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AUTHOR’S NOTE



This is a book for anyone who, like me, has ever turned to literature as a source of comfort, healing, support, understanding and even transformation.


Due to client confidentiality, each story in the book is fictionalised, while being based on true stories and session notes from my bibliotherapy practice. This means that no one client in the book can be identifiable as a real person, and is instead a composite of various case histories. This was necessary to protect client confidentiality and also, sometimes, to clearly illustrate a therapeutic point or psychological truth.










FOREWORD



Of all the things for which we use books – education, entertainment, escapism – one of the more curious is our use of them as a therapeutic medium and a form of social connection. Literature affords us familiar friends through the silent passage of words, as we forge connections with fictional characters who are almost more perfect than the friends we find in real life. This is partly down to the fact that we have uninterrupted access into the minds and emotions of the characters we read, so we experience what feels like a more immediate and sometimes more intense level of intimacy than we would with a close family member or friend. This relationship that evolves between reader and character echoes the celebrity effect, where the familiarity of a favourite celebrity makes us feel that we know them personally. Consider this striking insight offered by Anne Elliot in Jane Austen’s Persuasion:


‘The last few hours were certainly very painful,’ replied Anne, ‘but when pain is over, the remembrance of it often becomes a pleasure. One does not love a place the less for having suffered in it unless it has been all suffering, nothing but suffering.


These words resonate with us. Often the pain of past suffering simply becomes a small footnote in our lives, its significance shed and its power less acute. Austen’s observation is so astute that as readers, we find ourselves identifying with and recognising our own experiences in her words. On the other hand, if we’ve never experienced such pain and suffering, it can feel enlightening to explore these feelings through reading. In sharing in Anne’s pain and joy, we feel that we know her intimately. Reading about others’ experiences of suffering also offers us a deeper understanding of the extremes of human behaviour – for example, our capacity for extreme cruelty, as we see in Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. These books allow us to understand another person’s experience through empathetic reading, so that we begin to recognise their pain, their suffering, and their experience. In doing so, we can connect with them through the painful emotions they bring up in us, inviting self-exploration and examination, and perhaps even catharsis.


As a bibliotherapist, I’ve observed that reading affords us a level of intimacy and connection, as well as a sense of being understood, that can be incredibly healing. Books allow us to connect with people with whom we would not otherwise connect in our daily lives, extending our empathetic capabilities, and safely submerging us into a virtual reality that can often feel more ‘real’ than the one in which we currently reside.


Literature’s therapeutic benefits have been known for centuries, but the term ‘bibliotherapy’ was first coined by American essayist Samuel Crothers in 1916. Crothers believed that reading novels could offer a more affordable and accessible form of therapy, and could, for some patients, even wholly replace psychoanalysis, the pioneering form of therapeutic treatment at the turn of the twentieth century. Widely regarded as the founding father of psychoanalysis, Freud himself was no stranger to the concept of bibliotherapy, and believed that literature could be a useful tool in therapy as it provided a way for clients to explore their own unconscious desires and motivations. In his essay ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’1 Freud refers to the writer as akin to a therapist who can guide us and help us process our emotions, leading to greater self-awareness and insight.


The writer of literature creates a world of phantasy which he takes very seriously – that is, which he invests with large amounts of emotion – while separating it sharply from reality . . . In my opinion, all the aesthetic pleasure which a creative writer affords us has the character of a fore-pleasure of this kind, and our actual enjoyment of an imaginative work proceeds from a liberation of tensions in our minds . . . this effect is due to the writer’s enabling us thence forward to enjoy our own day-dreams without self-reproach or shame.


I stumbled upon bibliotherapy while studying psychodynamic counselling, and it was a moment of profound revelation. Literature quickly took centre stage in all my therapy sessions, and this ultimately paved the way to my current bibliotherapy practice and literary curation consultancy. I’ve noticed remarkable changes in my clients who have engaged with therapeutic reading – whether in their personal or professional lives – and it only seems fitting to share their stories of healing through literature in a book of my own. I want to tell my readers about the bibliotherapy process, and the art of prescribing books that bring meaning, connection and healing.


Using my lived experience both as a bibliotherapee and a bibliotherapist, I will chart bibliotherapy’s evolution as a form of therapy by exploring how the concept of therapeutic reading has been developed over the centuries by the ancient Greeks, Michel de Montaigne, William Wordsworth, George Eliot, Freud, hospital librarians during both World Wars and, more recently, academics.


This important history allows us to understand the development of bibliotherapy and its principles. We’ll explore my own journey of healing through literature – from growing up in an orthodox Jain* community in Kenya, East Africa, and turning to reading for comfort, to discovering bibliotherapy while training as a counsellor and developing my own bibliotherapy practice – and we’ll also look at those of my clients, sharing their stories of healing through literature and offering hope, faith and inspiration to readers everywhere. These accounts cover themes of loss, grief, depression, motherhood, identity, race, gender, neurodiversity and relationship challenges to explore how bibliotherapy has been used as a tool for navigating challenging and complex circumstances.


