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FOREWORD


This book is written for all those who work under the broad banner originally unfurled by Freud, and which has since opened over such a wide and diverse field of knowledge and practice. It is also for their patients and clients, and for anyone who loves beauty and wants to think more about its place in the mind.


Throughout, I have used the terms ‘psychoanalysis’ and ‘psychoanalyst’ for the work and its practitioners. This is in part for the obvious reason that in such a widespread field a single name is necessary to avoid simply listing or interchanging the possible titles – psychoanalytic psychotherapist, psychodynamic psychotherapist or counsellor, clinical psychologist, and more. The terms I chose can of course be narrowly interpreted, but I believe that in light of Freud's huge philosophical outlook, he would recognise them as belonging generically and semantically to all those who practise along the broad lines he and those who have followed him laid down. Another and self-evident reason for using the terms is that in the main it is those who practise under the title ‘psychoanalyst’ whose ideas I follow in this book, they having led the field in this distinctive form of exploration of the mind.




 


In beauty, I walk


With beauty before me, I walk


With beauty behind me, I walk


With beauty above me, I walk


With beauty all around me, I walk


With beauty within me, I walk


It is finished in beauty


It is finished in beauty


It is finished in beauty


It is finished in beauty.


(Song from the Navaho Night Chant Ceremony Flagstaff Museum, Arizona)











INTRODUCTION


To write about beauty is to address a subject that is at once profound and fragile. This is not an easy combination. I write with a sense of temerity, led not so much by any idea of my own competence to do so, as by a long-felt concern that the concept of beauty is too absent from psychoanalytic thinking. In this book I have set out to explain what I mean in speaking of this absence, to review some of what has actually been written about beauty until now, and to wonder what more there may be to say, and to think about, for the future.


I trace the history of beauty and its aesthetic setting in psychoanalytic thought, using Wilfred Bion as the fulcrum in a ‘before and after’ scenario, since it was largely he who opened up the aesthetic paradigm, leading to new and generative thinking from others. Chapter 1 begins at the beginning with Freud: his thinking on the subject of beauty may have been limited, but as we should expect, he had some radical things to say. I go on to offer some of my own thoughts on the nature of beauty, in particular its qualities of elusiveness. Chapter 2 addresses some of the first serious recognitions of the significance of beauty in psychoanalysis, and Chapter 3 returns to consider early psychoanalytic thought on the subject, tracing its development prior to the advent of Bion; he and his near-contemporary and proponent Donald Meltzer are the subjects of Chapter 4. In Chapter 5 I review some more recent contributions, especially that of Meg Harris Williams. Chapter 6 is a case study illustrating Meltzer's pivotal concept of aesthetic conflict. In Chapters 7 and 8 I explore the key relationship between beauty and knowing, including a consideration of ugliness, and another of the place of beauty in practice: here may be found the meaning of the Aeolian harp pictured on the book's cover. Also here is a reflection on the near-universal love of beauty in nature. Chapter 9 is a further case study, designed to illustrate another of Meltzer's central ideas, that of the ‘beauty of the method’. And I close with an epilogue that visits what may be called the two birthplaces of beauty – those of the prehistoric caves and of the mother-baby encounter.1


I do not find it possible to speak of beauty, or certainly our more profound experiences of it, without considering what is meant by truth. Bion, like Keats, understood beauty and truth Platonically, and as being deeply interrelated, if not actually synonymous. Besides his formulation of K and the K-link, signifying the human longing for knowledge, Bion spoke freely of truth as a reality that is perhaps better expressed by calling it Truth. This makes it no easier to define, though Bion does his best for us, supplying a string of words by which attempts have been made to express the inexpressible: ‘I shall use the sign O to denote that which is the ultimate reality represented by terms such as ultimate reality, absolute truth, the godhead, the infinite, the thing-in-itself ’ (1970, p. 26). Bion's Truth then lies beyond what we can consciously apprehend, an ‘ultimate reality’ in the existence of which we may or may not choose to place our faith. For me, any close consideration of beauty points toward the assumption of such a reality.


