

[image: ]



MUTUAL IMPACT



MUTUAL IMPACT

At the Crossroads of Psychoanalysis and Literature

Joachim Küchenhoff


[image: ]




First published in 2023 by

Phoenix Publishing House Ltd

62 Bucknell Road

Bicester

Oxfordshire OX26 2DS

Copyright © 2023 by Joachim Küchenhoff

The right of Joachim Küchenhoff 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-13: 978-1-800131-682

Typeset by Medlar Publishing Solutions Pvt Ltd, India


[image: ]


www.firingthemind.com




Acknowledgements

Chapters 1 to 8 were originally published in German. The author would like to thank the publishers of the following articles for their permission to reprint these English-language translations.

Chapter 1. Küchenhoff, J. (2018b). Negativität und Sprache in “King Lear”. Freiburger literaturpsychologische Gespräche. Jahrbuch für Literatur und Psychoanalyse, 37: 105–127.

Chapter 2. Küchenhoff, J. (2005). Negativität als Bewahrung? Zur individuellen und kulturellen Repräsentation des Nicht-Repräsentierbaren—am Beispiel von H. Melvilles “Bartleby the Scrivener”. Freiburger literaturpsychologische Gespräche. Jahrbuch für Literatur und Psychoanalyse, 24: 279–298.

Chapter 3. Küchenhoff, J. (2000). Ästhetische Form und unbewusster Sinn—Selbstfürsorge und Identität in “Moby-Dick”. Psyche—Zeitschrift für Psychoanalyse und ihre Anwendungen, 54: 51–73.

Chapter 4. Küchenhoff, J. (2004). Die Zeit und der Andere im psychoanalytischen Erinnerungsprozess. Freiburger literaturpsychologische Gespräche. Jahrbuch für Literatur und Psychoanalyse, 23: 55–66.

Chapter 5. Küchenhoff, J. (2015). Interkulturelle Gewalt und interkulturelle Übergangsräume. Konstruktion und Dekonstruktion des Fremden. Freiburger literaturpsychologische Gespräche. Jahrbuch für Literatur und Psychoanalyse, 34: 21–40.

Chapter 6. Küchenhoff, J. (2017). Jedermann. Das Sterben in Literatur und Psychoanalyse. Freiburger literaturpsychologische Gespräche. Jahrbuch für Literatur und Psychoanalyse, 36: 51–67.

Chapter 7. Küchenhoff, J. (2013). Der Körper, der Mangel, die Scham. Freiburger literaturpsychologische Gespräche. Jahrbuch für Literatur und Psychoanalyse, 32: 77–91.

Chapter 8. Küchenhoff, J. (2019). Beziehung und Beziehungsarbeit. Psychosozial, 13(42): 39–50. https://doi.org/10.30820/0171-3434-2019-1-39




About the author

Joachim Küchenhoff, MD, is a psychoanalyst and member of the International Psychoanalytic Association and of the Swiss and German psychoanalytic societies. He is a specialist in psychiatry/psychotherapy and in psychosomatic medicine, professor emeritus at Basel University, and visiting professor at the International Psychoanalytic University Berlin. He worked as the medical director of the department of adult psychiatry in the canton Baselland, Switzerland, from 2007 to 2018. He was editor-in-chief of the Swiss Archives of Neurology, Psychiatry and Psychotherapy from 2008 to 2021 and is chair of the supervisory board at the IPU Berlin.

He has written seventeen academic books, and in addition has edited twenty-four academic volumes. He has published widely, especially on psychoanalytic topics. The full list of his publications can be found via his homepage (www.praxis-kuechenhoff.ch). He is especially interested in psychoanalytic transdisciplinary research, and so has collaborated intensively with philosophical, cultural, and literary scholars. His scientific work centres on the psychoanalytic approach to severe psychic disorders in psychiatry and psychosomatic medicine and on the subjective body experience (body image).




