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Other/Wise 2015 will appear in three issues, containing a selected sampling of papers connected to 
presentations from IFPE’s 2014 conference on the theme of necessary fictions. The theme invited pre-
senters to explore the interplay between psychoanalysis, truth, creativity, self-definition, writing and liter-
ature.  Papers from this conference spotlighted the fabrications of the mind in the service of survival, re-
flected upon our narratives of self and other, and sought to explore the relationship between reading, 
writing and healing. Papers from 18 of these appear in our e-journal, and will be divided among this 
year’s three issues. 

 

Introduction to Issue 1 of Other/Wise 2015: 

 

 As Thomas Ogden, IFPE’s 2014 Hans W. Loewald Memorial Award winner stated in regard to 
analytic writing,  

 

“What makes this literary genre so demanding is that experience–including analytic experience–
does not come to us in words. This fact generates a paradox that lies at the core of analytic writ-
ing: analytic experience (which cannot be said or written) must be transformed into ‘fiction’ (an 
imaginative rendering of experience in words) in order to convey to the reader something of what 
is true to the emotional experience that the analyst had with the patient” (2005, p. 15). 

 

This issue, No. 1 of Other/Wise 2015, presents six papers in the genre of analytic writing of which Ogden 
speaks that reflect upon the interplay of literature, psychoanalysis and trauma. This issue includes contri-
butions by Jeffrey Trop, Sara Weber, Cheryl Goldstein, Isolde Keilhofer,  and Samoan Barish. 
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The first three papers, by Jeffrey Trop, Sara Weber and Cheryl Goldstein, were all part of a panel enti-
tled “Literature and Psychoanalysis,” that was moderated by Elaine Bridge whose abridged remarks on 
those three papers begin this issue’s brief introduction: 

 

 All three of these papers take up the manifestations of trauma and its relationship to literature. 
Trop sees the analyst’s experience and associations to literature as a resonant and complete way of 
listening in order to conceptualize experience in combination with theory.  In his paper, “Psychoanalytic 
Theory and Practice: The Unique Contributions of Literature to the Clinical Situation,” Trop states that 
the words of the narrative in literature compel him to draw himself deep into his being where he can feel 
them at a visceral level. They have a charge and become a clinical tool that directs his attention to clini-
cal concepts and helps him play with those concepts instead of limiting his reality. He offers three writ-
ings to illustrate how literature completes theory–by Heinz Kohut, Gregory David Roberts, and J. K. 
Rowling. These passages then bring us back to the author listening to the patient’s material.  

 

 Weber presents us with a very creative paper that shows us how literature expands our under-
standing of trauma and loss as seen through her knowledge of Philip Bromberg’s work. Both Weber and 
Bromberg have referenced Gustaf Sobin’s novel The Fly-Truffler that follows its protagonist’s descent 
into madness—a madness that results from not having another person with whom to share his grief and 
complete isolation at the time of a death. Weber’s paper, “One Buried Thing for Another: 

Transcendence and Madness In The Fly Truffler,” draws us to a powerful contribution from literature 
that, in line with Trop’s, reframes clinical theory in a powerful and resonant manner. Weber has us re-
flect upon the notion of not choosing between the real and unreal world as a way of attempting to re-
solve grief.  

 

 Goldstein’s illuminating paper has us reconsider analytic historical attitudes toward silence.  She 
discusses two novels that present trauma as a one-sided dialogue, Yeshoshua’s “Mr. Mani” and 
Khoury’s “Gates of the Sun,” including that of a caretaker and a comatose patient, that have bearing on 
the analytic conversation. In these instances, the reader can hear silence-of-the-other as engagement 
rather than as absence. Goldstein explains that this literary device brings to life Freud’s concept of dis-
placement as a primary process, with the silence speaking to both parties in the analytic dyad. Here ex-
ile and displacement can be recast as a sense of absence, a gap that finds expression through silence. 
Goldstein states, “Trauma derails us and can leave us (patient/analyst) without words.” 

 

Each of the previously mentioned three papers individually took up the manifestations of trauma within 
literature and simultaneously evoked thoughts about how literature can be utilized within the analyst’s 
experience to more freely understand the patient. The last three papers of this issue continue to elabo-
rate on these themes, further incorporating the interplay of literature and trauma into aspects of theory, 
“biblio-memoir,” and a clinical look at romantic obsession.  

 

 Isolde Keilhofer’s opening paragraph, warns us that “Making contact with the unwanted can be a 
paralyzing task… perhaps akin to approaching Medusa, victim turned monster, whose deadly gaze 
turns onlookers to stone…” Her paper, “Unwanted: Deadness Aliveness,” impresses us with a signifi-
cant contribution toward psychoanalytic theory with her contemporary approach to the concept of the 
unwanted and the disavowed in the literary works of George Eliot and Charlotte Brontë.  Beginning with 
focusing on the fact that the namesake of one cornerstone of Freudian theory, Oedipus himself, was an 
unwanted child. Using as lenses the works of Ferenczi, who did not shy away from the concept of the  
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unwanted, Bion, to whom Keilhofer refers as “a go to guy” of deadened states, as well as Eigen who en-
courages the capacity and compassion to work with deadened states, this paper illuminates its meaningful 
and startling concept. 

 

 In the next paper, “And so on into the Flare and Glare”, Samoan Barish discusses Mrs. Dalloway 
by Virginia Woolf in a truly personal and evocative way.  She equates her paper’s title phrase, uttered by a 
character in the book, to D.W. Winnicott’s well-known concept of “going on being” (1956, p. 303). Barish 
shares that she reread the novel at different points in her own life.  Processing the novel’s array of charac-
ters, from party-goers to traumatized war veterans, through the changing lens of her concomitant stage of 
life at the time of each rereading, Barish shows us that our self-images as revealed through our identifica-
tions, are more malleable than expected. She shows us that Woolf’s allusion to “into the flare and glare” 
can be, as revealed in our responses to literature, seen as synonymous with lifelong maturational unfold-
ing. 

 

–– Farrell Silverberg 

   

References: 

Ogden, T. H. (2005), On psychoanalytic writing. The International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 86: 15–29. 

 

Winnicott D. W. (1956). Primary maternal preoccupation. In: The maturational processes and the facilitat-
ing environment, p. 300-5. New York: lnternational University Press, 1965. 
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 The purpose of this paper is to advance a personal thesis. This thesis arises 

out of my own experience as a psychoanalyst and also in my experience as a reader 

of literature of all types, in particular fictional novels. My thesis is that literature 

provides language and metaphor that consolidates and buttresses clinical theory in 

a significant and important explanatory manner. For me, certain passages in 

literature draw my attention to clinical concepts in a deep and abiding way. I 

personally hold onto the language and imagery represented in books to reinforce 

the importance and significance of clinical concepts. This literature often plays in 

my mind as I think about clinical material. Their pages literally jump out at me at 

different times when I am listening to patients’ associations. These passages are so 

very helpful in my work as they explicate and synergize with the complex clinical 

language of theory. The importance of the specificity of the language of these 

novels draws me back again and again to their unique words. 

 Gabriel Trop (2015) describes the pull of words and language from different 

works in a summary of this phenomenon. He emphasizes how certain passages in 

poetry and literature have a powerful emotional impact on the reader and represent 

a source of ongoing attraction and pull. He states: 

 
“There are words that, when spoken, simply fall from the lips, dying 
almost as soon as they are born. Perhaps registered and acknowledged 
by others in a temporary provocation, a small but significant 
excitement of the mind or movement between souls, and then they are 
gone, having already passed into the inaudible and imperceptible 
totality of irretrievable words. No extended or tangible trace remains 
that they ever entered the space of the living. 
And then there are words that, when spoken or written, they remain, 
they become extended things that permeate our most intensive and 
personal spaces, they curl about the mind, drawing thought into their 
magnetic sphere of influence. The force of these words will remain at 
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least as long as the mind keeps coming back to them, if not longer 
through the works and deeds into whose essential fabric they might 
one day be woven. These words too one day might die, but for a 
certain amount of time, they have an extensive and intensive property 
that, for whatever reason, has endowed them with duration, 
expansion, and power. Such words, even when physically absent, 
enter into reality vicariously, through a thought, an impulse, a 
spontaneous or subterranean pattern of the body, the mind, the person. 
 
Words do not exercise a monopoly over this power of infiltration, 
which may travel along any sensuous channel in any medium, but it is 
chiefly to words, and more specifically to those words that seem to be 
endowed with this magical property of attraction-a power that 
compels the mind to return to them and relate itself to them. 
And yet, we return again and again to the work. It is not necessarily 
because we want to know more about it (although such knowledge is 
undoubtedly important), but because we believe in its ability to 
continually open new vistas for experience, affect, and action (p.3). 

 
          I will now turn to some classic works in psychoanalysis to illustrate my 

points. We all have worked with patients who exhibit narcissistic rage, rage that 

has a function of protecting the patient from other more painful underlying 

affective states. In particular, we also try to work with patients whose narcissistic 

childhood injuries lead to rage, and then, even more vexing, chronic bitterness. 