Our relationship with literature remains our most intimate, because books possess the unique ability to mirror our deepest needs and aspirations. We feel seen, heard and held. Let’s leverage this unique ability, using the practice of bibliotherapy to guide, enlighten and eventually transform us.





_____________


* Jainism is one of the oldest religions in India. Its premise is that the path to enlightenment is through nonviolence (ahimsa) and reducing harm to living things (including plants and animals) as much as possible. Like Hindus and Buddhists, Jains believe in reincarnation. This cycle of birth, death and rebirth is determined by one’s karma.










HOW TO USE THIS BOOK



This book is divided into three sections, ‘Part I: Bibliotherapy – An Introduction’, ‘Part II: Bibliotherapy Journeys’ and ‘Part III: The Art of Literary Curation’ .


In Part I, I offer an understanding of bibliotherapy, what it is, how it developed over millennia and how I came to practise it.


In Part II, I explore my relationship with books and how it has shaped who I am today. I also share stories from my therapy room, with each chapter featuring a different client, to illustrate how bibliotherapy can be used to address a range of anxieties and concerns. At the end of each chapter, you will find a tailored reading list that was prescribed as well as the bibliotherapy and complimentary therapeutic techniques used. Exercises that will allow you to practise each of these techniques at home are also included.


In Part III, I share how to create your own curated reading lists and offer an A-Z selection of book prescriptions, which are broken down by theme and can be used as reference points when putting together your own lists. The titles included span fiction, non-fiction and poetry across a variety of genres.










PART I




Bibliotherapy – An Introduction











1



DISCOVERY OF A NOVEL THERAPY


‘If the head and body are to be well, you must begin by curing the soul; that is the first thing. And the cure, my dear youth, has to be effected by the use of certain charms, and these charms are fair words.’


CHARMIDES, PLATO


August is my birth month. It’s my son’s and my grandfather’s, too. For me, it’s always been a month of magic – not that I am remotely superstitious. It’s the month when novel, exciting coincidences, unexpected connections and quite simply some of my happiest moments have manifested. I’ve always thought of it as a time of divine intervention, and the August of 2007 was no different. I vividly recall an epiphany I had that month that sowed the seeds for the birth of this book.


There are few moments of realisation so striking that they render everything else mundane by comparison – but it’s these moments that take you by surprise and make life exciting and full of wonder. Novelist Virginia Woolf encapsulates this feeling in a review she wrote in 1917, describing ‘certain moments which break off from the mass, in which without bidding things come together in a combination of inexplicable significance, to arrest those thoughts which suddenly, to the thinker at least, are almost menacing with meaning’.


When I was training to be a counsellor, one of the prerequisites of my course was that I needed to be in therapy myself. A specific session still looms large in my mind, as it was the first time I opened up about a traumatic childhood experience. I remember sitting by the window in a snug blue armchair in my therapist’s small, flowery office. It was a summer’s day and, as the sun grazed my skin, I felt warm and comforted. In the relaxed atmosphere, I found myself speaking about being trapped as a young child, and how the fear from that day had continued to haunt me well into my adulthood. Simply revisiting the memory would trigger symptoms that mimicked those of post-traumatic stress disorder: flashbacks, panic attacks, overreactions and the irrational feeling of having no escape. Overwhelmed by emotions that I had no way to process as a child, I turned to books as my sanctuary. Reading allowed me to dodge my pain, and it became my means of detaching from the world around me when things became ugly or difficult.


Earlier that day, before meeting with my therapist, I’d been reading Hanya Yanagihara’s A Little Life, a novel about love and friendship that is really about the legacy of childhood trauma. The protagonist, Jude, is subjected to abuse from a very young age, and the resulting trauma continues to shadow his every move as an adult. Jude’s story resonated with me not because his experience closely mirrored mine (my own moment of terror had been a one-off and drew no similarities to what had happened to Jude) but because like Jude, I still carried the fear and pain of my childhood with me. Time and time again, I would find myself reliving the past in the present. When faced with a vaguely threatening situation, I would snap back to being four years old again, trapped, helpless and terrified. The trauma of that moment would reverberate for years to come, continuing to have an impact on both my body and mind. I became someone who was desperate to please and completely conflict-adverse – the thought of conflict made me uncomfortable. It was easier to give in and be ‘nice’ in order to maintain the peace, even if this meant silencing my own voice and ignoring my needs.


