Professional Committee and was deeply infuenced by the thinking of Bion, who had been his analyst. He was very aware of the inhibiting dynamics in institutions. He suggested that the course should be accredited, not afliated to the Tavistock. He felt the work we did in Rome appeared to be identical to the course in London, the teachers were the same, the content of the curriculum was the same, it was just under a different sky. This accreditation, which is largely due to Mattie, has been maintained to this day for the Rome course, and now for other courses in Italy.


Initially, I did not think we could run a child psychotherapy training in Rome. We thought that people who really wished to take that route could come to London to train for the clinical training in London, like the Australian students who took the course in observational studies in Sydney and then came for the clinical training to London. But it looked as if some of the students who had taken part in the first two Rome intakes were interested in and had aptitude for child psychotherapy. It seemed that it was not very realistic for them to come to England forfour or five years. Some had families, some had already started an analysis in Italy and some spoke no English. Only two students completed the two-year course in Rome and then came to do the clinical training in London. So it seemed desirable to investigate the possibility of child psychotherapy training in Rome, but I thought it would be very difficult.


Again, Mattie said she didn’t see much of a problem. It was, again, a matter of just adapting a model. And this time it would be easier, because we already had experience of this model with the observation course (i.e. the same curriculum, the same number of seminars held by the same teachers “under a different sky”). We certainly could find some psychoanalysts with experience in child work in Italy who might help us with weekly supervisions of intensive cases that “fying tutors” could not undertake.


Mattie gave me her full support in developing this project and she was right – it was possible. The first course in Child Psychotherapy started in Rome in 1979 and Mattie and Don took part in the teaching in Rome, both in the clinical seminars and the observational studies. (It was fascinating to see them discussing infant observation material together.) They also taught in all the observational studies started between 1979 and 1984 – i.e. in Milan, in Genoa and in Palermo as well as Rome. The students, and those who have been helped by the students, in Italy over the years owe a great deal to Mattie as a teacher and facilitator of new initiatives.


In 1988 we founded the first Centro Studi Martha Harris in Rome, which acted as a container for the Observation Course and helped to offer at least some modules of the course in other Italian towns. (There are now six CSMH in Italy and one in France.)


Most people in Italy took the full course. The course in Observational Studies in London was not however always offered as a full course. For some applicants, it made more sense to take just one seminar or two to begin with, and later take the whole course if they felt like it. In the 80s and 90s, about half of the students in London took the course on the basis of this extended formula, which is much easier for those with full-time jobs or small children. Some who had initially thought they would follow the course in Observational Studies as a whole, then decided they might only be able to take an Infant Observation or Work Discussion seminar. It was felt to be important that whatever was undertaken should be done seriously. Despite being very flexible, Mattie was very intransigent on this point.


Mattie was an incredible worker and expected that others, both colleagues and students, should be prepared to roll up their sleeves as well. For instance, she gradually introduced a great deal of written work into the M7 course – with papers on theory, and on the infant observation and work discussion. She thought, and in my opinion she was right, that the written work could be of great help in the process of “assisted self-selection”. It would enable us, the tutors, to discuss with the student what he or she had really taken in, what really interested him or her. But, obviously, the students had to write their papers and the tutors had to read them and discuss them with the students. Mattie was prepared to do this herself and expected her colleagues to do the same. In fact, I don’t think that any one of us worked as hard as she did.


She was also prepared to take on commitments that she did not enjoy, when it was necessary. For instance, she devoted a great deal of time to administrative work necessary to achieve recognition of the profession of child psychotherapy in the Health Service and a proper salary structure. She was very active and precise when she attended committee meetings and had all the necessary statistics and information at hand. She did not tend to delegate boring tasks and was anything but what one would call in Italian a “baronessa”. Indeed, I think Mattie was one of the least narcissistic, least pleased-with-herself person I have encountered. She wished to share values with her colleagues, but it is interesting that a very wide range of people say she had a profound influence on their way of working, or inspired them. Cloning was totally alien to her and she was sharply critical of those who liked to be surrounded by “pale replicas of themselves” (as she put it: Harris, 1975a, p. 44). She was intolerant of fattery and could recognize and strongly discourage projective and adhesive identifcation.


As for introjective identifcation with Mattie, I think that this is a long and arduous process but very central in the life of many who have known her, profoundly admired her and loved her.


Notes


1 Translated and revised from Quaderni no 18 (Williams, G. P. , 1989).


2 See Martha Harris’ (1979) description of the course in The Tavistock Gazette.









CHAPTER TWO


Mattie as an educator1



Margaret Rustin





Mattie was my most beloved and inspiring teacher. She had a wonderful mind. She could reach deep into herself and use the richness and fluidity of her contact with her own emotional being to understand others. Her students were given a remarkable experience, for they were safely held by her breadth of attentiveness while being brought close to the exhilarating, frightening, exciting, beautiful, astonishing ways in which babies feel and begin to think. Mattie’s love and enjoyment of children and life and her devotion to psychoanalytically inspired exploration of the early development of mind came together in a particularly faithful way in her teaching, and shaped a whole generation of child psychotherapists.