Introduction

A comprehensive review of the history of psychoanalytic literary criticism

From its outset, psychoanalysis has been concerned with literature. On the one hand, novels, plays, or even lyrics laid the groundwork for and engendered psychoanalytic concepts. The best example is Oedipus Rex, written by the Greek dramatist Sophocles in the fifth century BC; Sigmund Freud referred to Sophocles (or the translation presented by the author Hugo von Hofmannsthal) when he coined the term “Oedipus complex” as the central conflict in the neurotic personality, as we all know. On the other hand, from the very beginning, works of literature have been the object of psychoanalytic scrutiny. Freud interpreted various works of literature and art. He summarised in his text An Autobiographical Study:

It was tempting to go on from there to an attempt at an analysis of poetic and artistic creation in general. The realm of imagination was seen to be a “reservation” made during the painful transition from the pleasure principle to the reality principle in order to provide a substitute for instinctual satisfactions which had to be given up in real life. The artist, like the neurotic, had withdrawn from an unsatisfying reality into this world of imagination; but, unlike the neurotic, he knew how to find a way back from it and once more to get a firm foothold in reality. His creations, works of art, were the imaginary satisfactions of unconscious wishes, just as dreams are; and like them they were in the nature of compromises, since they too were forced to avoid any open conflict with the forces of repression. But they differed from the asocial, narcissistic products of dreaming in that they were calculated to arouse sympathetic interest in other people and were able to evoke and to satisfy the same unconscious wishful impulses in them too. Besides this, they made use of the perceptual pleasure of formal beauty as what I have called an “incentive bonus”. What psycho-analysis was able to do was to take the interrelations between the impressions of the artist’s life, his chance experiences, and his works, and from them to construct his [mental] constitution and the instinctual impulses at work in it—that is to say, that part of him which he shared with all men.

(1925d, p. 64)

Here, Freud refers to the object of psychoanalytic interpretation of literature: to link the artist’s productions to his personal life, and in addition to find out the general mechanisms at work in the psyche.

In 1912, the journal Imago. Zeitschrift für die Anwendung der Psychoanalyse auf die Geisteswissenschaften (Imago: Journal for the Application of Psychoanalysis on Humanities) was founded by Otto Rank and Hanns Sachs. Ernest Jones wrote an early review one year later. He points out that the new journal

is concerned with the application of psychoanalytic researches and conclusions to the various mental sciences, particularly to pedagogy, religious psychology, mythology, folk-lore, criminology, jurisprudence, theory of morality, aesthetics, philology, and the genesis of art and literature.

(Jones, 1913, p. 66)

From its outset, the journal offered interpretations of literature, for example, Leo Kaplan on “The psychology of tragedy” (1912), Isidor Sadger on “From pathography to psychography” (1912), Hanns Sachs on “Motive formation by Schnitzler” (1913), and Otto Rank on the “Double” (1914).

So, from very early on, psychoanalysis has shown a vivid interest in literature. Let’s have a look on the other side: many excellent plays and novels published in the twentieth century owe their content or their form to basic concepts in psychoanalysis. Take James Joyce as an example. Although Joyce adamantly despised psychoanalysis, arguably his main texts Ulysses and Finnegans Wake would not have been possible without psychoanalytic influences. Samuel Beckett was in psychoanalytic psychotherapy with W. R. Bion, and literary scholars have claimed that a substantial undercurrent of psychoanalytic influences can be detected in Beckett’s writings. Soon after Thomas Pynchon’s novel Gravity’s Rainbow was published, its indebtedness to psychoanalytic culture criticism was highlighted. There are countless other examples I could add.

Psychoanalytic literary criticism has changed in focus over the decades. It started off by analysing the author via a psychoanalytically informed reading of the text. This approach was soon questioned using two undeniable counterarguments, the first being that psychoanalysis is reductive, as the text itself is not read on its own merit but serves only as a starting point to derive an interpretation of impulses attributed to the author’s unconscious. The other objection was closely linked to this idea of reductivity: whenever complex scenes in, for example, a novel are reduced to well-known psychoanalytic constructs, literary criticism on a psychoanalytic basis tends to evoke boredom, as the same results will always be attained in the end.

Whereas author-related interpretations have been mostly abandoned, a second approach is still in use today. One can see the literary text with a multitude of signs as a reference to the unconscious, indeed it has an unconscious layer itself. It is able to make the absent present—but only indirectly. The text contains unconscious meaning by evoking signs of a different, pre-linguistic kind, such as scenes, interactions, and affects. The signs do not name the unconscious and thereby make it conscious; instead, they are pre-linguistic signs built from consciously perceptible words. Without our consciously perceiving them, they remind us of unconscious structures and provoke unconscious phantasies and emotions, to which they are connected.