I had never spoken about that memory to anyone until it played out in front of me – in the pages of A Little Life:


He was an optimist. Every month, every week, he chose to open his eyes, to live another day in the world. He did it when he was feeling so awful that sometimes the pain seemed to transport him to another state, one in which everything, even the past that he worked so hard to forget, seemed to fade into a gray watercolour wash. He did it when his memories crowded out all other thoughts, when it took real effort, real concentration, to tether himself to his current life, to keep himself from raging with despair and shame. He did it when he was so exhausted of trying, when being awake and alive demanded such energy that he had to lie in bed thinking of reasons to get up and try again.


Now the memory sat there on the pages, floating. I didn’t know what to do with it. All I knew was that I felt very compassionate towards Jude, and in turn towards myself, something I hadn’t really experienced before. For the first time, I was seeing myself through new eyes. I wrote everything down in my journal and brought it to my therapist.


‘Post-traumatic stress disorder, or PTSD,’ she said. ‘There’s unresolved trauma. It’s not surprising the book prompted your memories of childhood trauma. Art, and in this case literature, has an uncanny way of drawing out these memories. The book feels like a safe place from which to carry out your own self-examinations at a distance, as it allows you to develop a better understanding of your own character by exploring the experiences of others. After all, everything that we process is really filtered through our own lens of experience.’


She paused, waiting for me to respond.


I stayed silent. I wanted to know more. Learn more.


She continued. ‘Have you heard of the case of Epizelus?’


‘No,’ I responded, curious. ‘But I’d love to hear about it.’


Epizelus, she explained, was an Athenian soldier who fought bravely in the Battle of Marathon. Strangely, despite not having been dealt a single blow in battle, he was reported to have suddenly lost his sight. Epizelus never regained his vision and when asked how he came to be blinded, he recalled that ‘a gigantic warrior, with a huge beard, which shaded all his shield, stood over against him; but the ghostly semblance passed him by, and slew the man at his side’.2 He had imagined the phantom passing through his body, and this had resulted in the loss of his sight.


Whether in a contemporary novel or the account of an ancient Greek soldier, I found myself empathising with the protagonists’ experiences of PTSD. Or perhaps it was the other way around – the protagonists were empathising with me and validating my own experience as a story to be examined and resolved. This is one of the many superpowers of literature: the ability to empathise and to be empathised with. In his book Our Better Angels, psychologist and bestselling author Steven Pinker explains that society as a whole experienced an increased capacity for empathy during the Enlightenment and, in some ways, this correlates with the rise of the novel, especially British epistolary novels such as Samuel Richardson’s Clarissa and Pamela. The epistolary novel takes the form of a series of letters, diary entries or other written correspondences between characters, enabling multiple perspectives, realism and intimacy. It allows unique access to the characters’ innermost thoughts and feelings. We might feel more connected to the protagonist or narrator on an emotional level, giving us a better understanding of their motivations, fears and desires. The conversational style feels more authentic and realistic, while the multiple perspectives allow us to see the story or events from different points of view, giving us a stronger picture of the overarching narrative and the interpersonal relationships of the characters. This further deepens our emotional investment in the story, increasing our ability to empathise with the characters and immerse ourselves in their experiences.


Reflecting on this idea, I was reminded of two novels, although not epistolary, that I felt particularly drawn to. The first was George Eliot’s Mill on the Floss which I had read as a teenager and the deep connection I’d felt to its heroine, Maggie, who constantly sought approval from a stern older brother. Secondly, my thoughts also turned to Konstantin Levin in Leo Tolstoy’s Anna Karenina, a character who ruminated intensely over what makes life worth living. I felt incredibly soothed and comforted after reading the tragic yet profoundly human stories of these characters. It was as though I was validating and healing my own wounds by connecting to their experiences, relieving me of my pain and kickstarting the recovery process. It felt liberating.


While thinking about these three novels, I realised that literature had provided an outlet for me to address darker, knottier emotions that I had shied away from in my own reality. Was this because I felt in control when reading? I could choose when I wanted to put down my book, and perhaps this provided a sense of security. The more I considered it, the more the process of reading began to resemble the elements present in a therapy room: a relationship with someone with whom you felt safe to explore your innermost thoughts and feelings, and the agency to walk away if it all felt too much. It dawned on me: was the literary relationship between text and reader a therapeutic one?


As I processed this, I was compelled to find out more about literature as a therapeutic medium, so as soon as I got home from my session, I googled ‘literature as therapy’. I came across a definition in a piece by Debbie McCulliss in the Journal of Poetry Therapy titled ‘Bibliotherapy: Historical and Research Perspectives’,3 and immediately clicked on it.


