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Introduction


Prior to becoming one of the most important and influential psychoanalysts after Freud worldwide, Wilfred Bion, born in Mathura, India, in 1897, fought as an officer in the British Army during the First World War. As a commander of a tank unit, a completely new type of weapon at the time, on which the hopes of the Allies rested, he was, barely eighteen years old, involved in operations on the most important battlefields of the First World War, such as Ypres and Amiens. During his active service, Bion distinguished himself through extra-ordinary courage and left the army in 1918 as a highly decorated war hero. The joy of life and the consistency of his psyche, however, were left behind on the battlefields. “Nobody told me […] that war service would utterly change my capacity to enjoy life” (Bion, 1991, p. 508), it says in A Memoir of the Future, his trilogy of novels published shortly before his death in 1979, and “Myself”, one of his alter egos, states: “He says the consistency of his mind never recovered” (p. 58). Bion describes himself as condemned “to spend the rest of my life paying the bill for all those shells and tanks and bullets and the state of mind used to provide an armour” (p. 396).


All his life, Bion strived to find narrative form for the traumatic experiences he went through as a tank commander in the Great War. The body of his autobiographical works, which consists of texts written at different stages of his life and remains fragmentary, documents his desperate efforts to wrest a biography of his own from the most terrible, devastating processes of world history. There is no continuum of any kind for this destroyed life story: no continuum of experience or memory, both of which are subject to severe trauma; no continuum of narrative when its content has no beginning and no end, not even a form (and certainly no moral of the story). What emerges with Bion’s autobiography—particularly in its parts The Long Week-End 1897–1919 and War Memoirs 1917–1919, but also in All My Sins Remembered and A Memoir of the Future—is something like the prehistory of the psychical catastrophe from which Bion was unable to escape until his death.


As such, however, these autobiographical fragments also reflect the prehistory of the historical catastrophe under whose spell the world still stands today. From the perspective of a subject who was at the centre of the battles and lost himself there: “They have a way of making people look so life-like, but really we are dead,” writes Bion towards the end of The Long Week-End, his central autobiographical fragment. “I? Oh yes, I died—on August 8th 1918” (Bion, 1985, p. 265). And in A Memoir of the Future it says: “As far as I am concerned the ideas hold me whether I like it or not. I would not go near the Amiens–Roye road for fear I should meet my ghost—I died there. For though the Soul should die, the Body lives for ever” (Bion, 1991, p. 257). Thus Bion’s autobiographical works, written mainly in the last few years before his death and largely published posthumously, are actually an undead man’s account of the time leading up to his (psychical) death.


Bion’s autobiographical and literary writings are a testament for and are the result of a lifelong attempt to understand something incomprehensible, to express something unspeakable, to restore something destroyed, by remembering it in and through the body of a narrative. That incomprehensible thing represents something akin to the primal history of the psychical catastrophe that Bion failed to escape from as long as he lived. This required the development of a new kind of narrative, a narrative that casts a “penetrating beam of darkness” (Bion, 1990, p. 20), that creates an environment of maximum darkness in which the outlines of the object emerge as such in the first place. This development of a new kind of narrative, which is able to relate the inexpressible, can be traced in the development of Bion’s writing; it is formed in the course of a gradual accomplishment of memory as it finds its formulation in language. Particularly significant for the understanding of this development, however, are the ways in which the attempts to describe his experiences over decades fail in comparison to the finally successful form in The Long Week-End. They reveal the extent of the underlying mental and literary problems and open up a panorama of Bion’s inner landscape—the mental landscape of experienced destruction and the literary landscape of the narrative by means of which this destruction is reconstructed.


How is experience conveyed through texts? How is experience transformed into literature, and how is literature transformed into experience? These fundamental questions are both the background and the subject of the following readings.1 They focus on the fragments of Wilfred Bion’s autobiography (Bion, 1982, 1984, 1985), which are also literary works, and his literary works (Bion, 1991), which can also be read as autobiographical fragments; these are treated in the context of Bion’s œuvre as a whole, drawing on the concepts of reflection on experience and thinking developed in his theoretical and clinical writings (esp. Bion, 1962, 1965, 1970, 1992) as well as the strategies of writing and cognition with which, as will be shown, they are genetically linked. This book, the first comprehensive study of Bion’s autobiographical and literary writings, thus for the first time systematically places a hitherto unexplored part of his work in the context of his entire œuvre.