These patients ubiquitously see their rageful reactions as a property solely of what 

has happened to them and have grave difficulty seeing the assimilative properties 

that their own mind contributes to the entrenched meaning within them.  

 Kohut (1972) has written about this extensively in his classic paper on 

narcissistic rage. His clinical work focuses on the transformation of the underlying 

disequilibrium within the patient, rather than the rage itself. As he states: 
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“Our therapeutic aim with regard to narcissistic rage is neither the 
direct transformation of the rage into constructive aggression nor the 
direct establishment of controls over the rage by the autonomous ego. 
Our principal goal is the gradual transformation of the narcissistic 
matrix from which the rage arises. If this objective is reached, the 
aggressions in the narcissistic sector of the personality will be 
employed in the service of the realistic ambitions and purposes of a 
securely established self and in the service of the cherished ideals and 
goals of a superego that has taken over the function of the archaic 
omnipotent object and has become independent from it (p. 392).”                                                                                           
 
 
These comments seem fairly clear. He also thinks it is very important that 

the patient be aware of their propensity to rage. He further says: 

 
“On the contrary, the patient should openly face the fact that there 
exists in him a residual propensity to be temporarily under the sway of 
narcissistic rage when his archaic narcissistic expectations are 
frustrated and that he must be alert to the possibility that he might be 
overtaken by a tantrum. Such squarely faced awareness of the 
existence of residual psychopathology will stand the patient in good 
stead when after the termination of the analysis he has to tend his 
psychological household without the aid of the analyst (p.393).” 

 
 
When he further moves into a metapsychological formulation of shame his 

language becomes very hard to decipher as he continues: 

  
“Exhibitionistic libido is mobilized and deployed for discharge in 
expectation of mirroring and approving responses either from the 
environment or – I spoke in this context of “shame signals” – from the 
idealized superego, i.e., from the internal structure that took over the 
approving functions from the archaic environment. If the expected 
response is not forthcoming, then the flow of the exhibitionistic libido 
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becomes disturbed. Instead of a smooth suffusion of self and body-
self with a warm glow of approved and echoed exhibitionistic libido, 
the discharge and deployment processes disintegrate. The unexpected 
noncooperation of the mirroring object creates a psychoeconomic 
imbalance which disrupts the ego’s capacity to regulate the 
outpouring of the exhibitionistic cathexes (p.395).” 
 
 
The language in Kohut’s description of the metapsychology of shame 

culminating in rage and anger as an antidote to psychic injury is complex and does 

not draw us into an experience of resonance. This is a stark contrast for me to the 

poetic words of Gregory David Roberts regarding anger and rage.  Mr. Roberts 

was referred to as the gentleman bandit in Australia who robbed banks after losing 

his family because of heroin addiction. He ended up in jail and the following 

passage describes his experience as his jailers were torturing him. The novel, 

Shantaram (2003) is based on his own experience and describes the process of 

personal transformation. In his own words:  

 
“It took me a long time and most of the world to learn what I know 
about love and fate and the choices we make, but the heart of it came 
to me in an instant while I was chained to a wall and being tortured. I 
realized, somehow, through the screaming in my mind that even in 
that shackled, bloody helplessness, I was still free: free to hate the 
men who were torturing me, or to forgive them. It does not sound like 
much, I know. But in the flinch and bite of the chain, when it’s all 
you’ve got, that freedom is a universe of possibility. And the choice 
you make, between hating and forgiving, can become the story of 
your life (p.1). 
 

 
 Another passage that compels me from literature is that of Dobby 
from the second book of the Harry Potter series. Dobby is a house elf who 
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remains a slave to wizards who essentially own him and mistreat him.  
Dobby for me illuminates Bernard Brandchaft’s concept of pathological 
accommodation. In an environment of failed responsiveness to the unique 
affective experience of the child, children incorporate a self-definition that 
maintains the connection to the parent or authority figure. Mistreatment is 
normalized and felt to be a deserved punishment. The following pages 
compel me for two reasons. They illuminate Dobby’s psychopathology of 
hatred towards himself and his normalization of his enslaved fate. The 
passages also introduce the hope of change as Harry treats him with a 
respect that introduces novelty and that ends up in the end of the book 
leading to Dobby’s freedom through a trick that he and Harry construct 
together. It is written as follows: 

 
“Sit down,” said Harry politely, pointing at the bed. 
To his horror, the elf burst into tears – very noisy tears. 
“S-sit down! He wailed. “Never… never ever…” 
Harry thought he heard the voices downstairs falter. 
“I’m sorry,” he whispered, “I didn’t mean to offend you or anything –  

 
“Offend Dobby!” choked the elf. “Dobby has never been asked to sit 
down by a wizard – like an equal – “ 
Harry, trying to say “Shh!” and look comforting at the same time, 
ushered Dobby back onto the bed where he sat hiccoughing, looking 
like a large and very ugly doll. At last he managed to control himself, 
and sat with his great eyes fixed on Harry in an expression of watery 
adoration. 
“You can’t have met many decent wizards,” said Harry, trying to 
cheer him up. 
Dobby shook his head. Then, without warning, he leapt up and started 
banging his head furiously on the window, shouting, “Bad Dobby! 
Bad Dobby!” 
“Don’t – What are you doing?” Harry hissed, springing up and pulling 
Dobby back onto the bed – Hedwig had woken up with a particularly 
loud screech and beating her wings wildly against the bars of her 
cage. 
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“Dobby had to punish himself, sir,” said the elf, who had gone slightly 
cross-eyed. “Dobby almost spoke ill of his family, sir…” 
“your family?” 
“The wizard family Dobby serves, sir… Dobby is a house-elf – bound 
to serve one house and one family forever…” 
“Do they know you’re here?” asked Harry curiously. 
Dobby shuddered. 
“Oh, no, sir, no… Dobby will have to punish himself most grievously 
for coming to see you, sir. Dobby will have to shut his ears in the 
oven door for this. If they ever knew, sir –“ 
“But won’t they notice if you shut your ears in the oven door?” 
“Dobby doubts it, sir. Dobby is always having to punish himself for 
something, sir. They lets Dobby get on with it, sir. Sometimes they 
reminds me to do extra punishments…” 
“But why don’t you leave? Escape?” 
“A house-elf must be set free, sir. And the family will never set 
Dobby free … Dobby will serve the family until he dies, sir…” 
Harry stared. 
“And I thought I had it bad staying here for another four weeks,” 
He said. “This makes the Dursleys sound almost human. Can’t anyone 
help you? Can’t I?” 
Almost at once, Harry wished he hadn’t spoken. Dobby dissolved 
again into wails of gratitude. 
“Please,” Harry whispered frantically, “Please be quiet. If the 
Dursleys hear anything, if they know you’re here –“ 
“Harry Potter asks if he can help Dobby … Dobby has heard of your 
greatness, sir, but of your goodness, Dobby never knew…(p.14, 15). 
 
 
This passage illuminates how the introduction of novelty and a careful 

empathic listening perspective begin to create healthy conflict within Dobby about 

continuing to remain in bondage. For me these two passages, one from Shantaram 

and the other from Harry Potter, compel me to return again and again as I listen to 
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patient material. I hope that I have illustrated how two passages in literature end up 

being a very valuable adjunct to psychoanalytic theory by offering inspirational 

narratives that only literature can provide. 
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“One Buried Thing for Another” 
Transcendence and Madness 

 in The Fly-Truffler by Gustaf Sobin 
 

 During my family’s Passover Seder we symbolically break in two a piece of 

unleavened bread, the Matzoh.  It never breaks evenly divided. Children hide the larger 

half to make a game of finding the hidden piece.  It must be found, and the children given 

a prize, or the Seder cannot be concluded.  Hiding affirms our awareness that there is 

more hidden and mysterious in world and mind than what is known.  Breaking the 

Matzoh symbolizes how consciousness and the capacity to love begin with the breaking 

of the heart.  Our ritual commentary says: “The broken heart yearns to come home-- 

home to the beloved, home to freedom, home to peace, allowing one to surrender to the 

mystery.” (Weber, Langan, Rosenzweig, 2010)   

 What is this mystery? We humans have access to what our sensory and 

neurological systems perceive, yet, we attend only to a small portion even of that. There 

is so much more.  We barely understand how what we sense results in a subjective sense 

of self, or how, more fundamentally, we are alive.  Further, though we like to think of 

ourselves as individuals, none of us can exist without the others: those from whom we 

were born, those who give us nurturance, and words and reasons. There is all that nature 

provides that supports our existence, such as air, water, trees, things to eat, and the 

cosmos that created it all.  Our interrelatedness opens up much we can only guess at.   

 Let’s start with the mystery of two people knowing each other.   

 The everyday give and take of interpersonal relationships, according to Philip 

Bromberg, reveal “the mind’s fundamental ability to shift between self-states without 

14



losing self-continuity, so making it possible for someone to use another’s self states as 

part of their own (Bromberg, 2010, pg. 25).  Rupert Sheldrake goes further: “Our 

minds… are not confined inside our heads but stretched out beyond them through 

morphic fields.” (Sheldrake 1999, 2003,)  We feel soothed by petting our dogs, moved by 

seeing a play or talking to a friend, elated through falling in love, bemused while 

watching a spider spin a web. We feel sadness when others cry, pain and outrage when 

people are bombed, fear when people are sick with Ebola.   