Equally, an attempt must be made at the outset to define beauty itself in a book of which it is the subject. This is no easier than defining truth, but I offer here some ideas based on the thinking of James Kirwan in his book Beauty, which scrutinises the concept in philosophical depth. Before addressing the question of definition, Kirwan considers our common understanding of what is intended by the word ‘beauty’:


For what is extraordinary is not that sometimes even apparently antithetical qualities are considered beautiful – that what is ugly here and now was beautiful there and then, and vice versa – but that the connotation of the word ‘beautiful’ remains stable, that the idea of beauty, this mute concept, has existed both here and there, then and now. (Kirwan, 1999, p. 4)


‘Then’ may connote a time when beauty was understood to reside in formal qualities in the world outside ourselves; ‘now’ we speak of the eye of the beholder, by which we mean of course the mind behind the eye. Not that this more recent formulation necessarily tallies with our felt experience. Perhaps the most striking characteristic of beauty as a phenomenon is the way it lies experientially – even uniquely – athwart the realms of the inner and outer worlds. We may ‘know’ that the event of seeing beauty is one that takes place in our minds; the experience itself however is more likely to be of a quality ‘out there’, and somehow inhering in the object, attribute or idea. This characteristic itself raises interesting questions that I revisit in the context of beauty and knowing.


What then is the nature of the experience of beauty itself? A typical dictionary definition runs: ‘combination of qualities, as shape, proportion, colour, that delights the sight; combined qualities delighting the other senses, the moral senses, or the intellect’ (Concise Oxford English Dictionary). Kirwan offers a ‘classical’ definition based on Kant:


that quality we attribute to whatever pleases immediately, that is, pleases in itself, irrespective of any concept of, or interest in, the object (material or ideal) to which it is attributed. What is beautiful appears to us as an object of necessary delight, though we remain aware that the grounds of this delight are subjective. (Kirwan, p. 6)




Kirwan himself has more to say about the nature of that delight. He says: ‘Beauty is immediately and…irreducibly a sensation – it strikes me’ (p. 6). He further describes it variously as a feeling, an event, an emotion, an idea. In this, he demonstrates the sheer emotional range of the experience of beauty.


For myself, the simple term ‘immediate delight’ is almost sufficient, and is the nearest I can get to the meaning without finding myself enmeshed in qualifications that only obscure the essential and instant clarity of beauty. Even so, ‘immediate delight’ is hardly satisfactory. Beauty belongs in the world of qualia: its meaning cannot be conveyed to a (hypothetical) person who has not experienced it. I think we could do with a new word, one that simply means ‘response to beauty’.


It is probably already clear that my understanding of beauty in the psychoanalytic context belongs in that dimension of human experience we call the spiritual. This dimension has gained widespread recognition only in the past decade or so, and it may be that the earlier conflation of spiritual experience with religious belief systems has prevented psychoanalysis from giving much serious thought to beauty, which tends to point immediately toward the spiritual. Here I have been much influenced by the thought of the (beautifully-named) theologian Hans Urs von Balthasar, who has made beauty a central field of study, and claims its place as foremost amongst the ‘transcendental’ elements, or ‘absolutes’.


In view of the foregoing, it may seem strange that the thinking of Jung and the Jungians are not included in the book. Rather than attempt to cover too wide a field, I have confined myself to my own discipline of psychoanalysis, and leave it to others more knowledgeable in analytical psychology to write about its contribution to the subject of beauty.


Finally, I should clarify that it is beauty itself, and the apprehension of beauty, with which I am concerned here – as distinct from expressive creativity, about which others in our field have written more extensively. While creativity will certainly play an important part in my theme, it is not where my main emphasis lies. And I should acknowledge here that within that emphasis lies another: namely, the assumption that where beauty is concerned, both writer and reader are likely to find that it is visual beauty that comes first to mind. This bias toward the visual is found in most texts about beauty, and is perhaps particularly unsurprising in the context of psychoanalysis, since for the most part it is the visual faculty that founds unconscious phantasy and symbolism; of these much more will be said in this book. It is though far from my intention that visual beauty should take special precedence over other kinds. Of equal importance are auditory beauty and the beauty of ideas, to name but two: a point that should be particularly borne in mind in the discussion of the relationship between vision and symbolism in Chapter 7. Meanwhile, readers are invited to understand the use of the word ‘beauty’, as intended to represent all forms, and to choose for themselves their interpretation of its meaning.