Bibliotherapy is derived from a combination of two Greek words, biblion (meaning book) and therapeia (meaning healing). The term bibliotherapy was coined in 1916 by Samuel McChord Crothers (1916), a Unitarian minister and essayist. Initially, the term was used to describe literature used in counselling people suffering from mental illness. The earliest formal definition of bibliotherapy appeared in the 11th edition of Dorland’s Illustrated Medical Dictionary in 1941. In 1961, Webster’s Third New International Dictionary’s definition of bibliotherapy was accepted by the American Library Association (ALA): ‘the use of selected reading materials as therapeutic adjuncts in medicine and psychiatry; also, guidance in the solution of personal problems through directed reading’.


Intrigued and transfixed, I went down a rabbit hole of web searches. Therapeutic literature was often viewed as a supportive or adjunct psychotherapy. As a book lover, this was music to my ears. I wanted to go deeper still, to a wonderland where the whole emotional richness of the literary world could take hold. Reading had always felt cathartic for me, but now I had a name for its ability to help process my emotions: bibliotherapy. The word rolled delightfully off my tongue. For the next few days, I read research papers and articles, explored studies that tested the hypothesis of literature as a therapeutic medium, and delved into the practice’s rich history. I knew I had landed on something remarkable, and I had a sudden and impatient desire to share this with others who could also benefit from it and thrive thanks to the healing power of reading.


A SHORT HISTORY OF BIBLIOTHERAPY


This section details the evolution of bibliotherapy and chronologically explores the work of both early and modern-day pioneers of bibliotherapy.


Some of the ideas and history I outline were inspired by the research of Dr Kelda Green, whom I interviewed for an article in 2020. Dr Green’s research as part of her doctoral thesis at the Centre for Research into Reading, Literature and Society at the University of Liverpool focused on rethinking therapeutic reading.4 Here I synthesise some of her ideas and include my own sources and supporting research.


The Ancient Greeks


Book therapy or bibliotherapy can be traced back to the ancient Greeks, who built libraries not dissimilar to the libraries of today. Their influence on language, politics, education, philosophy, science, literature and the arts can still be felt to this day, which is a testament to their dedication and commitment to learning. In fact, the Greeks played a pioneering role in the development of a number of literary genres, including poetry, theatre and the novel,* all of which form the foundations of therapeutic literature. For example, the great philosopher Aristotle argued that tragedy was a form of art that aimed to evoke emotions in its audience through plot, character and language, ultimately providing catharsis.† He also promoted the importance of self-reflection and self-knowledge,5 two qualities that are integral parts of therapeutic reading, which requires observation of our thoughts and emotions, and self-reflection and processing of these to arrive at understanding and healing.


Seneca and the Stoics emerged a century after Aristotle. Stoicism is an ancient Greek and Roman school of philosophy that was developed in the early third century BC, and evolved as a way to navigate life’s uncertainty and the inevitability of misfortune and suffering. Our understanding and knowledge of Stoicism comes largely from the writings of three giants: Seneca, Epictetus and Marcus Aurelius.


Stoics believed that it was important to live virtuously, and to embrace what is in our control and to surrender to what is not. Stoicism is founded on the principles of logic, reason and ethics. Through self-control, integrity and strength of mind, we can begin to think clearly and in unbiased ways so that we can gain freedom from negative emotions such as anger, envy and jealousy, no matter how difficult our circumstances. The judgement and opinions we assign to thoughts are what can trigger these negative emotions, leading to suffering (pathos). As Epictetus wrote, ‘Men are not disturbed by things, but by their opinions of them.’


This approach has been adopted in modern talking therapies, specifically forming the basis of cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT). CBT is a talking therapy pioneered by psychologist Albert Ellis and psychiatrist Aaron T. Beck. It looks at the influence our thoughts can have on our feelings and physical sensations. Beck and Ellis have described how they used Stoicism to develop the ABC model for emotions that forms the basis of CBT as author Jules Evans describes in his book, Philosophy for Life: ‘We experience an event (A); then interpret it (B), and then feel an emotional response in line with our interpretation (C). Ellis, following the Stoics, suggested that we can change our emotions by changing our thoughts or opinions about events.’


Stoicism permeates much of Western thought and literature, and its teachings can offer great comfort, healing and insight.


Michel de Montaigne


Sixteenth-century French writer and philosopher Michel de Montaigne was another giant of therapeutic literature. Montaigne was known for writing essays that offered honest and astute observations about his life, and his introspection and examination of what it meant to be alive invited readers to consider their own circumstances and perspectives.6 He wrote 107 essays exploring questions relating to the human condition, from dealing with the loss of a loved one to accepting human fallibility, but he also explored more mundane, day-to-day dilemmas, such as how to avoid useless quarrels with loved ones, how to lift someone’s spirits, and the art of the polite exit. His style of writing, which tended to be more intimate* and conversational than the typical essay, came to be known as ‘the personal essay’, and he was one of the pioneers of the form.† For Montaigne, the personal essay was a medium for self-examination that used writing as a tool to work through difficult issues and achieve understanding.


