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INTRODUCTION 

'Conversation enriches the understanding, but solitude is the school of genius; 
and the unifonnity of a work denotes the hand of a single artist. ' 

Edward Gibbon 

Gibbon is surely right. The majority of poets, novelists, composers, 
and, to a lesser extent, of painters and sculptors, are bound to spend a 
great deal of their time alone, as Gibbon himself did. Current 
wisdom, especially that propagated by the various schools of psycho­
analysis, assumes that man is a social being who needs the compan­
ionship and affection of other human beings from cradle to grave . It 
is widely believed that interpersonal relationships of an intimate kind 
are the chief, if not the only, source of human happiness. Yet the lives 
of creative individuals often seem to run counter to this assumption. 
For example, many of the world's greatest thinkers have not reared 
families or formed close personal ties. This is true of Descartes, 
Newton, Locke, Pascal, Spinoza, Kant, Leibniz, Schopenhauer, 
Nietzsche, Kierkegaard and Wittgenstein. Some of these men of 
genius had transient affairs with other men or women: others, like 
Newton, remained celibate. But none of them married, and most 
lived alone for the greater part of their lives. 

Creative talent of a major kind is not widely bestowed.  Those who 
possess it are often regarded with awe and envy because of their gifts. 
They also tend to be thought of as peculiar; odd human beings who 
do not share the pains and pleasures of the average person. Does this 
difference from the average imply abnormality in the sense of 
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psychopathology? More particularly, is the predilection of the crea­
tive person for solitude evidence of some inability to make close 
relationships? 

It is not difficult to point to examples of men and women of genius 
whose interpersonal relationships have been stormy, and whose 
personalities have been grossly disturbed by mental illness, alcohol­
ism, or drug abuse . Because of this, it is easy to assume that creative 
talent, mental instability, and a deficient capacity for making satisfy­
ing personal relationships are closely linked. Regarded from this 
point of view, the possession of creative talent appears as a doubtful 
blessing: a Janus-faced endowment, which may bring fame and 
fortune, but which is incompatible with what, for the ordinary person, 
constitutes happiness. 

The belief that men and women of genius are necessarily unstable 
has been widely held, especially since the time of Freud. It cannot 
possibly be the whole truth. Not all creative people are notably 
disturbed; not all solitary people are unhappy. Gibbon, after his 
initial disappointment in love, enjoyed a particularly happy and 
equable life which anyone might envy. As he wrote himself: 

When I contemplate the common lot of mortality, I must 
acknowledge that I have drawn a high prize in the lottery of life 
. . .  I am endowed with a cheerful temper, a moderate sensibil­
ity, and a natural disposition to repose rather than to activity: 
some mischievous appetites and habits have perhaps been 
corrected by philosophy or time. The love of study, a passion 
which derives fresh vigour from enjoyment, supplies each day, 
each hour, with a perpetual source of independent and rational 
pleasure; and I am not sensible of any decay of the mental 
faculties . . .  According to the scale of Switzerland, I am a rich 
man; and I am indeed rich, since my income is superior to my 
expense, and my expense is equal to my wishes. My friend Lord 
Sheffield has kindly relieved me from the cares to which my 
taste and temper are most adverse: shall I add, that since the 
failure of my first wishes, I have never entertained any serious 
thoughts of a matrimonial connection? 1 
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As Lytton Strachey wrote ·in his essay on Gibbon: 

Happiness is the word that immediately rises to the mind at the 
thought of Edward Gibbon: and happiness in its widest con­
notation - including good fortune as well as enjoyment. 2 

Some might allege that Gibbon, by renouncing his love for 
Suzanne Curchod at the behest of his father, had cut himself off 
from the chief source of human happiness, and should be labelled 
pathological on this account. Sexual love may have played little part 
in Gibbon's life, but Gibbon's other relationships were rewarding. 
Although the immense labour of composing The Decline and Fall of the 
Roman Empire necessitated long periods of solitary study and writing, 
Gibbon was equally happy in company. When he was in London, 
he led an active social life, was a member of Boodle's, White's, 
and Brooks's, as well as of The Literary Club, and was appreciated 
everywhere as a fascinating talker. In addition, he displayed a 
touching affection toward his aunt, Mrs Porten, who had largely been 
responsible for his upbringing, and a gift for friendship which was 
most clearly manifest in his long and close relationship with Lord 
Sheffield. Gibbon occasionally laments his solitary state in his 

correspondence, and toyed with the idea of adopting a female cousin. 
But the prospect of matrimony was a daydream which he soon 
dismissed. 

When I have painted in my fancy all the probable consequences 
of such an union, I have started from my dream, rejoiced in my 
escape, and ejaculated a thanksgiving that I was still in posses­
sion of my natural freedom.3 

Modem insistence that true happiness can only be found in 
intimate attachments, more especially in sexual fulfilment, does not 
allow a place for characters like Gibbon. It is clear that, although 
his friendships were many, his chief source of self-esteem and of 
pleasure was his work, as the famous sentence which closes his 
autobiography makes plain. 
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In old age, the consolation of hope is reserved for the tender­
ness of parents, who commence a new life in their children; the 
faith of enthusiasts who sing Hallelujahs above the clouds, and 
the vanity of authors who presume the immortality of their name 
and writings. 4 

Gibbon was a classical artist whose style embodies an attitude 
toward the follies and extravagances of mankind which is both ironic 
and detached. Romantics, like Rousseau and Coleridge, detested 
him for this reason. In his writings, Gibbon's human sympathies 
certainly appear as limited: sex is generally treated as a subject of 
amusement; religion dismissed as superstition. But the immensity of 
the task he set himself demanded such a stance. To impose order 
upon the turmoil and confusion of so long a period of history 
required an Olympian perspective . Gibbon's humanity did not, and 
could not, manifest itself in his great history; but the warmth of his 
feelings towards his friends and the affection which they showed him 
demonstrate that the man himself possessed a human heart. By most 
of the standards adopted in the past, Gibbon would be rated as 
exceptionally well-balanced. It is only since Freud advanced the 
notion that heterosexual fulfilment is the sine qua non of mental 
health that anyone would question Gibbon's status as a more than 
commonly happy and successful human being. 

It is not only men and women of genius who may find their chief 
value in the impersonalE_t:lle!'Jh_an in th� personal. I shall ar�at 
interests, whether in writing history, breeding carrier pigeons, 
speculating in stocks and shares, designing aircraft, playing the piano, 
or gardening, play a greater part in the economy of human happiness 
than modern psycho-analysts and their followers allow. The great 
creators exemplify my thesis most aptly because their works remain 
as evidence . That mysterious being, the ordinary man or woman, 
leaves little behind to indicate the breadth and depth ofinterests which 
may, during a lifetime, have been major preoccupations. The rich 
may accumulate great collections of the works of others. Enthusiastic 
gardeners can be notably creative and leave evidence of their passion 
which lasts for years, if not for as long as a book or a painting. But 
nothing remains of a passion for windmills or cricket. Yet we must all 
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have known people �hose lives were actually made worthwhile by 
such interests, whether or not their human relationships were 
satisfactory. The burden of value with which we are at present 
loading interpersonal relationships is too heavy for those fragile craft 
to carry. Our expectation that satisfying intimate relationships 
should, ideally, provide happiness and that, if they do not, there must 
be something wrong with those relationships, seems to be exagger­
ated. 

Love and friendship are, of course, an important part of what 
makes Jife worthwhile. But they are not the only source of happiness. 
Moreover, human beings change and develop as life goes on. In old 
age, human relationships often become less important. Perhaps this 
is a beneficent arrangement of Nature, designed to ensure that the 
inevitable parting with loved ones will be less distressing. In any case, 
there is always an element of uncertainty in interpersonal rela­
tionships which should preclude them from being idealized as an 
absolute or seen as constituting the only path toward personal 
fulfilment. It may be our idealization of interpersonal relationships in 
the West that causes marriage, supposedly the most intimate tie, to be 
so unstable. �f_we did not look to marriage as the principal source of 
happiness, fewer marriages would end in tears. 

I shall argue that human beings are directed by Nature toward the 
impersonal as well as toward the personal, and that this feature of the 
human condition is a valuable and important part of our adaptation. 
We share with other animals the prime biological necessity of 
reproducing ourselves; of ensuring that our genes survive, though we 
do not. But the long span of human life which extends beyond the 
main reproductive period also has significance. It is then that the 
impersonal comes to assume a greater importance for the average 
person, although seeds of such interests have been present from the 
earliest years. 

The great creators, as we shall see, may in some instances have 
been deflected from human relationships toward their own field of 
endeavour by adverse circumstances which made it difficult for them 
to achieve intimacy with others. But this is a matter of emphasis 
rather than substitution. It docs not imply, as some psycho-analysts 
assume, that creative endeavour is invariably an alternative to human 
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relationships. One might argue that people who have no abiding 
interests other than their spouses and families are as limited 
intellectually as those who have neither spouse nor children may be 
emotionally. 

Many ordinary interests, and the majority of creative pursuits 
involving real originality, continue without involving relationships. It 
seems to me that what goes on in the human being when he is by 
himself is as important as what happens in his interactions with other 
people. Something like one third of our total lifespan is, in any case, 
spent in the isolation of sleep. Two opposing drives operate through­
out life :  the drive for companionship, love, and everything else which 
brings us close to our fellow men; and the drive toward being 
independent, separate, and autonomous. If we were to listen only to 
the psycho-analytic 'object-relations' theorists, we should be driven 
to conclude that none of us have validity as isolated individuals. From 
their standpoint, it appears that we possess value only in so far as we 
fulfil some useful function vis-a-vis other people, in our roles, for 
example, as spouse, parent, or neighbour. It follows that the 
justification for the individual's existence is the existence of others. 

Yet some of the people who have contributed most to the 
enrichment of human experience have contributed little to the 
welfare of human beings in particular. It can be argued that some 
of the great thinkers listed above were self-centred, alienated, or 
'narcissistic'; more preoccupied with what went on in their own 
minds than with the welfare of other people. The same is true of 
many writers, composers, and painters. The creative person is 
constantly seeking to discover himself, to remodel his own identity, 
and to find meaning in the universe through what he creates. He 
finds this a valuable integrating process which, like meditation or 
prayer, has little to do with other people, but which has its own 
separate validity. His most significant moments are those in which he 
attains some new insight, or makes some new discovery; and these 
moments are chiefly, if not invariably, those in which he is alone. 

Although major talent is rare, creative people remain human 
beings with the same needs and wishes as the rest of us. Because they 
leave behind records of their thoughts and feelings in their works, · 
they exemplify, in striking fashion, aspects of human striving which 
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are common to us alfbut. \Vhich, in the case of ordinary people, 
escape notice. Perh�J:>S the ne�d _of tht:� creati}'�- p�rson for solitude, 
and_ hi� ,()reoccupatio� -with--internal processes of integration, can 
�eveal so�ething about the needs of the-less gifted, more ordinary 
human being which is, at the time of writing, neglected. 

--
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1 
The Significance of Human 

Relationships 

'In solitude 

W'hat happiness? W'ho can enjoy alone, 

Or all enjoying what contentment find?' 

Milton 

The current emphasis upon intimate interpersonal relationships as 
the touchstone of health and happiness is a comparatively recent 
phenomenon. Earlier generations would not have rated human 
relationships so highly; believing, perhaps, that the daily round, the 
common task, should furnish all we need to ask; or, alternatively, 
being too preoccupied with merely keeping alive and earning a living 
to have much time to devote to the subtleties of personal relations. 
Some observers, like Ernest Gellner, suggest that our present 
preoccupation with, and anxiety about, human relationships has 
replaced former anxieties about the unpredictability and precarious­
ness of the natural world. He argues that, in modern affluent 
societies, most of us are protected from disease, poverty, hunger, 
and natural catastrophes to an extent undreamed of by previous 
generations. But modern industrial societies are unstable and 
lacking in structure. Increased mobility has u.ndermined the pillars 
of society. Because we have more choice as to where we live, 
what society we should join, and what we should make of our lives, 
our relations with the other people who constitute our environment 
are no longer defined by age-old rules and have therefore become 
matters of increasing concern and anxiety. As Gellner puts it, 'Our 



THE SIG:"IFIC:\:"CE OF HL:\1:\:" REL:\TIO:"SHIPS 

environment is now made up basically of relationships with others. I! 

Gellner goes on to affirm that the realm of personal relations has 
become 'the area of our most pressing concern'. Our anxieties in this 
field are compounded by the decline of religious belief. Religion not 
only provided rules of conduct regarding personal relationships, but 
also offered a more predictable, stable alternative. Relationships with 
spouse, children, or neighbours might be difficult, unfulfilling, or 
unstable; but, so long as one continued to believe in Him, the same 
could not be said of one's relationship with God. 

Although I am far from agreeing with everything which Gellner 
has to say in his book about psycho-analysis, I think he is right in 
alleging that psycho-analysis promises a form of salvation; and that 
this kind of salvation is to be attained by purging the individual of the 
emotional blocks or blind spots which prevent him from achieving 
fulfilling interpersonal relationships. Gellner is also right in thinking 
that psycho-analysis has exerted so widespread an influence that it 
has become the dominant idiom for the discussion of human 
personality a;d 

-
personalfelationshjps ·even 

-by those \vhOdo not 
subscribeto-alf its doctrines . 