My hope is to shed some illumination into what has hitherto been a somewhat shadowy corner of our thinking, and to suggest the value to us of bringing beauty more fully into consciousness in relation to work with our patients.







1Here as elsewhere the word ‘mother’ is to be understood as the principal carer(s), without losing any of its emotional charge.











CHAPTER ONE


Elusive Beauty


Founding thoughts


Freud, surveying the myriad causes of human unhappiness in Civilization and its Discontents (1930), undertakes to draw up a list of the ways in which we seek to avoid or overcome our suffering. I find this list of interest not so much because of its contents, which doubtless most of us could enumerate, but because of the way it is constructed.


Freud begins by asking what humans ‘show by their behaviour to be the purpose and intention of their lives’, and answers himself: ‘They strive after happiness, they want to become happy and to remain so’ (SE, 21, p. 76). Noting that ‘there is no possibility at all of [this] being carried through; all the regulations of the universe run counter to it’, he embarks on his list. He looks first at the ways in which we try to alter external circumstances, but soon decides that ‘In the last analysis, all suffering is nothing else than sensation; it only exists insofar as we feel it’. Therefore ‘the most interesting methods of averting suffering are those which seek to influence our own organism’ (p. 78).


He proceeds to a set of categorisations that progress from ‘the crudest, but also the most effective of these methods’, namely the chemical one of intoxication (of which he duly acknowledges the downside); through attempts to ‘control the instincts’; to the more refined method of artistic sublimation. Then comes the recourse to illusion, deriving from ‘the life of the imagination’, and descending in short order to delusions, including the mass variety, chief amongst which he classes religion.


At this point Freud pauses. He reflects that he does not believe he has made ‘a complete enumeration’, and then rather mysteriously tells us there is one procedure he has not yet named. He keeps us in suspense, embarking on a dramatic build-up: ‘how could one possibly forget, of all others, this technique of the art of living?’ he asks, (p. 81), and dwells at some length on its many merits. By the time he gives us its name, we are expecting something considerable – nor are we disappointed. It is none other than ‘the way of life that makes love the centre of everything, which looks for all satisfaction in loving and being loved’ (p. 102). Here evidently we have arrived at Freud's best answer to mankind's endeavours to be happy, or at least less unhappy.


But not so. Freud, it turns out, has after all not yet arrived at his final offering. Without preamble, he simply adds another: ‘We may go on from here to consider the interesting case in which happiness in life is predominantly sought in the enjoyment of beauty (p. 82). This seems odd, following as it does on what looked so like the final, not to say climactic, item. The propensity to enjoy beauty is given this singular treatment without explanation, though till now the logic of his various arguments has been characteristically painstaking. It is as though he were singling it out as being of a different order from the rest; and so indeed, from what he goes on to say about it, he believes it is.


He fleshes out his ‘interesting case’: this is found ‘wherever beauty presents itself to our senses and our judgement – the beauty of human forms and gestures, of natural objects and landscapes and of artistic and even scientific creations’. While ‘the aesthetic attitude’ cannot protect against suffering, yet ‘it can compensate for a great deal’. Its enjoyment has a ‘peculiar, mildly intoxicating quality of feeling’. It has ‘no obvious use; nor is there any clear cultural necessity for it. Yet civilization ‘could not do without it’ (p. 82). Freud appears to be struggling to explain something hard to understand, a main characteristic of which is paradox. It is peculiar, intoxicating, apparently unnecessary; it is essential to the civilised world.


