

[image: ]



The Soft Power of Culture


Other works by Jonathan Sklar

Landscapes of the Dark: History, Trauma, Psychoanalysis (Karnac, 2011)

Balint Matters: Psychosomatics and the Art of Assessment (Karnac, 2017)

Dark Times: Psychoanalytic Perspectives on Politics, History and Mourning (Phoenix, 2019)



The Soft Power of Culture

Art, Transitional Space, Death and Play

Jonathan Sklar


[image: ]




First published in 2024 by

Karnac Books Limited

62 Bucknell Road

Bicester

Oxfordshire OX26 2DS

Copyright © 2024 by Jonathan Sklar

The right of Jonathan Sklar to be identified as the author of this work has been asserted in accordance with §§ 77 and 78 of the Copyright Design and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without the prior written permission of the publisher.

British Library Cataloguing in Publication Data

A C.I.P. for this book is available from the British Library

ISBN: 978-1-80013-248-1 (paperback)

ISBN: 978-1-80013-249-8 (e-book)

ISBN: 978-1-80013-250-4 (PDF)

Typeset by Medlar Publishing Solutions Pvt Ltd, India


[image: ]


www.firingthemind.com




To Ilana, Zack, Sam and Eddie




List of figures

Figure 1. The Basket of Apples, Paul Cézanne, 1893

Figure 2. Three Skulls on a Patterned Carpet, Paul Cézanne, 1904

Figure 3. Saint Christopher Carrying the Christ Child, Hieronymus Bosch, c.1450–1516

Figure 4. Angelus Novus, Paul Klee, 1940

Figure 5. Las Meninas, Diego Velázquez, 1656

Figure 6. Pablo Picasso,  Las Meninas, Cannes, 17 August 1957 © Succession Picasso/DACS, London 2024. Oil on canvas, 194 × 260 cm, Museu Picasso, Barcelona. Gift of Pablo Picasso, 1968. MPB 70.433. Museu Picasso, Barcelona. Photo: Fotogasull. Reproduced under licence

Figure 7. Richard Hamilton, Picasso’s Meninas, 1973 © R. Hamilton. All rights reserved, DACS 2024. Photo: Tate. Reproduced under licence

Figure 8. Francis Bacon, Figure Getting Out of a Car, c.1945 (First version of Landscape with Car, c.1945–46) © The Estate of Francis Bacon. All rights reserved. DACS 2024

Figure 9. Francis Bacon, Crucifixion, 1933 © The Estate of Francis Bacon. All rights reserved, DACS/Artimage 2024. Photo: Prudence Cuming Associates Ltd.

Figure 10. Francis Bacon, Three Studies for Figures at the Base of a Crucifixion, 1944. Photo: Tate © The Estate of Francis Bacon. All rights reserved. DACS 2024

Figure 11. Francis Bacon, Head VI, 1949 © The Estate of Francis Bacon. All rights reserved, DACS/Artimage 2024. Photo: Prudence Cuming Associates Ltd.

Figure 12. Francis Bacon, Oedipus and the Sphinx after Ingres, 1983 © The Estate of Francis Bacon. All rights reserved, DACS/Artimage 2024. Photo: Prudence Cuming Associates Ltd.

Figure 13. Comparison of Pope Innocent X, Diego Velázquez, c.1650 with Francis Bacon, Head VI, 1949 © The Estate of Francis Bacon. All rights reserved. DACS 2024

Figure 14. Black Crab, Bernard Meadows, 1951–1952. Photo: Tate. Reproduced with the kind permission of Julia and Anthea Meadows

Figure 15. Awakening Slave, Michelangelo, 1525–1530. One of the Prisoners series for the tomb of Pope Julius II. Galleria dell’Accademia, Florence

Figure 16. Beach and Sea, Seaton Carew, 1956, William Tillyer, painted at age eighteen. Reproduced with permission

Figure 17. Black Square, Kazimir Malevich, 1915

Figure 18. Meander, William Tillyer, 1966. Reproduced with permission

Figure 19. Portrait, Head and Shoulders, William Tillyer, 1978. Reproduced with permission

Figure 20. The House at Karl Gustav, William Tillyer, 1979. Reproduced with permission

Figure 21. The Percival David Bowl, William Tillyer, 2022, from the “Mulgrave Tensile Wire”. Reproduced with permission

Figure 22. Double Crossbar with Blue Vase and Arrangement, William Tillyer, 1983. Reproduced with permission

Figure 23. The Wildenstein Hermitage, William Tillyer, 1990. Reproduced with permission

Figure 24. Photograph of William Tillyer. Reproduced with permission

Figure 25. Two photographs of a large Aboriginal-carved seed. Reproduced with permission

Figure 26. A newborn miniature pine tree, springing out of the protective bark of an old tree root. Copyright © Victoria Hamilton. Reproduced with permission






About the author

Dr Jonathan Sklar, MBBS, FRCPsych is an Independent training and supervising psychoanalyst of the British Psychoanalytical Society. Originally trained in psychiatry at Friern and the Royal Free Hospitals, he also trained in psychotherapy in the adult department of the Tavistock Clinic, London. For many years, he was consultant psychotherapist and head of the psychotherapy department at Addenbrooke’s and Fulbourn hospitals in Cambridge.

As well as lecturing widely across the world, he has taught psychoanalysis annually in South Africa for over ten years, and termly in Chicago for ten years until 2018, as well as regularly across Eastern Europe and in Peru.

From 2007 to 2011, he was vice president of the European Psychoanalytic Federation, with special responsibility for seminars for recently qualified analysts as well as the development of new analytic groups in East Europe. He was a board member of the International Psychoanalytical Association from 2015 to 2019. He is an honorary member of the South African Psychoanalytic Society and the Serbian Psychoanalytic Society, and established and chaired the Independent Psychoanalytic Trust.

He works in analytic practice in London.





Prologue

Serendipity is the great finder. As I was assembling and editing these chapters I chanced upon the so-far undiscovered title of this book in an extraordinary quote by Simon Schama.

Schama wrote about his 2022 BBC2 television series History of Now as

the fruit of sombre, late-life reflection that the History of Now was prefigured in the History of Then; that what we had imagined to be things of the past have returned to shadow the present and the future. Shrieking, whether online or on platforms, is back; hate is sexy and stalks the world as ‘disruption’.