· 

Psycho-analysis has changed considerably during the course of the 
twentieth century. The main change has been the increase in 
emphasis upon the patient's relationship with the psycho-analyst. 
Psycho-analysis now insists that analysis of transference, that is, of 
the patient's emotional response to, and attitude toward, the psycho­
analyst, is the most essential feature of psycho-analytic treatment. 
Indeed, recognition of the importance of transference has been a 
main factor in creating common ground between psychotherapeutic 
schools like those of Freud and Jung which in other theoretical ways 
are still poles apart. Although the status of psycho-analysis as an 
effective method of curing neurotic symptoms has been questioned in 
recent years, the influence of concepts derived from psycho-analysis 
is pervasive. In most varieties of social work, for instance, considera­
tion of the client's capacity to make human relationships is thought to 
be a vital part of case-work; and attempts are often made to improve 
this capacity through the agency of the client's relationship with the 
social worker. 

In the early days of psycho-analysis, the emphasis was not so much 
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upon the analysis of transference as upon retracing the course of the 
patient's psycho-sexual development. The patient was primarily 
regarded as a separate individual, and his emotional attitude toward 
the analyst was considered as secondary, or indeed as an obstacle to 
psycho-analytic investigation. When Freud began his investigation of 
the origins of neurosis during the last two decades of the nineteenth 
century, he invariably found disturbances in the sexual lives of his 
patients. The edifice of psycho-analysis came to rest upon the 
foundation of the theoretical scheme of sexual development, from 
infancy onward, which Freud postulated as a consequence of his 
investigations. 

In Freud's view, the various types of neurosis were related to the 
patient's failure to progress beyond the early stages of sexual 
development; to fixation at the 'oral', 'anal', or 'phallic' stage, which 
prevented progress toward 'genitality', as Freud named the stage of 
sexual maturity. Freud believed that mental life was originally 
directed by the 'pleasure principle'; that is, by the need to avoid pain 
and to obtain pleasure. He also believed that the nervous system, 
and hence the mental apparatus, had the function of reducing the 
level of intensity of the instinctual impulses which reached it, 
by finding ways of expressing, and therefore of discharging, 
those impulses. The idea of psychological health and happiness be­
came linked with the existence, or achievement, of sexual fulfil­
ment. 

It became widely assumed that, if a person was happy and healthy, 
he or she must be enjoying a satisfying sexual l ife ;  and, conversely, 
that if a person was neurotically unhappy, there must be a disturb­
ance in his or her capacity to find sexual release. During Freud's 
lifetime, the main emphasis was upon instinctual satisfaction; that is, 
upon the capacity for orgasm. It was tacitly implied that, if partners 
were able to give each other satisfaction in this way, other aspects of 
their relationship could be taken for granted. Sex was the touchstone 
by which the whole relationship could be evaluated. If a patient could 
overcome the blocks which had caused ftxations at immature stages 
of sexual development, and attain the genital stage, there would then 
be no obstacle to the establishment of relationships with others on 
equal and mutually rewarding terms. 

3 
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Freud assumed that neurosis invariably had its origin in the 
circumstances of the patient's early childhood. The task of the 
psycho-analyst was to facilitate the recall of early traumatic memories 
which had been repressed because they were painful or shameful. 
Following the discovery made by his colleague Breuer, Freud found 
that, if a patient suffering from hysteria could be persuaded to recall 
the exact circumstances in which a particular symptom had origin­
ated, and could also re-experience the emotions connected with 
those circumstances, the symptom would disappear. As Freud went 
on to treat other types of patient, the original emphasis on traumatic 
incidents somewhat declined in favour of recall of the whole 
emotional climate in which the patient was brought up; but neurotic 
symptoms were still assumed to originate from the circumstances of 
the first five years of life .  

Psycho-analysis could therefore be regarded as a process of 
historical reconstruction; a technique for unearthing the events, 
feelings, and phantasies of the patient's early childhood. There was 
little need to examine current relationships, and still less to involve 
the patient's friends and family in a treatment which was chiefly 
concerned with subjective responses dating from a period of the 
patient's life about which they probably knew very little. 

Psycho-analysts were often criticized for treating their patients too 
much as isolated individuals, without reference to their families and 
friends. The latter, often to their chagrin, were generally discouraged 
from any participation in the analytic process, and were not usually 
seen by the psycho-analyst or asked for information about the 
patient's behaviour and relationships at home. But, if psycho-analytic 
theory in its original form is accepted, treating the patient without 
direct involvement of those currently close to him is reasonable. No 
one except the patient has access to the phantasies and feelings of his 
early childhood. Even the most detailed account which parents might 
give of the patient's early years will not disclose what the psycho­
analyst is seeking: the patient's subjective reaction to those childhood 
circumstances rather than the facts themselves. 

When Freud first initiated psycho-analytic treatment, he did not 
anticipate that he would become emotionally important to his 
patients. He hoped to make psycho-analysis into a 'science of the 
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mind' which would ultimately-be based upon, and be as objective as, 
anatomy and physiology. He saw his own role as that of a detached 
observer, and assumed that his patients would have the same attitude 
toward him as they would toward a medical specialist in any other 
field. When he discovered that this was not the case, that his patients 
began to experience and to express emotions of love and hate toward 
himself, he did not accept such emotions as genuine expressions of 
feelings in the here-and-now, but interpreted them as new editions 
of emotions from the past which had been transferred to the person of 
the analyst. 

Freud originally regarded transference with distaste. As late as 
1 9 10,  long after he had recognized the importance of transference, 
he wrote to Pfister: 

As for the transference, it is altogether a curse. The intractable 
and fierce impulses in the illness, on account of which I 
renounced both indirect and hypnotic suggestion, cannot be 
altogether abolished even through psycho-analysis; they can 
only be restrained and what remains expresses itself in the 
transference. That is often a considerable amount.2 

In Lecture 27 of Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, Freud 
reiterates his conviction that transference must be treated as unreal. 

We overcame the transference by pointing out to the patient that 
his feelings do not arise from the present situation and do not 
apply to the person of the doctor, but that they are repeating 
something that happened to him earlier. In this way we oblige 
him to transform his repetition into a memory.3 

Since Freud's day, and, more particularly, since the emergence 
of �e_sJbject-relations school of p�cho-analysis, there has been a shift -· ..... .  --� 
of emphasis in understanding and interpreting transference. The 
majority of psycho-analysts, social workers, and other members of 
the so-called 'helping professions' consider that intimate personal 
relationships are the chief source of human happiness. Conversely, 
it is widely assumed that those who do not enjoy the satisfactions 
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provided by such relationships are neurotic, immature, or in some 
other way abnormal. Today, the thrust of most forms of psycho­
therapy, whether with individuals or groups, is directed toward 
understanding what has gone wrong with the patient's relationships 
with significant persons in his or her past, in order that the patient 
can be helped toward making more fruitful and fulftlling human 
relationships in the future. 

Since past relationships condition expectations in regard to new 
relationships, the attitude of the patient toward the analyst as a new 
and significant person is an important source of information about 
previous difficulties and also provides a potential opportunity for 
correcting these difficulties. To give a simple example, a patient who 
has e:ll:perienced rejection or ill- treatment is likely to approach the 
analyst with an expectation of further rejection and ill-treatment, 
although the patient may be quite unconscious of the fact that this 
expectation is affecting his attitude. The realization that he is making 
false assumptions about how others will treat him, together with the 
actual experience of being treated by · the analyst with greater 
kindness and understanding than he had expected, may revolutionize 
his expectations and facilitate his making better relationships with 
others than had hitherto been possible. 

As we have seen, Freud discounted any feelings which the 
analysand expressed toward the analyst as unreal, and interpreted 
them as belonging to the past. Today, many analysts recognize that 
such feelings are not merely facsimiles of childhood impulses and 
phantasies. In some cases they represent an attempt to make up for 
what has been missing in the analysand's childhood. The analysand 
may, for a time, see the analyst as the ideal parent whom he never 
had. This experience may have a healing effect, and it can be a 
mistake to dispel this image by premature interpretation or by calling 
it an illusion. 

As we saw earlier, Freud considered that the psycho-analyst's task 
was to remove the blocks which were preventing the patient from 
expressing his instinctual drives in adult fashion. If this task could be 
accomplished, it was supposed that the patient's relationships would 
automatically improve. Modern analysts have reversed this order. 
They think first in terms of relationships, second in terms of 
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instinctual satisfaction. -If the analysand is enabled to make rela-
tionships with other human beings which are on equal terms, and 
free from anxiety, it is assumed that there will be no difficulty in 
expressing instinctual drives and attaining sexual fulfilment. Object­
relations theorists believe that, from the beginning of life, human 
beings are seeking relationships, not merely instinctual satisfaction. 
They think of neurosis as representing a failure to make satisfying 
human relationships rather than as a matter of inhibited or unde­
veloped sexual drives. 

Transference, in the sense of the patient's total emotional attitude 
or series of attitudes toward the analyst, is therefore seen as a central 
feature of analytical treatment, not as a relic from the past, nor as 
'a curse', nor even, as Freud later regarded it, as 'a powerful ally', 
because of the power which it gave him to modify the patient's 
attitudes. Today a psycho-analyst will usually spend a good deal 
of his time detecting and commenting upon the way in which his 
patients react to himself, the analyst: whether they are fearful, 
compliant, aggressive, competitive, withdrawn, or anxious. Such 
attitudes have their history, which needs to be explored. But the 
emphasis is different. The analyst studies the analysand's distorted 
attitude to himself, and by this means perceives the distortions in the 
analysand's relationships with others. To do this effectively implies 
the recognition that there is a real relationship in the here-and-now, 
and that analysis is not solely concerned with the events of early 
childhood. 

The analytical encounter is, after all, unique. No ordinary social 
meeting allows detailed study of the way in which one party reacts to 
the other. In no other situation in life can anyone count on a devoted 
listener who is prepared to give so much time and skilled attention to 
the problems of a single individual without asking for any reciprocal 
return, other than professional remuneration. The patient may never 
have encountered anyone in his life who has paid him such attention 
or even been prepared to listen to his problems. It is not surprising 
that the analyst becomes important to him. Recognizing the reality 
of such feelings is as necessary as recognizing the irrational and 
distorted elements of the transference which date from the analy­
sand's childhood experience. 
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This concentration upon interpersonal relationships and upon 
transference is not characteristic of all forms of analytical practice; 
but it does link together a number of psycho-analysts and psycho­
therapists who may originally have been trained in different schools, 
but who share two fundamental convictions. The first is that neurotic 
problems are something to do with early failures in the relation 
between the child and its parents: the second, that health and 
happiness entirely depend upon the maintenance of intimate person­
al relationships. 

No two children are exactly alike, and it must be recognized that 
genetic differences may contribute powerfully to problems in child­
hood development. The same parent may be perceived quite dif­
ferently by different children. Nevertheless, I share the conviction 
that many neurotic difficulties in later life can be related to the 
individual's early emotional experience within the family. 

I am less convinced that intimate personal relationships are the 
only source of health and happiness. In the present climate, there is a 
danger that love is being idealized as the only path to salvation. When 
Freud was asked what constituted psychological health, he gave as his 
answer the ability to love and work. We have over-emphasized the 
former, and paid too little attention to the latter. In many varieties of 
analysis, exclusive concentration upon interpersonal relationships has 
led to failure to consider other ways of finding personal fulfilment, 
and also to neglecting the study of shifting dynamics within the 
psyche of the isolated individual. 

A number of psycho-analysts contributed to the rise of 'object­
relations theory' as opposed to Freud's 'instinct theory'. Amongst 
tl1ese analysts were Melanie Klein, Donald Winnicott, and Ronald 
Fairbairn. But the most important work in this field has been that of 
John Bowlby, whose three volumes Attachment and Loss are deserved­
ly influential, have inspired a great deal of research, and are widely 
regarded as having made a major contribution to our understanding 
of human nature. 

Bowlby assumes that the primary need of human beings, from 
infancy onward, is for supportive and rewarding relationships with 
other human beings, and that this need for attachment extends far 
beyond the need for sexual fulfilment. The ideas which Bowlby is 
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expressing derive from a c welcome synthesis between ethology and 
psycho-analysis. By emphasizing attachment, which is distinct from 
sexual involvement, although often associated with it, Bowlby has 
widened the psycho-analytic view of man and human relationships, 
bringing it more into line with the findings of workers in other 
disciplines. 

Bowlby's Auachment and Loss originated in his work for the World 
Health Organization on the mental health of homeless children. This 
led to subsequent study of the effects upon young children of the 
temporary loss of the mother and to a far greater appreciation of the 
distress suffered by young children when, for example, they or their 
mothers have to be admitted to hospital. 