Today, we see this process in practice in memoirs and personal essay collections, which have become portals for permissible self-exploration and observation. Works such as these offer libraries of information on selfhood: who are we, how should we be, how should we live, what’s meaningful to us? The multiple perspectives and mysteries of life are found here. The memoirist or narrator begins with a personal issue or crisis at the heart of the self that is usually linked to conflict or suffering. As they work through their feelings and thoughts, we are eventually led to catharsis, revelation and transformation.


Montaigne’s exploration of universal themes, written with openness, honesty and authenticity, allows his work to resonate with readers today and keeps the therapeutic magic of his writing alive.


Wordsworth


Wordsworth, ‘the healing poet’, also drew comfort from the Stoics, capturing Stoic wisdom* as well as a Montaigne-like exploration of the self.


Wordsworth’s poetry gives life to pain and loss by converting it into something valuable and meaningful – a quiet resilience, giving us hope even in the midst of suffering – and enabling us to connect our pain with something like beauty. It reminds me of the Japanese philosophy of wabi sabi, which embraces the beauty in the transience and imperfection of all things. There’s beauty in the broken, value in loss and suffering. In a similar vein, Wordsworth’s poetry fills us with hope and healing, pointing us towards growth and an aliveness that’s often absent from Stoicism. His work was part of larger cultural movement taking shape during the Romantic era at the end of the eighteenth century and the beginning of the nineteenth. Inspired by the French Revolution, there was significant social change during this time, and an emphasis on individuals and emotion over reason. Emotion had begun to receive particular emphasis and is found in most poetry of the era, with a focus on individual thought and personal feeling.


George Eliot


George Eliot’s novels are recognised for their psychological depth and complexity, and her contribution to psychological realism in literature remains notable. She was filling a space previously held by religion with the more scientific concepts of early psychology, as is evident in the way her novels offer comfort, hope, and a space for reflection and empathy. She gave readers a language through which to express the emotions that resulted from the bittersweet complexity of human existence, allowing us to appreciate and accept conflict and ambivalence as the realities of daily life.


Eliot’s novel Daniel Deronda, written prior to the publication of Freud’s initial theories on psychoanalysis, is almost the precursor to Freud’s thinking on the healing power of human relationships.7 Some of the aspects of a therapeutic relationship we see in Freud’s theories seem to stem from Eliot’s writings: offering an intimate ear, suspending judgement and moral criticism, offering a space to hold opposing contradictions together, showing empathy, acknowledging the role of the unconscious, and considering the significance of transference.


In Daniel Deronda, Eliot also focuses on the characters’ childhoods to illustrate the conflicts that drive their behaviour, noting that Daniel’s identity issues are due to being painfully abandoned by his mother in early childhood, while Gwendolen’s ambivalence towards men is due to the loss of her father when she was young. All these insights were before Freud’s time, yet seem to echo the basis of psychoanalytical theory: that our childhood relationships influence all our future relationships, and we often attract similar relationships to the ones we experienced in our childhood.


Freud’s admiration for Eliot’s work is reflected in his gift-giving; he was always offering Eliot’s novels as gifts to friends and family. He even mentions Eliot’s Adam Bede in his book The Interpretation of Dreams.8 Eliot’s writing captured the ways in which feelings and emotions are revealed in subtle ways, highlighting her astute observations of non-verbal expression. She was a master of writing about relationships, especially therapeutic ones, and recognising that we are not all bad or all good, but simply vulnerable, psychologically flawed beings with conflicts.


Freud


Freud was also influenced by the ancient Greek tragedies, and he drew on many Stoic texts and ideas in the development of his psychoanalytic theories.* In particular, he was interested in the works of Greek tragedians like Sophocles and Euripides, as well as the writings of philosophers like Plato and Aristotle. As discussed in his books The Interpretation of Dreams9 and Introductory Lectures on Psychoanalysis,10 one of Freud’s key contributions to psychoanalysis was his concept of the Oedipus complex, named after the character King Oedipus in Sophocles’ play Oedipus Rex. Freud saw this play as a powerful exploration of the human psyche and the unconscious mind, and he used it to develop his theories about the ways in which unconscious desires and impulses can shape human behaviour.


In addition to the Oedipus complex, Freud also drew on a wide range of other Greek sources in his work, including ideas about the importance of dreams and the role of the unconscious mind in shaping human behaviour. He saw Greek culture and philosophy as a rich source of insights into the human psyche, and he believed that these insights could be used to develop more effective approaches to psychotherapy. For example, Freud first introduces his application of the myth of Oedipus from Greek mythology to explain the concept of the Oedipus complex. He saw Oedipus as a symbolic representation of a child’s emotional conflict between desire and hostility towards their parents. He introduces this idea in his seminal work The Interpretation of Dreams in 1899.