Schama quipped the phrase “art against tyranny”—

the soft power of culture—poetically charged words, images, music, all of which can, in some circumstances, exert a force beyond the workaday stuff of politics. Culture can do this because it can connect with human habits, needs and intuitions in ways that expose the inhuman hollowness of official propaganda. (Schama, 2022)

So those old battles need to be refought, and with the help of the unlikely weapons that once opened eyes and changed minds; I will add to his quote the unconscious as another place that is part of the human habitat where we can seek and find further reflections of history then and now, as well as those well-known particulates of psychoanalysis—Freud’s free associations and the return of the repressed. And as such, psychoanalysis is another different and valuable tool to add in between the sciences and the arts to the already formidable array of human knowledge—history, economics, sociology, sexology and those humanities—painting, poetry, opera, music, dance, sport, and I will include as well as fiction, the depths of storytelling (which has its own long and ancient traditions of the imagination). All of these subjects contain unconscious hidden depths that can become insight and understanding and contribute to our human humanity as culture.

Cultural displays in art show multitudinous views of humans within their environment, and as time passes, how artists express and develop new views of life. From early times the Catholic church has utilised art on the walls of churches to show conception, as in the annunciation to the Madonna that she is pregnant, the birth of Christ, and within its schema is a haunting into the future of a death foretold. The Madonna carries the baby Christ on her lap, and after his crucifixion his dead body once again lies supported there. Alongside depictions of religious life that the people are invited to follow are potent frescoes of the allegories of Adam and Eve in Paradise and their expulsion, with an underlying split between good and bad. These transform into pictures of a good religious life inviting entry back to Paradise, but now with its interlocutor dwelling in Hell for evermore. And thus paintings educated the people into how the Church desires the lived life.

Later art forms developed the concept(ion) of momenta mori, with depictions of skulls that concentrate reflection on death. Hans Holbein the younger painted The Ambassadors in 15331 standing in front of a table on which are a celestial globe, a sundial and other scientific and musical instruments. There is a strange object on the floor that is an anamorphic—an intentional distortion—image of a skull, which, by the viewer moving around the painting, can come into vision as a clear motif of death and of separating scientific and cultural objects from us when we die. They are, and continue to be, available for the living. Similarly, paintings of still life, which began in northern Europe from the sixteenth century, contained the device of a vase of cut flowers beginning their decay from beauty and scent into death, and so back to earlier Christian paintings depicting the cycles of Christ’s journey from birth to death.

There are architecturally special buildings containing culture that are seen to be important landmarks of a city or a country’s achievements. When going abroad, these are places towards which tourists congregate, such as, in London, the British Museum, National Gallery, Royal Academy, the two Tates, opera, ballet and concert halls, and football stadiums. These are visited as some hallmark of cultural achievement and yet what has this got to do with us? Many citizens pass by or take for granted such cultural achievements. And the whole world adores football’s World Cup, which is its own particular art form of skills leading to the “death” of the other team (and similar to the game of war, and chess, in the desire to win and be on the victorious side).

And when we cannot visit these special cultural places, as none of us around the world could during three years of Covid lockdown, people felt dismayed, emptier of purpose, sickly and depressed. The absence of culture was part of the emptiness of mind in lockdown. During the Second World War, London lived with the Blitz and its counterpoint the Blackout. Lunchtime concerts were played and organised by Myra Hess at the National Gallery a few weeks after the start of war. They were presented on Monday to Fridays for six and a half years without fail. If London was being bombed, the concert was moved to a smaller, safer room. Hess presented 1,698 concerts, playing in 150 herself. They were seen by 824,152 people.2 Culture as valuable tool to boost morale.

And where are the origins of culture in the developing mind of the child? “The place where cultural experience is located is in the potential space between the individual and the environment (originally the object). The same can be said of playing. Cultural experience begins with creative living first manifested in play” (Winnicott, 1966b, p. 433). Winnicott theorised that the start of the infant’s transitional object, which he labelled the first not-me possession, is “both the first use of a symbol and the first experience of play” (ibid., p. 431). This takes place in the inner world of unconscious phantasy, whilst simultaneously it is in the presence of, and by the reinforcement of, the actual mother, coming and going, returning to offer and develop her maternal care. What the baby can manage by way of internal mental representations of the losing of mother gradually extends in time, or the phantasy of mother develops a robustness and can be remembered as an image for when the object (mother) is gone. This can be observed in the longer periods for which a baby can play alone with his or her body or a toy. The length of managing this gradually extends if the mother is available in a good-enough way. The lack of mother for too long a period that is repetitive can eventually damage the baby’s development of its internal mental representations of its objects, and leads in time to a profound lack of trust in the world.

As an exemplar of transitional space and play, Marion Milner, in conversation with Donald Winnicott, “conveyed the tremendous significance that there can be in the interplay of the edges of two curtains, or the surface of a jug that is placed in front of another jug” (Winnicott, ibid., p. 431). The act of looking at a painting means unconsciously being confronted with “something next to something else”, which can resonate unconsciously with the observer. For example, look at the Cézanne still life The Basket of Apples (1893).
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Figure 1. The Basket of Apples, Paul Cézanne, 1893




It is a strange picture to look at because the planes are vertiginous—if it were a mountain view one would be confronted with unsettling planes of view that seem to slip downwards (or upwards). Look at the table and trace its lines. One sees the upper right-hand corner as being much higher than the upper corner on the left, which is an unsettling surprise. The apples on the right-hand side of the table seem about to journey off it, down the plane of the higher corner—but they do not. They are in a state of suspension. This injects an uncanny element, as if by watching the canvas we are preparing for “the next second” of movement as the apples crash to the floor. Unstable certainly, as Cézanne is pointing out the singularity of that impending movement. He is taking hold of a movement in time and confronting the viewer with a moment prior to the fall. Who is about to fall? The apples, yes, but also the viewer may have to look at their impending next fall, like the moment prior to Adam and Eve having to leave Paradise. Or just when we see life being sort of level, the painting confronts us with the instability of life’s longitude. And perhaps the viewer, unsettled, just quickly passes by. And why not, as the unconscious play is an extraordinary comment about momento mori, which is true for all pictures of cut flowers in a vase or fruit in a basket, as they are but a moment on the path towards decay and death? Who now is unaware, as we emerge from our three impossible years of Covid lockdown, that life is unstable?
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Figure 2. Three Skulls on a Patterned Carpet, Paul Cézanne, 1904