Psychoanalysis shifted its main focus of interest from the individual, seen as a single personality, to object relations or a two-persons psychology. As a result, psychoanalysis could much better explore the interpersonal or intersubjective relationship models in clinical contexts. This object relations approach can be applied to literary criticism, widening it to reader-response criticism. In the USA, Norman Holland was especially important for focusing on psychoanalytic criticism. For instance, he developed a model of literary processing based on a psychoanalytic theory of identity, the central argument being that writers create texts as expressions of their personal identities and readers re-create their own identities when they respond to them (e.g. Holland, 1993, 1999).

Last but not least, Jacques Lacan has also had a significant impact on psychoanalytic literary criticism. Lacan posited that the unconscious is structured like a language; he introduced semiotic concepts and theories on symbol formation into psychoanalytic theory. Lacanian theory applied to literary criticism contributed to a major shift in interest. This led to an evaluation and interpretation not only of content but also, and predominantly, of form, for example, of signifiers used in the text—the aesthetics of a given work that make sense or preclude meaning.

Julia Kristeva started by using Lacanian concepts, but soon developed new horizons in text interpretation; she is of the utmost importance for this field because she is a semiotic scholar as well as a practising psychoanalyst. She differentiated the semiotic from the symbolic and made it possible to study, for example, in lyrical works, the infralinguistic affective qualities of the semiotic by using a more “maternal” approach, compared to Lacan’s more “paternal” concept of the symbolic. Likewise, her theory of abjection opened up a new scope of interpretation, which allowed for understanding of what is eliminated from the symbolic. Kristeva has explored modern literature such as Dostoyevsky, Proust, or Céline regarding the place of the abject, in order to be able to grasp the breakdown of boundaries, the transgression of subjectivity, and so on (Kristeva, 1984).

Transdisciplinary explorations

Having given a very short overview of concepts in psychoanalytic literary criticism, I will now explain my own approach. I start with a necessary digression.

In all scientific and cultural fields, networking is the essential answer to intra-scientific specialisation. Interdisciplinarity and transdisciplinarity will of necessity be addressed where the individual discipline does not succeed (or no longer succeeds) in grasping the whole of social, cultural, and scientific development. Cultural anthropology and cultural science are currently the most far-reaching umbrella terms for a cross-sectional science based on multidisciplinary foundations and equipped with the expertise of individual disciplines. It has its place within psychoanalysis, claims its place within psychoanalysis, and is needed and used within psychoanalysis. For Freud, it was still self-evident that psychoanalysis had to be not only therapy, but also simultaneously literary analysis, criticism of religion, ethnology, and much more. In the meantime, the field of psychoanalysis, as well as other sciences, has become so differentiated that not one individual, nor one discipline, can maintain an overview. Therefore, today an inter- or transdisciplinary dialogue is essential. In the following section, I prefer and will use only the term “transdisciplinarity”, which is understood as a research and scientific principle that becomes effective wherever a merely disciplinary definition of problems and their solutions is no longer possible.

Why this short digression? For me, transdisciplinarity is the base from which to start psychoanalytic literature analysis. It implies a no-priority approach. Psychoanalysis is not above or underlying literature. I know that psychoanalysis has ever so often precluded a true transdisciplinary dialogue, especially by overgeneralising its own findings, by blurring methodological boundaries between psychoanalysis and the cooperating sciences, and—especially in the interpretation of literature and art—by an annoying reductionism. This somewhat arrogant attitude might have been historically justifiable by a “gold-digger” habit motivated by the development of drive theory that used seduction in order to see the gold pieces of drives flashing everywhere. It has widely disappeared; instead, an attitude of modesty has rightly supervened. This enabled psychoanalysts to enter a transdisciplinary dialogue more readily. To face it implies reflecting oneself in the mirror of the other sciences in a distanced and critical manner. Transdisciplinarity thus always involves self-criticism and self-questioning.