Human infants begin to develop specific attachments to particular 
people around the third quarter of their first year of life . This is the 
time at which the infant begins to protest if handed to a stranger and 
tends to cling to the mother or other adults with whom he is familiar. 
The mother usually provides a secure base to which the infant can 
return, and, when she is present, the infant is bolder in both 
exploration and play than when she is absent. If the attachment figure 
removes herself, even briefly, the infant usually protests. Longer 
separations, as when children have been admitted to hospital, cause 
a regular sequence of responses first described by Bowlby. Angry 
protest is succeeded by a period of despair in which the infant is 
quietly miserable and apathetic. After a further period, the infant 
becomes detached and appears no longer to care about the absent 
attachment figure. This sequence of protest, despair, and detachment 
seems to be the standard response of the small child whose mother is 
removed. 

The evidence is sufficiently strong for Bowlby to consider that an 
adult's capacity for making good relationships with other adults 
depends upon the individual's experience of attachment figures when 
a child. A child who from its earliest years is certain that his 
attachment figures will be available when he needs them, will develop 
a sense of security and inner confidence. In adult life, this confidence 
will make it possible for him to trust and love other human beings. In 
relationships between the sexes in which love and trust has been 
established, sexual fulfilment follows as a natural consequence. 
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However, attachment varies in quality and intensity, partly de­
pending upon the mother's reaction to, and treatment of, her infant; 
and partly, no doubt, upon innate genetic differences. Although the 
overt response of an infant to the mother's departure may appear to 
be similar in different instances, the consequences of her prolonged 
absence may vary considerably from case to case. Research indicates 
that children brought up in institutions are more disruptive and 
demanding than children reared in nuclear families. It is likely, 
though not absolutely proven, that such children are less able to make 
intimate relationships when grown-up than those who have had the 
advantage of a close-knit, loving family. Experiments with separating 
infant monkeys from their mothers indicate that it is not difficult to 
produce an adult monkey which is incapable of normal social and 
sexual relationships. However, human beings are extraordinarily 
resilient, and even children who have been persistently isolated and 
ill-treated may be able to compensate for this if their environment 
changes for the better. 

In Chapter 1 2  of the first volume of Attachment and Loss, Bowlby 
discusses the nature and function of attachment from the biological 
point of view. From his extensive knowledge of attachment behaviour 
in other species as well as in man, he concludes that the original 
function of attachment behaviour was protection from predators. 
First, he points out that isolated animals are more likely to be 
attacked by predators than animals which stay together in a group. 
Second, he draws attention to the fact that, in both man and other 
animals, attachment behaviour is particularly likely to be elicited 
when the individual is young, sick, or pregnant. These states all make 
the individual more vulnerable to attack. Third, situations which 
cause alarm invariably cause people to look around for others with 
whom to share the danger. In the case of modern man, the danger 
from predators has receded, but his response to other forms of threat 
remains the same. 

This biological interpretation makes good sense . Modem man 
seems pre-programmed to respond to a number of stimuli in ways 
which were more appropriate to the life of a tribal hunter-gatherer 
than they are to urban Western man at the end of the twentieth 
century. This is notably so in the case of our aggressive responses to 
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what we consider threat, and also in the case of our paranoid 
suspicion of strangers. Both kinds of response may have been 
appropriate for our tribal ancestors, but are dangerous in times when 
we are menaced by the possibility of a nuclear holocaust. 

Bowlby makes the important point that attachment is not the same 
as dependence. It is true that it takes human beings a very long time 
to grow up. The period from birth to sexual maturity constitutes 
nearly a quarter of the total lifespan, which itself is longer than that of 
any other mammal. Our early helplessness and extended childhood 
provide opportunity for learning from our elders, which is generally 
supposed to be the biological reason for the prolongation of immatur­
ity in the human species. Man's adaptation to the world is dependent 
upon learning and the transmission of culture from one generation to 
the next. Dependence is at its maximum at birth, when the human 
infant is most helpless. In contrast, attachment is not evident until the 
infant is about six months old . Dependence gradually diminishes 
until maturity is reached: attachment behaviour persists throughout 
life. If we call an adult dependent, we imply that he is immature. 
But if he has no intimate attachments, we conclude that there is 
something wrong with him. In Western society, extreme detachment 
from ties with others is usually equated with mental illness. Chronic 
schizophrenics sometimes lead lives in which relationships with 
others play virtually no part at all. The capacity to form attachments 
on equal terms is considered evidence of emotional maturity. It is the 
absence of this capacity which is pathological. Whether there may be 
other criteria of emotional maturity, like the capacity to be alone, is 
seldom taken into account. 

Anthropologists, sociologists, and psychologists all concur in 
regarding man as a social being who requires the support and 
companionship of others throughout his life. In addition to learning, 
social co-operation has played an essential part in man's survival as a 
species, just as it has in the survival of sub-human primates, like 
baboons and chimpanzees. As Konrad Lorenz pointed out, man is 
neither fleet of foot nor equipped by nature with a tough hide, 
powerful tusks, claws, or other natural weapons. In order to protect 
themselves from more powerful species and in order to succeed in 
hunting large animals, primitive men had to learn co-operation. 
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Their survival depended upon it. Modern man has moved a long way 
from the social condition of the hunter-gatherer, but his need for 
social interaction and for positive ties with others has persisted. 

There are, therefore, many reasons for giving a high place to 
attachment in any hierarchy of human needs. Indeed, some sociolog­
ists would doubt whether the individual possesses any significance 
when considered apart from the family and social groups of which he 
is a member. Most members of Western society assume that close 
family ties will constitute an important part of their lives; that these 
ties will be supplemented by other loves and friendships; and that it is 
these relationships which will give their own lives significance. As 
Peter Marris has put it: 

The relationships that matter most to us are characteristically to 
particular people whom we love - husband or wife, parents, 
children, dearest friend - and sometimes to particular places - a 
home or personal territory that we invest with the same loving 
qualities. These specific relationships, which we experience as 
unique and irreplaceable, seem to embody most crucially the 
meaning of our lives. 4 

In Marris's view, these unique and irreplaceable relationships act 
as points of reference which help us to make sense of our experience. 
We are, as it were, embedded in a structure of which unique 
relationships are the supporting pillars. We take this so much for 
granted that we seldom define it, and may hardly be conscious of it 
until some important relationship comes to an end. As Marris points 
out, recently bereaved persons often feel, at any rate for a time, that 
the world has become meaningless. When we lose the person who is 
nearest and dearest to us, we may discover that the meaning of life 
was bound up with that person to a greater extent than we had 
supposed. This is the usual pattern; but we must also remember that 
some people, even after losing a spouse who was dear to them, feel a 
new sense of freedom and take on a new lease of life .  

When Robert S .  Weiss studied a number of people whose 
marriages had recently ended, and who had joined a group for single 
parents, he found, as might be expected, that, although they gained 
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support from the group,- they still complained of loneliness. No 
amount of friendship was enough to compensate for the loss of close 
attachment and emotional intimacy which they had experienced in 
marriage. 

But, however crucial such relationships are for most people, it is 
not only intimate personal relationships which provide life with 
meaning. Weiss also studied married couples who, for one reason or 
another, had moved a considerable distance from the neighbourhood 
in which they had been living. Although their intimate attachments to 
their spouses were unimpaired, they were distressed at no longer 
feeling part of a group. 5 

In other words, whether or not they are enjoying intimate rela­
tionships, human beings need a sense of being part of a larger 
community than that constituted by the family. The modern assump­
tion that intimate relationships are essential to personal fulfilment 
tends to make us neglect the significance of relationships which are 
not so intimate. Schizophrenics, and other individuals who are more 
or less totally isolated, are rightly regarded as pathological; but many 
human beings make do with relationships which cannot be regarded 
as especially close, and not all such human beings are ill or even 
particularly unhappy. 

Social structures of the kind found in the army or in a business 
may not give individuals the same kind of satisfactions which they 
might obtain from intimate relationships, but they do provide a 
setting in which the individual feels he has a function and a place. 
Gellner's contention, referred to above, that modem society is so 
mobile and fluid that it has made many people feel disorientated and 
insecure, is to some extent countered by the fact that many workers 
are reluctant to abandon a familiar setting even if offered more 
rewarding opportunities. The fact that a man is part of a hierarchy, 
and that he has a particular job to carry out, gives his life significance. 
It also provides a frame of reference through which he perceives his 
relation with others. In the course of daily life, we habitually 
encounter many people with whom we are not intimate, but who 
nevertheless contribute to our sense of self. Neighbours, postmen, 
bank clerks, shop assistants, and many others may all be familiar 
figures with whom we daily exchange friendly greetings, but arc 
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generally persons about whose lives we know very little. Yet, if such 
a person disappears and is replaced by another, we feel some sense 
of loss, however transient. We say that we have become 'used to' 
so-and-so; but what we miss is mutual recognition, acknowledge­
ment of each other's existence, and thus some affirmation, however 
slight, that each reciprocally contributes something to life's pattern. 

Relationships of this kind play a more important role in the lives 
of most of us than is generally recognized. When people retire from 
work in offices or institutions, they miss the familiar figures who used 
to provide recognition and affirmation. It is generally accepted that 
most human beings want to be loved. The wish to be recognized and 
acknowledged is at least as important. 

In Western societies today, a large number of people live lives in 
which intimate relationships play little part, however much they 
recognize the lack, or attempt to compensate for it in phantasy. 
Instead of being centred on spouse and children, their lives are based 
upon the office where, although they may not be loved, they are at 
least recognized and valued. People who have a special need to be 
recognized, perhaps because their parents accorded them little 
recognition in childhood, are attracted to office life for this reason. 
Although some types of work may require short periods of solitary 
concentration, most office workers spend relatively little time alone, 
without human interaction, and, for the majority, this seems to be an 
attractive feature of office life. 

The importance which less intimate, comparatively superficial 
relationships play in the lives of most of us is also attested by the kind 
of conversations we have with acquaintances. \Vhen neighbours meet 
in the street, they may, especially in England, use the weather as 
an opening gambit. But if the exchange is at all prolonged, the 
conversation is likely to turn to talk of other neighbours. Even the 
most intellectual persons are seldom averse to gossip, although they 
may affect to despise it. It would be interesting to know what 
proportion of conversation consists of talking about the lives of other 
people, as compared with talking about books, music, painting, ideas 
or money. Even amongst the highly educated, the proportion cannot 
be small. 

Failure to make, or to sustain, the kind of intimate attachments 
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which the object-relations theorists maintain are the main source of 
life's meaning and satisfaction does not imply that a person is 
necessarily cut off from other, less intimate human relationships. 
Whilst it is certainly more difficult for most people to find meaning 
in life if they do not have close attachments, many people can and 
do lead equable and satisfying lives by basing them upon a mixture 
of work and more superficial relationships. Edward Gibbon, from 
whom I quoted in the Introduction, is a good example. We should 
also remember that exceptional people have suffered long periods 
of solitary confinement without coming to feel that their lives are 
meaningless, whilst others have deliberately sought weeks or months 
of solitude for reasons to which we shall return. 

Bowlby, in the penultimate paragraph of the third and last volume 
of Attachment and Loss, writes: 

Intimate attachments to other human beings are the hub around 
which a person's life revolves, not only when he is an infant or a 
toddler or a schoolchild but throughout his adolescence and 
his years of maturity as well, and on into old age. From these 
intimate attachments a person draws his strength and enjoyment 
of life and, through what he contributes, he gives strength and 
enjoyment to others. These are matters about which current 
science and traditional wisdom are at one.6 

I have been a consistent admirer of Bowlby's work since I first 
encountered it. Because of his insistence that psycho-analytic 
observations must be supported by objective studies, and because of 
his use of ethological concepts, he has done more than any other 
psycho-analyst to link psycho-analysis with science . But attachment 
theory, in my view, does less than justice to the importance of work, 
to the emotional significance of what goes on in the mind of the 
individual when he is alone, and, more especially, to the central place 
occupied by the imagination in those who are capable of creative 
achievement. Intimate attachments are a hub around which a 
person's life revolves, not necessarily the hub. 

IS 



2 
The Capacity to be Alone 

'We must reseroe a little back-shop, all our own, entirely free, wherein to 
establish our trne liberty and principal retreat and solitude. ' 

Montaigne 

In infancy and early childhood, attachment to parents or to parent 
substitutes is essential if the child is to survive, and secure attachment 
probably necessary if it is to develop into an adult capable of making 
intimate relationships with other adults on equal terms. Although 
broken homes are deplorably common in Western society, parents 
who are concerned about their children's well-being try to provide 
them with a stable, loving background which will promote secure 
attachment and the growth of self-confidence. In addition, most 
parents will try to ensure that their children have plenty of opportun­
ity to encounter and to play with other children of the same age. In 
both sub-human primates and in human beings, secure attachment 
between mother and infant encourages exploratory behaviour. A 
child who is sure of his mother's availability will generally want to 
explore his immediate environment, play with toys, and come into 
contact with whatever else may be in the room, including other 
children. There is some evidence to suggest that children as young as 
eighteen months old benefit from being allowed to mix with their 
peers. It is certain that interaction with children of the same age 
provides opportunities for learning social skills which are not 
provided by interaction between parents and child . 