I think that is something that Milner was inviting us to notice in the banality of two opposing curtains meeting (or not) at an edge, or one object in front of the other, meaning that one object is behind the other. Would that, in a moment, be the baby in front of mother or mother in front? And how might that matter, depending on what has happened before that moment? Is mother more important than her baby for a moment or are there too many such narcissistic moments of mother leaving the baby in the shadows? As Schama (ibid.) states, “So those old battles need to be refought”, but this time in one’s unconscious object relational system, testing out if the world is still conforming to the earlier blueprint of life, or has developed away from a more nihilistic position to one containing trust and love.

In discussing that Cézanne painting, the Belgian painter Luc Tuymans writes in the catalogue for the 2022–2023 Tate Modern exhibition:

the painting works as if it is being pushed to its breaking point. Here fragility becomes dangerous and obstinate—a moment frozen in time, purposely trying to destroy the unified image in order to recreate it … The painting functions as an echo chamber, incorporating the act of looking and separating the points of view of both eyes, combining the result into a single pictorial experience …

All in all, I think Cézanne’s quest was for the affirmation of his own eternity, driven by monumental persistence. The irony is that by using the most humble and unimportant subjects—such as an apple—Cézanne was able to crack depiction single-handedly. (Tuymans, 2022, p. 129)

Winnicott notes that “the use of an object symbolises the union of two now separate things, baby and mother, at the point in time and space of the initiation of their state of separateness” (ibid., p. 430, italics Winnicott’s own). The plane that mother and baby are on is, like the painting, a union of separate humble things—apples, bottle, cloth, plate and basket on a table. They are together and apart; and have movement that includes being on the edge of the next (minor) catastrophe. And that edge can include needing a bit more of a feed, losing the nipple or the departed mother or toy. Baby care is an edgy business. In a similar fashion, “Psychotic patients are all the time hovering between living and not living” (ibid., p. 433), forcing us to look at this problem. Winnicott, in a discussion of what life is about, argues that it is more than psychoneurosis and that the problems of being on the psychotic edge are also part of being a human in greater or lesser amounts.

I am claiming that these same phenomena that are life and death to our schizoid or borderline patients appear in our cultural experiences. It is these cultural experiences that provide the continuity in the human race that transcends personal existence. I am assuming that cultural experiences are in direct continuity with play, the play of those who have not yet heard of games. (ibid., p. 433)

Cézanne plays earnestly with the potentiality of the object falling at any moment and is in touch with the life–death moment for the observer to visualise before our very eyes, by looking at the basket of apples (‘Conversation avec Picasso’, Cahiers d’art special edition 1935, cited in T. J. Clark, 2022, p. 75). Nonetheless, another story tells an opposite view. Alex Danchev in his biography of Cézanne, writes about the art dealer Vollard who nodded off when Cézanne was painting his portrait. The artist did not mince his words: “Wretch. You’ve ruined the pose! I tell you in all seriousness you must hold it like an apple. Does an apple move?” (Danchev, 2013, p. 79).

This links to a chapter in this collection about the Bloomsbury Group being an early culture carrier of psychoanalysis in London. Maynard Keynes had persuaded the British Government to have an allocation of £20,000 to spend on art in Paris, and went with the Director of the National Gallery, Charles Holmes, to buy from Degas’ collection following his death in 1918. The museum acquired a Corot, a Gauguin, a Rousseau, two Delacroix, two Manets and four Ingres, but to Keynes’ immense frustration, not a single Cézanne. Keynes bought one Cézanne for himself and went directly to Charleston, the home of Duncan Grant and Vanessa Bell, where he revealed the small painting Apples, the first Cézanne to be in a British collection, and rapturously received by the Bloomsberries (Danchev, ibid., p. 128).

When we humans fall asleep, the fall is symbolic of falling back into mother and her womb where we originally lived. And there is an analogy in art and culture that connects womb and tomb, as if there is uncertainty that the place we surrender ourselves to return to each night will restore us the next day or will entrap us as the place of our death. This is a reason why so many people are too anxious to fall asleep, in case they never wake up again.

Dream: I am on the ocean in a box, a houseboat … We are drifting and I fall asleep. Then we land. I am onshore and awake. A woman is there.

Géza Róheim, the Hungarian anthropologist and psychoanalyst, interprets. Falling asleep in the box on the water simply symbolises the process of falling asleep, such as being in a box on the water with a woman(womb). Landing is being born, awakening, and to dream is a partial awakening … Falling asleep itself is a repetition of the womb situation but is sometimes symbolised by its opposite, being born. In this case we have both symbols: uterine regression and birth (Róheim, 1952, pp. 3–4).

And with the metaphor of birth there is its companion metaphor—death, linking womb and tomb. “A patient whose depression started at a very early age with the birth of his brother has the following hypnagogic fantasy: John and I are both in the grave. Even there I am trying to kill him” (ibid., p. 6).

Sleep and death are intimately connected, as are sleep and sex. The return to the inside of mother dream is so often about the return to mother and sex—being a reflection on the phallus that both enters and leaves the cave. The hero may die whilst falling asleep but is resurrected in the subsequent rising up, as the metaphor of the erection of the penis brings a return to being alive.

Or Winnicott quoting Tagore:

On the seashore of endless worlds,

Children play.

Winnicott then writes:

When I first became a Freudian I knew what it meant. The sea and the shore represent endless intercourse between man and woman, and the child emerged from this union to have a brief moment before becoming in turn adult or parent. Then, as a student of unconscious symbolism, I knew (one always knows) that the sea is the mother, and onto the seashore the child is born. Babies come out of the sea and are spewed out upon the land, like Jonah from the whale. So now the seashore was the mother’s body, after the child is born and the mother and the now viable baby are getting to know each other. (Winnicott, 1966b, p. 430)

All this description is to understand that this place is where play may begin to form, between Milner’s two edges, now the primordial sea and the land—that evolutionary edge where Darwinian change happened, from sea creatures to those existing on land. And humans have a trace of that sea world as the foetus develops within the sea of mother’s aquatic womb space.