  Loosening our more rigid self-conscious, ego-driven version of a unitary “self”, 

we open to love, friendship, empathy, to merger with others, with the natural world and 

its denizens, with long-gone loved ones, with dreams, with art, the environment, perhaps 

even with magic. When most open, we experience a heightened awareness, fully present 

to the wellbeing of the moment, resonant with each other, alert and alive.  Revelatory 

intimacy—even with profound pain---feels vividly alive. Going beyond old habits of 

being, we can have unbounded experiences, perhaps approaching transcendence.  We 

approach these vivid states atremble, wishing perhaps they may never end, but they do.   

So, time, language and self/other differentiations can loose their familiar organization. 

Mary Tennes, in Beyond Subjectivity (2007), notes that at deeper levels of the “subjective 

territory, we are encountering realities for which we have neither language nor 

context”(p. 508). At such times, self-states and thoughts utterly lack cohesion.  Language 

feels woefully inadequate, as does the stricture of chronological time.  Some (or 

sometimes we) might experience this loss of cohesive identifiable self and other as a 

profound, even mystical freeing, while for others (or at other times) it is a terrifying 

disintegration.    
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 If our minds go truly “stretched out beyond.”  What will happen?  What might 

one find?  This can be quite terrifying.   We need something to hold onto, we need to feel 

whole. How does one maintain a cohesive self? Who is the “one” who is finding or 

knowing?  How stay grounded in ungrounding mystery?  There is a lot more out there 

than any of us can handle.   When in emotional or physical pain, or afraid it is safer to 

clutch in subtle and not so subtle ways, to hold-onto the railings of the known.  

  

 For a case study, now let us explore the ungrounding perils of grief.  The 

protagonist of Gustaf Sobin’s luminous novel The Fly Truffler (1999) journeys into 

transcendence through love and with a broken grief-stricken heart. What are the joys and 

dangers of trying to follow one’s broken heart into the hidden and unbounded?  As I 

present the story, ask yourself with me whether he is simply mad. 

 I would like to thank Dr. Philip Bromberg for introducing me to this marvelous 

novel in a keynote paper (Bromberg, 2013).  He uses the novel as an example of madness 

ensuing from unprocessed dissociated grief.  The protagonist’s failure to tolerate loss 

leads to a profound dissociation from the world and those around him and eventually to 

madness.  What I would like to add is some further exploration of motivation, not just as 

an avoidance of grief, but as a desperate effort towards healing and the vitality 

engendered by love.  Sobin has complex and open-ended ideas about what motivates us 

to fall in love, how we may heal our broken hearts and about madness.  Here is the story. 

   

 Sobin’s lonely protagonist, Cabassac, is an isolated man prone to exploring 

hidden worlds.  A professor of the dying language and culture of Provençale, he delves 
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into the meanings of his disappearing heritage and language, delivering passionate 

lectures on the subtleties of the Provençale Enlightenment.  He is also a keen explorer of 

age-old customs that ground the people of Provençale in their inter-relationship with the 

natural world.  One of these lifelong customs is fly-truffling.  Using the flies to attune 

himself to the odoriferous buried truffle, Cabassac has walked with absorbed attention, 

for much of his life, between the oak woods and almond orchard owned by his family for 

countless generations.  He walks tapping the undergrowth of lavender or pink stonecrop, 

hoping to stir up the flies that reveal the position of the treasure below. The flies, like  

“tiny, golden keys” (p. 13) reveal the truffle, the hidden treasure below.   

 Otherwise his life is simple, lonely and quiet.  He lives in the dark and ramshackle 

farmhouse that had in previous generations been home to fifteen or more family members 

at a time, now with one aunt he rarely sees or talks to. 

 What motivates these strivings into the deep past and the deeply buried?   It is 

certainly more than a truffle.  The novel tells you of his deep sadness from early loss.  

Cabassac’s mother died of cancer when he was only a three-year-old.  There is about 

Cabassac a monk-like quality—a capacity for absorbed attention, a lack of self-

aggrandizement, and a natural capacity to live with “extended mind”, something revealed 

in his lectures as “luminous, captivating, and memorable” (p.18).  He brings the language 

and life of Provençale alive through his deep research into subtle linquistics and 

customs—perhaps keeping his mother alive as he does so. 

 One day a young woman finds her way into his lecture hall.  He falls under a 

spell, drawn immediately to the “sheer radiance—the hivelike intensity—of her 

concentration…[which] circumscribed a space utterly her own” (pp.35-36). He begins to 
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direct his lectures to her, noticing that “his words…were entering the inner world of her 

thoughts, there where reflection, sensibility, lay secreted” (p.36).  After coming to class 

many times, he approaches her, and with few words ends up going home with him.  

Cabassac is amazed, and, yet it feels right. 

 Without noticing, that very night they begin to speak to each other in the ancient 

dialect of Provençale.  He invites her into his world with utter openness and gentility.  

Soon they begin to do their research together, exploring villages and landscapes where 

the ancient spoken and unspoken language of their lost loved ones remains vital, where 

the connection between humankind and nature is less dissociated.  While doing so they 

reveal the facts of their painful pasts to each other, revealing things about themselves 

they have never expressed. Perhaps they are driven by what Emmanuel Ghent (1990) 

discussed with regard to “surrender”—a powerful motivation to surrender one’s false 

self, to fall into the boundless, limitless universal acceptance where day-to-day suffering 

is transcended and one begins to heal, even while the suffering remains.  Clearly they 

both seek to heal their early deeply painful losses that have never found voice.  They 

recognize in each other kindred spirits. 

 Sobin evokes an interesting dimension of intimacy and intense love when he says 

that Julieta “always kept some small part of herself in reserve... in a space to which…  

[Cabassac] had no access whatsoever” (p.22).  Cabassac wonders if “maybe it’s not a 

person we fall in love with so much as a distance, a depth which that particular person 

happens to embody.  Perhaps it’s some inconsolable quality in that person, some 

unappeasable dimension, that attracts one all the more forcibly” (p. 23). 
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 Cabassac and Julieta live in a world less boundaried, where language connects 

them to hidden depths beyond the words themselves. They fall freely into an unnamed, 

unfathomable dimension embodied by the other. On the day they first make love, they 

have been exploring ancient water mills, each named onomatopoetically, after the 

particular sounds that their rotating wooden paddles make.  An ancient woman tells them 

that the one they have found is called “Calou ou Cales, Li Voou, li vas” which translates 

as: “I tumble down, You tumble down, I go under, you go under” (p. 73).  That is 

precisely what happens.   

 Sobin tells us that Cabassac was drawn to Julieta’s erotic absence, her 

unfathomable emptiness.  When she finds that she has become pregnant on that day at the 

water mill, Julieta is thrilled but Cabassac feels lonelier—a secret resentment.  He doesn’t 

notice that she is so happy to be pregnant that she is no longer keeping herself at a 

distance from him. Perhaps he cannot see it because he is not looking for family but a 

mirror of his inner emptiness. He wants to continue to bask in the sense that someone else 

knows about it, feels it! Or is he unconsciously reconnecting with his lost mother—not 

ready to end that melting? 

 But Julieta suffers a tragic loss and is devastated. She loses interest in the world 

and shortly thereafter dies of a broken heart.  Cabassac mournfully and robotically returns 

to his routine, including fly-truffling.  After a while he begins to believe that the truffles 

enhance his capacity to extend his dreams:   “One buried thing for the other” (p. 14).  The 

truffle, while not a hallucinogen, “affected one’s awakened body, one’s conscious 

thoughts. It reassured the sense with its warm, earthy aroma, placed one’s entire being in 

a raised state of receptivity…it created a dispousicioun,   [dis-poo-si-see-ohn]….in which 

19



the dreams might occur” (p.15).  In this “state of grace” his dreams of Julieta grow more 

vivid and protracted, “cradled by a rhythm as telluric as it was corporal” (p.22).  His 

Julieta appeared to him, at first piecemeal but in increasingly organized fashion, 

“Emerging out of so many vapourous particles, her gaze radiant and her black hair glossy 

in the sunlight” (p. 14).  In these dreams they would bathe naked in waterfalls, or study 

together, but she always had her back turned to him.  Further, although he could see, 

smell and hear her tanned, perspiring, surrounded by flowers, she seemed to see, smell 

and hear nothing.  But repeatedly she called out for him in the dreams.  “Philippe?”   

Each night’s dream eventually fades. 

 Soon he finds himself organizing his life around creating circumstances to enter 

into this transcendent truffle-enhanced dream world in an effort to find her and reach her. 

He hears her repeatedly ask, “Why?”  He assumes “Why?” means “Why was she on one 

side of that impenetrable curtain and he on the other?”(p. 16).  But she never explains.  

The dreams become more sequential, each starting off right where the previous one 

finished.  In the dreams time seems elastic.   