For example, rough-and-tumble play, which is important in 
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learning how to handle aggression, is common between children of 
the same age, but rare between parent and child. Attitudes to sex are 
generally acquired from other children rather than learned from 
parents. The study of adults who complain of sexual difficulties often 
discloses that, as children, they were unusually isolated. Because they 
did not learn from other children that sexual curiosity and sexual 
impulses are universal, they grew up feeling themselves to be 
different from others; perhaps uniquely evil. 

In Chapter I, we saw that most adult human beings want both 
intimate relationships and the sense of belonging to a community. 
In childhood, secure attachment to parents or to parent-substitutes is 
vital; but relationships "'ith other children also provide social 
experience of a kind which is irreplaceable. 

There has been, and continues to be, a great deal of research on 
these two aspects of child development; but virtually no discussion of 
whether it is ever valuable for children to be alone . Yet if it is 
considered desirable to foster the growth of the child's imaginative 
capacity, we should ensure that our children, when they are old 
enough to enjoy it, are given time and opportunity for solitude. Many 
creative adults have left accounts of childhood feelings of mystical 
union with Nature; peculiar states of awareness, or 'Intimations of 
Immortality', as Wordsworth called them. Such accounts are furn­
ished by characters as diverse as Walt Whitman, Arthur Koestler, 
Edmund Gosse, A. L. Rowse and C. S. Lewis. We may be sure that 
such moments do not occur when playing football, but chiefly when 
the child is on its own. Bernard Berenson's description is particularly 
telling. He refers to moments when he lost himself in 'some instant of 
perfect harmony'. 

In childhood and boyhood this ecstasy overtook me when I was 
happy out of doors. Was I five or six? Certainly not seven. It 
was a morning in early summer. A silver haze shimmered and 
trembled over the lime trees. The air was laden with their 
fragrance. The temperature was like a caress. I remember - I 
need not recall - that I climbed up a tree stump and felt 
suddenly immersed in ltness. I did not call it by that name. I had 
no need for words. It and I were one. 1 
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A. L. Rowse describes similar experiences when he was a school­
boy in Cornwall. 

I could not know then it was an early taste of aesthetic sensation, 
a kind of revelation which has since become a secret touchstone 
of experience for me, an inner resource and consolation. Later 
on, though still a schoolboy - now removed downhill to the 
secondary school - when I read Wordsworth's 'Tintem Abbey' 
and ' Intimations of Immortality', I realised that that was the 
experience he was writing about.2 

Modem psychotherapists, including myself, have taken as their 
criterion of emotional maturity the capacity of the individual to make 
mature relationships on equal terms. With few exceptions, psycho­
therapists have omitted to consider the fact that the capacity to be 
alone is also an aspect of emotional maturity. 

One such exception is the psycho-analyst, Donald Winnicott. In 
1 958, Winnicott published a paper on 'The Capacity to be Alone' 
which has become a psycho-analytic classic. Winnicott wrote: 

It is probably true to say that in psycho-analytical literature more 
has been written on the fear of being alone or the wish to be 
alone than on the ability to be alone; also a considerable amount 
of work has been done on the withdrawn state, a defensive 
organization implying an expectation of persecution. It would 
seem to me that a discussion on the positive aspects of the 
capacity to be alone is overdue.3 

In Chapter 1 ,  I referred to Bowlby's work on the early attachment 
of the human infant to its mother, and to the sequence of protest, 
despair, and detachment, which habitually occurs when the infant's 
mother is removed. In normal circumstances, if no disastrous 
severance of the bond between mother and infant has occurred, the 
child gradually becomes able to tolerate longer periods of maternal 
absence without anxiety. Bowlby believes that confidence in the 
availability of attachment figures is gradually built up during the years 
of immaturity; more particularly during the period from the age of six 
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months to five years, when-attachment behaviour is most readily 
elicited. Howev,er, sensitivity to the presence or absence of attach­
ment figures continues until well into adolescence. Many middle­
class English children who had experienced total security in early 
childhood have had their expectations rudely shattered when sent to 
boarding school at the age of seven or eight. 

It is generally recognized that clinging behaviour is indicative of 
insecurity. The child who will not let the mother leave, even for short 
periods, is the child who has no confidence in her return. Conversely, 
the child who has developed trust in the availability of attachment 
figures is the child who can increasingly experience being left by such 
figures without anxiety. Thus, the capacity to be alone is one aspect 
of an inner security which has been built up over the early years. 
Although there are children who shun company and are pathologi­
cally isolated, that is, who are in the 'withdrawn state' referred to by 
Winnicott, a child who enjoys some measure of solitude should not 
be confused with such children. Some children who enjoy the solitary 
exercise of the imagination may develop creative potential. 

Building up a sense of security can be seen as a process of 
conditioning. Repeated confirmation of the presence of attachment 
figures when needed conditions the child to favourable expectations 
of their future availability. Psycho-analysts usually refer to this 
process as introjecting a good object; meaning by this that the attach­
ment figure has become part of the individual's inner world, and 
therefore someone on whom he can rely even though the person 
concerned is not actually present. This may seem far-fetched, but 
most people can think of times at which they have said to themselves, 
'What would so-and-so do in this situation?' They are then relying 
upon someone who, although not there in reality, has been incorpo­
rated into their imaginative world as someone to turn to in a dilemma. 

Winnicott suggests that the capacity to be alone in adult life 
originates with the infant's experience of being alone in the presence of 
the mother. He is postulating a state in which the infant's immediate 
needs, for food, warmth, physical contact and so on, have been 
satisfied, so that there is no need for the infant to be looking to the 
mother for anything, nor any need for her to be concerned with 
providing anything. Winnicott writes: 
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I am trying to justify the paradox that the capacity to be alone is 
based on the experience of being alone in the presence of 
someone, and that without a sufficiency of this experience the 
capacity to be alone cannot develop.4 

\Vinnicott goes on to make the extremely interesting suggestion 
that 

It is o�ly \\jten _al'?_!le (that is�-in the _Qre..s.e!!£_e of so�ne) 
that �-� il!fan� can �iscover his personal life. 5 

Infants, because they are immature, need the support of another 
person if their sense of being 'I', that is, a separate person with a 
separate identity, is to develop. Winnicott conceives that this begins 
to happen when the infant is able to be in the relaxed state which is 
constituted by the experience of being alone in the presence of the 
mother. After being in this state for a while, the infant will begin to 
experience a sensation or impulse. Winnicott suggests that 

In this setting the sensation or impulse will feel real and be truly 
a personal experience. 

Winnicott contrasts this feeling of personal experience with what 
he calls 

a false life built on reactions to external stimuli. 6 ---------------- - ·- . 

Throughout most of his professional life, Winnicott was particu­
larly preoccupied with whether an individual's experience was 
authentic or inauthentic. Many of the patients whom he treated had, 
for one reason or another, learned as children to be over-compliant; 
that is, to live in ways which were expected of them, or which pleased 
others, or which were designed not to offend others. These are the 
patients who build up what Winnicott called a 'false self'; that is, a 
self which is based upon compliance with the wishes of others, rather 
than being based upon the individual's own true feelings and 
instinctive needs. Such an individual ultimately comes to feel that life 
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•' 
is pointless and futile, because he is merely adapting to the world 
rather than experiencing it as a place in which his subjective needs 
can find fulfilment. 

Although Winnicott's suppositions about the subjective experi­
ences of infants are impossible to prove, I find his conceptions 
illuminating. He is suggesting that the capacity to be alone originally 
depends upon what Bowlby would call secure attachment: that is, 
upon the child being able peacefully to be itself in the presence of the 
mother without anxiety about her possible departure, and without 
anxiety as to what may or may not be expected by her. As the secure 
child grows, it will no longer need the constant physical presence of 
the mother or other attachment figure, but will be able to be alone 
without anxiety for longer periods. 

But Winnicott goes further. He suggests that the capacity to be 
alone, first in the presence of the mother, and then in her absence, is 
also related to the individual's capacity to get in touch with, and make 
manifest, his own true inner feelings. It is only when the child has 
experienced a contented, relaxed sense of being alone with, and then 
without, the mother, that he can be sure of being able to discover 
what he really needs or wants, irrespective of what others may expect 
or try to foist upon him. 

1Jl.e �a_pacity to be alone thus becomes_li��d_with _sel[-_dis!!!!!!!J'_g:ttj_ 
self-realization; with becoming aware_ of one 's deepest needs, feelings, ant{ 
impulses. 

-- � - - - - -- - ' ' 

Psycho-analysis is also concerned with putting the individual in 
touch with his or her deepest feelings. The technique employed 
could be described as encouraging the individual to be alone in the 
presence of the analyst. This analogy particularly applies to the 
procedures used in the early days of psycho-analysis, before the 
analysis of transference became of such central importance (see 
Chapter 1 ) .  The use of the couch not only encouraged relaxation but 
also precluded eye contact between analysand and analyst. This 
prevented the analysand from being too preoccupied with the 
reactions of the analyst to what he was saying, and thus made it easier 
for him to concentrate upon his own inner world. 

Some analysts still believe that providing a secure milieu in which 
the patient can explore and express his most intimate thoughts and 
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feelings is at least as important as any interpretations which they may 
offer. One analyst whom I knew personally illustrated this point with 
the story of a patient whom he saw three times per week over a period 
of a year. At every session, the patient lay down upon the couch and 
plunged straight into free association. At the end of the year, the 
man pronounced himself cured, and proffered his grateful thanks. 
The analyst declared that, during the whole of this period, he 
had offered no interpretations whatever. Even if this particular story 
is slightly exaggerated, the analogy with what Winnicott postulates 
as taking place between the secure infant and the mother is 
striking. 

As we have seen, patients in analysis can be helped to form better 
relationships with other people in the outside world by working 
through and understanding their relationship with the analyst. When 
a person is encouraged to get in touch with and express his deepest 
feelings, in the secure knowledge that he will not be rejected, 
criticized, nor expected to be different, some kind of rearrangement 
or· sorting-out process often occurs within the mind which brings 
with it a sense of peace; a sense that the depths of the well of truth 
have really been reached. This process, which in itself contributes to 
healing, is facilitated by the analyst's providing a suitably secure 
milieu, but is not necessarily dependent upon the analyst's inter­
pretations. The story of the patient who said he was cured despite, or 
because of, the silence of the analyst can be seen to contain a strong 
element of truth. The process of healing, in such cases, is very like 
the healing which may occur as part of the creative process in 
solitude.  

Integration also takes place in sleep. We are al l  alone when we are 
asleep, even though we may be sharing a bed with a loved person. 
When faced with a problem to which there is no obvious answer, 
conventional wisdom recommends 'sleeping on it', and conventional 
wisdom is right. Most people have had the experience of being 
unable to make up their minds when faced with a difficult decision, 
and of going to bed with the decision still not taken. On waking in 
the morning, they often find that the solution has become so obvious 
that they cannot understand why they could not perceive it on the 
previous night. Some kind of scanning and re-ordering process has 
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-
taken place during sleep;-although the exact nature of this process 
remains mysterious. 

Another example of integration which requires time, solitude, and, 
preferably, a period of sleep, is the process of learning. Students find 
that they cannot easily retain or reproduce material which they have 
tried to commit to memory immediately before taking an examina­
tion. On the other hand, material which has been learned at an earlier 
stage and 'slept on', is much more easily recalled. Some kind of 
reverberation around neuronal circuits must be linking new material 
to old material, and committing new material to the long-term 
memory store. 

Although we spend about a third of our lives asleep, the reasons 
why we need sleep are not fully understood. That we do need it is 
certain. As interrogators long ago realized, depriving prisoners of 
sleep is a relatively quick method of breaking them down. Although a 
few exceptional people can, without deterioration, survive without 
sleep for quite long periods, the majority of previously normal human 
beings exhibit psychotic symptoms like delusions and hallucinations 
after only a few days and nights without sleep. It is also worth noting 
that many episodes of mental illness are preceded by periods of 
insomnia. 

The inte_£_atii!_�On of sleep may be li�-�ed �i�Ar:�a_ming: In 
1 952, Nathaniel Kleitman discovered that there were two kinds of 
sleep, which can be shown by recording the electrical activity of the 
brain during sleep to follow a regular cycle. As subjects relax and fall 
asleep, the fairly rapid electrical waves which are characteristic of the 
brain's waking activity are replaced by slower, more ample waves. 
These slower waves are accompanied by slow, rolling eye movements 
which can easily be seen through the closed eyelids of the sleeper, 
and which are entirely involuntary. It is possible to record these eye 
movements at the same time as the brain waves. When people first go 
to sleep, they enter quite quickly a stage of deep sleep from which 
it is difficult to rouse them. After about thirty or forty minutes, they 
begin to sleep more lightly; the sleeper's breathing becomes faster 
and more irregular; there are small twitches of his face and fingertips, 
and his eyes make rapid movements as if he was actually looking at 
something. This phase of rapid-eye-movement sleep, or REM sleep 
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as it is now called, lasts about ten minutes. Then the subject returns 
to sleeping more deeply. The whole cycle lasts about ninety minutes. 
Someone who sleeps for seven and a half hours generally spends 
between one and a half and two hours in this lighter, REM phase of 
sleep. 