Of course, psychoanalysis has much to offer in the transdisciplinary dialogue with literature and literary criticism. I will mention just a few aspects:

1.Unconscious motivations: Psychoanalysis contributes the perspective of unconscious motivations of social action and thought. What escapes the intentions of the conscious subject or the social group becomes observable, nameable, and possibly changeable through psychoanalytic procedures. Psychoanalytic instruments can decipher not only persons, but also cultural encounters.

2.Psyche and interpersonality: Psychoanalysis does not only investigate the intrapsychic on its own, but also includes the interplay of the intrapsychic and the interpersonal, that is, the relationship between individual and social.

3.Interpretive perspectives: Psychoanalysis offers supplementary interpretative strategies and content that are unfamiliar to cultural studies, which in part do not fit into the interpretive patterns of other sciences, and in part are comparable to them. Today, psychoanalysis’s position in the context of the humanities can be described differently than it was a few decades ago. Mainly due to Jacques Derrida’s deconstructivism, philosophical hermeneutics has modified and extended its concept of understanding. Understanding does not only refer to the (positive) understanding of texts, forms of existence, or conversation, but is also directed at the breaks, the omissions, the voids that are to be deciphered only by means of marginal signs and hints.

4.Microscopic clinical heuristics: Psychoanalysis provides interpretive schemes that stem from clinical contexts and can prove meaningful when applied to cultural phenomena. In this respect, the cumulative in-depth, clinical, individual case experience could function as a microscopic heuristic for the diagnosis of sociocultural developments. For example, in a remarkable contribution to psychoanalytic research on violence, Hermann Beland (1999) rightly made the claim that, as experts of war, psychoanalysts should ask themselves what they have to say about collective wars—and thus also about violence and its end.

5.Critical subject theory: Psychoanalysis is a critical subject theory, which sets out to find expressions of (buried) subjectivity, even where only deficiency and loss might otherwise be visible. Psychoanalytically speaking, the absence of functions can be understood as a form of “negation” or “negation work”. This opens up largely unused fields of dialogue with concepts of negativity in philosophy and literary studies.

6.Speech and language: Psychoanalysis examines the dynamics associated with the limitations of utterances and ways of speaking in patients, and it seeks to improve language competence. In doing so, psychoanalysis goes further than the sciences that are concerned only with speech behaviour, because it considers the “existential”, the developmental, psychological, and affective preconditions and preliminary stages of speech and thought.

I pointed out that psychoanalysis has much to offer for any transdisciplinary discussion. On the other side, psychoanalytic thinking also profits enormously from literature and literary criticism. The list of aspects psychoanalysis might win from a transdisciplinary dialogue should not be dismissed. Transdisciplinarity is not a one-way dialogue. As I have shown in the first section of this introduction, psychoanalysis has adopted many concepts from literature as well as from various philosophical and cultural studies’ theories and methodologies. I will mention only a few additional aspects:

•Using mythology as anthropological insights into unconscious representations. I mentioned the myth of Oedipus, but others are of similar importance: for Freud, the myth of Narcissus; for Jacques Lacan, the myth of Antigone; and so on.

•Integrating poetic knowledge into psychoanalytic theory-building. Consider the importance the writer and dramatist Arthur Schnitzler had for Freud:

Dear Dr. Schnitzler! For many years I have been conscious of the far-reaching conformity existing between your opinions and mine on many psychological and erotic problems; and recently I even found the courage expressly to emphasize this conformity [“Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria”, 1905]. I have often asked myself in astonishment how you came by this or that piece of secret knowledge which I had acquired by a painstaking investigation of the subject, and I finally came to the point of envying the author whom hitherto I had admired. Now you may imagine how pleased and elated I felt on reading that you too have derived inspiration from my writings. I am almost sorry to think that I had to reach the age of fifty before hearing something so flattering. Yours in admiration, Dr. Freud.

(Freud, 1906)

Another example would be W. R. Bion, whose concept of “negative capability” is a quote from the poet Keats.

•Transduction of epistemological and interpretative concepts from cultural studies into psychoanalysis: Jacques Lacan (1953) adopted the linguistic theories of Ferdinand de Saussure for his theory of the significant, W. R. Bion (1962) used the term “reverie” brought forward by Charles Saunders Peirce to encompass his version of the analyst’s free-floating attention. More recently, Ronald Britton (1998, pp. 166–196) referred to the poet William Blake, amongst others, to account for his concept of belief and imagination. Christopher Bollas (2013) has linked Chinese poetry to Winnicott’s psychoanalytic praxis. I have mentioned here no more than a few examples for this work on translation.