Later Winnicott differentiates between body functioning and body experience (ibid., p. 434) in developing the idea of play and its continuum as a potential space: play becomes culture. And as language is being heard or misheard, its musicality and meanings are played and shaped into metaphor, as I will discuss in the first chapter of this book.

Hypnagogic states relate to immediately before falling asleep (from the Greek Hypnos—sleep and agogos—to lead). Hypnopompic states are the fleeting perceptual experiences from sleep to wakefulness. Róheim examines the sensations of falling or sinking that are typical hypnagogic sensations.

In English we have the expression “to fall asleep”, in Hungarian, alomba merult, “to dip under into sleep”, as into water. But in German we have einschlafen, in French endormir, “to sleep in, to turn into oneself”. If we condense these two ways of expressing sleep, we can say that the sleeper turns into himself and falls back into the womb, his own body being the material substratum of the dream-womb. (ibid., p. 7)

The Yukaghir shaman’s drum is a lake into which he dives in order to descend into the spirit world (Czaplicka, 1914, p. 209). A patient reports a dream flash as “I am falling down a precipice into an endless depth”. And Róheim related the falling into the womb dream at the start of Alice in Wonderland similarly as a falling asleep phantasy—“Alice was beginning to get very tired of sitting by her sister on the bank”—as the white rabbit leads her to the rabbit hole. “Either the well was very deep, or she fell very slowly, for she had plenty of time as she went down to look about her and to wonder what was going to happen next” (Carroll, 1865, p. 1).

Ideas associated with falling asleep and waking up, containing dream imagery of falling, felt in the body, caught up in words in our different languages and metaphors, are similarly found in the work of a Siberian Shaman, a late nineteenth-century French artist and a well-known British novelist. The hypnagogic thoughts as sleep returns us to the womb in our re-imagining falling into our origins, are expressed in our languages, imagery, and the novels of our culture, creating a soft power in linking to seemingly different things. Such capacities for unconscious linkage are made good use of in the invitation to the analysand to say whatever comes to mind without evasion or censorship. And what develops from a thread of two of these associations is a mycelium of interconnections, like the neurones themselves compacted into the brain.

These introductory remarks are by way of introducing the reader to the multi-layered chapters that follow. There are four long clinical descriptions of working with particular technical difficulties in analysing a heroin addict, a schizophrenic patient, reflecting on Freud’s paper “A child is being beaten” (1919) to examine maternal cruelty; and an exploration of understanding Winnicott’s “true and false self”.

These provide a psychoanalytic matrix to think about human cruelty and nihilism, often dressed up as being “just a game”. This is then reflected in a chapter on the violent apocalyptic times we live in and how psychoanalytic thinking can be seen as an essential perspective to examine our present “us and them” politics, with the world drifting into a vortex of deadly climate change as humans attack Mother Earth. Another chapter examines metaphor, particularly in the stranger who comes from beyond our comfortable life, and the present disdain for the past welcoming of the stranger into one’s tent as we find ourselves in a paranoid politic.

And there are many interwoven reflections on art and society: a paper on Francis Bacon and the radicality of free association, and another on Velázquez and power, which leads into the tragedy of the collapse of psychoanalysis during Nazification in the Berlin and Vienna psychoanalytic Societies during the Third Reich and after. The latter is also about how Anne-Marie Sandler recovered depth analysis with those members, as well as re-finding her lost German tongue. Another chapter is on the art of William Tillyer via a free-associative examination of the painter’s life through his art.

As T. S. Eliot wrote, “Birth, and copulation, and death. That’s all the facts when you come to brass tacks” (1975, p. 115).3 Cruelty, destruction and death stalk these chapters, and are found together in three small pieces of writing on our recent Covid times. There is also a thread running through the book about holding one’s nerve, being alive in the moment, realising that enactment in clinical work can be another royal road to the unconscious. And Winnicott’s observation of the child painting over their colourful picture by a total cover of black paint is a realisation that the death and destructive instinct as black is not the unconscious baseline, rather it indicates a necessity to descend beneath that clinical black layer to the colour and aliveness of the earlier true self, protected and still alive with the possibility of new creativity beneath the dark.
   



Chapter 1

Stranger, visitor, metaphor

Όλο τον κόσμο γύρισες μα τίποτα δεν είδες

You have been all around the world, but you saw nothing

Λυχνος του Αλλαδινου, Νίκος Καββαδίας 

Nikos Kavvadias, Alladin’s Lamp, 2006

In this chapter on Xenos, a word which means not only stranger or foreigner, but also ally, lifelong friend, guest as well as host,1 I will be concentrating on ideas around the uses and functions of metaphor in language as a critical means of carrying the weight of the unconscious, which can transfer, as in transference, understanding and knowledge of that part of the mind. My particular focus will be an examination of the flow of associations from Xenos—foreigner, outsider, stranger and in particular tramotane—a person who lives on the other side of the mountain. And, in addition, Xenos means guest and hospitality. Thus, the Greek word is double-edged as the stranger is also the guest. The word contains a pair of opposites.

It’s not that what is past casts its light on what is present, or what is present its light on the past; rather, image is that wherein what has been comes together in a flash with the now to form a constellation. In other words, image is dialectics at a standstill. For while the relation of the present to the past is a purely temporal, continuous one, the relation of what-has-been to the now is dialectical: is not progression but image, suddenly emergent. Only dialectical images are genuine images (that is, not archaic); and the place where one encounters them is language. (Benjamin, 1927–1940, p. 462)

Metaphor

St Christopher, the patron saint of travellers, was in legend a 6.3 metre giant who decided to serve “the greatest king there was”. Noticing that the king he found to serve crossed himself at the mention of the devil, he realised that the king lived in fear, and so he departed to search out the more powerful master. In time, learning that the Devil feared Christ, he decided to serve Him. A hermit suggested that, given his bodily strength, he could serve Christ by assisting people cross a dangerous river. You probably know the story that a little child asked his help to get across; however, despite the child’s size, on crossing the river he felt that his load weighed him down considerably. On reaching the far shore he said that “the whole world could have been as heavy as you on my shoulders”. The child Christ then revealed that, indeed, Christopher had had the whole world on his shoulders as well as he who made it, revealing that Christopher was now serving Christ the King by carrying all of it.