A high proportion of people who are awakened during REM sleep 
recall a dream, whereas very few of those awakened during the 
deeper phases of sleep do so. In other words, it looks as if most 
people dream every night for short periods every ninety minutes or 
so. 

Following the discovery of the two varieties of sleep, it became 
possible to prevent people from dreaming whilst still allowing them 
an adequate period of sleep. Early experiments in depriving subjects 
of REM sleep suggested that not allowing dreams to occur produced 
a variety of symptoms, but later experiments have not confirmed this 
finding. However, those deprived of dreaming show an increased 
proportion of REM sleep to deep sleep when dream deprivation is 
discontil\ued. 

The same phenomenon has been observed in people taking 
barbiturates, amphetamines, or alcohol. When the drugs are stopped, 
a rebound phenomenon occurs. The subject shows an increase in 
REM sleep as if he were trying to make up for what had been 
missing. According to William C. Dement, schizophrenics in remis­
sion show a particular need for REM sleep. After only two nights of 
dream deprivation they showed an excessive REM rebound. When 
not in remission, that is, when experiencing overt symptoms of 
schizophrenia like hallucinations and delusions, or when exhibiting 
types of bizarre behaviour characteristic of the illness, schizophrenics 
do not show REM rebound after two nights of deprivation. 7 If further 
experiments confirm that the overtly psychotic do not need dreams to 
the same extent as normal people, the old idea that schizophrenic 
illness is 'dreaming whilst being awake' becomes even more convinc­
ing. Conversely, although normal mortals do not become psychotic 
even if totally deprived of REM sleep, �l!_tering the mad world�­
_fl_r�'!J!lS each night probably promotes mental health in ways we do 
.noLfully un<kf.stand. 

. --- - - -- - · 

It seems clear that some kind of scanning or re-programming takes 
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place in dreams which has a·beneficial effect upon ordinary mental 
functioning. Dreaming seems to be biologically adaptive. Stanley 
Palombo suggests that dreams are concerned with matching past and 
present experience. He thinks that 

Q!_e dream compares the representation of an emotionally 
significant event of the past with the representation � 
�motionally significant as�ect of the pre_':Lqus ��n�e. 8 

This information-processing function of the dream is concerned with 
'!llotting . the new ex:perience to the right slot in the permanent 
m_�mory. Whether this model accounts for all dreams is dubious; but 
it goes some way to explaining why it is that in dreams, time is so 
often out of joint. If past and present are being compared, it is not 
surprising that, in the dream, they so often appear to be confused. 

Another example of some kind of re-ordering process taking place 
in the brain can be discerned in the stage of the creative process 
which Graham Wallas called incubation. Wallas's first stage is 
preparation. The creative person develops some preliminary interest 
in a particular subject, collects material, and reads everything he can 
find about it. Next, a period of time intervenes during which the 
accumulated material simmers, or is unconsciously scanned, com­
pared with other mental contents, organized, or elaborated. We do 
not understand what goes on during this period of incubation, but it 
is a necessary prelude to the next stage, that of illumination. This is 
the time at which the creative person has a new insight, discovers a 
solution to his problem, or in some other way finds that he can order 
the material which he has accumulated by employing an overriding 
principle or an all-embracing conception. 

The time taken for incubation can vary from a few minutes to 
months or even years. Brahms said that, when a new idea occurred to 
him, he would turn to something else and perhaps think no more of 
the new idea for several months. When he took it up again, he would 
find that the idea had unconsciously assumed a different form at 
which he would begin working. 

It would be absurd to suggest that the new idea was reverberating 
through the networks of the brain for several months to the exclusion 
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of all else. The brain is highly complicated, and capable of carrying 
out a great many operations simultaneously. But the parallel with the 
scanning or sorting process which occurs spontaneously in dreams, 
or which is deliberately encouraged by prayer or meditation, is 
striking. What takes place in the circuitry of the brain is a mystery; 
but it can be confidently asserted that these processes require time, 
passivity, and preferably solitude. Creative people may or may not 
need the peace of being physically alone. Schubert and Mozart, for 
example, could concentrate on their ideas in circumstances which 
others would find distracting. But observers have generally noted 
that such people are greatly absorbed with their own thoughts even 
when in company. Winnicott's paradoxical description of'being alone 
in the presence of' may be relevant not only to the infant with its 
mother, but also to those who are capable of intense concentration 
and preoccupation with their own inner processes even when 
surrounded by other people. 

The fact that mental processes of the kind discussed above require 
time, and that incubation resulting in new insights may need long 
periods of gestation, may also be related to one factor which some 
researchers have singled out as characteristic of human intelligence. 
Intelligentbehaviour has been defined as 'beh!viour that i�ly 
�riable within theJifetime of the_individual'.9 1t is the opposite of the 
kind of behaviour govem�d by p��-programmed patterns which is 
characteristic of many species further down the evolutionary scale. 
Behaviour determined by built-in responses to environmental stimuli 
is both automatic and immediate. Human behaviour, which is in most 
circumstances much more flexible, not only depends upon learning, 
and hence upon memory, but also upon the capacity not to respond 
immediately and automatically to a given stimulus. Stenhouse sug­
gests that, if intelligent behaviour is to evolve from instinctive 
behaviour, three basic factors must be developed. 

The most important factor is that which gives the individual 
animal the power not to respond in the usual way to the stimulus 
situation which previously initiated an instinctive sequence 
culminating in a consummatory act. This power not to respond 
may be absolute, or may be merely the ability to delay the 
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response - withhold it proviSionally, as it were - but its absence 
would negate the very possibility of adaptive variability in 
behaviour. 10 

If the individual is to produce a new response to a given situation, 
he must be capable of learning and also of storing what he has 
learned. Stenhouse's second factor is the development of a central 
memory store in which items which are functionally related can be 
filed, and against which new experiences can be measured. We have 
already encountered Palombo's idea that dreams may be concerned 
with the process of sorting and comparing new experiences with past 
experiences. 

Stenhouse's third factor is the develo.J>ment _of some capacity to 
�bstract or to general�. 

-

There must be an ability for seeing similarities and differences, 
if some memory items rather than others are to be selected to 
act as modifiers of present behaviour.U 

This capacity is present to some degree in all animals capable of 
learning from experience, but is particularly highly developed in man. 

The idea that intelligent behaviour is dependent upon not re­
sponding immediately to any given situation can also be linked with 
the phenomena of dreaming. In dreams we may picture ourselves 
travelling, walking, running, fighting, or, in any number of other 
ways, being physically active. Yet in reality dreamers show little 
movement other than rapid eye movements and a few twitches of 
their limbs. There is an inhibition of the motor centres of the brain 
at the same time that the cortex shows increased electrical activity. 
Experiments in cats have shown that, if the part of the brain 
responsible for inhibiting the motor centres is destroyed, the animal 
will act out its dreams by showing aggressive or playful behaviour 
even whilst asleep. The inhibition of motor activity which occurs in 
dreams can be seen as one way of delaying immediate responses so 
that some kind of sorting activity can occur in the brain. 

A comparable inhibition of motor activity occurs when we are 
awake and engaged in thinking. Thinking can be regarded as a 
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preliminary to action; a scanning of possibilities, a linking of 
concepts, a reviewing of possible strategies. Eventually, thinking 
results in some sort of physical action, even if this is no more 
energetic than pressing the keys of a typewriter. Whilst thinking is 
going on, this eventual action must be postponed. Many people find 
this postponement difficult, and engage in some kind of displacement 
activity whilst thinking, like walking up and down, smoking, or 
playing with a pencil. Thinking is predominantly a solitary activity, 
although others may be present when an individual is concentrating 
upon his own thoughts. 

Another analogy to Winnicott's concept of the capacity to be alone· 
is prayer. Prayer goes far beyond merely asking for benefits for 
oneself or for others. Prayer can be a public act of worship; but the 
person who prays in private feels himself to be alone in the presence 
of God. This is another way of putting the individual in touch with 
his deepest feelings. In some religions, no response to prayer from 
any supernatural being is even expected. Prayer is undertaken, not 
with the intention of influencing a deity, nor with any hope of prayers 
being directly answered, but in order to produce a harmonious state 
of mind . Prayer and meditation fac!Jitate integrati_Q.!Lb.)'_.allowing tim� 
f?r previously unrelated thou�E!S and feelings to interact: Being able 
to get in touch with one's deepest thoughts and feelings, and 
providing time for them to regroup themselves into new formations 
and combinations, are important aspects of the creative process, as 
well as a way of relieving tension and promoting mental health. 

It appears, therefore, that some development of the capacity to be 
alone is necessary if the brain is to function at its best, and if the 
individual is to fulfil his highest potential. Human beings easily 
become alienated from their own deepest needs and feelings. 
Learning, thinking, in11ovation, and maintaining contact with one's 
own i�ner wprfd are all f��ilitated by solitude. 

-
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3 
The Uses of Solitude 

'Dans /e tumulte des hommes et des evenements, Ia solitude erait ma 

tentation. Maintenant, elle est mon amie. De quelle autre se contenter quand 
on a rencontre l 'Histoire?' 

Charles de Gaulle 

The capacity to be alone is a valuable resource when changes of 
mental attitude are required. After major alterations in circum­
stances, fundamental reappraisal of the significance and meaning of 
existence may be needed. In a culture in which interpersonal 
relationships are generally considered to provide the answer to every 
form of distress, it is sometimes difficult to persuade well-meaning 
helpers that solitude can be as therapeutic as emotional support. 

One distressing change in circumstances which is almost univers­
ally experienced is bereavement; of spouse, child, parent, or sibling. 
Research has confirmed the common-sense supposition that coming 
to terms with bereavement takes time; and has also disclosed that 
the process or" mourning may be hindered by the various defensive 
measures which human beings employ when they wish to avoid 
experiencing painful feelings. 

Some of these measures are reinforced and hallowed by the 
distaste which the English upper and middle classes traditionally 
show for overt expression of emotion. The man who has just lost a 
dearly loved wife, but who nevertheless goes to the office as usual, 
makes no reference to his loss, and perhaps works longer hours than 
usual, tends to be admired. This is partly because we prize stoicism; 
and partly because the sufferer who says nothing about his feelings is 
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saving his fellows embarrassment. Many people do not know what to 
say to a bereaved person. If such a one himself behaves as if nothing 
has happened, his friends may thankfully conclude that he does not 
want them to express sympathy. 

Admiration for the courage which such a person is displaying is 
misplaced. Every psychotherapist will have had the experience of 
treating patients in whom mourning has been delayed and uncom­
pleted because they had tried to deal with their loss by adopting a stiff 
upper lip or a mask of indifference. When the dead person is 
mentioned during the course of psychotherapy, the patient will 
sometimes exhibit uncontrollable grief, although the loss may have 
taken place some months or years previously. 

Objective studies have demonstrated that widows who do not show 
emotion shortly after bereavement suffer from more physical and 
psychological symptoms during the subsequent month; remain dis­
turbed for longer; and, thirteen months after their loss, are still 
showing more disturbance than those who were able to 'break down' 
during the first week. 1 

Many cultures provide for a period of mourning by preventing the 
bereaved person from going to work or engaging in ordinary 
activities. In the last chapter, mention was made of certain psychic 
processes, like incubation, which require long periods of time for 
their completion. Mourning is another example of a process which 
may be very prolonged indeed. In rural Greece, bereaved women 
mourn for a period of five years. During this time, the bereaved 
woman wears black, visits the grave of the deceased daily, and begins 
by conducting conversations with the departed. Often, the grave is 
personified: rather than talk of visiting or tending the grave, a woman 
will speak of visiting her husband or daughter. The rituals demanded 
have the effect of emphasizing the reality of the loss. 

Many Greek villagers subscribe to what can be called an 
indigenous theory of catharsis. They recognize that in spite of 
the desirability of immersing oneself fully in the emotions of 
pain, grief, and sorrow, the ultimate goal of a woman in 
mourning is to rid herself of these emotions through their 
repeated expression? 
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The end of mourning:_Ihe. final acceptance of death, takes place 
after the body is exhumed. The bones of the dead person are then 
collected, placed in a metal box, and join the bones of other villagers 
in the local ossuary. 

A new social reality is constructed which enables the bereaved 
to inhabit more fully a world in which the deceased plays no 
part . . . This process is brought about through a gradual 
reduction in the intensity of the emotions associated with death, 
through the formation of new social relationships with new 
significant others, and through the constant confrontation with 
the objective facts of death, climaxing in the exhumation of the 
bones of the deceased. The result of this process is as complete 
an acceptance of the final and irreversible nature of death as is 
possible.3 

Following bereavement, orthodox Jews are expected to stay at 
home, apart from a daily visit to the synagogue, whilst others feed and 
care for them. Although Murray Parkes casts some doubt upon how 
effective Jewish customs may be in some families, my own limited 
experience suggests that partial segregation of the mourner and the 
prohibition of normal working activities is beneficial. Coming to 
terms with loss is a difficult, painful, and largely solitary process 
which may be delayed rather than aided by distractions. ft..ny rituals 
which underline the fact that bereavementJs_a_p.tofoundly traumatic - - -�-- - - -- ---- - - . - - - - -----
event are helpful. In Great Britain today, religion is in decline, and 
there are few guidelines to indicate what is expected of mourners. 
When conventional periods of mourning were decreed, and the state 
of the mourner proclaimed by the adoption of black clothes, it was 
probably easier for the bereaved person to make the adjustment 
needed. 