In his essay ‘Creative Writers and Day-dreaming’11 Freud refers to the writer as someone who enables us to enjoy our own fantasies (daydreams) without shame or self-reproach, suggesting that reading allows us to explore our innermost thoughts, desires and conflicts by offering a safe space to release repressed tensions without risking unpleasant consequences. Freud’s emphasis on open and honest self-examination draws similarities with Montaigne’s approach to writing about the self. Author Adam Phillips observes in the Penguin Freud Reader that there is ‘a contagious energy about Freud’s writing’, noting that ‘for some people, Freud’s writing was the kind of reading experience that was (and is) more akin to a conversion experience . . . Freud’s sentences had what might be called a religious effect on people’.


Early Nineteenth Century


In the early nineteenth century, on the other side of the Atlantic, physicians and authors Benjamin Rush and John Galt were pioneering the use of bibliotherapy in their own practices under the umbrella term ‘moral therapy’, which included activities like gardening, woodworking, sewing and reading.12 It was within this moral therapy movement that bibliotherapy gained traction,13 with both Rush and Galt prescribing reading as a therapeutic tool to their patients.


Galt wrote: ‘To many patients, [reading] proves a source of agreeable feelings during time which would otherwise be full of the tedium of ennui.’14 He also stressed the importance of libraries, advocating for their presence in the many asylums being established at that time.15


Early Twentieth Century


Libraries were an important component of European psychiatric institutions enabling the practice of bibliotherapy. At the turn of the twentieth century, bibliotherapy began to gain traction as a practice both in the UK and across the Atlantic, with books and explorations of bibliotherapy widely available in hospitals.


If the library movement had a poster child, it was Edith Kathleen Jones. Her 1913 book A Thousand Books for the Hospital Library was written:


as a guide towards the selection of wholesome, readable literature for those who are ill either physically or mentally. While it has been compiled with the requirements of the latter class of patients in mind, it would seem no less suitable for the former, or, in fact, for any small library which desires only bright, wholesome, interesting books.16


At this time, hospital librarianship was emerging as a relatively new field, and Jones was one of the few hospital librarians with sufficient experience to write a book on the topic and pull together helpful reading lists for patients. The American Library Association (ALA) endorsed bibliotherapy as a form of medical treatment in their 1938 National Plan for Libraries.17 In 1939, the ALA published another book by Jones, Hospital Libraries, which addressed current and best practices in therapeutic reading. Historian and writer Monique S. Dufour states that ‘the book was heralded as a pivotal achievement for the profession in a time of optimism and successes’.18


Sadie Peterson Delaney, pioneer bibliotherapist and chief librarian at the Veterans Administration Hospital in Tuskegee, Alabama, also extensively used bibliotherapy in her work at this time, selecting reading material with which to treat patients and readers.19


The practice gained further recognition in the 1950s when Caroline Shrodes, an American academic and author of The Conscious Reader, theorised that characters in stories can be hugely influential to readers who identify with them, suggesting that the interaction of personality and imaginative literature can help release emotions into the conscious realm, where we can draw value from them, whether that is through obtaining a sense of self-awareness, gaining relief from painful feelings or finding a form of closure.


Shrodes’s theory and research outline an important and practical framework that draws parallels with more traditional psychodynamic counselling training, which I’ll explore further in the next chapter. She refers to Freud’s impact on therapeutic reading in her essay ‘Bibliotherapy: An Application of Psychoanalytic Theory’,20 in which she compares the relationship between reader and text to Freud’s therapist–client relationship, noting the shared psychological reality that fiction can provide between the reader and the character through identification, connection and catharsis. Shrodes states: ‘It is a process of interaction between the personality of the reader and imaginative literature which may engage his emotions and free them for conscious and productive use.’


She notes the reader must feel safe to explore feelings provoked by the text, relaxing their defences and being willing to explore the value of literary thinking and find meaning within the language through self-reflection, journaling and/or discussion with a therapist. The reading and reflection process should enable self-awareness, with a sense of freedom and agency emerging.


Late Twentieth Century and Early Twenty-First


More recently, researchers have also studied the cognitive impact of reading on people’s minds and found remarkable results. In 1983, husband and wife team Gordan Sabine and Patricia Sabine, professors of journalism at Virginia Tech and Ohio State University respectively, interviewed 1,382 avid readers around the United States as part of the ‘Books That Made the Difference’ project.21 The participants chosen represented a diverse demographic, including some celebrities as well as everyday readers across a variety of ages, professions and locations.