In conclusion, transdisciplinary work is and should be a bidirectional dialogue that enables new insights to evolve via the dialogue instead of merely applying one side’s concepts to the other side. In my view, transdisciplinary explorations can best be performed in a triangular discourse, meaning that bidirectional dialogue conjointly addresses a third object, topic, or issue, thus forming a triangle. This triangular discourse is not readily established because the topic or issue might be latent in the literature, for example, a novel or play, and it is a first interpretive step to state that this or that text can be fruitfully read under the heading of, say, a specific affect, a specific interpersonal constellation, and so on. Once this triangular field is spread out, the gains attained by the dialogue quickly come to light.

Transdisciplinary dialogue in a triangular field in vivo

Let me now point out which literary texts will be dealt with psychoanalytically and the topics I have chosen. The book starts with “Negativity and language in King Lear”. The literary work is obviously the Shakespearean drama, and the perspective which serves as a point of departure for interpreting the text is the possibility of tolerating the negative or the experience of lack. The reason I have chosen this perspective is not only because of my theoretical preferences—in recent years, I have been working extensively with negative hermeneutics and negative anthropology as the basis of psychoanalytic thinking (Angehrn & Küchenhoff, 2013; Küchenhoff, 2013). My approach to the drama will be examining the ability to separate and the tolerance for loss and the negative in King Lear on three levels: the farewell to power in the process of growing older, the separation from the next generation, and the breakdown of a world view and handling the loss of social securities hitherto taken for granted. I then will add an analysis of the madness to which Lear succumbs—madness that is the consequence of a failure to deal constructively with loss and lack.

The narrative Bartleby the Scrivener by Herman Melville is discussed in the second chapter, entitled “On the chances and dead-ends of saying ‘no’”. Again, the topic is negativity, but the narrative deals with it in quite a different way, which was completely unusual for its time. I will show that withdrawal, rejection, or retreat from communication seem to describe a psychotic attitude, but a mere psychopathological point of view does not do justice to the text. Dealing with negative symptoms might be a major challenge for clinical therapeutic practice: is mutism, is the denial of communication or food, an expression of a loss of abilities, or does an understanding approach to such behavioural patterns enable one to find meaning in them? What Bartleby’s negation of the other’s demands has to say to the other remains open; whether it is a “no” by which someone destroys themselves or the other, or the contact between them, or whether the “no” entails a self-preservation, even self-assertion, as well—that is to be examined in each case in therapy.

In the third chapter, another text by Herman Melville, Moby-Dick, becomes the focus, and the topics chosen here are self-care and identity formation (“Aesthetic form and unconscious sense: self-care and identity in Moby-Dick”). The epistemological interest that guides the interpretation of Moby-Dick is the question of how self-care and self-destruction relate to processes of identity formation. First, I will explain the concept of self-care, and in a second step, I will give psychoanalytical aspects of self-care and self-destruction. Afterwards, the Melvillean concept as it is inherent to the novel’s form will be made apparent.

The text sequence follows the chronology of publication dates. So, Chapter 4 addresses the novel Embers by Sándor Márai, written in English in the USA. The topic here is the analysis of the process of remembering. How remembering advances in the novel is comparable to the analytical situation in some respects. The past is reconstructed similarly, via conversation as a communicative setting, in which the guest is usually silent, and the host unfolds their memories, creating an asymmetrical dialogue situation. But there are obvious differences as well. Emotionality is lived out intensively, and a drama of love and death, of guilt and atonement, of perpetration and sacrifice evolves that is not worked through and ends in disaster.

Chapter 5 is concerned with “Intercultural violence and intercultural transitional spaces: construction and deconstruction of the foreign” and employs the novel Tracks by Louise Erdrich. This chapter is divided into three sections. The first part describes two corresponding mechanisms of border demarcation, the construction of the foreign and the construction of one’s own identity, from a psychoanalytical perspective, with the aim of developing a concept that allows a critique of violence to formulate. The second part deals with complementary mechanisms, that is, questioning boundaries and thus preventing or overcoming violence. Of these, I use two metaphors crucial to psychoanalytic activity—the metaphor of transitional space and that of translation. In a concluding third part, I will describe the function of literary texts to create transcultural transitional spaces and to function as translating texts on the basis of the novel Tracks.