Although the support and sympathy of relatives and friends is 
helpful to bereaved persons, coming to terms with the loss of a 
loved person who was very close to one can only partially be shared. 
The process is essentially private, because it is so much concerned 
with intimacies which were not, and could not be, shared with 
others when the deceased partner was alive. The work of mourning 
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is, by its very nature, something which takes place in the watches 
of the night and in the solitary recesses of the individual mind. 

Mourning is one example of a long drawn out mental process 
leading to an eventual change of attitude. Instead of regarding life as 
necessarily bound up with, or even constituted by, the existence of an 
intimate relationship with the deceased person, the mourner comes 
to see matters differently. The mourner may or may not form new, 
intimate ties; but whether he or she does so or not, the mourner 
usually comes to realize that the significance of life is not entirely 
constituted by personal relationships; that rJw life of a person with�l!_t 
�e__t�ps also has meani!_lg. 

Changes of attitude take time because our ways of thinking about 
life and ourselves so easily become habitual. In the early days of 
psycho-analysis, analysts were reluctant to take on patients who were 
in their fifties or older, because it was thought that the possibility of 
bringing about changes in attitude were slender. In subsequent years, 
it has been realized that ev�rb'-P.e.Qple are caeable of change 
and innovation. Some people find it hard to adapt to any kind of 
�hange in circ.umstances; but this rigidity is more a characteristic of 
the obsessional personality than it is of being old. 

Whether in young or old, changes of attitude are facilitated by 
solitude and often by change of environment as well. This is because 
habitual attitudes and behaviour often receive reinforcement from 
external circumstances. To take a trivial example, anyone who has 
attempted to give up smoking comes to realize that the wish for a 
cigarette often depends upon cues from the environment which recur 
at intervals. Finishing a meal; sitting down to work at a familiar desk; 
reaching for a drink after work is over - such trivial reinforcing 
stimuli are well known to everyone who has struggled with the habit. 
This is why many people find it easier to give up smoking when they 
go on holiday. In an unfamiliar place, where one no longer does the 
same thing at the same time each day, cues from the environment 
either disappear or lose some of their significance. 

Holidays are escapes from the routine of ordinary day-to-day 
existence. When we feel in need of a holiday, we often refer to 
needing 'a change'. Holidays and the capacity to change march hand 
in hand. The word 'retreat' carries similar overtones of meaning. 

32 



THE USES OF SOLITUDE 

Although retreat in the f;ce of the enemy may precede defeat, it does 
not necessarily do so: reculer pour mieux sauter applies to a variety of 
mental and physical manoeuvres including sleep, rest, and recreation. 
The word 'retreat' itself may be used to indicate a period of time, 
and by extension a place, which is especially designed for religious 
meditation and quiet worship. The Retreat was the name given to 
one of the most famous British mental hospitals, founded in 1 792 
and still flourishing, in which the pioneer Samuel Tuke instituted a 
regime of tolerance, kindness, and minimum restraint. By providing a 
safe 'asylum' from the harassments of the world, it was hoped that 
salutary change in the disturbed minds of the mentally ill would come 
about. 

This, too, was the concept underlying the 'rest cure' for mental 
disturbances promoted by Silas Weir Mitchell, an American neuro­
logist who practised during the latter part of the nineteenth century. 
Its twentieth-century successor was 'continuous narcosis', a techni­
que of keeping patients asleep by means of drugs for twenty or more 
hours out of the twenty-four. As we have seen, drugs, by inhibiting 
REM sleep, tend to prevent sleep from knitting up 'the ravell'd sleave 
of care' as effectively as it does unaided, which may be one reason 
why this treatment is no longer in use. 

Both the 'rest cure' and continuous narcosis involved removal from 
relatives and partial isolation. Today, the fact that isolation can be 
therapeutic is seldom mentioned in textbooks of psychiatry. The 
emphasis is upon group participation, 'milieu therapy', ward meet­
ings, staff-patient interaction, occupational therapy, art therapy, and 
every other means which can be devised of keeping the mentally ill 
constantly occupied and in contact with one another as well as with 
doctors and nurses. In the case of schizophrenic patients, who are too 
easily inclined to lose contact with the external world altogether, this 
ceaseless activity is probably beneficial. I am less persuaded of its 
value in depressed patients; and regret that the average mental 
hospital can make little provision for those patients who want to be 
alone and who would benefit from being so. 

That solitude promotes insight as well as change has been 
recognized by great religious leaders, who have usually retreated 
from the world before returning to it to share what has been revealed 
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to them. Although accounts vary, the enlightenment which finally 
came to the Buddha whilst he was meditating beneath a tree on the 
banks of the Nairanjana river is said to have been the culmination 
of long reflection upon the human condition. Jesus, according to 
both St Matthew and St Luke, spent forty days in the wilderness 
undergoing temptation by the devil before returning to proclaim his 
message of repentance and salvation. Mahomet, during the month of 
Ramadan, each year withdrew himself from the world to the cave of 
Hera. St Catherine of Siena spent three years in seclusion in her little 
room in the Via Benincasa during which she underwent a series of 
mystical experiences before entering upon an active life of teaching 
and preaching. 

Contemporary Western culture makes the peace of solitude 
difficult to attain. The telephone is an ever-present threat to privacy. 
In cities, it is impossible to get away from the noise of motor traffic, 
aircraft, or railways. This, of course, is not a new problem. City 
streets, before the invention of the automobile, may, intermittently, 
have been even noisier than our own. The iron-bound wheels of carts 
travelling over cobbles make more noise than rubber t)Tes on asphalt. 
But the general continuous level of noise in cities is constantly 
increasing, despite the attempts of legislation to curb it. 

Indeed, noise is so ubiquitous that many people evidently feel 
uncomfortable in its absence. Hence, the menace of 'Muzak' has 
invaded shops, hotels, aircraft, and even elevators. Some car drivers 
describe driving as relaxing, simply because they are alone and 
temporarily unavailable to others. But the popularity of car radios and 
cassette players attests the widespread desire for constant auditory 
input; and the invention of the car telephone has ensured that drivers 
who install it are never out of touch with those who want to talk to 
them. In the next chapter, we shall look at some aspects of 'sensory 
deprivation' .  As noise abatement enthusiasts have discovered, its 
opposite, sensory overload, is a largely disregarded problem. The 
current popularit)· of techniques like 'transcendental meditation' may 
represent an attempt to counterbalance the absence of silence and 
solitude which the modem urban environment inflicts upon us. 

Removing oneself voluntarily from one's habitual environment 
promotes self-understanding and contact ,,;th those inner depths of 
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being which elude one in the hurly-burly of day-to-day life .  In the 
ordinary way, our sense of identity depends upon interaction both 
with the physical world and with other people. My study, lined with 
books, reflects my interests, confirms my identity as a writer, and 
reinforces my sense of what kind of person I consider myself to be. 
My relationships with my family, with colleagues, friends, and less 
intimate acquaintances, define me as a person who holds certain 
views and who may be expected to behave in ways which are 
predictable. 

But I may come to feel that such habitually defining factors are also 
limiting. Suppose that I become dissatisfied with my habitual self, or 
feel that there are areas of experience or self-understanding which I 
cannot reach. One way of exploring these is to remove myself from 
present surroundings and see what emerges. This is not without its 
dangers. Any form of new organization or integration within the mind 
has to be preceded by some degree of disorganization. No one can 
tell, until he has experienced it, whether or not this necessary 
disruption of former patterns will be succeeded by something better. 

The desire for solitude as a means of escape from the pressure of 
ordinary life and as a way of renewal is vividly illustrated by Admiral 
Byrd's account of manning an advanced weather base in the 
Antarctic during the winter of 1 934. He insisted on doing this alone. 
He admits that his desire for this experience was not primarily the 
wish to make meteorological observations, although these constituted 
the ostensible reason for his solitary vigil. 

Aside from the meteorological and auroral work, I had no 
important purposes. There was nothing of that sort. Nothing 
whatever, except one man's desire to know that kind of 
experience to the full, to be by himself for a while and to taste 
peace and quiet and solitude long enough to find out how good 
they really are.4 

Byrd was not escaping from personal unhappiness. He describes 
himself as having an extraordinarily happy private life .  Nevertheless, 
the pressures of organizing a variety of expeditions during the 
previous fourteen years, combined with anxiety about raising money 
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for them and the inevitable publicity which surrounded his achieve­
ments, induced what he called 'a crowding confusion'. He reached a 
point at which his life appeared to him aimless. He felt that he had no 
time to read the books he wanted to read; no time to listen to the 
music he wanted to hear. 

I wanted something more than just privacy in the geographical 
sense. I wanted to sink roots into some replenishing 
philosophy.5 

He also admits that he wanted to test his powers of endurance in 
an existence more rigorous than anything he had yet experienced. 
His hopes for finding a new meaning in life were realized. In his diary 
for 1 4  April, he records: 

Took my daily walk at 4 p.m. today in 89° of frost . . .  I paused to 
listen to the silence . . .  The day was dying, the night being born 
- but with great peace. Here were imponderable processes and 
forces of the cosmos, harmonious and soundless. Harmony, 
that was it! That was what carne out of the silence - a gentle 
rhythm, the strain of a perfect chord, the music of the spher�, 
perhaps. 

It was enough to catch that rhythm, momentarily to be myself 
a part of it. In that instant_! could feel no doubt o(_IJl�'s oneness 
with the universe. The conviction carne that that rhythm was too 
ord�rly,--w;-h�onious, too perfect to be a product of blind 
chance - that, therefore, there must be purpose in the whole 
and that man was part of that whole and not an accidental 
off-shoot. It was a feeling that transcended reason; that went 
to the heart of man's despair and found it groundless. The 
universe was a cosmos, not a chaos; man was as rightfully a part 
�at cosmos as; ere the day and night. 6 

On another occasion, he refers to feeling 'more alive' than at any 
other time in his life. Unfortunately, Byrd became ill, poisoned by 
the fumes of a faulty stove. The latter part of his account is largely 
concerned with his fight against physical weakness rather than with 
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his oceanic, mystical experience. But in spite of the nearly fatal 
outcome of his experience, Byrd, four years after his ordeal was over, 
was able to write: 

I did take away something that I had not fully possessed before: 
�PI!� � sheer_!>�ty an� miracle of b�i!lg �li� and 
a humble set of values . . .  Civilization has not altered my ideas. 
I live more simply now, and with more peace.7 

What Byrd is describing is a mystical experience of unity with the 
universe which is familiar to those who have read similar accounts 
furnished by religious adepts. As WilliamJames wrote in I� 
of Religious Expen"ence, 

This overcoming of all the usual barriers between the individual 
and the Absolute is the great mystic achievement. In mystic 
states we both become one with the Absolute and we become 
aware of our oneness. 8 

In his paper Civilization and Its Discontents, Freud refers to the 
correspondence which he had with Romain Rolland, to whom he had 
sent his book dismissing religion, The Future of an Illusion. Rolland 
complained that Freud had not understood the true source of 
religious sentiments, which Rolland affirmed to be 'a sensation of 
"eternity", a feeling as of something limitless, unbounded - as it 
were, "oceanic" ' .  Freud states that he can find no trace of any 
such feeling in himself. He goes on to say that what Rolland was 
describing was 'a feeling of an indissoluble bond, of being one with 
the external world as a whole' .9 

Freud proceeds to compare this feeling with the height of being in 
love, in which a man may feel that he is one with his beloved. As 
might be expected, Freud_reg_�the ocean!�J�eling_a�!egression 
to an earlicr...state : that of the infant at the breast, at a period before 
the infant has learned to distinguish his ego from the external world. 
According to Freud, this is a gradual process. 

He must be very strongly impressed by the fact that some 
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sources of excitation, which he will later recognize as his own 
bodily organs, can provide him with sensations at any moment, 
whereas other sources evade him from .time to time - among 
them what he desires most of all, his mother's breast - and only 
reappear as a result of his screaming for help. In this way, there 
is for the first time set over against the ego an 'object', in the 
form of something which exists 'outside' and which is only 
forced to appear by a special action. 10 

Freud is not impressed with Rolland's claim that the oceanic 
feeling is the source of religious sentiments. Freud claimed that 
man's need for religion originated with the infant's sense of helpless­
ness: 'I cannot think of any need in childhood as strong as the need 
for a father's protection. ' 1 1 However, he admits that the oceanic 
feeling may have become connected with religion at a later stage, and 
surmises that 'oneness with the universe' is 

a first attempt at a religious consolation, as though it were 
another way of disclaiming the danger which the ego recognizes 
as threatening it from the external world. 12  

Although we are all subject to self-deception and to a variety of 
wish-fulfilling illusions, Freud's account of the oceanic feeling and 
its meaning is less than satisfactory. It seems a more important 
experience than he admits. Defensive strategies and escapist wish­
fulfilments generally appear superficial and partially inauthentic even 
to those who are employing them. But those who have experienced 
the states of mind recorded by Byrd and by William James record 
them as having had a permanent effect upon their perception of 
themselves and of the world; as being the profoundest moments of 
their existence. This is true both of those who have felt the sense 
of unity with the universe and of those who have felt the sense of 
unity with a beloved person. 