My following discussion is divided into three main sections.


Part I of this book explores experience, cognition, and their failure in philosophical, psychological, and philological aspects as well as the dangers to which any attempt at understanding is exposed. Those readers, however, who are less interested in the reflection of epistemological conditions and circumstances of remembering, writing, and narrating and rather wish to learn without delay about Bion’s life and the way in which Bion worked out his own life story through writing are invited to begin their reading directly at Part II.




Parts II and III of this book first provide an overview of the autobiographical and literary writings against the background of an account of the external facts of Bion’s life, and then undertake narrative analyses of the central sequences in which Bion tries to find a narrative form for what were arguably the most terrible events of the war, and which were not only a deeply traumatic experience remaining with him throughout his life, but also resulted in what he felt to be his psychical death. Taken together, these sequences impressively show the painful work of gradually dissolving or at least coming to terms with the psychical catastrophe of a paralysing trauma, the causes of which reach far beyond the individual and private. Following the chronological thread from childhood in India and youth in England to the experience of the First World War in France and Belgium, and with a constant reference to Bion’s entire theoretical œuvre, detailed narrative analyses trace how Bion develops a method in the narrative of his life that exposes the reader in a way that is as characteristic as it is unique to the emotional experience whose narrative is at issue. In the description of this method—its practical and theoretical prerequisites, the special way in which the text–reader interaction is organised by means of it, as well as its effect on the reader—lies the vanishing point of the perspectives that this study unfolds.


Experience; the question of how thinking emerges from it; how and under what conditions insight, understanding, and cognition are possible—these are central, if not the central, themes of Bion’s psychological/philosophical work. But they are just as central to his autobiographical and literary writings. My readings set out to contribute to the thus far still unwritten inquiry into the genetic context in which Bion’s autobiographical, literary, and theoretical writings figure, together with the concepts and writing strategies embodied in them. Not only the form and content of all his texts, but also the questions they pose—and do not so much answer as raise in us—are multifariously designed and systematically oriented towards achieving insight and understanding. This is what I call Bion’s “epistemological poetics”. My analysis of its development aims to explore the way in which Bion remembers himself, his experiences, and his time, how he narrates and reflects on them in his subjective, cultural, and historical dimensions, how the experiences that his texts convey are reflected in us as (reading) experiences, and what insights they evoke in us, and how. Particular attention is paid to how and with what means—narrative, textual, theoretical—(epistemological) perspectives on experiences, everyday life, and contemporary events are opened up to us, both in their mediation via language and narration as well as in their non-logical, preverbal, gestural, interactional dimension of unspoken narrated history.


___________


1 I have already pursued such questions elsewhere on another subject, the development and methods of George Orwell’s writing; a study that in many respects forms a counterpart and companion piece to the present book, especially with regard to the theory of experience underlying both works: See Angeloch, 2022a.

















Part I


Experience, cognition, writing—and their failure: Philosophical, psychological, philological aspects















CHAPTER 1


Night vision


How does one bring an object lying in the dark into view?


Easy: shine a light on it and illuminate the object from all sides so that its shape becomes visible and the object recognisable.


The method suggested by Wilfred Bion to the audience of his Brazilian Lectures held in São Paulo in 1973, however, is a completely different procedure, inverse to this usual one. Instead of using bright light to illuminate the object, Bion’s method proposes the exact opposite: the use of a “penetrating beam of darkness: a reciprocal of the searchlight”. This “penetrating beam of darkness” is directed at the object, creating an environment of maximum darkness in which the faintest light of the outline, the luminescence of the object itself, so to speak, can be discerned:


Instead of trying to bring a brilliant, intelligent, knowledgeable light to bear on obscure problems, I suggest we bring to bear a diminution of the “light”—a penetrating beam of darkness: a reciprocal of the searchlight. The peculiarity of this penetrating ray is that it could be directed towards the object of our curiosity, and this object would absorb whatever light already existed, leaving the area of examination exhausted of any light that it possessed. The darkness would be so absolute that it would achieve a luminous, absolute vacuum. So that, if any object existed, however faint, it would show up very clearly. Thus, a very faint light would become visible in maximum conditions of darkness. (Bion, 1990, p. 20)


The method that Bion proposes here defies direct access: it is an elaborate metaphor that unfolds a kind of scientific fantasy. This fantasy is by no means immediately obvious; on the contrary, it is itself quite dark and enigmatic and runs counter to intuition. In order to better understand what this scientific fantasy is about and what it aims at, it is necessary to consider it against the background of its origins.