Seeing the lovely gardens she could create, a glorious blend of colour in which the relative wildness of herbaceous borders and free-growing shrubs concealed the very hard work and patient care of the gardener, was for me a source of perceiving how she worked at the Tavistock.


When she first took on the task of organizing the Tavistock Child Psychotherapy Training, she was faced with sustaining a psychoanalytic conception of personality growth which Esther Bick had taught. Mrs Bick followed Melanie Klein’s still developing thought closely, and was committed to an uncompromising purity of technique. Mattie had to find a way to continue this teaching in a context of considerable disagreement among senior colleagues over some fundamentals. In order to learn, students needed some protected space for grappling with the Kleinian paradigm but also to engage with the wider currents of child psychiatric practice and the Tavistock community mental health approach. The echoes of this creative tension are recurrent in ongoing thinking about training now, and Mattie’s way of integrating relevant knowledge through intense concentration on the particular is a powerful model.


The study of the interaction between babies and their mothers, and indeed other members of the family, through the method of infant observation developed by Mrs Bick, was pivotal in Mattie’s conception of a psychoanalytic education. The careful regularity of weekly non-intrusive visits allowed access to the intimate interplay of emotional lives in the family nexus. Seminars for discussion of detailed descriptions of all that had been observed was the first encounter most students had with Mattie’s teaching. It was an astounding experience. Students would be bewildered by the wealth of unfamiliar detail and what could seem like shapeless chaos, and by the intensity of their own emotional engagement. Mattie’s comments would draw together in a memorably meaningful way the available evidence about the states of mind and feeling of the family members, and would offer a language which sounded quite ordinary and down-to-earth for describing emotional events which most of us had never been able to notice before. The clarity and simplicity of the language reflected Mattie’s steady concentration on the essential data. Readers will enjoy the limpid style of her writing about the observation of infants.


She had a capacity to be profoundly interested and to share with the seminar her fascination in the unfolding of a baby’s potentialities and with parents’ experiences of coming to know their baby and new aspects of themselves too. At the same time, the students’ emotional responses, their anxieties and development, would be unobtrusively held in Mattie’s mind. We felt ourselves very fully known to her through these seminars but also able to trust her use of this knowledge because it was used with love and concern to facilitate our development as individuals and as potential therapists. So she showed us how to appreciate the privilege of coming close to the intimate interior of family lives, of becoming aware of the conscious and unconscious emotional patterns, of seeing how an infant’s personality took shape. Particularly characteristic was her emphasis on the interplay of internal factors – the temperament of mother and baby, their individual capacities for tolerating anxieties, expressing emotions and so on – and the external and contingent factors: who was available to contain and support mother in the vulnerable early weeks; how had the confinement been experienced; what might disturb or help mother and baby in establishing the feeding relationship. The combination for many students of beginning Infant Observation and personal analysis was a watershed over which Mattie presided with personal delicacy and kindness.


In the gradual evolution of the pre-clinical training of child psychotherapists to its present form in the Tavistock observation course, Mattie’s other central plank was what she called a “Work Discussion” seminar.2 A very unpretentious and even mundane name for what turned out to be a hugely creative conception. One of her own experiences which contributed to working out the basis for this sort of seminar is documented in her paper on “Consultation project in a comprehensive school” (1968b). Struck by how useful observation of children in a non-clinical context turned out to be to teachers, she gathered together a group of people wanting to train as child psychotherapists and instituted a seminar to which they were invited to bring recorded observations of their experiences at work. The members were from a variety of professions and settings and had a lot to offer each other. The method was for the member presenting to read aloud the written material and to add thoughts as they occurred. The ensuing dialogue between presenter and seminar members elucidated many further details and allowed for the exploration of the emotional aspects of the work setting, both building a picture of the inner preoccupations of the child or children being studied, and clarifying the conscious and unconscious responses of the worker to the children’s communications. The helpfulness of these seminars to people struggling with often very distressed and disturbed children was enormous: finding meaningful links which might render the children’s behaviour understandable reduced the degree of confusion, anxiety and persecution and freed the workers’ imagination and hopefulness.


The Tavistock course for teachers on Counselling Aspects of the teacher’s role grew from this same kernel, and Work Discussion seminars have become a standard component of many other courses. The concept now seems so obvious it is hard to imagine being without it, but it arose from Mattie’s conviction that a psychoanalytic attitude was relevant not only in the consulting room but in all settings where the understanding and management of the anxieties and confects of adults and children were central to the developmental possibilities inherent in the situation. This starting point made all the relationships open to a growing child at home, at school and in the wider community worthy of close study.