Freud was right in seeing ·a close similarity between these two 
varieties of unity, but wrong in dismissing them as merely regressive. 
\Such feelings are intensely subjective, and are hardly susceptible of 
fmeasurement or scientific scrutiny. But to feel totally at one with 
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another person, or totally-at ·one with the universe, are such deep 
experiences that, although they may be transient, they cannot be dis­
missed as mere evasions or defences against unwelcome truths. 

It is certainly possible that the oceanic feeling may be related to 
early infantile experience of unity with the mother. Merging of 
subject and object, of the self with Nature or with a beloved person, 
may be a reflection of the original unity with the mother with which 
we all begin life and from which we gradually become differentiated 
as separate entities. But Freud, perhaps because he himself denies 
ever having had such an experience, treats it as illusory; whilst those 
who describe ecstatic feelings of unity usually portray them as more 
intensely real than any other feelings which they can recall. 

Ecstatic experiences of unity are sometimes connected with an 
acceptance of, or even a wish for, death. Wagner, who idealized 
erotic passion as the prototype of ecstatic unity, ends The Flying 
Dutchman with the redemption of the wanderer by Senta's love and 
suicide. The original stage directions demand that the transfigured 
couple shall be seen rising toward heaven in the glow of the setting 
sun above the wreck of the Dutchman's ship. Giitterdiimmerung, the 
last of the four operas which comprise The Ring of the Nibelung, ends 
with Briinnhilde mounting her horse and leaping into the flames of 
Siegfried's funeral pyre to join him in death. Tristan und Isolde ends 
with the Liebestod; with Isolde expiring in ecstasy on the corpse of 
Tristan. Wagner himself wrote of this: 

one thing alone left living: desire, desire unquenchable, longing 
forever rehearing itself- a fevered craving; one sole redemption 
- death, surcease of being, the sleep that knows no waking! . . .  
Its power spent, the heart sinks back to pine of its desire - desire 
without attainment; for each fruition sows the seeds of fresh 
desire, till in its final lassitude the breaking eye beholds a 
glimmer of the highest bliss: it is the bliss of quitting life, of 
being no more, of last redemption into that wondrous realm 
from which we stray the furthest when we strive to enter it by 
fiercest force. Shall we call it death? Or is it not night's wonder 
world, whence - as the story says - an ivy and a vine sprang up 
in locked embrace o'er Tristan and Isolde's grave? 1 3  
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In his book Beyond Endurance, Glin Bennet describes the oceanic 
feelings of being at one with oneself and with the universe which 
accompany solitary journeys. The search for such experiences 
constitutes one reason for such journeys; but they may carry with 
them the temptation of suicide . Bennet quotes the case of Frank 
Mulville, a single-handed sailor who, in the Caribbean, had an 
overwhelming desire to look back at his beautiful yacht, and let 
himself over the side in order to do so. The sight so inspired him that 
he was seriously tempted to let go the rope and merge himself for 
ever with the sea . 14  

Bennet gives another example of the same danger which was 
recorded by Christiane Ritter. She spent a number of days entirely 
alone in a hut in the north-western part of Spitzbergen, when her 
husband and his companion were away hunting. She described a 
variety of illusions and hallucinations, including a feeling that she was 
somehow identified with the moonlight. She had a dream of water 
flowing under the ice which seemed to be enticing her. After being 
alone for nine days, she did not dare venture out of the hut. 15 

Keats captures both ecstasy and its link with death in his 'Ode to a 
Nightingale' .  

Darkling I listen; and for many a time 
I have been �![ in love with_�s�h, 

Call'd him soft nam-esfn m-any a mused rhyme, 
To take into the air my quiet breath; 

Now more than ever seems it rich to die, 
To cease upon �ght with-no-pain, 

While thou art pouring forth thy soul abroad 
In such an ecstasy!16 

The association of ecstatic states of mind with death is understand­
able. These rare moments are of such perfection that it is hard to 
return to the commonplace, and tempting to end life before tensions, 
�nxieties, sorrows, and irritations intrude once more. 

For Freud, 9.l§.so_�_!i��J!g��g but a back�k 
at an infantile condition which may indeed have been blissful, but 
;tlich-represeQtsaparaaiselosfwrnehno adult_�, or should wish 
!O, regal!:!· For Jlmg,- -the attainment of such statesarerngh 
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achievements; numinous eJqJe·rfences which may be the fruit of long 
struggles to understand oneself and to make sense out of existence. 
At a later point in this book, Jung's concept of individuation, of the 
union of opposites within the circle of the individual psyche, will be 
further explored. 
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4 
Enforced Solitude 

'The worst solitude is to be destitute of sincere friendship. ' 
Francis Bacon 

In the last chapter, some of the beneficent effects of freely chosen 
solitude were outlined. Solitude which is imposed by others is a 
different maner. Solitary confinement is generally perceived as a 
harsh penalty, and when solitary confinement is accompanied by 
threats, uncertainty, lack of sleep and other measures, the victim 
may suffer disruption of normal mental function without being able 
to muster any compensatory reintegration. On the other hand, less 
rigorous conditions of imprisonment have sometimes proved fruitful. 
Being cut off from the distractions of ordinary life encourages the 
prisoner with creative potential to call upon the resources of his 
imagination. As we shall see, a variety of authors have begun writing 
in prison, where this has been allowed; or have passed through 
periods of spiritual and mental turmoil which have later found 
expression in their works. 

Punitive imprisonment for criminals was initially conceived as a 
method of enforcing repentance; a humane alternative to horrific 
physical punishments like amputation, branding, flogging, breaking 
on the wheel and other tortures or brutal methods of execution. 
Local jails, in which vagrants, alcoholics, beggars and other nuis­
ances could be temporarily confined were in widespread use for 
centuries.  Jails were also used to house accused persons awaiting 
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trial, and convicted criminals awaiting punishment. But imprison­
ment as a specific punishment for serious offenders is a compara­
tively recent sanction. Norval Morris claims that 

the prison is an American invention, an invention of the 
Pennsylvania Quakers of the last decade of the eighteenth 
century . . . In their 'penitentiary' the Quakers planned to 
substitute the correctional specifics of isolation, repentance, and 
the uplifting effects of scriptural injunction and solitary Bible 
reading for the brutality and inutility of capital and corporal 
punishments. These three treannents - removal from corrupt­
ing peers, time for reflection and self-examination, the guidance 
of biblical precepts - would no doubt have been helpful to the 
reflective Quakers who devised the prison, but relatively few of 
them ever became prisoners. The suitability of these remedies 
for the great mass of those who subsequently found their way to 
the penitentiary is more questionable. 1 

This is, of course, ironic understatement. Today, imprisonment is 
generally recognized as being worse than useless in the fight against 
crime .  Its deterrent effect is dubious, its reforming effect negligible .  
Prisons reinforce a criminal subculture by  herding offenders 
together. Long sentences, by separating criminals from their families, 
lead to the break-up of family ties. Since the availability of family and 
social support after release is one of the few factors known to make 
reconviction for further crimes less likely, protracted imprisonment 
actually increases the probability that subsequent offences will be 
committed. Availability of suitable employment after release is 
another factor which has been shown to diminish the chances of 
reconviction. But most societies are so unwilling to spend money on 
prisons that programmes for retraining prisoners or teaching them 
new industrial skills are quite inadequate. 

In ordinary British prisons, solitary confinement is seldom used 
except as a comparatively brief punishment for serious violence. In 
France, at least until recently, solitary confinement was used during 
the initial part of life sentences, though tempered with some 
participation in group activities. Originally, isolation was supposed to 
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encourage remorse and subsequent reform by forcing the convict to 
confront his own conscience. The single cells in which sentences 
were served were modelled upon those of the monastery. But prison 
authorities came to realize that isolation imposed considerable stress 
upon prisoners, and led to mental instability and unruly behaviour. 
Although association with other criminals carried the likelihood of 
reinforcing the choice of crime as a way of life, this disadvantage 
came to be considered the lesser of two evils. Long periods of 
isolation became recognized as cruel as well as ineffective. 

Moreover, since the Second World War, prisons in Britain have 
become so permanently overcrowded that solitary meditation upon 
the evils of their crimes is no longer a practical possibility for 
prisoners, even if it were thought desirable. Today, cells designed for 
one prisoner have to be occupied by three. This contravenes the 
Standard Minimum Rules for the Treatment of Prisoners adopted 
by the United Nations Congress of 1 955, which states that each 
prisoner shall occupy by night a cell or room by himself, except in 
conditions of temporary overcrowding. 

In Denmark, a high proportion of detainees awaiting trial for 
criminal offences are kept in solitary confinement whilst their cases 
are being investigated. No other European country uses isolation in 
pre-trial detention to this extent, although there have been recent 
complaints of similar practices in Sweden. Periods of isolation vary 
from two weeks to four weeks or more; but several instances are 
known of detainees spending between one and two years in 
isolation. 

Detainees spend twenty-three out of every twenty-four hours in a 
small cell. They are allowed two half-hour periods of exercise alone, 
but their solitude is otherwise interrupted only by visits to the lavatory 
and the delivery of meals. In spite of being allowed books; radio and 
television, letters, and, in some cases, supervised visits, even this 
degree of isolation often has deleterious effects upon mental func­
tioning. Many detainees complain of restlessness, insomnia, inability 
to concentrate, and partial failure of memory. They find it difficult to 
measure the passage of time, and invent obsessional rituals to mark 
the hours and give structure to the day. When these rituals are 
interrupted by interrogation or by visits from a lawyer, they become 
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intensely anxious. Self-mutilation and suicidal attempts are common. 
In 1 980, seven out of ten successful suicides in prison were those of 
pre-trial detainees. If isolation is prolonged beyond a few weeks, 
many detainees complain of inexplicable fatigue. Some become 
almost totally apathetic; others lose control of their emotions to the 
point of believing that they are going mad. Even when removed from 
isolation, many symptoms persist. Detainees complain that they 
cannot remember what they read; that they cannot even follow a 
television programme. It is hardly surprising that some make inaccu­
rate or contradictory statements to the police when being interro­
gated. After prolonged periods of isolation, many fear resuming 
social relationships and dare not risk intimacy. Such impairment of 
the ability to relate to others may persist for years? 

If such dire mental sequelae follow short periods of isolation 
which, in other respects, are comparatively humane, it is not hard to 
imagine how much worse are the effects of solitary confinement by 
totalitarian regimes in which the most elementary human rights are 
disregarded. The paper by Lawrence Hinkle and Harold Wolff on 
the techniques of interrogation and indoctrination employed by 
Communist states has become a classic, and I have drawn heavily on 
their account.3 

The usual procedure is as follows. A person suspected of crimes 
against the State, that is, of being a political dissident, is placed under 
surveillance. So are his friends and associates. The suspect often 
becomes aware of this scrutiny, and suffers acute anxiety as a 
consequence. When sufficient 'evidence' has been accumulated, the 
state police proceed to arrest him. Anyone thus arrested is assumed 
to be guilty, although the crimes of which he is accused are never 
specified. The arrest usually takes place in the middle of the night. 
Prisoners whose cases are relatively unimportant may be confined in 
cells with other prisoners, who are often informers. But prisoners 
from whom information is required, or who are destined for public 
trial, are placed in solitary confinement. The cell is small. It usually 
has only one window which is placed above eye-level so that the 
prisoner can see nothing of the external world. But the door of the 
cell contains a peep-hole through which the prisoner can be observed 
at any time without his kn-owledge: 
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At all times except when he is eating, sleeping, exercising, or 
being interrogated, the prisoner is left strictly alone in his cell. 
He has nothing to do, nothing to read, and no one to talk to. 
Under the strictest regimen, he may have to stand or sit in his 
cell in a fixed position all day. He may sleep only at hours 
prescribed for sleep. Then he must go to bed promptly when 
told, and must lie in a fixed position upon his back with his 
hands outside the blanket. If he deviates from this position, the 
guard outside will awaken him and make him resume it. The 
light in his cell burns constantly. He must sleep with his face 
constantly toward it.4 

Usually, the temperature of the cell is too cold for comfort, although 
it may sometimes be overheated. The food provided is unpalatable, 
and hardly enough to maintain nutrition. The combination of partial 
starvation, deprivation of sleep, uncomfortable temperatures, and 
continuous, intense anxiety combine to undermine the resistance of 
all but the most robust of prisoners. 