The focus of the survey was gathering information on what books made the greatest difference in the readers’ lives, and what that difference was. Based on the interviews, readers reported the impact books had made on them, such as inspiring them to overcome challenges, changing their mindsets, reinforcing new ways of thinking, helping them pursue a new career, or even serving as escapism to ‘get away from it all’. Most of all, sixty per cent of readers reported that reading was personally transformative. One reader, a young man in his twenties, reported that he had been contemplating suicide after planning to split up from his wife, but after reading the book Life After Life by Raymond A. Moody, about ‘people who have survived bodily death, and people who believe the soul lives on after death’, he was transformed – he wanted to live. Another man found The Keys of the Kingdom, a book detailing the life story of a lovable Scottish priest, to be deeply comforting while grieving the death of his mother. A third found The Big Book of Alcoholics Anonymous instrumental in treating his alcoholism.


In 2009, researchers at the University of Toronto undertook a study testing the hypothesis that ‘art can cause significant changes in the experience of one’s personality traits’.22 In the study, participants either read Chekov’s ‘The Lady with the Toy Dog’ or a control text (the same story written in factual, documentary style, of the same length and complexity but lacking the aesthetic quality of Chekhov’s work), and completed a before-and-after questionnaire of The Big Five Inventory (a personality trait questionnaire that assesses the ‘big five’ traits: conscientiousness, agreeableness, openness, extraversion and emotional stability), as well as an emotional checklist assessing ten emotions (happiness, sadness, anxiety, boredom, unsettledness, anger, fearfulness, contentment, excitement, awe). None of the participants had read the short story before. Participants who read Chekhov’s short story experienced notably greater changes in personality than the control group and relayed being more emotionally moved, confirming that their change in personality was a result of the emotions evoked by the text. The researchers concluded that personality shifts brought on by reading fiction are worth exploring.


THE ROLE OF WRITING IN BIBLIOTHERAPY


The best writers tend to write what they know, and often their writing can be semi-autobiographical, inspired by personal experiences, so as part of the creative process they need to work through their own emotions. Their writing can be cathartic, and this emotional experience is passed on to readers, enabling readers to connect with the writing in a more profound and meaningful way while also being healed by it.


Inspired, I began to journal every time I read. I refer to this process as literary journaling, and it involves thinking deeply about what I’ve read, observing my emotional reactions, considering what the writing was bringing up for me, and acknowledging what I’d learned about myself through the process. Mindfully reading, page by page, I was creating my own parallel narrative, shaping the heroine of my own story, as Joseph Campbell, author of The Hero with a Thousand Faces, would say. The journaling enabled self-compassion and connection to both the text and myself – all key ingredients for healing. Journaling has now become a key part of my practice, as you’ll see in the coming chapters.


EMBRACING TRANSFORMATION THROUGH BIBLIOTHERAPY


My interest in bibliotherapy encouraged me to take stock, and I completed an audit of sorts by reviewing how books had changed me over the years. They had been a constant source of support throughout my life. I remembered my parents sending me to England as a seven-year-old to spend eight weeks of summer with extended family and the excitement and nervousness that followed. To put myself at ease, I thought about Roald Dahl’s Matilda, The BFG and James and the Giant Peach, all of which featured protagonists who had to fend for themselves without the loving support of a parent. I thought that if Matilda, Sophie and James could go it alone in much more challenging conditions, then I could stick it out for at least a couple of months without my parents.


My mind then turned to memories of a painful break-up that I’d experienced when I was twenty-four, and how Nicole Krauss’s A History of Love rescued me. It was my first break-up and the overwhelming feelings of sadness and longing were simply too painful for me to process so I shut down emotionally instead. It wasn’t until reading A History of Love that I allowed the tears that I’d been holding back to flow freely. Immediately I felt understood and less alone, and this experience reiterated to me the remarkable power of words to navigate love and loss. I documented these experiences, journaling alongside, to capture the micro-transformations that had occurred over time.


My new bibliotherapy journaling practice helped me notice small changes within myself. I took these reflections to my therapist, who reinforced these positive changes by offering moral support. The whole process worked hand in hand, reinventing me – book by book, session by session.


Poetry Therapy


While novels and non-fiction played a significant role in my healing, poetry did too. I had experienced friendship break-ups and losses that felt devastating. Relationships that felt solid and lifelong had actually turned out to be fragile and temporary. This realisation offered clarity, but the sense of loss felt overwhelming and monstrous. I was enveloped in a shroud of sadness and anger, and I no longer had the energy to contain either. Poetry helped me to make sense of what was happening. It succinctly captures our charged emotions, and it’s in the midst of these emotions that some of the best poems are written. As the words cathartically appear on paper, we begin to heal. The therapy happens in the writing.


Poetry’s powerful healing qualities have been documented during both World Wars and the American Civil War; poems were read to soldiers to help them cope with trauma and the brutalities of conflict. Doctors would write poems for their patients, emotionally connecting with them. A striking example of this is John Keats, who trained as a doctor. Today, poetry is prescribed by modern-day doctors and physicians at Yale University School of Medicine and University College London School of Medicine, while Yale maintains a required literary reading list that includes poetry.