Holding that metaphor in mind, let us examine an oppositional position.

Goethe wrote the poem “The Erl-King” [“Erlkönig”], which Schubert then set to music—both wonderful evocations of something that is also very disturbing. The poem depicts a father riding through a forest, holding to his chest his son, who is crying in fear of the Erl-King, the spirit of wind and forest. The father dismisses his son’s fears as mist, pressing him closer to himself as he gallops faster. Arriving home, he discovers his son dead in his arms. The exciting ride, the galloping horse, with the father tightening his grip on the boy can be read as a cipher for paedophilia. The Erl-King, like the Pied Piper or the Rat Catcher of Hamelin, is the pagan lover of children (Forrester, 2017, p. 99). This subject is covered up by mist and as such it is invariably invisible.
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Figure 3. Saint Christopher Carrying the Christ Child, Hieronymus Bosch, c.1450–1516




I bring these two stories together as they both contain the metaphor of holding—the early holding required by the child that is the task of mother, which in time becomes the psychic frame containing/holding creative life. Its devil-opposite, as represented by the Erl-King, is the perverse erotism of holding directed to paedophilia and death.

It is in Winnicott’s work that analytic holding has profound resonances of carrying/supporting a child with protectiveness, care, calm, and the maternal ecstasy of the burden. The good-enough mother provides and creates continuity in the baby’s experience of the world. The dropping of the baby is the rupturing of continuity that needs to be mended and repaired by mother or not; later it becomes re-framed in analysis. Paedophilia is at an extreme obverse of loving and is the enactment of hatred without repair. Such unconscious negative states can become available for engagement in analysis.

In the countless images that exist of the Madonna and Child, the infant Christ is held/contained. These images represent the commencement of the journey from birth to death, re-found in the image of the Madonna in the Pietà, once again holding the body of her son, now transformed into the dead Christ. Here the structure of the early scene of Madonna and child finds its structural counterpart of her holding a dead grown-up man. “In the beginning is my end”, as T. S. Eliot wrote in “East Coker” (1940), a metaphor for the inevitability of death as a known fact, whilst the rest in-between is the actuality of a life lived.

The analysand arrives in the psychoanalytic consulting room with some notion that he or she may just perhaps be able to find help to overcome disturbances. The psychoanalyst is a place of last resort, where monsters are to be found “in the sleep of reason” (Los Caprichos, plate 43, Goya, 1799, in the Metropolitan Museum of Art, New York). Goya does not judge monsters, rather he allows them to present the world of the night that is a characteristic of the Los Caprichos etchings. These can only emerge—to to be seen beyond their darkness in the unconscious—when reason sleeps. Bravery is required for such a process, certainly from the patient to dare to evoke and begin the process of taming the turbulent wildernesses of the mind. The same is required of the analyst, to allow his or her psyche–soma to be the sounding board of the patient’s often-severe distresses, some of which, projected, need to be “caught” by the analyst to allow them to come into existence somewhere in and between the clinical dyad. Sometimes it is in the analyst’s dreams or somatics that the “it” of the analysand is perceived. Perhaps in the gap between the rent and the patch in the ego; one or other will feel, know or enact the traumatic origins suffered by the child in the analysis of the adult (Ferenczi, 1931).

And so, St Christopher trying to help travellers cross the river, preventing their death by drowning, can but suffer the—at times—extremely heavy burden that he carries. A metaphor alongside St Christopher is Charon, the boatman carrying the souls of the dead across the River Styx to Hades. Brother of Thanatos and Hypnos, he makes possible the drift into sleep and enables the dream function. One metaphor carries another, layered beneath or alongside. This has relevance for the problem of deadness within an analysis that needs space to emerge without analysand or analyst being killed in the journey.

In the first metaphor, the Christ Child, carrying the world, is being carried by Christopher. For the patient, the analyst carries the weight of the lived life, and with some patients, the burden contains a fear of the impossibility of returning to life. Here I want to cite John Forrester’s observation on the problem of holding. On one hand, the Madonna holds the body of her son, the alive child and the dead, thirty-three-year-old man. And in the Erl-King myth, the negative holding, an over-exciting ride, ends in a holding that suffocates to death—such a paedophilic direction fragments and continues to murder mental life. The Erl-King metaphor is sexual perversion at the heart of carrying across, as metaphor is contaminated when the erotic sphere is a “confusion of tongues between adults and the child” (Ferenczi, 1932).

Yet erotics are part of the mother holding the baby, containing profound “resonances of care, calm and maternal ecstasy of the burden” (ibid., p. 101). Some mothers fear that their holding may be an insufficient activity to prevent the death of their baby, thus turning the live, sleeping baby in their arms into an imaginary holding of a dead baby. This is the nightmare of the mother. Can I, with all that has happened in my life, be “good-enough” to nurture my baby into life? Of course, some mothers, perhaps visualising their baby as representing the environmental cruelties bestowed by their own mother, or grandmother, in a transgenerational maternal series, cannot bear the life of their baby and return to a suffocating feminine version of the Erl-King. More often, though, it is “the father who is aware that the baby, especially a baby son, has become his rival, as a starting point of an antagonism towards the favourite which is deeply rooted in the unconscious” (Freud, 1910c, p. 59).

It is perplexing to understand where St Christopher is standing as he carries the world—outside the earth, or in space? Or is standing, as the purveyor of “carrying over”, precisely the work of the metaphor, concealed in language and culture. How, also, does psychoanalysis manage to have a secure foundation when its foot does not rest on the world, but instead rests on this thing, the unconscious? As Forrester acutely questions:

Where does psychoanalysis’ power to transform, to carry, to transfer come from? Freud’s answer is not suggestion but transference. Winnicott’s answer was “holding”. Winnicott’s answer, like Freud’s, comes close to saying that there is a fundamental metaphoricity at the heart of such answers. What else is transference—the German Ubertragung (from uber tragen literally “to carry over”, than a version of the Greek meta-phorein, literally, “carrying across”). (Forrester, 2017, p. 103)

So the metaphor of St Christopher, like the metaphor of psychoanalysis—metaphor, transference, holding—is but a metaphor. Perhaps we analysts have a task to restore metaphoricity to the metaphors, so that deeply understanding the language of the patient in its transmission of the monster’s release is the place where our work stands.