Bion develops this fantasy by explicitly taking up a passage from Sigmund Freud’s private correspondence. In a letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé, Freud had written in 1916:


I know that in writing I have to blind myself artificially in order to focus all the light on one dark spot, renouncing cohesion, harmony, edifying effects and everything which you call the symbolic element, frightened as I am by the experience that any such claim, such expectation, carries within it the danger of distorting the truth, even though it may embellish it. Then you come along and add what is missing, build upon it, putting what has been isolated back into its proper context. I cannot always follow you, for my eyes, adapted as they are to the dark, probably can’t stand strong light or an extensive range of vision. But I haven’t become so much of a mole as to be incapable of enjoying the suggestion of something brighter and more comprehensive, or even to deny its existence. (Freud, 1916, p. 312)


On first reading, this may sound like the expression of a purely personal preference. In fact, however, it is nothing less than the formulation of a scientific method.


Freud found this formulation in May 1916, in the midst of the First World War, “the great seminal catastrophe” (Kennan, 1979) of the twentieth century, which shattered all previous certainties and called into question the whole of civilisation and all its achievements in a way that had never been seen before.


The war is only formally mentioned in Freud’s letter: a book consisting of twelve essays on the unconscious, which his correspondent asked for, would not, as he reports in passing, be published before the end of the war (Freud, 1916, p. 313). But at the time of writing this letter, Freud’s sons Jean-Martin, Ernst, and Oliver were fighting at the front on the Austro-Hungarian side. And not to take the war into account as the background to Freud’s formulation of his epistemological method would also be to misjudge its rootedness in history and thus its actual depth in a host of other respects (see Freud, 2016).


The world had gone mad, but it had not simply gone mad, it had suffered a collapse: the order of things had broken down, and it had done so out of a logic that was all the more coercive because this logic had been inherent in the things themselves. This had become clearly evident at this point. The high-flying patriotic feelings and war euphoria that had initially prevailed—Freud had presumably also shared them at the beginning (Jones, 1955, p. 207)—had dissipated and the prospect that the world war, which had now been going on for two years, might never end had become an anxiously imagined real possibility.


The horror of the First World War surpassed anything previously known. In every respect: both in the type of—industrial—warfare and in the dimensions of the war, the amount of ammunition spent, the new weapons used such as tanks, flamethrowers, fragmentation grenades, and poison gas, the gigantic number of soldiers involved in the fighting.2


The First World War was essentially a trench and artillery war; most battles were fought between double or triple lines of cannons and howitzers, from which masses of shells were fired day and night, while the soldiers sought shelter from barrages, creeping barrages and curtain fire in trenches (Epkenhans, 1998).3 In an open space between these artillery lines, numerous infantry divisions met, fought until they were destroyed or reduced to uselessness, and were then replaced by other divisions. No war in the history of mankind had ever resulted in such numbers of casualties. On July 1, 1916, during the First Battle of the Somme, for example, the British Army suffered 57,470 casualties—in a single day.4


The noise of cannon thunder, machine guns, and bombs exploding everywhere never ceased. Robert Graves, novelist and author of Good-bye to All That (Graves, 1929), an autobiography about his experiences as a front-line soldier, reports in an interview from 1971:


The funny thing was you went home on leave for six weeks, or six days, but the idea of being and staying at home was awful because you were with people who didn’t understand what this was all about.


[Leslie] Smith: Didn’t you want to tell them?