 In his final dream of the second year after she died, enhanced by the last truffle of 

that winter before the earth froze too deeply, his Julieta is viscerally present.  But she 

seems unable to feel, smell and touch Cabassac the way he believes (in this lucid dream) 

that he can feel, smell and touch her.  Julieta says, “Come closer, Philippe…Closer…Can 

you hear me. Philippe? Can you?… There is something I have to tell you… Something 

wonderful, perfectly marvelous, if only you’d come a bit closer.”   Although Philippe 

Cabassac whispers back to his beloved Julieta, “Tell me” (p. 30-31), the dream fades with 
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her calling for him, never hearing his responses, never telling him what was so 

marvelous.   

 What is this perfectly marvelous thing he wanted to know about?  It is more than 

just reconnecting to the lost Julieta. It is some knowledge from “the other side”.   

 Cabassac has to wait another year for the new crop of truffles to allow him to 

reenter this dream world. Introspectively, he atones for his lack of enthusiasm for 

Julieta’s baby, and feels that this cruelty caused the miscarriage. In the meantime, he 

completely loses interest in anything else.  He loses his job. All the external realities of 

his life fall apart, but he is heedless.  All he can think about are the truffles and finding 

out what was so marvelous.  

  He has transcended normal reality for a transitional world that can be seen as 

madness. Or could this be some very belated effort to heal his early losses with 

transitional experiencing?   Has this effort begun to go too far?  Michael Eigen (1981) 

suggests that “faith, surrender, the beginning of creativity and symbol formation all 

intersect in the world of transitional experiencing…when the infant (or person)…lives 

through a faith that is prior to a clear realization of self and other differences” (p. 19).    

 The following truffle season, Cabassac completely joins Julieta in his lucid dream 

world, which is now his only world.  There “the most marvelous thing” is revealed. He 

basks in a delusional sense of wholeness, even as the bulldozers destroy his lands where 

his truffles grow, and the police arrest him for ignoring the eviction notices.  He spends 

the rest of his life in this dream world, unperturbed by the actual facts of his life.  Julieta, 

her life and the ancient world of Provençale are all alive to him.  He does not even see or 
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hear the ordinary world.  He is completely unperturbed by his circumstances.  Is this 

transcendence, madness, or transcendence gone mad? 

 Sobin’s protagonist Cabassac is much like the mythical Orpheus, whose wife, 

Eurydice, was killed by the bite of a serpent.  Orpheus ventures down to the underworld 

to bring her back. His songs are so beautiful that Hades finally agrees to allow Eurydice 

to return to the world of the living.  Orpheus must meet one condition: not to look back 

while conducting Eurydice to the world above. Just before the pair reaches the upper 

world, Orpheus looks back, and Eurydice slips back into the netherworld once again.   So 

goes the myth.   

 Unlike Orpheus, Cabassac didn’t look back, but he didn’t try to come back to the 

world above either.  He sought to remain in a transitional world.  Sobin seems to want us 

to think that Cabassac jettisoned the ordinary for a costly extraordinary chance to reach 

into the imaginary –into the emptiness for his beloved—for the “distance, a depth…some 

inconsolable quality…some unappeasable dimension, that attracts one more forcibly 

[than the ordinary world]” (p. 23).   In Sobin’s words, Philippe Cabassac unearthed 

“something far more than he’d ever anticipated: far more than he ever thought existed” 

(p. 157).  Very seductive. 

 The Kabbalist Batsailet Noor (2002) in Bringing Down Dreams suggests that 

“Our rational mind is… but a small pupil who explains a [small] bit [of] the light of life 

contained in the treasury of our rich, holy imagination…which soars above all the straits 

and dry limitation of poor reality’s conditions…Imagination has qualities that reason 

lack[s].  Imagination brings the world to life in its spiritual guise, thereby making our 
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spiritual self more whole.  However, as imagination grows stronger, it tends to blur the 

features of the practical world” (pp. 188-189). 

  Cabassac was capable of deep absorption in the natural world.  Boundaries 

between himself, others, the waterfalls, the ancient language of Provençale, the truffles 

and, of course, Julieta, had fallen, as had the boundaries between his real and dream 

worlds.  He was shimmeringly alive, able to be absorbed in the real world via his 

unboundaried openness.  

  Unfortunately, there are terrible traumatic effects of devastating grief.  There is 

the sense of being broken, unhinged from a cohesive sense of self, apart from ordinary 

time and from the real world, frozen in the trauma or simply frozen—alive but dead 

inside. When Julieta died, Cabassac did not want to give up Julieta, the baby and, perhaps 

more fundamentally his shimmering vitality, his sense of truly being.  So, after a period 

of feeling dead, he evolved ways to reach for what had been, based on glimmers of 

feeling her presence.   This determination to cling to Julieta broke the unboundedness.  It 

narrowed the field of possibilities and, thereby, broke what was so profoundly 

transcendent about his absorption. His options were frozen.  Only one solution would do 

and thus, he became frozen in seeking Julieta and even further cut off from the world 

than he had been in his sadness.  

 The urgency to be relieved of suffering by shutting down or out, exists alongside 

an urgency to connect to life, to the vitality the source of which is best found in the 

deepest of unbounded experience.  Falling into the beyond can be a byproduct of trauma, 

and a potential source of revitalization.  But grasping at rigid solutions to our sense of 

brokenness may condemn one to psychosis, severe dissociation, the frustration of losing 
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the sense of transcendence, and hopelessness.  These are tricky waters we enter at our 

own peril.   

 We are most alive and least mad when we are open to the transcendent, and to the 

real.  Madness consists in clinging to any aspect of one or the other.  To cling to dreams 

is truly to be lost; likewise is it to try to pinion reality.  Failure for Cabassac, and for each 

of us, lies in the effort to deny the ever-shifting flux of ordinary and extraordinary. 
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The Sounds of Silence 
 

Cheryl Goldstein 
 
 
“… a story is a life that didn’t happen and a life is a story that didn’t get told.” – Elias 
Khoury Gate of the Sun  
 
“… I had to ask myself, if I would be understood; and whether, if I talked candidly 
enough to make myself understood, would I be suspected of divided loyalties.” – A.B. 
Yehoshua, Mr. Mani 
 
 

For the last number of years I have worked with literary narratives that 

address trauma, specifically the trauma of exile and displacement. In the course of 

my research, I realized that I was working with an interesting, and potentially a not 

altogether serendipitous, confluence — that is, a situation where the experience 

(displacement) and the psychoanalytic concept/process (displacement) mutually 

inform one another and share certain qualities and structures.  Central to both of 

them is a sense of absence, of a gap, and these gaps find expression through various 

forms of silence — a silence that can convey and/or evoke anxiety, fear, or loss as 

well as communion, joy, and love. The silences that communicate trauma are 

silences that are often difficult to bear, and similar silences, I believe, often reside at 

the center of the psychoanalytic conversation motivating much of the work that we 

do with patients. These kinds of silence and the complications they convey confront 

us in the two novels I want to discuss this morning, Elias Khoury’s Gate of the Sun 

and A.B. Yehoshua’s Mr. Mani. 

Before I speak about these two novels, I want address the concept or more 

accurately concepts of displacement. Displacement, as I’ve said, has two not 
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completely dissociated meanings. The experience of displacement identifies 

traumatic removal from one’s homeland brought about by war or conflict, a 

condition that has become all too common since the term made its initial 

appearance in this context immediately after World War II. A person, persons or 

community is forcefully removed from its place and relocated involuntarily. One 

loses one’s home, the center of one’s familial and communal existence.  

The psychoanalytic process of displacement proves a bit more difficult to 

define. In The Interpretation of Dreams Freud tells us that displacement is one of 

“two governing factors to whose activity we may in essence ascribe the form 

assumed by dreams,” the other being “condensation.” While Freud is able to give a 

clear definition of how condensation works, along with seven examples of dream 

analysis where it occurs, his explanation of displacement is much less concrete. 

Freud explains that through the process of displacement, “[t]he dream is, as it were, 

differently centred from the dream thoughts — its content has different elements as 

its central point.” (SE IV, 305) Displacement draws our attention and our conscious 

energies elsewhere. (You can see here the similarity with the experience of 

displacement where one’s “center” is changed; one is forced to be “differently 

centred,” to locate one’s home elsewhere.)  

We find a clearer description of displacement, or at least an illustration of 

displacement in a clinical setting, in Freud’s writing on Dora. Here, too, we find 

displacement “differently centred” quite literally since it makes its appearance in a 

footnote. “…[I]n a line of associations ambiguous words (or as we call them, ‘switch-

words’) act like the points at a junction. If the points are switched across from the 
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position in which they appear to lie in the dream, then we find ourselves upon 

another set of rails; and along this second track run the thoughts which we are in 

search of and which still lie concealed in the dream.” (SE VII  65 n.1) So, here is a 

concrete example of how displacement works. We are moved, via the “ambiguous 

word” from one track to another. Consequently, the analyst experiences in language 

a sense of instability, of not standing on solid ground, much as displaced persons 

must navigate their existences between distinctly different homes.   