The following two chapters are devoted to small novels written by Philip Roth. Chapter 6 compares the process of dying in literature and psychoanalysis. Who can teach the art of dying? Is it literature, is it psychoanalysis? First, the retroactive nature of dying onto the life process or on one’s own life story is characterised, and I exploit psychoanalytic and philosophical thoughts to find an answer to these important questions. Afterwards, the chapter compares and interprets two literary texts—two versions of the Everyman topic. These are the play with the same name, Jedermann, by Hugo von Hofmannsthal that is still presented each year at the Salzburg Summer Festival, and Philip Roth’s novel Everyman.

Chapter 7 is concerned with the psychology of shame. It outlines an analysis of shame and its vicissitudes, and allows the novel to enrich the psychology of shame. First of all, it seems significant that shame is caused by physical suffering. Secondly, the text deals with a particularly shame-sensitive phase of life, late adolescence. Thirdly, the text allows for recognition of how important the other person is for the emergence and the consequences of shame, and that this holds true for generations; accordingly, the transgenerational aspect plays a significant role in the novel. The feeling of shame has its own history and its own “fate”, that is, it is specifically processed and shapes the development of life history. In analogy to the term “vicissitude” concerning the fate of instincts, I will speak of the vicissitudes of shame to emphasise the biographical dynamics of shame. Finally, compared to other novels dealing with shame, Nemesis is much more pessimistic because it deals with the destructive power of shame if it is not integrated psychologically.

The topic in Chapter 8 is encounter and relationship in therapy and in everyday life. A therapeutic relationship refers to a specific therapeutic setting, and encounter, to an existential intersubjective communication. Therapy is characterised by an oscillation between encounter and relationship, understood in the sense just outlined. When we do therapy, we get involved with the people who come to us, we meet them as therapists. We allow the therapeutic sessions to be formed by our communication; we allow ourselves and our patients to develop together. And yet, the relationship between us remains asymmetrical; we use the encounter to draw conclusions that are explicitly more focused on the patient than on ourselves. We remain in a certain neutrality, and share much less of our personal history with the patient than the patient shares with us. On the other hand, we cannot work therapeutically with the relationship if we have not encountered each other. I will briefly introduce and discuss a contemporary novel which has rightly received the Man Booker Prize and is important for our topic. It is called The Vegetarian and was written by South Korean author Han Kang.

The theme of the concluding Chapter 9, “In transition: say goodbye and start over”, is the transition from a farewell in the broadest sense, which includes separation, loss, and other similar experiences, to a new beginning that reopens the future. I thereby consider the three dimensions—farewell, transition, new beginning—under a time perspective. In the first part, which deals with farewells, the chapter highlights only one aspect of the many determinants of farewells: the great psychological difficulty of initiating and completing a farewell. In the second part, I examine the temporal characteristics of the transition between farewell and new beginning. Firstly, how long can or must a transition after a farewell be so that it can lead to a new beginning? Secondly, is the temporal relationship between farewell, transition, and new beginning to be understood as a consecutive sequence of events, or as repetitive and dynamically oscillating so that the sequence is passed through several times and repeatedly until it comes to an end? A third part examines the time structure of the new beginning. As a literary specimen, Nathan Hill’s The Nix is interpreted along these lines, as the novel can be understood as a brilliant dispute on the chances of a goodbye to initiate a new start.

Closing this introduction, a personal remark seems appropriate. I have been engaged in transdisciplinary work from the outset of my psychoanalytic education. As I had the chance to study philosophy parallel to medicine (it would no longer be possible, at least not in Germany or Switzerland), philosophy seemed to be the most natural discipline to incorporate. As I always had a vivid interest in literature as well, I was happy to be elected as a member of the working party Psychoanalysis and Literature (www.litpsych.uni-freiburg.de/wp) in 2005, which has a scientific tradition of more than forty years in the field. As a personal preference, I read and worked on American and English literature with a particular passion. Some American psychoanalytic colleagues hit upon several publications hitherto only published in German, and they motivated me to collect my manuscripts on American and English literature, to have them translated, and thus to make them accessible to the English-speaking reader. I am grateful and much indebted to Phoenix Publishing House, and especially to its publisher Kate Pearce, for having supported and guided the publication project.