Graves: You couldn’t; you can’t communicate noise. Noise never stopped for one moment—ever. (quoted after Fussell, 1975, p. 170)


In the quiet hinterland, people endeavoured to maintain a semblance of normal everyday life. “Sneak home and pray you’ll never know / The hell where youth and laughter go”, writes the soldier and poet Siegfried Sassoon (1918, p. 31), with clear bitterness towards the hypocrisy of those who do not have to fight, in his poem “Suicide in the trenches”, which is about one soldier’s decision to take his own life rather than continue to endure the hell of the battlefield, and simultaneously shows the psychological effects of war and the rift between soldiers and civilians. For while the civilians went about their daily lives, the battlefields were ravaged by the glaring madness that had the whole world in its grip, whether it wanted to admit it or not. The absurdity of war is incomprehensible: even death there becomes, in Wilfred Owen’s words, “absurd and life absurder / For power was on us as we slashed bones bare / Not to feel sickness or remorse of murder” (Owen, 1963, p. 39).




Those irreducibly confronted with the madness in all its effects were the soldiers, while the civilian population could cherish and maintain illusions—“except you share / With them in hell the sorrowful dark of hell, / Whose world is but the trembling of a flare, / And heaven but as the highway for a shell” (p. 39). So here, too: night vision. Owen, the author of these verses, also a soldier and the English poet of the First World War, because he found a completely new language for the experience of war far from any heroic myth, was to fall in 1918—during the Second Battle of the Sambre, while trying to get his men across the Canal de la Sambre à l’Oise—a week before the armistice that led to the end of the war.


Starting in August 1916, Le Feu (Journal d’une escouade) by Henri Barbusse appeared as a serialised novel in a French daily newspaper. It is the first and probably also the most important French novel not only about the First World War, but also from it. It was published in full as a book at the end of November 1916 and translated into more than sixty languages—into English in 1917 under the title Under Fire and into German in 1918—and was to become the most important precursor of other masterpieces about the Great War, such as Erich Maria Remarque’s Im Westen nichts Neues (All Quiet on the Western Front) (1929). Based on Barbusse’s own experiences as a front-line soldier in the 231st Infantry Regiment for twenty-two months from December 1914 to 1916, Under Fire is a depiction of the life of soldiers at the front, which has as much to do with patriotism as the stinking trenches littered with faeces and body parts have to do with the everyday lives of politicians and civilians in the quiet hinterland. While the realism of his descriptions was greeted with enthusiasm by the soldiers, it led to angry protests from the reading public, who saw treason at work.


The plot of Under Fire does not begin until the second chapter, “Dans la terre” (“In the earth”). It is preceded by a chapter which, emerging from the battlefields, unfolds a kind of world panorama; it is called “La Vision”—which can be translated as “imagination” or “dream image” as well as “vision”—and ends with this passage:


“Stop the war!” they are saying. “Stop the storms!”


But the watchers on the threshold of the world, free of partisan passion, free of prejudices, blindness and the shackles of tradition, also have a vague sense of the simplicity of things and of gaping possibilities …


The one at the end of the row exclaims:


“You can see things, down there, things rearing up!”


“Yes … They’re like living things.”


“Sort of plants …”


“Sort of men.”


Now, in the sinister light of the storm beneath black dishevelled clouds, dragged and spread across the earth like wicked angels, they seem to see a great livid white plain extend before them. In their vision, figures rise up out of the plain, which is composed of mud and water, and clutch at the surface of the ground, blinded and crushed with mire, like survivors from some monstrous shipwreck. These men seem to them to be soldiers. The plain is vast, riven by long parallel canals and pitted with waterholes, and the shipwrecked men trying to extract themselves from it are a great multitude … But the thirty million slaves who have been thrown on top of one another by crime and error into this war of mud raise human faces in which the glimmer of an idea is forming. The future is in the hands of these slaves and one can see that the old world will be changed by the alliance that will one day be formed between those whose number and whose suffering is without end. (Barbusse, 1917, pp. 5f.)


On the threshold of the world, the human species finds itself confronted with itself. Here, in the darkness of the thunderstorm of war, the alternative comes into view: annihilation in the hell of war—or survival of the human species.


What happens to us when everything we think we know becomes uncertain, questionable?