The metaphor that Freud uses here operates in two registers: the aural — we 

are listening for the “switch word” — and the spatial — we are shuttled between 

separate lines, traversing space, attempting to follow the analysand despite the fact 

that we (analyst, analysand, both together) may not know how we have arrived at 

this unexpected destination. We find ourselves in a territory of ellipses, of 

unspeakable truths. We may find ourselves transported into the landscape of 

trauma that, by its nature, resists representation, interpretation, assimilation, or 

integration into a patient’s narrative whole. These, in fact, are some of trauma’s 

defining features. Trauma derails us, and can leave us (both patient and analyst) at a 

loss for words. In some cases, silence may be the only way for us to encounter a 

truth that is too awful to take in and cannot be perceived in its totality. 

But what are our attitudes toward silence? Our encounters with silence in the 

consulting room are not infrequent, and classic interpretations of the patient’s 

silence as withholding, hostile, or as an expression of resistance betray the 

frustration the analysand’s silence engenders in her analyst. The analyst’s silence, 

often understood as a default response, proves to be every bit as complicated, often 
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because of the longstanding idea that this silence reflects the analyst’s “objectivity” 

and “neutrality.” Consequently, the response the a patient has to the analyst’s 

ostensibly “neutral” silence becomes grist for the analytic mill (“How does my 

silence make you feel?” the analyst asks), while the patient’s silence might be 

understood as an impediment to the analytic process. In both instances, the 

analyst’s traditional response to silence is to locate it elsewhere (in the patient, in 

professional requirement), and thus to displace it, making it that much more 

difficult to confront the unspeakable by foreclosing the silence through which 

trauma might speak. 

If it is difficult to approach trauma that communicates through silence in the 

consulting room, it would seem virtually impossible to convey trauma through 

silence in literature since, even more than psychoanalysis, literature is a medium 

that relies on language. So, as you can imagine, literature’s relationship with silence 

is complicated both by the method of communication and by the structure of the 

encounter that takes place between the material and the reader. This morning I 

want to look at how two novels engage silence to communicate trauma, specifically 

the traumatic nature of exile, and how the unusual format of these novels might help 

us to think about the analytic conversation. 

 A.B. Yehoshua’s Mr. Mani and Elias Khoury’s Gates of the Sun both address 

the violence and exile of a particular family and, by extension, of an entire people. 

What makes these two works so distinctive, however, is the unusual presentation of 

the narratives. Both Gates of the Sun and Mr. Mani are one-sided dialogues. If that 

sounds a bit odd, let me explain. Gates of the Sun records the ongoing “conversation” 
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between a caretaker/doctor with/to a comatose patient.  Yehoshua’s Mr. Mani 

presents five “conversations,” but in each dialogue, one of the participant’s 

contributions to the conversation is missing. Both novels are, quite literally, built 

around silence. Significantly, in neither novel do the speakers address the reader.  

Instead, the reader “hears” the speaker and also “hears” the silence of the other 

party. But this silence is not an absence. Nor is it benign or disengaged. In fact, it is 

the fact that the silence instigates engagement that merits our attention. 

While both novels share this unusual one-sided dialogue, other structural 

elements of the novels are quite different. Yehoshua’s Mr. Mani is made up of five 

dialogues, each a conversation between two different characters, moving backward 

in time from 1982 to 1848. It might seem, at the novel’s outset, that you, the reader, 

are being encouraged to “fill in” the missing part of the conversation, but that idea 

collapses at the point that your assumptions miss the conversational mark . Instead, 

the reader listens while each speaker confronts his or her inability to convey a life 

changing, traumatic experience to a missing conversational partner.  

By structuring his novel in this way it becomes evident that the issue for 

Yehoshua’s characters is not that they lack the words to convey their experiences. 

Instead, they complain because they are repeatedly interrupted. Their discourse is 

not met with the silence it deserves. While the actual content of the interruptions is 

missing, we feel their consequences in the speakers’ responses. “Just a minute. 

Listen…” “Will you wait one minute!” the daughter of the first dialogue insists in 

response to her mother’s interruptions. In the second dialogue the German soldier 

serving in Crete entreats his grandmother, “I know, Grandmother... hold on a 
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minute... for God’s sake… can’t you listen just this once…” In the fourth dialogue, a 

young Polish doctor, attempting to explain his experience in Jerusalem asks, “Are 

you not listening to me?” before finally resigning himself to his father’s 

interruptions. In each case, the silence of the conversational other introduces and 

ultimately represents the misattunement, alienation and frustration the speaker 

feels as he or she struggles to be fully heard.  As a result, the person who truly hears 

the trauma conveyed in the narrative is the reader who acknowledges the necessity 

of a radical silence, one that is imposed by the impossibility of any adequate 

response. 

In Elias Khoury’s Gate of the Sun the speaker addresses a comatose patient, a 

silent other, but in this novel the unresponsive other makes it difficult, at least 

initially, for the speaker to differentiate his personal trauma from that of his 

comatose companion or from the trauma of the Palestinian people as a whole. The 

comingling of these three identities is evident from the beginning of the 

conversation as “Dr. Khalil,” the narrator/speaker searches for a “beginning,” a point 

of entry into his story. His search continues throughout the novel, and emblematic of 

this search Dr. Khalil invokes the classic Arabic formula, “’Once upon a time, there 

was — or there wasn’t.” Why, he asks, must there be such contingency? “That way 

the story is put on the same footing as life, because a story is a life that didn’t 

happen, and a life is a story that didn’t get told.” This brief but insightful comment 

speaks to the complicated relationship between the concepts of the truth and the 

actual, and suggests the possibility that the “story” is always at a remove from, but is 

no less compelling than, the lived experience. For Khalil, in the space between the 
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life and the story, in the place that is occupied by what “didn’t happen” and what 

“didn’t get told,” silence takes up its habitation. 

And so Dr. Khalil returns over and over again to a series of beginnings, all of 

which are false starts, each of which disappears into silence. Each beginning opens 

on to a new narrative, but that story belongs to someone else. Like Yehoshua’s 

characters, Dr. Khalil “hears” the comatose Yunes’ unspoken objections to his story. 

Yunes “objects” to the stories Khalil tells, “refuses” to correct him when he’s wrong, 

and is always “insisting” that Khalil go back to the beginning. 

While the pain and trauma of the Palestinian people is always present in 

Khalil’s “stories,” it is never the focus of them, never the “stuff” of his conversation. 

When it does become the focus, the characters find themselves ultimately silenced. 

This process happens twice at the central point in the narrative, when Khalil 

recounts the arrival of French actors who wish to mount a play about the Shatila 

massacre, and have come to get the “real” story.  

The impossibility of hearing the “real” story comes with the “testimony” of a 

young woman named Dunya. Dunya is asked to tell her story repeatedly, and 

eventually she speaks at a televised Women’s Conference as a “Palestinian 

testimony.”  Khalil reports of her testimony of rape: 

She looked straight ahead and started speaking. This woman was 

telling a completely different story. … She spoke and spoke in a flat, 

white voice without any trace of emotion, as though she were telling 

some other woman’s story. As though it had nothing to do with her. … 
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Dunya became a story telling her own story. … That was the first and 

last time she spoke about the gang rape. (pp. 256-7) 

Dunya’s decision to tell her story results a radical dissociation. She tells “a 

completely different story” “some other woman’s story.” Her loss of herself in the 

remembering of the violence perpetrated against her leaves her listeners 

incredulous, and results in her silence. Only when Khalil repeats the story, when he 

recounts how both her loss of self  — she is “some other woman” — and her loss of 

words — this “was the first and last time she spoke” — are a direct consequence of 

addressing the trauma do we realize that her silence is her most authentic 

communication.  

The description of Dunya’s “testimony” offers some valuable insight 

regarding the way silence and displacement work together. Dunya’s dissociated 

state, what I often think of as a kind of radical displacement in affective terms, 

leaves her empty, outside of herself. The fact that she tells “a different story” as if 

she is “some other woman” resonates with Khalil’s adage that “a story is a life that 

didn’t happen.” In this circumstance Dunya becomes “a story telling her own story,” 

that much further removed, that much further displaced or exiled from her own 

experience. Consequently, Dunya goes silent, never telling the story again. Does this 

imply, as the second half of Khalil’s adage suggests, that only then, only in silence, 

does this trauma become part of her life? If that’s the case, then isn’t the trauma to 

be precisely in the silence?  

 Here, then is the lesson we can take into our clinical life. We must learn to 

value silences and to understand the challenges they pose. Some silences respect the 
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uninterpretable nature of discourse. In Yehoshua’s novel the characters want to be 

heard uninterrupted, and our patients may long for our engaged and receptive 

silence that allows them to navigate the treacherous terrain of their disappointment, 

pain, and loss without additional intrusion. Rather than providing our silence as 

“analytic neutrality,” can we offer our silence instead of our interpretations? 

And sometimes, as in Khoury’s novel, the patient’s silence is the alternative 

to a radical dissociation, to losing one’s “life” by telling one’s “story.” If we can accept 

that the space between the patient’s life and his story can be navigated only at the 

expense of internal integrity, then maybe we can hear the silence as neither hostile 

nor withholding but as an exiling of language for the continuity of self. Thought of in 

these ways, silence for both the analyst and the patient sounds very different 

indeed. 