The use of poetry continues to grow as a recognised form of therapy. More and more psychotherapists across the US, UK and Europe are using poetry therapy as part of their practice. Globally, the International Federation for Biblio/Poetry Therapy sets standards of excellence in the training and credentialling of practitioners in the field of poetry therapy, qualifying them to practise.


Below is the first draft of a poem I penned. It’s not about the style; it’s about poetry’s importance as an outlet through which to channel our emotions.


Transitions


A journey’s death births another.


A reincarnation.


A natural pause to take stock and reflect.


To better unhelpful habits.


To hit reset.


To rein in life’s challenges.


To realign to the bigger vision.


Redesign.


To smile in the face of memories.


To celebrate.


To cry for good times gone.


For special times that inevitably ended.


For time that no longer is.


To mourn loss.


Each journey breaking the groundhog routine of life.


Forcing us to reiterate, pivot and optimise.


Quietly demanding that we re-evaluate


To learn valuable lessons.


Permit celebration.


Merge excitement and hope.


Making sense of life.


Building character.


Diversifying life experience.


Making us whole.


It’s not one long road.


It’s zig-zags.


Surprising turning points that compound.


Building momentum, as it gives shape to a gigantic, long game.


That in hindsight is absolutely perfect.


It’s ultimately our story.


I read poems on friendships as well as writing them. They brought hope, helping me to appreciate the exquisite and blessed relationships I did have in my life. They served as antidotes to the challenging boundary work I was doing. In Gillian Jones’s poem ‘A Friend’, there was the gentle reminder that to have good friends, we need to be great friends, too, while Robert Frost’s ‘A Time to Talk’ highlights the importance of making time for friends, and William’s Blake’s ‘A Poison True’ explores the danger of bottling up our feelings about friends. As I connected with poets and poems, I often experienced a piece as though it had been written for me specifically. The wisdom of the poems carried me through.


A DEFINITION OF BIBLIOTHERAPY


As my personal literary exploration drew to a close, my own definition of bibliotherapy emerged:


An art therapy that leverages the power of stories to heal. Its magic lies in the relationship formed between the reader and the writing, fiction or non-fiction, poetry or essay, and the reflection of the thoughts, feelings, observations and lessons that the writing provokes, through a daily journaling practice (‘literary journaling’) or counselling.


Journaling and various bibliotherapy techniques became my toolkit. It was almost a new form of emotional literacy – I would read, reflect, analyse, discuss, process. Therapy has always been a complex undertaking; this was no different. I felt ready, all set to share my insights and techniques with others, to help them find solace and healing in literature, and to help them process buried emotions that felt too painful to dig (and once dug, too painful to feel).


Through literature, you never hold your feelings directly. You observe them in others. Someone else carries your pain. While this is a reflection of yourself, you are held by the literature, empathised with. The safety of someone else feeling and carrying your own difficult emotions while you address and come to terms with them is transformative. Plus, reading about other people’s negative emotions makes it easier for us to accept the same negative feelings in ourselves. For only by feeling pain, can we be liberated from it – the basis for catharsis.


With this epiphany, I began to welcome clients into my space, inviting them to bring their pain, their loss and grief, their stresses and anxieties, their traumas, their relationship issues, their identity, gender and sexuality struggles, and their learning disability challenges, such as dyslexia, so that they too, from a distance, yet so intimately entwined with the text, could feel seen, carried, held and empathised with.


And eventually healed.





_____________


* The earliest novels include ancient Greek and Latin ones from the first century BC to the second century AD, such as Chariton’s Callirhoe as well as Heliodorus’ An Ethiopian Story and Lucian’s A True Story, according to B. P. Reardon’s Collected Ancient Greek Novels.


† See chapter 6 of Aristotle’s Poetics as translated by S. H. Butcher: ‘Tragedy, then, is an imitation of an action that is serious, complete, and, of a certain magnitude; in language embellished with each kind of artistic ornament, the several kinds being found in separate parts of the play; in the form of action, not of narrative, through pity and fear effecting the proper purgation of these emotions.’


* ‘The hallmark of the personal essay is its intimacy. The writer seems to be speaking directly into your ear, confiding everything from gossip to wisdom,’ states Phillip Lopate in his book The Art of the Personal Essay.


† Refer to The Origins of the Essay by John D’Agata (Graywolf Press, 2009) and Montaigne’s English Journey: Reading the Essays in Shakespeare’s Day by William M. Hamlin (Oxford University Press, 2014).


* In her book Wordsworth’s Reading of Roman Prose, Jane Worthington discusses the influence of Stoicism on Wordsworth and his poetry.


* In Freud: The Mind of the Moralist, Philip Reid highlights the relationship between psychoanalysis and the psychological theories of Stoicism.
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