Thinking in global darkness, seeing with eyes “adapted […] to the dark” (Freud, 1916, p. 312): like the date on which Freud formulates the description of his scientific method in his letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé, it is by no means a coincidence that Freud makes it with recourse to the metaphor of light and darkness that has been central since the Enlightenment. The symbol of the Enlightenment is light: “siècle des Lumières”, the century of light, is the name of the Enlightenment in French, “Siglo de las Luces” in Spanish; the English concept “enlightenment” is the same in Russian (“Просвещениe”), in Polish (“oświecenie”), as well as in other languages. “Light” here stands for the development that began around 1700 to overcome all structures that hinder progress through rational thinking (Roger, 1968). The light of knowledge brings light into the darkness of ignorance; narrow-mindedness, myths, and superstition give way to reason.


This meaning remains the same for Freud, even at this dark time—he saw his entire work as enlightenment and himself always as an enlightener. But the meaning shifts, moving away from optimism about progress and the euphoria of knowledge and emphasising caution and experience, attention and concentration on detail, patience in observing the object, which first has to reveal itself as such. In order to grasp the problems that Freud is confronted with, indeed to be able to focus on them in the first place, what is needed is not illumination but, on the contrary, an “artificial blinding” in order to “focus all the light on one dark spot” (Freud, 1916, p. 312). When Freud locates the search for truth in the dark, on the night side, he also explicitly places his method in the tradition of thought of post-Enlightenment critical philosophy, such as Nietzsche’s, and the psychology of Romanticism in the early nineteenth century (see Buchholz & Gödde, 2006; Ffytche, 2012).


In his letter, Freud clearly expresses his high regard for his correspondent, her intellectual abilities and achievements, in his characteristic friendly, obliging, and affectionate manner. At the same time, however, his wording also indicates—both quietly and decisively—his disagreement. The danger he is pointing out to her here is that of research that is all too certain of itself; that of an interpretation that is put forward in an overly knowing attitude. The physician and scientist Freud knows this danger from his own experience, and against this background he urges caution: undoubtedly informed, based on accurate assumptions and justified reasons, intelligent, possibly even correct all round, such an overly illuminating, overly knowledgeable interpretation runs the risk of distorting the object, of missing the essence of it. And for Freud, the essential is that which eludes direct access, that which only reveals itself through long, patient, and, if possible, expectation-free observation, and, since it is of a fleeting, unstable nature, even then only indirectly, through hints, signs, residues, traces.


In 1918, after the end of the First World War, Wilfred Bion returned to England, a highly decorated war hero and, while physically unscathed, so deeply traumatised that for the rest of his life he would never be able to overcome the catastrophic experiences he had gone through as a tank commander in the British Army on the battlefields of Ypres and Amiens. He had returned from the Great War, this hell on earth, as a psychical undead, a revenant of himself who had survived his own death: “They have a way of making people look so life-like, but really we are dead,” writes Bion towards the end of The Long Week-End 1897–1919, his central autobiographical fragment. “I? Oh yes, I died—on August 8th 1918” (Bion, 1985, p. 265). And in A Memoir of the Future, Bion’s trilogy of novels, it says: “As far as I am concerned the ideas hold me whether I like it or not. I would not go near the Amiens–Roye road for fear I should meet my ghost—I died there. For though the Soul should die, the Body lives for ever” (Bion, 1991, p. 257).


In his Brazilian Lectures from the 1970s, the last decade of his life, Bion does not merely refer to the passage from Freud’s letter to Andreas-Salomé: typical of his transformative approach to Freud’s theories, he explores the model of cognition outlined by Freud, elaborates on it, and radicalises it. The obscure, enigmatic object that lies in the dark is not to be illuminated, but rather framed in the greatest possible darkness by further diminishing the light and thus made to shine itself. The spotlight of cognition, which brings light into the darkness, is inverted into a “penetrating beam of darkness” that creates an environment of maximum darkness (Bion, 1990, p. 20). What begins to glow is not a source of artificial light—which colours the object with its own hue and distorts its contours by casting shadows—but the object itself, which first emerges as such in these conditions of maximum darkness. To do this, however, the researcher, the practitioner, has to take a step back, must be able to endure uncertainty, doubt, and frustration, with which he or she is inevitably confronted in this method of darkening as opposed to knowledgeable illumination.


This is again, of course, metaphorical. But the version of the method of cognition that Bion, who was traumatised throughout his life by his involvement in the Great War, develops here in direct connection with Freud—and Freud, himself in the midst of the Great War, in dialogue with the light-darkness metaphor of the Enlightenment—contains, in metaphorical condensation, Bion’s central conceptions of psychoanalysis as a method of thought and treatment.