The flâneur in analysis

What is important, the large or the small? I have argued elsewhere that, for Bacon and other artists, grass has its own intrinsic and even mystical value, perhaps transformed as the straw that one lies on and which holds one’s body up when going to sleep. Walter Benjamin had a passion “for small, minute things”; his friend Gershon Scholem tells of his ambition to get one hundred lines onto one page of an ordinary notebook, and about his admiration for two grains of wheat in the Jewish section of the Musee Cluny “on which a kindred soul had inscribed the complete prayer Schema Israel. For him the size of an object was an inverse ratio of its insignificance” (Benjamin, 1970, p. 17). The small object passes by, seemingly insignificant, yet it can carry the very essence of, say, Judaism, in the metaphor of a grain of rice. Large things, such as ideas or ethics, can float in the ether of our lives. It is an idea that fits with psychoanalysis giving a similar status to a passing thought, the wisp of a dream or a touch of a memory that weaves in and out of our mind without being noticed, passed by for now. The integrity of what the little object contains is retained until another time, when its significance can be extracted.

The aimless stroll through the crowds in big cities is distinct from their hurried, purposeful activity; things reveal themselves in their secret meaning: the true picture of the past flits by and only the flâneur/psychoanalyst who idly strolls by receives the message in contrast. This is a reason for the power of Benjamin’s position of being a flâneur in walking around a city. Of course, one can examine a guidebook of the major places to visit, but it requires a knowledge of where one will be going and is very different from finding something else, without knowing its place, just by passing by.

“Oh so here is that place. I did not expect to find it here!” (Arendt, 1968, p. 164). This is precisely the point that Freud (1913c) makes about free associations with his metaphor of looking at the passing vistas in the window of the train, until eventually one ends up at a place that neither analysand nor analyst had expected to be in.

Similarly to the flâneur, Benjamin’s “Angel of History” (in his discussion of Paul Klee’s 1920 Angelus Novus mono print, 1940) turns his back on the crowd even as he is propelled and swept by it; so the “Angel of History”, who looks at nothing but the expanse of ruins of the past, is blown backwards into the future by the storm of progress.
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Figure 4. Angelus Novus, Paul Klee, 1940




In analysis, the analytic dyad re-finds the present in the past, and this can spark off an act of freedom. That is how the patient enters a “New Beginning” (Balint, 1968). The medium for this may be an interpretation given by the analyst or be found by the patient. It can also be a humble metaphor, which carries on a grain of a word the transfer of a sensually perceived connection that reveals an immediate insight. Arendt makes a link between metaphor and poetry, suggesting that they both re-create description and feelings. She gives a powerful and helpful quote from Kafka’s Diaries about seeing from a different vantage point.

Anyone who cannot cope with life while he is alive needs one hand to ward off a little his despair over his fate […] but with his other hand he can jot down what he sees among the ruins, for he sees different and more things than others; after all, he is dead in his own lifetime and the real survivor. (Kafka, 1975)

Often analysands complain of not remembering a dream that they know they have had. Jotting down thoughts of the dream and associations on awakening can be very helpful in grasping them before they return to the mist (in both senses).

Some patients, although they go through the motions of talking about their life, give the impression that they are living one that is dead. Such monologues can be very hard to bear, since the listener can only hear that nothing can be done. Did the parents not notice how the abandoned child was feeling? It is easy for such a child to take guilt onto him or herself and carry the fault as their own. Kafka’s idea of making jottings amongst the ruins is a metaphor for the difficulty of analytic narratives. The analysand is surrounded by life’s ruins. Nevertheless, we may have glimpses that, despite everything, they are a survivor and therefore alive.

In a similar metaphor, Arendt then quotes Benjamin: “Like one who keeps afloat on a shipwreck by climbing to the top of a mast that is already crumbling. But from there he has a chance to give a signal leading to his rescue” (Arendt, 1968, p. 172).2 Experiences viewed from the top of the mast, brought to an analysis, enable a concomitant affect of impending disaster. Many neurotic symptoms are already attached to the unconscious knowledge of the disasters of upbringing and other traumatic events in life’s journey. For instance, generalised anxiety may be attached to the danger of holding onto the top of the mast as the ship is sinking. Now it is no longer a generalised, unattached and massive anxiety. Similar may be found in obsessional holding onto the mast, leading to being pitched into the sea, unable to swim.

These metaphors, or what I can call poetics, allow the analyst to realise where the patient is speaking from, and accepting this, instead of simply registering the analysand’s anxiety and possible fear with their difficulties of describing where they are in themselves. In addition, the analysand is making a big effort to speak from a very unstable and dangerous place that has provided unstable fixity for a long time, thereby giving a signal that may lead to rescue. When the signal anxiety is attached to a metaphor, it can be linked to or developed into a reconstruction of personal history that has remained in the unconscious as metaphor. This, in time, can be deciphered.

For the analysand, this metaphorical position, when explored, provides hope of rescue, of change and development, throughout the work of the analytic dyad. The metaphor of the collapsing boat reflects aspects of perceived and actual damage done in infancy and childhood to the sense of being held properly or not (another metaphor that can also be explored to reveal more early history). A realisation can emerge that the analysand, clutching the mast-top, solitary, alone, is in a relationship with another who has seen them, and can provide support to move away from such a precarious mental position. The point of exposing the fuller metaphorical emotional substrate is to develop a capacity to uncover tempestuous times in words and memories, moving away from a one-person state of mind and life towards a new beginning, as the analyst can be made use of by the analysand in becoming more free from his or her emotionally precarious life. There arises a sense of choice: the analysand can emerge or remain in their dead–alive life.