 

If you would like to contact Cheryl, her email is cheryl.goldstein.phd@gmail.com 
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Unwanted: Deadened Aliveness 
 

Isolde Keilhofer, LP 
 

 
As in all my work, my desire is not to ‘solve’  
anything, but to open fields of experiencing.  

- Michael Eigen, Conversations 
 
Making contact with the unwanted can be a paralyzing task.  A task perhaps akin 
to approaching Medusa, victim turned monster, whose deadly gaze turns on-
lookers to stone, a petrifying and isolating power.  Approach calls for caution and 
careful maneuver.   

 
Freud, as was his genius, found unique vantage points from which to approach 
many difficult, and some horrifying, themes.  One way he explored the unwanted 
was through the idea of unwanted parents.  He wrote in “Family Romances” of 
the necessary fictions that children construct to cope with the realistic 
disillusionment with their once cherished and idealized parents that comes along 
with growth.  A fantasy of having been adopted and eventually being rescued by 
one’s real, royal and prestigious parents, the family romance, is a defense 
against disappointing family reality and also a defense against incestuous and 
murderous wishes towards parents and siblings.  Freud does not delve into the 
real nightmares of some family life in his short paper, a concern he also and 
reluctantly put aside along with the seduction theory, yet, in the background of 
the Oedipus myth, so central to Freudian theory, or mythology, and so often left 
unnoted, is an initial act of infanticide.  Oedipus was an unwanted child.   
 
Ferenczi, Freud’s great pupil, tackled the unwanted straight on.  In his 1929 
paper “The Unwelcome Child and his Death-Instinct” he lays stress on the reality 
of the emotional environment, and in the cases of the “unwelcome guests of the 
family,” the consequential lack of a warm reception.  Ferenczi writes:  
 

I only wish to point to the probability that children who are received in a 
harsh and disagreeable way die easily and willingly. Either they use one of 
the many proffered organic possibilities for a quick exit, or if they escape 
this fate, they keep a streak of pessimism and of aversion to life. 
(Ferenczi, 1929, 127)  

 
As Ferenczi understood it, without the mediation or call of love, the death-drive 
can easily pull the infant back into a state of non-being.  René Spitz’s research 
into Hospitalism, a condition in which institutionalized infants died for lack of 
contact, Is an extreme and tragic example of deprivation at work.   
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Ferenczi’s paper is a short communication, but one with deep meaning.  In these 
individual cases of early trauma, the death instinct, the “aversion to life,” 
develops a disproportionate hold.  This differs from Freud’s notion of the 
homeostasis between Eros and Thanatos.  The will to live, to thrive, is impeded, 
if not broken.   
 
Ferenczi also makes an important distinction between those children maltreated 
from the start and those initially received with enthusiasm, “even passionate 
love,” and then dropped.  There are many nuances to the sense of being 
unwanted and of how they, and the deadened sense of aliveness, the aversion to 
life, show up in our clinical encounters.  Given the tendency, or compulsion, 
toward repetition, those dropped, for example, may have the inclination to 
quickly, harshly, drop lovers, friends and therapists.   
 
Groddeck, who influenced Ferenczi and from whom Freud borrowed and 
reworked the term “the Id,” turned his gaze on unwanted pregnancies.  Groddeck 
was a pioneer of psychosomatic medicine, a psychoanalytic outsider, and 
quoting Eigen, a “medium of incessant contact with unconscious streaming” 
(Eigen, 2006, 845).  He observed, through their physical manifestations, 
unconscious forces of a negative kind, namely hatred of the unborn child, even in 
those women most empathically in want of babies.  He theorized that the 
necessary mixture of love and hate between mother and child is fostered during, 
if not prior, to pregnancy.  His understanding of the unconscious was broader or 
looser than Freud’s; he was interested in somatic, symbolic eruptions. “We are 
lived by the It,” he writes.  He saw a mother’s hate of her child, a wish to be rid of 
it, in morning sickness, tooth loss, accidents, and the like.  Fathers are also on 
his radar, their hate, or aversion to new life, manifest in the unconscious inability 
to impregnate.  Unlike the oceanic womb of Ferenczi’s imagination, for 
Groddeck, as later with Klein and Bion, the struggle of life and death begins 
therein.  Pre-shadowing Winnicott, he writes of the hatred that is necessary to 
separate mother and child – to push out, to get away.  The alternative is 
entombment, petrification; the German word Groddeck uses is “Versteint” literally 
meaning turned to stone.  An uncanny reminder of Medusa’s plight.   
 
Abortions are a way that patients look at, or bring into session, deadened self-
aspects.  “My boyfriend and I had an abortion together,” says a patient with 
sadness that an early alcohol ravaged relationship ended this way.  Further into 
therapy it comes up again: “I should have been an abortion,” she says, “I never 
felt wanted.  It was like having a piece of my soul ripped out of me.”  Trauma 
permeated her beginnings and created blank spots impossible to metabolize.  A 
physical death-act bares a wordless, wounded history.  Another patient brings in 
a drawing made after her first abortion, a scratched over bloody fetus she leaves 
lying on the floor in the silence between us.  When words fail, images can be a 
starting point.    
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Bion, a go to guy, so to speak, for deadened states, writes in Memoir of the 
Future: “Most people experience mental death if they live long enough.  You 
don’t have to live long [though] to have that experience—all you have to do is to 
be mentally alive” (Bion,1991,178).  He writes of his own death during the 
carnage he was part of in World War I.  He was immersed in death and fear and 
discovered the many ways to blank out, to go dead, and most disastrously, to 
deaden the capacity to take in the too-muchness of reality.  The mind destroys its 
ability to perceive.  Bion is most helpful in working with deadness, an unwelcome 
guest, at times, to many therapists.  In his well-known paper, “Without Memory 
and Desire,” Bion commands presence: being present to the experience 
happening between two scared people in a session, to the experience of the 
emotional truth of that session.  “[C]ommunication,” he writes, ”depends for its 
efficacy on the capacity for receptiveness…” (Bion, 1991, 271).  How does one 
go on receiving and surviving the full blast of deadliness?   
 
The unwanted child is faced with the too-muchness of absence, the absence of 
receptiveness, and following Ferenczi and Bion, the too-muchness of the ensuing 
inner destructiveness.  This emptiness is captured poignantly in a leading 
chapter quote in Georg Eliot’s Middlemarch, A Study of Provincial Life, a novel 
that is full of the forsaken, it reads as follows:   

 
A child forsaken, waking suddenly,  
Whose gaze afeard on all things round doth rove,  
And seeth only that it cannot see  
The meeting eyes of love.  (Eliot, 1872, 106) 

 
The lives within the novel center around a handful of young adults who are all in 
some way parentless and all uniquely confused, idealizing love and finding it 
almost impossible to connect their capacities with the wider world.  Absence is 
writ large and love goes awry.    
 
As an aside, Bion often makes reference to the importance of literary characters.  
For example, Falstaff is for him “…more ‘real’ in Shakespeare’s verbal 
formulation than countless millions of people … we are called on to believe in”  
(Bion, 1991, 4), Bion indicates, through a sometimes cryptic writing style, quite 
strongly, that literature is equal to science in the quest for truth and thus 
underscoring the importance of a Shakespeare, a Milton, to which I add an Eliot.  
George Eliot.  In Middlemarch, and elsewhere, she breathes life into the 
“insignificant,” those who “lived faithfully, a hidden life, and rest in unvisited 
tombs.”  An oft-quoted passage is quite relevant here, in a pastoral way, to the 
discussion of the too-muchness of being, she writes: 
 

If we had a keen vision and feeling for all ordinary human life, it would be 
like hearing the grass grow and the squirrel's heartbeat, and we should die 
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of that roar which lies on the other side of silence. As it is, the quickest of 
us walks about well wadded with stupidity. (Eliot, 1872, 261) 

 
“…we should die of that roar which lies on the other side of silence.” 
 
Turning to another very “real” fictional being, silent entombment is captured in a 
very powerful image in the opening sequence of Charlotte Brontë’s classic 
orphan tale Jane Eyre.  The reader is introduced to the ten-year old orphaned 
Jane, sitting separated from the natural world by a glass window.  False 
accusations by a mean spirited cousin result in the punishment of being locked, 
alone, into her uncle’s death chamber with her terror and misery.  Brontë 
describes Jane’s startled experience of catching sight of herself in the looking 
glass:    
 

All looked colder and darker in that visionary hollow than in reality: and the 
strange little figure there gazing at me, with a white face and arms 
specking the gloom, and glittering eyes of fear moving where all else was 
still, had the effect of a real spirit: I thought it like one of the tiny phantoms, 
half fairy, half imp, … coming out of lone, ferny dells in moors, and 
appearing before the eyes of belated travellers.  (Bronte, 1848, 6) 

 
The reader, as the analyst with analysand, is indeed belated to the scene of a 
death, or soul murder, or with Winnicott in mind, a breakdown that has already 
happened.  This mirror image, Jane Eyre seeing her estranged ghost self, is 
packed with importance.  The recognition and acceptance of one’s own 
deadened state, although horrifying, can be a starting point for mourning, for co-
habitation, for growth.  
 