Bion’s metaphor offers a “model” in both Kant’s and Freud’s sense. Bion understands a “model” as “a construction in which concrete images are combined with each other; the link between concrete images often gives the effect of a narrative implying that some elements in the narrative are the causes of others. It is constructed with elements from the individual’s past” (Bion, 1962, p. 64). “Models” therefore consist of experiences, and not only point back into the past, but also forward into the future, insofar as experiences themselves are always models for future experiences (cf. Bion, 1962, p. 74f.; see also: Bion Talamo, 2015b). Models are thus crystallisations, abstractions that are gained from concrete experiences—but in such a way that they do not remain in abstraction and cause experiences to become coagulated; conversely, they in turn enable experiences, that is, they help us to see the same situation from a different perspective.


Following on from the passage from the Brazilian Lectures quoted at the beginning of this chapter, Bion gives an example of how such a different way of seeing the same (treatment) situation under darkened conditions is conceivable in concrete terms, taking up the model formulated by Freud in his letter to Lou Andreas-Salomé:


Suppose we are watching a game of tennis, looking at it with increasing darkness. We dim the intellectual illumination and light, forgetting imagination or phantasy or any once-conscious activities; first we lose sight of the players, and then we gradually increase the darkness until only the net itself is visible. If we can do this, it is possible to see that the only important thing visible to us is a lot of holes which are collected together in a net. Similarly, we might look at a pair of socks and be able to see a mass of holes which have been knitted together. (Bion, 1990, p. 21)


An extraordinary view of things: so hyper-concrete that it seems abstract. But this is also reality—just seen from a different angle than the usual one.


With regard to the transformation of the dream material into the dream, Freud speaks of a “transvaluation of all psychical values” in The Interpretation of Dreams (Freud, 1900a, p. 330): the laws that apply in the unconscious are quite different from those followed by the conscious mind and, what’s more, they contradict them outright. So how do we proceed, how do we think, how do we see, if we do not want to grasp this other content directly, but at least come closer to it? Or to put it another way: is there such a thing as the “transvaluation of all psychical values” not only as an always subcutaneous mental process; can this revaluation also be modelled as a method or in the execution of a method?


Yes, absolutely: the “artificial blinding” (cf. Freud, 1916, p. 312), the inverted gaze that Freud and, following him, Bion develop, is based on this.


Bion continues:


I suggest that the patient did not have a phobia of socks but could see that what Freud thought were socks were a lot of holes knitted together. If this is correct, terms like “phobia” in classical analysis do not do justice to the extreme capacity for observation which is natural to some patients. Just as it is natural for me in my gross, macroscopic way classically to see a pair of socks, this kind of patient has a visual capacity which is different, making him able to see what I cannot see. What I think, with my intelligence, brains, knowledge, experience, is a pair of socks, he can see is not. We should reconsider this domain of thought, because as psycho-analysts we must be able to see that it is a pair of socks, or a game of tennis, and at the same time to be able to turn down the light, turn off the brilliant intuition, and see these holes, including the fact that they are knitted, or netted together. (Bion, 1990, p. 21)


The method thus is to put oneself in a position to change one’s perspective, one’s point of view, by obscuring all “knowledge”, by blinding out familiar thoughts and concepts. Or, in Bion’s terminology, the “vertex”: an (imagined) mental place from which an emotional experience, together with the sensory data that has been incorporated into it, is represented in its “mental counterpart” (Bion, 1965, p. 90) and can be brought together via transformations in a “constant conjunction” (p. 96), in which its meaning can be revealed (on this, see also: López-Corvo, 2003, pp. 307f.; Sandler, 2005, pp. 131–134). This meaning, however, is not an ultimate, final meaning, but a conditional, limited meaning that is embedded in a context, which can, or rather must, be viewed from a different perspective. Because psychoanalytical thinking does not mean giving answers, but constantly asking new questions: “Psycho-analysts must become accustomed to open-ended theory, to infinite, not finite space. If we want to know something about religion, or aesthetics, or science, we have to tolerate infinity” (Bion, 1990, p. 22).