The psyche–soma carrying the burden of the mind

The original ego is a body ego. Early on in the development of the mind, the ego has perceptions from the body, as found in posture, hunger, pain, cold and heat. These are experiences in the body prior to and later alongside the development of a thinking–feeling mental mechanism. The mind does not exist without its body, and both structures, consciously and unconsciously, have been around for the duration of a person’s life. Later, it is the analysand’s body that provides the structure and motility to bring the mind to analysis. Present-day analysis can often downgrade the value and importance of the body as part of the totality of analytic experience. At its most extreme, for some analysts, the mind becomes overvalued as their target organ. The analytic understanding of psyche–soma can become an ordinary but also fundamental way of understanding and approaching the roots of an individual’s character or self.

The mind may need protection from the impact of massive affect: such that defensively there is a move from psyche to soma. In this case the body can take over in providing the contours of associations, although detached from a mental capacity to free-associate and emotionally feel. Thus, one finds a patient who might adopt particular positions on the couch—a certain rigidity of limbs, perhaps, or never moving, as a means of concealing and revealing earlier traumatic states and keeping a distance from what threatens as some terrible knowing. Such positional structures when noticed and recognised can allow for the possibility of movement away from the somatic register and towards mental curiosity. Putting the “it” into words moves psychic energy from the thing (body) presentation to word presentation, enabling affect to move from body attachment to potentially that of the clinical dyad.

As with the rest of an analysis, doing this requires time to work through the new-found memories in terms of past relationships. The patient in his/her psychosomatic place is alone and does not expect, nor often even wish for, the intervention of the other. The unconscious expectation is that the other is not there to help, and often there is a historical truth to this, as sometimes adults had not protected the infant from trauma and may even have caused it. Very often the traumatised analysand has not had an early history of being held, cuddled and loved by the mother, such that in adult life being touched becomes an ego-alien idea, and perceived as the harbinger of further assault. This leads to the possibility that only self-holding is possible (rocking, masturbating, disturbances of eating, etc.).

Sometimes, instead of feeling anxiety in the mind as a state of anxiousness, the body can take over. For instance, it is common to see children, and also some young adults, sitting with a leg or foot continuously tapping away, dissociated to the rest of the body, which is sitting quietly. The leg is experiencing rapid repetitive movement, containing what can be seen as excitement. It can be thought of as a manic somatic state concealing its depressive opposite—the physical equivalent of manic depression in a limb—whilst at the same time, the person is talking apparently normally about something or other, split off from their rapid leg movements.

Repetitive anxiety leading to phantasies about the imminence of a heart attack is also quite common, especially if a parent died too young from a myocardial infarction (heart attack). Rather than examining the processes of mourning of the death that has already happened, the patient claims the heart condition for the self. The sense of impending doom about oneself is then a projection into the future of a past that has already happened, and like the tapping leg, continues a vibration of twinges in the body that are experienced as alerts for the approaching heart attack. This can continue for years, without any cognisance that these many alerts about dying are a stream of false alarms. As such, the somatic phantasy provides cover for not mourning, perhaps chiding the patient with survivor’s guilt, together with an overarching expectation that one cannot, must not, surpass one’s parents.

When such somatic containers of anxiety, excitement and depression can be noticed, and insight allows conversation from the soma to the psyche, analysis opens up a new possibility in the telling, a possibility that the listener, who may be experienced after a while as benign, can hear, and that the patient registers, perhaps for the first time, being heard. The patient may begin to know that the other is listening and can also listen to themself beyond the mindless vibrating body.

Metaphor in music

No one can truly know himself

Detach himself from his innermost being

Yet still he must test, each day

What he clearly sees from without

What he is, what he was

What he can do, and what he stands for.

Goethe, “Zahme Xenien”

I once heard a performance of Richard Strauss’ Metamorphosen under the baton of Antonio Pappano at Covent Garden. On 2 October 1943, an Allied bombing raid destroyed the Munich National Theatre. Richard Strauss, born in Munich described the desecration as “the greatest catastrophe which has ever been brought into my life, for which there can be no consolation” (quoted by Richard Bratby, Royal Opera House programme notes, 2018).

Worse, on 2 March 1945, after hearing of the firebombing of Dresden he wrote, “I am in despair! The Goethaus, the world’s greatest sanctuary destroyed! My beautiful Dresden, Weimar, Munich—all gone” (ibid.). Ten days later, the Vienna State Opera burned to the ground. This fired him to write Metamorphosen as a great lament for the destruction of a civilisation. As Richard Bratby describes,

A final, impassioned, climax totters into an equally final collapse, and the music of the opening returns, destined this time to lead only downwards into C minor darkness, where the source of the transformation becomes clear, and a fragment of the funeral march from Beethoven’s Eroica symphony stands blackened in the basses. Strauss wrote the words “IN MEMORIAM” over its broken remains.

The world totters and links with the real and metaphorical forlorn pile of bricks, which was all that had been left of the castle that once towered over the old square in Warsaw, destroyed in the Second World War.

Strauss was offering the world a requiem, such that the listener might feel, in the music, the devastation of the destruction of war against a centuries-old culture. He knew that beyond the burning buildings stood the Nazi persecution of the Jews, including his daughter-in-law and family. The music is themed with darkness, which, despite attempting uplift, returns to a deeply sombre and terrible ending. It is too much to mourn the full enormity of what has happened. And the lines from Goethe are for all of us, as-yet untested, unknowing of how we will manage to realise that we will each decide “What he can do and what he stands for”.

I wrote this as part of the epilogue to my 2019 book Dark Times: Psychoanalytic Perspectives on Politics, History and Mourning, to illustrate an attack on culture that came in a time of war. The attack was both physical and metaphorical; the usual holding capacities of concert halls, theatres, opera, ballet, jazz, poetry readings, libraries, museums—the places well established for how culture is perceived in society—expected to just continue. My theme of that epilogue is here carried across to this chapter, six years on, as events that we have experienced since have shown that, as in war, in times of Covid and of the severe disruption to Mother Earth (vast forest fires, rising waters overwhelming flood defences, dangerous winds and storms, heatwaves) we find that, suddenly, cultural activities diminish or completely close down. And we are bereft, at a loss, miserable, and feel less alive. The good-enough holding of the mother’s arms, the transitional phenomena that Winnicott described from the creativity of me–not-me, is, in dealing with reality, further transformed to his third area of creativity: that of culture in society. If the infant has not achieved transitional phenomena, then the acceptance of the symbolic is deficient and cultural life is poverty stricken.