CHAPTER 1

Negativity and language in King Lear (W. Shakespeare)

Crises of separation are part of human life. They have to be mastered from the very beginning and remain challenges throughout life. This is a fundamental insight of psychoanalysis. What these challenges of separation consist of varies in the course of one’s personal development.

The life of the infant begins with a first separation; there is no consensus on the significance of the so-called trauma of birth for the development of the personality (Houzel, 2005; Rank, 1929). In any case, birth is a prototype for those separations that necessarily arise at a point in time when it is not yet possible to actively deal with them and represent them, that is, to process them in thought. It is not yet possible to speak of the loss of an object, because there is no concept of an object, just as there is no concept of oneself, and thus the experience of loss is not yet a mentally represented experience—only a crisis-like increase of excitement. The experience of birth is not understood as the loss of an object; it is at most retrospectively interpreted as such. In later life, such unrepresentable experiences of loss may be repeated as traumas.

For many psychoanalytic authors, weaning is the first real experience of separation (Green, 1990; Grinberg & Grinberg, 1989), that is, an experience that is accompanied by feelings of loss and despair. It is connected with the sense of separation gradually appearing between the self and the other, at the same time as the emergence of an idea of the object. The child experiences a cut in the intercorporeity, the bodily “in-between” (Küchenhoff, 2012, pp. 54–58, 84–91) of mother’s breast and his own mouth, he becomes aware that there are, on the one side, his own body or body zones as well as, on the other side, mother’s body or body parts that escape his own control, that cannot be governed, that are obviously independent and belong to someone else. Already here the experience of separation has a double face: it allows the child to distinguish between partial aspects of self and object, at some point also between self and object as a whole, and to form a delimited self-image that is experienced as autonomous and, finally, an individual identity. Necessary though separations are for the development of personality, the experiences of loss and abandonment associated with them are just as painful. Julia Kristeva, who has worked intensively on cases of severe depression, posits their origin in the impossibility of going through the despair associated with initial separations, of “traversing” in her words: the separation must be experienced and endured, but must also be passed through (Kristeva, 1989, cf. Küchenhoff, 2013, Chapter 14).

Psychoanalytic developmental psychology assumes further early childhood separation experiences which are formative for personality development. The transition from a two-person to a three-person psychology is associated with the loss of the illusion that the most important caregivers are devoted only to one’s own self, and with the realisation that the other person is committed to others as well: there is not only the self and the object, but also the third, the fourth, the fifth. And these relationships elude one’s own control. It is not easy to bear this. Freud uses a striking term to characterise the child’s painful feeling of being separated from both parents and thus being excluded. He speaks of the “primal scene”, the origin of all scenes. The child, who is the core of the primal scene experience, becomes aware that the parents have a passionate relationship with each other in which he has no direct involvement. The primal scene stands for the original introduction to triangulation. The recognition of the relationship that the loved ones have with others remains a crucial developmental task throughout life. The recognition of the parents’ love relationship is rightly considered one of the facts of life to be accepted (Money-Kyrle, 1978). The child does not come into the world with “triadic competence” (Bürgin & von Klitzing, 2001), instead he has to build it up, that is, to be prepared to acknowledge the complex triangular reality and to use it. The ability to deal with separations entailing the loss connected to them will be challenged throughout life.