Freud’s image of “artificial blinding” in order to “focus all the light on one dark spot” (Freud, 1916, p. 312), and then Bion’s image of a “penetrating beam of darkness: a reciprocal of the searchlight” (Bion, 1990, p. 20) are both metaphors, for scientific as well as therapeutic methods; they present us with a constellation that can be understood as a philosophical-literary model, a “configuration” converging into a “thought image” (Benjamin, 1978, pp. 9–39), which, in metaphorical representation, expresses an epistemological problem in miniature.


Metaphor builds on metaphor, model builds on model, and thus a complex constellation is created, a configuration of mental images based on a whole series of metaphors that contain a wealth of images, ideas, and associations and simultaneously invoke them. They reach far into the depths of time and its catastrophic disruptions. They thus conceive and demand a new, different method of thinking and cognition that functions under the conditions of general darkness, with a minimum of light: night vision.


Between experience, which is always essentially subjectively determined, on the one hand, and meaning and significance, which are always essentially objectively determined, on the other, there appears to be an abyss. But if we turn our eyes away from the apparent certainties and focus our attention on experience—for example, with the help of “thought images” such as those developed by Freud and then, following on directly from him, Bion—we realise that experience itself is meaning, and meaning is essentially experience. Subjectivity and objectivity are intertwined here, experience and concept here enter into an (always historically determined) interplay, and what emerges in this intertwining is—the world.


If one transforms Freud’s model of “artificial blinding” and Bion’s model of a “penetrating beam of darkness: a reciprocal of the searchlight” derived from Freud’s model once again and applies these models to Freud’s and Bion’s own works, they can also be understood as indications: hints on how best to read these œuvres. Freud’s model and Bion’s thought image can thus also provide information about how they each wrote their works, about their poetics: how Freud and Bion approach objects of science in their theoretical works, objects of psychoanalysis in their clinical works—and how Bion approaches objects of his own life in his autobiographical and literary works, and how they give them a specific framework, within which what the work is actually about emerges, gradually revealing itself.


___________


2 The Entente (England, France, Russia, and allies, including the USA) sent a total of around 41 million soldiers to the war, while the Central Powers (German Empire, Austria–Hungary, Ottoman Empire, and allies) deployed around 24 million.


3 A detailed account of the course of the First World War is to be found in Winston Churchill’s six-volume masterpiece The World Crisis (Churchill, 1923–1931). Written not only by a historian but also by a soldier who was actively involved in the war as a battalion commander, Churchill’s work is one of the most impressive of all. Beginning with the origins of the Great War in 1911 and ending with its aftermath in the 1920s, it is also one of the most comprehensive accounts.


4 The losses at the end of the war can only be roughly estimated due to this type of warfare: on the Entente side, they totalled around 22 million, while the losses on the Central Powers side amounted to around 15 million, totalling around 38 million dead and wounded (figures according to the Encyclopaedia Britannica, cf. https://britannica.com/event/World-War-I/Killed-wounded-and-missing, last accessed February 14, 2024). The actual figure is likely to be higher. And this figure, which in itself is beyond imagination, does not include civilian casualties due to the consequences of war such as inflation, poverty, hunger, etc.













CHAPTER 2


Dangers of understanding: Virgil’s Palinurus as an allegory of cognition


Palinurus, the helmsman of Aeneas, encounters the god of sleep, Somnus, in an episode in Virgil’s ancient Roman epic the Aeneid, and dies in a way that is as tragic as it is cruel. The episode is extraordinarily enigmatic—partly because it raises the question of guilt, while the possible causes of guilt remain a mystery. Seemingly only of marginal importance to the epic, the significance of the episode is further obscured by the fact that Virgil did not finalise the consequences of the episode in the further course of the epic, so that the narrative framework in which it is set also contains contradictions.


Virgil scholars have paid little attention to the episode. For Wilfred Bion, however, the episode remained a lifelong subject of inquiry. He takes it up at several points in his work and traces its—mythical—content in order to ultimately transform it into a “model” (in Kant’s and Freud’s sense), on the basis of which the dangers of understanding and interpretation come into view. The closer one looks at the episode in this way, and the further one ponders its hidden implications, the more clearly it becomes legible as something that to be called a key passage in the Aeneid is by no means an exaggeration.
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