Learning too early that one is unwanted is a catastrophic event.  A patient 
remembers her child self: “I was a very obedient, quiet child.  Thinking about that 
now makes me very sad.”  This brings up the idea of deadness protecting life, 
deadening aliveness as a defense.  A striking example of this is found in popular 
culture, and what paper on the “unwanted: dead or alive” would be complete 
without reference to the violent, thought-provoking, cult-status series “The 
Walking Dead.”  To survive, characters often disguise themselves, and their 
smell of aliveness, by smearing dead, gooey, gross stuff onto their clothes and 
bodies, in order to walk undetected among the flesh hungry dead, the “Walkers.”  
All characters are one bite away from being turned to mindless flesh-eaters 
themselves.  We are killers, zombies, Medusas in the making.  The series brings 
up, provocatively, the question of how far does one go to survive.  
 
Eigen writes extensively about destructive forces.  He draws on the work of Klein, 
Winnicott, Bion, amongst others, like a scholarly jazz musician.  With Eigen one 
learns about building capacity, the capacity to work with unwanted patients and 
unwanted deadened states.  For Eigen, dying out and re-birth is an on-going 
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lifelong process.  His empathy for wounded hearts seems boundless.  He 
elaborates:  
 

It is difficult for many therapists to recognize that they may be too much or 
not enough for their patients and that turning oneself on-off is an important 
parameter.  An individual who chronically numbs or deadens herself in 
order to survive lacks experience and resources to deal with the full range 
of emotional aliveness.  (Eigen, 1996, 156)  
 

Aliveness is fraught with danger.   
 
Appreciating the deep magnitude of unwanted aliveness through these varied 
thinkers, sometimes wild and stray thoughts and images, is meant to encourage 
further sounding.  An ending question: Is it possible, beyond the mourning of 
deadened childhood selves, to revive aliveness, to bear a sense of want?  
Approach calls for caution.  
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“And so on into the Flare and Glare” 
Samoan Barish, Ph.D. 

Nov 2014 
 

I have long wanted to title a paper “Into the Flare and Glare” and at last I have the opportunity to do so. 

Why did this phrase, uttered by Mrs. Dalloway’s former boyfriend of her youth, Peter, grab me so?  I 
think it is because it is such an animated and beautiful rendering of Winnicott’s well-known concept of 
“going on being” (1956, p. 303).  It was as if Peter were calling out to us (the readers) that regardless of 
disappointments, one’s “developmental tendencies start to unfold” (1956, p.303) and can continue to 
unfold as we can surmount “impingements” of all sorts, particularly if we can view life itself as a great 
gift to be lived fully and creatively.  

While in the process of walking along on a balmy evening in June, Peter, who has freshly returned to 
London after many years in India, delights in the beauty and life of the city. He hears music, sees young 
people embracing and he reminisces about his youth with Clarissa. He notices cabs darting by and 
young people all about in the soft yellow-blue evening light. Though middle aged, he too is going out. 
He’s going to Clarissa’s party.  “Absorbing, mysterious, of infinite richness, this life” (Woolf, 1997, 
p178. ).  Peter proceeds along and thinks to himself, “And so on into the flare and glare.”  

Upon reading this segment of Virginia Woolf’s Mrs. Dalloway, I had a sense of elevation, joy and 
possible discovery, fully embracing life and its’ possibilities.  I, as the reader, felt the warm air, saw the 
fading city lights, the gentle activities of young people going to and fro, full of anticipation and 
possibilities for a happy evening ahead; London was astir, coming awake.  If only each of us could 
capture and maintain that life spirit and force as we go on into the “flare and glare” of our lives.  

In keeping with our theme for the conference, “Necessary Fictions”, I have chosen to discuss Mrs. 
Dalloway from somewhat of a biblio-memoir perspective. Interestingly, I have read this novel at 
different stages of my life and will discuss the different reactions and impacts it has had on me. 

First, let me briefly summarize the novel, which is a short 200 pages and takes place over just one day in 
mid-June 1923 in London. There are no chapters, but it is roughly composed of twelve sections. 
Although all the events occur within a day, the characters’ memories go back as far as eighteen years. 
The story opens with the phrase, “Mrs. Dalloway said she would buy the flowers herself. For Lucy had 
her work cut out for her” (Woolf, 1997, p.1).  And, with that, the story is launched. Using the then new 
technique of stream of consciousness, Woolf gives us the opportunity to learn about the characters from 
their own perspectives, while also being privy to the social context in which they live.  

The novel presents a double narrative, two parallel strands.  The primarily line follows Clarissa, as she 
goes about preparing for her party that evening.  We walk along with her in the streets of London. Her 
rich internal musings accompany her, and us. In the parallel second line, we meet Septimus, a 
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traumatized veteran from WWI, who is in the throes of terrifying flashbacks and deeply disturbed 
thoughts.  We experience his torment and utter anguish following him towards his eventual tragic 
suicide. The novel ends as Clarissa’s party is winding down and her two old friends, Lady Rosseter and 
Peter, are preparing to leave. Sally says, “What does the brain matter, compared with the heart” (1997, 
p.212      ).  Peter is hanging back for a bit and he suddenly experiences intense feelings, “What is this 
terror? What is this ecstasy?” He wondered to himself, “What is it that is filling me with extraordinary 
excitement? It is Clarissa he said. For there she was” (p212.      ).  Indeed, having been exposed to the 
rich layers of Clarissa’s and the other’s multilevel, variegated thoughts, feelings and actions is an 
“extraordinary and exciting” experience!  

Mrs. Dalloway was a very popular and well-reviewed novel upon first publication, given high praise by 
critics and lay readers alike.  For example, quoting from the N.Y. Times book review by John Crawford 
(perhaps the Michiko Kakutani of those times?) on May 10, 1925, he entitled his review, “The Perfect 
Hostess.” and writes, “Virginia Woolf is almost alone in the intricate, yet clear, art of her composition. 
Clarissa‘s day, the impressions she gives and receives, the memories and recognitions which stir in her 
capture in a definitive matrix, the drift of thought and feeling in the point of view of a class, seem almost 
to indicate the strength and weakness of an entire civilization.” 

From my first reading to my last, over a more than 40 year span, I always felt invited into the story, 
being given the special insight into the characters, as they open up their minds to the reader, by and large 
without being interrupted by an external narrator! Each character is given a distinctive voice and 
significance. The reader is exposed to a dazzling array of perspectives, bringing home a message that all 
of us, characters in the novel in 1923 and in real life in 2015, experience reality differently in making 
sense of ourselves, our lives, our loved ones, our social world and the broader world. Indeed, the very 
embodiment of “psychic reality and mentalization”. 

It is interesting to reflect on the ideas of the recipient of IFPE’s 2014 Hans W. Loewald Award, Thomas 
H. Ogden , concerning what the reader brings to a text.  As I was reading Ogden, the following 
statement jumped off the page at me, “The reader of a novel creates the character” (Ogden, 2013, p. 
628). I felt as if I had been given my own “precious gift” (Mrs. Dalloway, p.37).“And she felt she had 
been given a present, wrapped up, and told just to keep it, not to look at it….a diamond, something 
infinitely precious…”  But this was my own diamond to relish, to marvel at and to delight in its many 
facets, reflecting prisms of light. Maybe that’s why I was always a little out of sorts watching the well-
made movie version with Vanessa Redgrave, and couldn’t quite explain why. I thought the movie 
makers had done a rather good job of conveying the essence of this short novel and yet??  Then, I 
understood, upon reading of Ogden, where he said,   “It is almost always disappointing for me to see a 
film that is based on a novel I have loved and I’m left with someone else’s images, which have little to 
do with my experience of reading and My Very Personal Connection with the Characters that the Author 
and I have Created” (Ogden, 2013, p. 628)    

These notions are akin to Ogden’s development of the concept of “the analytic third” and the paradigm 
of the mother and infant creating a third mind to which each contributes and from which each accrue 
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individual meanings.  Thus, a main idea that runs through much of Ogden’s work is the notion that “It 
takes at least two people to think” (Ogden, 628).  Ogden takes the leap and suggests that any text as 
experienced by an individual reader becomes an individual and original text and thus a new creation as it 
were.   His conception of intersubjective thinking and feeling (analytic third) goes some distance for me 
in understanding what Mrs. Dalloway has meant to me. I never thought of it before in the light that I 
have participated in creating “my Mrs. Dalloway” with the enormously gifted, tormented, and long dead, 
Virginia Woolf.. 

I first read Mrs. Dalloway in my early twenties, and I liked it very much at the time. I was particularly 
entranced with Virginia Woolf’s writing style.  Her analogies, similes and metaphors simply took my 
breath away. I remember writing some of them down in a little notebook that is now long gone.  I was 
taken with the mystique of Virginia Woolf, her early feminism, her interest in androgyny, bisexuality 
and her stream of consciousness writing, not to mention her illustrious family, her traumas growing up 
that included sexual molestations at the hands of her older half-brothers.  There were also her wondrous 
diaries, her mental anguish and suffering, and finally her tragic suicide.  As much as I was taken with 
Virginia Woolf and Mrs. Dalloway on this first reading, it did not affect me as profoundly as on later 
readings. 