Strikingly though, any difficulty Freud found in placing beauty epistemologically is in no way echoed where it is a matter of experiencing it himself. In his paper ‘On Transience’ 1916), in which he establishes the link between beauty and loss, he tells of ‘a summer walk through a smiling countryside’ with a companion, understood to be the poet Rilke, who was downcast by the perception that the beauty that surrounded them must fade. Freud protested vigorously:


It was incomprehensible, I declared, that the thought of the transience of beauty should interfere with our joy in it…The beauty of the human form and face vanish for ever in the course of our own lives, but their evanescence only lends them a fresh charm. A flower that blossoms only for a single night does not seem to us on that account less lovely. Nor can I understand any better why the beauty and perfection of a work of art or of an intellectual achievement should lose its worth because of its temporal limitation. (SE, 14, p. 305)


A deep love of beauty comes unmistakably through this passage. We can begin to see why it might assume a special place in Freud's list.


Beauty's absence


Yet this quality, so central to civilization, which Freud seems to think of Platonically as an essential good in its own right, is a far from familiar topic in our field. There is little to be found about it in the literature, nor in my experience do we discuss it much amongst ourselves. It is as though it were hardly there for us as having any real significance for our work. Freud himself recognised and regretted this absence:


The science of aesthetics investigates the conditions under which things are felt as beautiful, but it has been unable to give any explanation of the nature and origin of the beauty…Psychoanalysis, unfortunately, has scarcely anything to say about beauty either. (SE, 21, p. 82)


Perhaps Freud himself is in part to blame, given the place to which he assigns the origins of the human propensity for aesthetic appreciation, and the language he uses to deal with it. In the context of our capacity to respond to the beautiful, the term ‘scopophilic part-instinct’ strikes a jarring note. It sounds perhaps a little better as the original German Schaulust, which conveys at least more of the intensity of the feelings that can be roused in looking; but overall the concept fails in adequacy. This if any of Freud's theories invites the charge of reductionism.


Hanna Segal served the cause n better for the Kleinian perspective, by preserving almost the same degree of silence on the subject of beauty as did Klein herself, despite the lengthy attention she gives to the aesthetic capacity in her famous paper ‘A psychoanalytical approach to aesthetics’ (1952). This, it transpires, is concerned almost entirely with the creative urge and its reparative motivation from the depressive position; Segal says little of beauty itself, or of our capacity to apprehend it.


Jung too rarely speaks of beauty directly, though when he does so it is in strong terms. Asked to name the factors making for happiness in the human mind, he gives one (of five) as ‘the faculty for perceiving beauty in art and nature’ (1960, CW, 18: 1719); and suggests that beauty is ‘one of the most excellent of God's creations’. Like Freud, he attempts no description of its nature, treating its meaning simply as a given.


It was memorably suggested by Meira Likierman in her paper ‘The clinical significance of aesthetic experience’ (1989) that the aesthetic capacity has been ‘assigned to purgatory’ in psychoanalytic theory, at home ‘neither in the underworld of primitive mental life, nor in the ‘higher’ realm of civilised functioning’ (p. 133). Similarly, James Hillman, in his article ‘The practice of beauty’ (1998) contends that beauty has actually been repressed into the unconscious mind of the profession: ‘that factor which is most important but most unrecognized in the world of our psychological culture, could be defined as ‘beauty’, for that is what is ignored, omitted, absent’ (p.71). As it happened, Donald Meltzer had brought out his and Meg Harris Williams’ book The Apprehension of Beauty (1988) just a year earlier than Likierman's paper. Meltzer however remains the only psychoanalyst to have taken beauty sufficiently seriously to write about it at any length; Likierman's comment is still largely true of the field overall. Perhaps its absence is simply a general effect of our present culture, which for the most part holds beauty in no very high esteem; more optimistically, it may simply be that we understand beauty to be beyond words. Still the question arises, does it matter that this concept is so absent from our thinking? I believe it does. Beauty, as Freud and Jung clearly saw, has a critically important potential for our lives. And beyond psychoanalysis, many of humanity's greatest thinkers have claimed it is more than important: that it is of a truly overarching significance. Plato in his Symposium has Diotima say:


This above all others…is the region where a man's life should be spent, in the contemplation of absolute beauty…In that region alone he will be in contact not with a reflection but with the truth. (1952, p. 94)