Deliberately, these remarks are chosen as a starting point because I want to discuss the drama King Lear by Shakespeare from the point of view of the experience of separation and tolerance of the negative and lack. The reason I chose this perspective is not only because of my theoretical preferences—in recent years, I have been working a lot with negative hermeneutics and negative anthropology as the basis of psychoanalytic thinking (Angehrn & Küchenhoff, 2013; Küchenhoff, 2013). Certainly, personal motives also played a role when I first wrote this chapter. I was concerned with questions of personal and social development linked to loss and mourning, as I was about to end my career as the medical director of a large psychiatric centre. I was confronted with the challenges of letting go, being able to hand over the institutions I had built up, and I had to ask myself what could cause a failure in meeting these challenges. Similar challenges held true in my family. So I had to ask myself: how well do I manage, having not three daughters like King Lear, but two, not to hinder them in their own development and life expectancies and not to bind them by false and egocentric love? On the contrary, what is to be preserved and not given away in a time when we cannot help but perceive the violation of democratic values, that manipulation and marketing tricks are more successful than honesty? The word “postfactual” is as stupid as it is accurate: it highlights the recklessness of people who are concerned with power but not with the common good and who are unfortunately successful with it; it is a stupid word because there can, of course, be nothing postfactual.

The Shakespearean drama has upset and continues to upset me in these three respects. Such personal involvement should not be misunderstood as an impediment to access the drama. Generally speaking, the act of reading (or attending a performance on stage) should and does include being stirred up, being questioned, being touched. My personal thoughts show that the aesthetic response as part of the “process between text and reader” has quickly taken hold of me (Iser, 1980, p. 85). So, reacting personally to the text opens up and sharpens the understanding, but it certainly precludes consideration of other contexts as well. Anyway, my approach to the drama will be examining the ability to separate and the tolerance for loss and the negative in King Lear on the three levels already introduced: the farewell to power in the process of growing older, the separation from the next generation, the breakdown of a world view and the handling of the loss of social securities hitherto taken for granted. The levels do not contradict each other but comment on each other. I then will add an analysis of the madness into which Lear slides. Madness is the product and consequence of a failure to deal constructively with loss and lack. What is special about the drama, however, is that inherent in the madness, sparks of a productive new beginning appear in a play that otherwise ends disastrously.

On the difficulties in dealing with King Lear

It is difficult to add anything original to the immense flood of texts published on King Lear. For the years between 2000 and 2009, the international bibliography of the Modern Language Association, the MLA Database (www.mla.org/Publications/MLA-International-Bibliography), lists 548 articles; in the previous decade, there were 635 articles and 194 books (Kelly, 2011, p. 78). Moreover, it is almost impossible to process even a rudimentary part of this secondary literature.

In addition, we are confronted with another difficulty: what are we dealing with when we want to deal with the Shakespearean text of King Lear? For there is no canonical text to which all dramaturges or critics could refer. The first print dates from 1608, True Chronicle History of King Leir, the so-called First Quarto text. It was from this text that the King’s Men, the theatre company in which Shakespeare also participated, started their performances at the Globe Theatre and many other venues (Wells, 2000). Through performing, the play changed, was supplemented, and the text was rewritten in some parts. These revisions were summarised seven years after Shakespeare’s death, and in 1623 the so-called First Folio—an edition of the Collected Works—was produced. From 1723 onwards, Alexander Pope re-edited the Collected Works, he compiled the Quarto and Folio into a new integrated text, and this tradition was maintained until the mid-1980s. Only then was it recognised that each of the two texts formed an independent version of the play, and both appeared in the Complete Edition, The New Oxford Shakespeare. In the following I will refer to the version edited by Stanley Wells, which reproduces the Quarto text (Shakespeare, 2000).

A further difficulty arises when it comes to paying tribute to Shakespeare’s genuine achievement. Namely, he did not invent the material. In 1605, a play was published anonymously, called The True Chronicle of King Leir and His Three Daughters Gonorill, Regan and Cordella. The publication seems to date back to a play first performed in 1594. But even in this work, the story was not original. Rather, as a legend, it belongs to the stock of cultural knowledge of the time. In the twelfth century, the story appears in the Historia Regum Britanniae, although it has no secure historical basis. In the Genealogy of the Kings of England of 1560, the story appears again, as well as in 1577 in the History of England. Finally, among the many sources that are by no means exhaustively reproduced here, the most important is the Arcadia romance by Sir Philip Sidney, published in 1590, which contains numerous motifs that recur in Shakespeare’s King Lear. So, when we look at the Shakespearean drama, it is not enough to offer an interpretation of the material, which in its basic form does not originate in Shakespeare. Nevertheless, we may appreciate his specific and unique processing of the material (all information by Wells, 2000).
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