Mattie’s own enjoyment of teaching, which made her seminars and supervisions pleasures to be intensely savoured, must have been an important factor in her decision to initiate a large expansion in the Child Psychotherapy Training. In the early 1970s, changes in the organization of the National Health Service, an expanding interest in psychoanalysis and psychotherapy, and an increasing number of suitably qualifed and experienced applicants provided the opportunity for mobilizing the resources of the tiny profession to launch a much increased educational programme. A generation of those whose training had been deeply marked by Mattie’s influence were gathered together to serve as teachers. The privileges of the teacher in presiding over the personal and intellectual development of her students were particularly appreciated by Mattie. The seminars of the Observation Course offered access to the many-layered possibilities of being able to use psychoanalytic methods and knowledge in a broader context than the individual work of the consulting room. Students, their colleagues, the children they worked with and the children’s families were all part of the seminar’s experience.


Democratic instincts, personal generosity, a capacity for phenomenal hard work, and a conviction that the unique value of psychoanalytic insight ought to be shared as much as was possible, enabled Mattie to inspire her psychotherapist colleagues to take on this challenge. Her own courage and devotion to and happiness in the work underpinned a colossal determination not to be hampered by a weight of bureaucratized organization, nor to pay too much heed to the cautious and in many ways traditionalistic assumptions of most psychoanalytic educators. In retrospect, this shift of gear still takes one’s breath away.


Of course her example, because it was so transparently expressive of a whole grasp on life, was immensely influential. The impact she had on those she taught derived from her being as well as from the power of her presentation of psychoanalytic ideas. Her attitude to her students felicitously combined a depth of interest and a great deal of patience when she sensed that honest learning was taking place, with a firm conviction that anxieties must be faced and tolerated. She did not believe in reassurance, but helped her students to bear the rigours of psychoanalytic learning by her kindness and extraordinary capacity to hold in mind their individual vulnerabilities. One of her favourite theoretical references was to Bion’s use of Keats’ concept of “negative capability”, and her approach to teaching was a beautiful exemplification of Bion’s ideas.


Many of her colleagues can bear witness to the subtlety of her judgements of people – and very many students benefited from her sensitive contact with the creative spark inside them which could elude other observers but which Mattie could seek out and nourish.


In the later part of her working life, she began to place more emphasis on the importance of writing, and struggled to make more space for writing work of her own. The value of writing also came to take up a larger place in the Tavistock Clinic psychotherapy training.


Her collected papers (1987, 2011) provide a more formal record of her outstanding contribution to thinking about psychoanalytic education for a wider public as well as a delightful re-encounter with her for old friends and students. Re-reading Mattie’s papers is truly pleasurable because the grace of her use of language is truly expressive of the workings of her mind. Complex ideas are conveyed so directly, and the sentences bring alive the lived experience from which the ideas derive.


One very short paper will serve to illustrate this quality. It was written for a general educated readership, and concerns sibling relationships. In the last few years there has been a renewed psychoanalytic interest in siblings and a number of publications, including some suggesting that this was a previously neglected theme in psychoanalysis. Mattie’s wise musings of 1967 serve as a corrective to this view! The integration of observations from everyday family life with a psychoanalytically informed understanding of both profound infantile anxieties and the natural developmental rhythms of children’s lives is allied to a grasp of the central function of parental containment. The imaginative sympathy she conveys for the feelings of a first child on the arrival of a new baby brings her generous personality immediately to mind. She writes of the child’s disappointment (barely to be noticed by the baby at first), sense of rejection, anger and depression, and, while noting the necessary element of ambivalence in all honestly based sibling relationships, she also describes the potential for lifelong intimacy and friendship between brothers and sisters. She ponders, with interest, on the variations across time and place in sibling relationships depending on social and familial structures, drawing on history, anthropology and literature to do so. Her learning and breadth of interest open our minds to the richness of what there is to know and the many relevant discourses to take into account, and here is the genius of Mattie as a teacher.


Her own practice as a psychoanalytic teacher and supervisor in fact created a particularly strong set of quasi sibling ties between her pupils. How lucky we were both to feel individually known, appraised and respected and to be aware of being part of a group of pupils for whose development she took so much responsibility. The intensity of the whole experience certainly included extreme reactions to the new babies who appeared when a new academic year commenced and ongoing rivalries which could have a destructive impact were near the surface, but the greatest thing was the experience of becoming part of a working group which was capable of struggling to sustain Bion’s work-group ethic within an emotional context of great warmth and intimacy. This inspiring integration of the personal and the professional was Mattie’s version of the feminist theme that “the personal is political” which was part of the wider social background of the 1960s and 70s. Within the Tavistock, her outstanding work set the scene for a significant shift in the balance of status and authority between men and women and for a greater appreciation of the central importance of psychoanalytic work with children and parents and of the responsibility to nurture clinical creativity in our approach to psychoanalytic education.


Notes


1 First published in Collected Papers of Martha Harris and Esther Bick (1987), pp. ix-xiii. The final three paragraphs were added in 2010 for the Paris event in her honour organized by the GERPEN (see Chapter 5).


2 A more extensive discussion of the invention and development of the Work Discussion Seminar can be found in my introductory chapter in Rustin & Bradley (2008).
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