Much had changed in my life by the time I reread Mrs. Dalloway when on the cusp of entering middle 
age. This time, I found myself identifying with Clarissa in a way I could not have imagined earlier, 
being just a bit older than her daughter in the novel. Now, I was nearly the same age as Clarissa, and I 
had an entirely unexpected affective experience. I was simply stunned! I don’t think I have ever 
responded to a novel quite that way before or since.  

My husband and I had recently moved to another area, which was very exciting, but a huge life change 
for us.  In this ‘up’ frame of mind, I vividly recall going to an upscale grocery store for ingredients for 
my daughter’s first Passover dinner and I stopped to give myself a treat.  I decided to have a cappuccino 
and a piece of cake, at which time I continued my reading of Mrs. Dalloway.  Suddenly, I was taken 
aback by my strong reactions and feelings.  As I read, I felt I was in the process of being given a 
treasured and “infinitely precious” gift, even though the strength of my reaction was totally unexpected.  
In retrospect, I believe I completely resonated with the life affirming nature of the novel. 

At various times, I have thought about the impact this novel has had on me.  In conjunction with my 
analyses and life experiences, I came to realize that that this work of Virginia Woolf opened up and 
enabled me to value certain ways I am that I had never been able to acknowledge before.  In fact, these 
ways had gotten played down in my earlier years. Now, I was more able to identify the nature of my 
own gifts and place a higher value on them. Truly, I was now able to locate myself in the “ebb and flow 
of things.” 

I saw Clarissa as claiming herself, the nature of her gifts, what she had to offer, her love of life, her 
vitality and appreciation of every minute, despite the men in her life, not really understanding or 
appreciating her motivation for entertaining and having parties.   Knowing full well that others did not 
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value her full worth, she was in a psychological space where she could own her gifts and did not need 
these important to confirm them. I found myself very much resonating with this, as I was beginning to 
value my own life more.  

Mrs. Dalloway, upon returning home after choosing flowers for her party says, “It was her life, bending 
her head over the hall table, she bowed beneath the influence, felt blessed and purified, saying to 
herself, as she took the pad with the telephone message on it, how moments like this are buds on the tree 
of life….(as if some lovely rose has blossomed for her eyes only)…one must pay back from this secret 
deposit of exquisite moments….”(Woolf, 1997, pp. 29-30).   Reading this became an “exquisite moment” 
for me. Clarissa’s words became “nutriment for” my thinking as Ogden (2013, p. 628) would say.  After 
reading Ogden’s idea of creating ourselves in others writing, I realized that was just what I had been 
doing, unbeknownst to myself. 

Early on in the novel as Clarissa is walking through the streets of London, she finds herself thinking 
about her lack of worldly knowledge, her limited education, believing she was not especially clever. 
BUT, she goes on to acknowledge to herself that “her only gift was knowing people almost by instinct.”  
As the party drew closer, Clarissa thought about how her husband Richard and her former suitor Peter 
had both devalued her for liking to throw parties. Peter thought she gave the parties because wanted to 
associate with famous people, while her husband Richard thought it was foolish, childish and not good 
for her health (Woolf, 1997, p.131). But, “Both were quite wrong. What she liked was simply 
life….That’s what I do it for … They’re an offering ….What did it mean to her, this thing called life? ... 
She’s thinking of someone she knew in different parts of town who didn’t know each other and she felt 
what a waste…what a pity, if only they could be brought together, so she did it.   It was an offering; to 
combine; to create.”  She knew full well, for all of Richard’s and Peter’s judgmental critiques, that 
neither of them would be capable of “giving a party for no reason”, but she could! 

With surprise I realized that I had similar desires. I have always loved to create a social environment 
where I could introduce people to like-minded folks and derive pleasure from doing so. I’ve always 
liked to entertain and set up an atmosphere for interesting and lively conversation. The decisions of who 
to invite, “to create and combine,” as well as the preparations, have given my life meaning and purpose.  

I always thought this characteristic in me was a bit strange, especially because I have so many other 
aspects of my life that give me meaning and purpose: my family, our friends, my work, my profession, 
my husband’s work ,our commitment to what we do, our travels, etc.  But, I’ve come to see there’s also 
something else that contributes to our rich life .There’s something particularly  enlivening for me to 
have a group of people around a dining table sharing parts of our lives and experiences. It’s a pleasure 
and a joy. I never thought about it before reading Mrs. Dalloway and to be sure the times are different, 
our social classes are different, my preparations extend far past “going to buy the flowers,” not to 
mention the after party clean up.  But, Clarissa’s life giving aspect is something I share and had never 
valued before.  

Thank you, Virginia Woolf! 
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Interestingly, my current rereading of Mrs. Dalloway has found me in yet a different place. I continued 
to respond to her exuberance and her heightened sense of being alive. “What a lark. What a plunge.”  
Mrs. Dalloway recalls her summers in Bourton and when she and her young friends would open the 
French doors and go bounding out into the fresh country air and the effervescent quality of being.  But 
now, I found myself also very aware of the undercurrents of awareness of mortality. I imagine this both 
because I am older and more sensitized to my eventual demise, and because of the paper I gave last year 
at IFPE, entitled “The Edge of Space,” which heightened my awareness of the inevitability of death for 
me,  and for all of us and our loved ones.   

After having returned from her walk in the city, Mrs. Dalloway goes up to her room, takes off her hat, 
places it on her bed, and thinks to herself “narrower and narrower would her bed be.”(Woolf, 1997, 
p.32)  That phrase lingers in my mind.  Of course, we readers are confronted with Septimus’ 
unspeakable mental/emotional suffering, his horribly insensitive psychiatric treatment and his ultimate 
suicide. Thus, in many different guises throughout the novel, death is in the air and indeed in the very 
streets of London, and in Clarissa’s party that very evening.  
 

“A young man has killed himself. He had been in the army. .Oh! Thought Clarissa, in the middle of my 
party, here’s death,…”(Woolf, 1997, p200.   ). 

Last year in Philadelphia our conference was entitled “Transience and Permanence”. My presentation 
title, riffing off Wallace Stevens’ poem, “Of Mere Being,” was a phrase in this short poem, “The Edge 
of Space.” He wrote this poem during the last year of his life, when he knew he was dying of stomach 
cancer. The poem is brief, only 12 lines, and conveys the liminal world between living and dying. It 
expresses something that is actually beyond our comprehension, our dying. Exploring the limits of our 
living and dying “at the end of the mind, beyond the last thought”, and “on the edge of space.” The 
poem is ambiguous and ineffable. In the paper I was trying to create a space  from which we could begin 
talking about our own deaths and the possible benefits that could accrue from engaging in such a 
daunting inquiry. It’s oft been said that we can only fully appreciate the living of our lives when we can 
grapple with its ending. 

Thus, hand in hand with Mrs. Dalloway’s love of life and appreciation for every moment was her 
awareness of her mortality. Walking towards Bond Street, Clarissa asks herself, “Did it matter that she 
must inevitably cease completely all this must go on without her…Was it consoling to believe that death 
ended absolutely, but that somehow in the streets of London, on the ebb and flow of things, here, there, 
she survived?”  (pp. 7-8).  

Later on in the novel, after appreciating her gifts, “her offerings for the sake of offerings,” she goes on to 
ponder, “All the same, that one day should follow another… that one should wake up in the morning, 
see the sky, walk in the park, meet her old friend Hugh; then, suddenly in came Peter, and Richard 
unexpectedly and he gave her the roses.  It was enough. After that, how unbelievable death was!-that it 
must end and no one in the whole world would know how she had loved it all; how every instant … ”  
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Rebecca Mead in her biblio-memoir entitled “My Life in Middlemarch” tells us that George Elliot “has 
given me a profound experience with a book…. I have grown up with George Elliot. I think 
Middlemarch has disciplined my character. I know it has become part of my own experience and my 
own endurance. Middlemarch inspired me when I was young, and chafing to leave home; and now in 
middle life, it suggests to me what else home might mean, beyond a place to grow up and grow out 
of”(2014, page 266). 

According to Mead (2014, p. 265), George Elliot, whom Virginia Woolf greatly admired, wrote in a 
condolence letter, “I try to delight in the sunshine that will be when I shall never see it anymore.”  This 
is much like the beginning Zen koan that grabs the opposite in a seemingly visual way, dislocating us 
from our identity: “What was your original face before your parents were born?”  Zen practitioners 
focus on this as if it were a mantra, until they can answer it based on a crisp intuitive insight (not an 
abstract exercise).   

For me, upon my most recent rereading of Mrs. Dalloway, I realized that I was being given an 
opportunity to grab the opposites, working with life and death, coming together.  

Once again, thank you Virginia Woolf!! Your “precious gift” endures, enriching me and mine through 
all these many years. 
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