As Winnicott states:

Put rather crudely: we go to a concert and I hear in a late Beethoven string quartet the firebombing of great Dresden and the Goethaus (you see I’m highbrow). This quartet is not just an external fact produced by Beethoven and played by the musicians; and it is not my dream, which as a matter of fact would not have been so good. The experience, coupled with my preparation of myself for it, enables me to create a glorious fact. I enjoy it because I say I created it, I hallucinated it, and it is real and would have been there even if I had been neither conceived or not conceived.

This is mad. But in our cultural life we accept the madness, exactly as we accept the madness of the infant who claims (though in unutterable muttering) “I hallucinated that and it is part of mother who was there before I came along.” (Winnicott, 1989, pp. 57–58)

In a similar way paintings on the walls of galleries at night disappear from our gaze but when we visit them, re-find the missing object, become alive because we are viewing them. Our vision of the painter’s creative life put into a painting is captured by our gaze and we muse, imagine, trace our own patterns on the thing we try and see as it momentarily is possessed by us.

And when the culture–breast, a profound reason to continue to be alive in the world, disappears or shuts down, or worse still, is destroyed forever, like great Dresden and its special buildings and memories through generations, we become listless, empty and depressed. It is part of Covid symptomatology, which attacks our mental equilibrium and causes us great suffering, which then reverts back to an unconscious questioning about whether we were really held in our mother’s arms all that time before.

Metaphor in literature: Austerlitz on the edge of impossibility

There are some times when some things are too painful and terrible, the impact of description too bald as the words slip away from their meanings, so that the ability of metaphor “to carry” meaning fails. How is the Holocaust able to be examined? A straightforward history of the concentration camps, Wannsee, details of train schedules, the routes of the trains, composition of carriages, how the round-up of Jews occurred, the clothes, tattoos, camp buildings, lists of everything, cannot do justice to how the Jews, long dead in their millions, thought about their living–dead incarcerations. In Austerlitz, W. G. Sebald instead evokes this impossibility of description by bypassing where his tale goes to, and instead the reader hears about the construction of train waiting rooms, the defences of impregnable castles that always fail, photographs of strange architecture, a sense of the photo as the frozen capture of a “then” moment. Photos of people live in the moment of the shutter release, and as such are indicative of a deadness, the then-ness of place and person, as displaced, meaning that very conclusion has to suffice to discombobulate the reader within the fronds of the text and photo, all long gone and not possible to bring to life in the now. It is too monumental to describe all the complex wefts and warps of the skein that is too frail to hold together an understanding that makes no sense. The extraordinary tale of Austerlitz does not offer an ordinary history. The narrative darts around in a way that seems to express a free-associative discourse, even one that appeals to a psychoanalytic engagement. Yet the narrative stays in the dark as the reader tries to connect the pieces. The seemingly seamless account keeps returning to what was beneath the very structures that are engaged with and we learn many things about the different uses through times such as the change of use of massive fortifications or what is beneath a church or a main train station. And the narrative darkens as if the journey undertaken is similar to the Stations of the Cross which is, of course, the strange and yet appropriate metaphor for a travelling Jew. Yet for all the formidable knowledge offered, we do not really know Austerlitz, which perhaps captures an ever essence—a mere hint of what his mind disallows him and us to see, as it is punctuated by breakdowns and intermittent hospitalisations, the contents of which is only silence.

Austerlitz’s start, and its sudden stop, renders him essentially unknowable. Austerlitz tells a story to the narrator who then tells it to the reader, a device used by Proust in À la recherche du temps perdu, where, as much as we might desire it, Proust is not the narrator. Instead he writes as if the narrator has some characteristics of himself. This means that knowing the author can only be vaguely surmised, if at all. Yet we are kept away from “the heart of the matter”—the architecture of Austerlitz, as he invites the reader closer to ghosts, monsters and madness. For instance, the dread of Liverpool station can be derived from it having been, when he was able to remember it, the place where he arrived in London off the Kindertransport from Prague. It was the place where he lost his parents to the new foster-parents. “I felt at this time as if the dead were returning from exile and filling the twilight around me with their strangely slow but incessant to-ing and fro-ing”. In time, Austerlitz reveals the layer beneath of the living dead walking around or carried in the deaths carts of Terezin.

To face the Medusa’s gaze is to face death as well as trying to bring back the dead. The same is true of looking at any photograph which is always about then. The dead cannot return, and hence the paradox of looking for what can never be found in order to allow missing bits to be placed into the absence at his core, that Austerlitz feels is his right and duty. Yet the long dead can neither be saved nor buried, leaving only the option of mourning as the replacement for madness.

And the narrative moves progressively and intensely to a photograph of young Jacques Austerlitz reproduced on the book’s cover. Austerlitz narrates looking now at his self-image then, when he still had parents.

The horror now of Sebald’s narratory device is to allow the reader to believe that this is a real and authentic moment as we can even infer the image of the eyes of his mother reflected in his own. Jacques Austerlitz is but a fictional character and that photograph cannot be him or anything to do with his mother’s gaze. It exists only, powerfully, as a metaphor, as actually the whole narrative and narration of Austerlitz is but a story. In Sebald’s literary archive in Marbach, outside Stuttgart, the reader can find an ordinary photographic card of this boy with, on the reverse, “Stockport: 30p” written in ink. Little Austerlitz is but the image of a boy who probably lived in Stockport, England.

Now identities slide away as Agatha is shown the picture. We are now taken to a very dark place indeed where the sense of the possibility of a salvatory atmosphere crystallises for Austerlitz. Yet all is but metaphor. It is but a story.

And what has this to do with severe trauma? I think the idea that such analytic treatment is about gathering the pieces of the unconscious psychosomatic fragments so that the mosaic can, in some way, be understood, felt mourned, and recovered from is an all too emotional kind of countertransference reaction to the severity of the emptiness that some analysands bring to analysis. For me, the task of re-finding lost fragments may include finding out secrets that some elderly relatives had not thought necessary to reveal or had protected both themselves and the next generation from their impact.
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