Keats said simply: ‘Beauty is Truth, Truth Beauty’. The fourteenth century Mohammedan mystic Hafez said: ‘The essence of life is the expression of beauty’. Dostoevsky, obliquely but unforgettably, claimed that ‘beauty will save the world’. Schiller said: ‘It is through beauty that we arrive at freedom’. And the theologian Von Balthasar (1989) claims that not only is Beauty indivisible from the transcendentals of Truth and Love, but is ‘first among equals’ in that it is their herald, the epiphanic sign by which we know them. His disciple Angelo Scola states: ‘the epiphany of being, that is, its beauty, is the true breach by which being penetrates into man’ (1995, p. 32).


These are only a few of many, but the range of sources they represent is wide: poets, philosophers, writers, theologians and mystics, all giving to beauty a place of the highest possible priority. This must surely be a matter of interest to a profession concerned with meaning in human life.


Beauty's shadow


Nor does the interest of beauty inhere only in the glowing celebration of it as a supreme good. Contrastingly, a more ambivalent response has run through its history. Here is the equally interesting question of beauty's shadow. There has always been a suggestion of the suspect about beauty: can it be trusted? might it in fact deceive? After all, Rilke's deep dissatisfaction with its impermanence led him (on that occasion; he was of course a passionate lover of the beautiful) to reject its value altogether. According to Freud, he felt it ‘shorn of its worth by the transience which was its doom’ (1915, p.305).


Others have felt the same. Seneca the Younger said: ‘Beauty is such a fleeting blossom, how can wisdom rely on its momentary delight?’ Yeats said of ‘the phantom, Beauty’: ‘All that's beautiful drifts away, like the waters.’ For Burns, it was ‘the rainbow's lovely form, evanishing amid the storm.’ Nor is transience beauty's only drawback. Plato noted disapprovingly ‘the plain man's attraction to the outward show of beauty’– and here he had in mind particularly the human face and form, notorious for their deceptiveness. Hopkins asked: ‘To what serves mortal beauty? – dangerous.’ Keats’ ‘full beautiful’ Belle Dame sans Merci provides a veritable archetype for dangerous seduction. And Tolstoy noted wryly: ‘It is amazing how complete is the delusion that beauty is goodness.’


Much of beauty's felt ambiguity clearly stems from experiences of loss and betrayal at human hands. But another potent source lies in the religious tradition that for so long dominated thought, and is frequently cited as a predecessor of psychoanalysis in its aspect of attempting to understand and address human experience. In our western religious tradition, we see the dilemmas around beauty played out with some intensity. ‘Favour is deceitful, and beauty is vain’, runs the proverb. This again though clearly refers to human beauty: beyond lay beauty as eternal, the ‘glory’ of the God of the Old Testament. This tradition lasted long into the era of Christianity, to which Plotinus brought the message of Plato's mystical passion for beauty, translated into Christian thought. The beauty of creation was seen as God-revealing. Among the medieval theoreticians, Dionysius said: ‘Any thinking person realises that the appearances of beauty are the signs of invisible loveliness.’ Augustine went further, effectively equating God with beauty: ‘I have learned to love you late, Beauty at once so ancient and so new!’ Beauty was accordingly ranked as one of the ‘absolutes’, or transcendentals. For Aquinas still, beauty is ‘the same as the good’, being that aspect of the good apprehended by sight, hearing and intellect.


But this attitude became subject in later centuries to the old suspicions. After all, cannot the devil appear beautiful? The Reformation particularly heralded the demotion of beauty from its place amongst the transcendentals, and for centuries it languished, largely ignored. Only recently has it been restored, in particular by Von Balthasar, who has brought beauty resoundingly back into religious discourse with a weighty series of volumes devoted to his ‘theological aesthetics’. He laments beauty's repression at the hands of those such as Luther and Kierkegaard in favour of their undue emphasis on word and concept – these presumably felt less likely to lead mankind astray. A plethora of books has followed from theological writers, rediscovering delight and profound meaning in beauty.
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