During the first three weeks of this regime, most prisoners become 
intensely anxious and restless. They are not allowed to talk to the 
guards, nor to have any contact with other prisoners. They are given 
no information about what is to happen to them, and no information 
about what may happen to their families and friends. Many prisoners 
find that uncertainty is the worst torment which they experience. 

After about four weeks, most prisoners realize that their protests, 
enquiries and requests are entirely fruitless. They are experiencing in 
reality what, for most of us, is only a phantasy; the basic human 
nightmare of being entirely helpless in the hands of malignant 
persecutors. This, I believe, is one of the fundamental fears of 
mankind; dating perhaps from earliest infancy, when every human 
being is totally dependent upon, and at the mercy of, persons who are 
much more powerful than himself. 

At this point, many prisoners become profoundly depressed. Some 
become confused and hallucinated. Others cease from any kind of 
spontaneous activity, stop caring about their personal appearance and 
habits, and enter upon a state resembling depressive stupor. 

Since the only human relationship available is that with the 
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interrogator, many prisoners af first welcome sessions of interroga­
tion and seek to prolong them. When the prisoner discovers that the 
interrogator is invariably dissatisfied with the account he has given of 
himself and his 'crimes', and begins to suffer under various forms of 
coercion applied to him, interrogation sessions become a nightmare 
rather than a welcome relief from isolation. Prolonged standing, 
which causes excruciating pain, followed by impaiiment of the 
circulation and renal failure, is commonly used. Cruder methods of 
physical torture, though officially forbidden, may also be employed. 
These periods of hostile interrogation and intense pressure altern;lte 
with periods of apparently relaxed friendliness, in which the prisoner 
is better treated. Since the interrogator remains the only human 
being with whom the prisoner has any contact, a relationship springs 
up between them. The prisoner may even develop feelings of 
sympathy toward the interrogator, who may have persuaded him that 
he is only doing his duty; that it is as distasteful to himself as it is to 
the prisoner, and that, if only the prisoner will sign a full confession 
of the 'crimes' attributed to him, the unpleasant business of inter­
rogation will be over. Hinkle and Wolff write: 

There are instances of prisoners who signed depositions largely 
out of sympathy for their interrogators, because they felt that 
these men would be punished if a proper deposition were not 
forthcoming. In other words, the warm and friendly feelings 
which develop between the prisoner and the interrogator may 
have a powerful influence on the prisoner's behavior.5 

Even when positive feelings towards the interrogator are not 
involved, nearly all prisoners will, in the end, sign a deposition 
admitting what Communist laws define as 'crimes against the State', 
rather than face further interrogation, isolation, and torture. 

These techniques for eliciting confessions were developed empir­
ically over many years. They are refinements of methods employed 
by the Czarist secret police. Isolation plays a prominent part in the 
procedure. Firstly, it brings about a partial disruption of mental 
functioning; and secondly, it encourages dependence upon the 
interrogator, and thus inclines the prisoner toward compliance. 
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Although very few prisoners thus treated refuse to sign a confes­
sion, there are some notable exceptions. Dr Edith Bone has left a 
record of her extraordinary toughness and resilience in her book 
$_even Years�.6 

( Dr Bone was over sixty when she was arrested in Hungary in 1 949. 
A notable linguist, she had been invited to Hungary to translate 
English scientific books into Hungarian. She herself had joined the 
Communist Party in 1 9 1 9. She was accused of being a British agent, 
but refused to make a false confession or in any way to collaborate 
with her interrogators. This elderly lady spent seven years in prison 
before she was finally released in November 1 956. For three of those 
years she was denied access to books or writing materials. The cell in 
which she was first confined was bitterly cold and had no window. 
Worse was to come. For five months she was kept in a cellar in total 
darkness. The walls ran with water or were covered with fungus; the 
floor was deep in excrement. There was no ventilation. Dr Bone 
invented various techniques for keeping herself sane. She recited and 
translated poetry, and herself composed verses. She completed a 
mental inventory of her vocabulary in the six languages in which she 
was fluent, and went for imaginary walks through the streets of the 
many cities which she knew well. Throughout these and other 
ordeals, Dr Bone treated her captors with contempt, and never 
ceased to protest her innocence. She is not only a shining example of 
courage which few could match, but also illustrates the point that a 
well-stocked, disciplined mind can prevent its own disruption . 
.., Similar techniques for preserving normal mental functions were 
employed by Christopher Burney, who describes his imprisonment in 
France in his book Solitary Confinement. 7 He also used imaginary 
walks and inventories to keep his mental faculties employed. In 
addition, he noted the vital importance for prisoners of keeping some 
area of decision, however small, which is entirely their own. Even the 
prisoner who agrees to be totally at the mercy of his captors can retain 
some degree of autonomy: by for example deciding whether to eat the 
bread he is given, or to save it for future consumption. On such 
apparently trivial decisions may depend whether or not the prisoner 
retains any sense of being an independent entity. 

Although, for the most part, prisoners in the Nazi concentration 
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camps were not held iii"�olitary confinement, the importance of 
retaining some capacity for independent decision-making is also 
stressed by Bruno Bettelheim. From his own observations when he 
was a prisoner in Dachau and Buchenwald, Bettelheim concluded 
that the prisoners who gave up and died were those who had 
abandoned any attempt at personal autonomy; who acquiesced in 
their captors' aim of dehumanizing and exercising total control over 
them. 

In the concentration camps, efforts to deprive the prisoners of 
even the smallest remnants of their autonomy were particularly 
vicious and all-pervasive. Nevertheless the system succeeded 
only to various degrees, affecting some aspects of one's life 
more than others. In the measure that the prisoner was deprived 
of autonomy it brought about a commensurately severe person­
ality disintegration, both in his inner life and in his relations to 
others.8 

Another wonderful example of the deliberate exercise of recall 
in a well-furnished mind in order to prevent breakdown is given by 
Yehudi Menuhin. At the end of the war, when the Germans were 
rounding up the Jews in Budapest, the mother of Antal Dorati, the 
conductor, 

found herself herded into a small room with dozens of others, 
where they were kept for many days with no food and no 
facilities of any kind. Most of the others went out of their minds, 
but she kept sane by methodically going through the four parts 
of each of the Beethoven quartets, which she knew individually 
by heart.9 

Part of the mental disruption caused by imprisonment, and more 
especially by solitary confinement, is the result of what has come to 
be known as sensory deprivation. During waking hours, the brain only 
functions efficiently if perceptual stimuli from the external world 
are being received. Our relationship to the environment and our 
understanding of it depend upon the information we gain through 
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our senses. When asleep, our perceptions of the external world are 
greatly reduced, although significant sounds, like the cry of a child, 
may still arouse us. We enter the fantastic world of dreams; an 
hallucinatory, subjective world which is not dependent upon memory 
in the here-and-now, but which is governed by our previous 
experience, by our wishes, our fears, and our hopes. 

Research into ,tensory deprivation began in the early 1 950s, as pan 
of an enquiry into Communist- methods of obtaining confessions by 
so-called 'brainwashing'. Volunteers were confined in sound-proof, 
darkened rooms, and required to lie still on a bed, except when eating 
or using the lavatory. In more stringent experiments, subjects were 
suspended in warm water and required to inhibit all movement so as 
to receive as little information as possible from the skin and muscles, 
as well as being deprived of sight and sound. Since the subjects 
were volunteers, arrangements were made by which they could 
terminate the experiment at will if they found such conditions 
intolerable. 

Although the results of such experiments varied to some extent 
according to the methods employed, the general consequences can 
be summarized. 

First, intellectual perfq_r:m_<JJJ�� -cl�te_rjorated, especially if subjects 
w�r� asked��d�n�k; anything new o� 'creative'. Many reponed 
difficulty in concentration, and were unable to pursue a connected 
train of thought. Some complained of insistent, obsessional thoughts 
which they could not control. Others abandoned any attempt at 
coherent thought and gave themselves up to daydreams. 

Second, suggestibility was greatly increased. In one experiment, 
susceptibility to propaganda was shown to increase eightfold as 
compared with subjects under normal conditions exposed to the 
same material. When a person is receiving very little information, 
what he does receive makes a more powerful impression; a fact well 
appreciated by totalitarian regimes which control the Press. 

Third, many volunteers experienced visual hallucinations, and a 
few reponed auditory or tactile hallucin7Itions. - · · 

Founh, a number of volunteers experienced panic attacks. Some 
suffered from irrational fears; for example, -o-rJ;;c�g blind. 
Others became convinced that the experimenters had abandoned 
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them. One volunteer demanded early release because his mind 
became flooded with such unpleasant memories of childhood that he 
could not bear it. Not even voluntarily chosen isolation is always 
tolerable. 

At Princeton, where some of the most extensive studies of sensory 
deprivation were carried out on their own students, the researchers 
ran out of volunteers during the summer, ·when most Princeton 
students were away. Volunteers were recruited from other colleges 
which, unlike Princeton, ran summer schools. This venture proved a 
fa:ilure. In spite of being paid for their time, the volunteers from 
outside Princeton nearly all demanded early release from the 
conditions of sensory deprivation. Whereas the Princeton students 
knew and trusted the experimenters who were in charge of the 
investigation, the volunteers from further afield had no such 
confidence. 

This last point is worth emphasis. It illustrates the fact that the 
same conditions of isolation or sensory deprivation can have a very 
different impact according to circumstances. 

Certain kinds of illness or injury demand treatment which involves 
reduction of sensory input. This may cause mental distress of a 
severe kind. For example, the treatment of a badly burned patient 
may involve complete immobilization and extensive bandaging, 
sometimes including bandages over the eyes. Patients in this condi­
tion may have to have all their physical needs attended to by nurses. 
Psychotic episodes have often been reported in such patients. 

Eye surgery is well known to provoke psychiatric symptoms, 
especially when both eyes have to be covered, and when immobiliza­
tion is also required, as after repair of a torn retina. 

Heart surgery sometimes involves prolonged immobilization, 
helplessness, and being connected to a number of life-support 
machines. Oxygen tents may isolate the patient still further from 
normal sensory input. Under such circumstances, it is not surprising 
that delirious states have been reported. 

·Blindness and deafness have both been recognized as causal 
agents in mental illness. Deafness, especially, is apt to provoke 
paranoid ideas of being talked about, disparaged, or cheated. In 
contrast, partial sensory deprivation of this kind, by compelling the 
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subject to look inward, may produce positive effects similar to those 
described by Admiral Byrd. 

B_eethoven's deafness probably began in 1 796, when he was 
twenty-six y�rs old. It took some time for it to become severe, and 
Beethoven continued to perform in public, with increasing difficulty, 
until around 1 8 1 4. He began to use an ear trumpet in 1 8 1 6. The 
Conversation Books, used so that visitors could communicate with 
him in writing, date from 1 8 1 8. During the first two or three years of 
the nineteenth century, Beethoven went through agonies of anxiety 
about his hearing and his health in general, which he expressed in 
letters to friends and in the famous Heiligenstadt Testament of 1 802, 
addressed to his brothers, and found amongst his papers after his 
death. 

But what a humiliation for me when someone standing next to 
me heard a flute in the distance and I heard nothing, or someone 
heard a shepherd singing and again I heard nothing. Such 
incidents drove me almost to despair; a little more of that and I 
would have ended my life - it was only my art that held me 
back. 10 

Beethoven's deafness increased his mistrust of other human 
beings, his irascibility, and his difficulty in making close rela­
tionships. However, one of his recent biographers writes: 

But there may be a sense in which deafness played a positive 
role in his creativity, for we know that deafness did not impair 
and indeed may even have heightened his abilities as a compo­
ser, perhaps by its exclusion of piano virtuosity as a competing 
outlet for his creativity, perhaps by permitting a total concentra­
tion upon composition within a world of increasing auditory 
seclusion. In his deaf world, Beethoven could experiment with 
new forms of experience, free from the intrusive sounds of the 
external environment; free from the rigidities of the material 
world; free, like the dreamer, to combine and recombine the 
stuff of reality, in accordance with his desires, into previously 
undreamed-of forms and structures. 1 1 

52 



ENFORCED SOLITUDE 

Some of Beethoven's later-experiments are discussed in Chapter 1 1 . 
Goy_a is another example of a creative man of genius whose art 

owe<l"a good deal of its originality to deafness. Born in 1 746, Goya 
became the most fashionable and successful artist in Spain; a court 
painter, and deputy director of painting at the Royal Academy of 
Madrid. But, in 1 792, Goya contracted an illness which left him deaf. 
He turned from painting portraits to works in which, as he himself 
wrote, he found more scope for invention and phantasy. His satirical 
etchings, Los Caprichos, were succeeded by Los Desastres de Ia guerra, 
representing his reaction to the horrors of the Napoleonic invasion. 
During 1 820-23, he decorated the walls ofhis house, the Quinta del 
Sordo (House of the Deaf Man), with the so-called 'black paintings' 
now in the Prado. Andre Malraux writes: 

To allow his genius to become apparent to himself it was 
necessary that he should dare to give up aiming to please. Cut off 
from everyone by deafness he discovered the vulnerability of the 
spectator, he realized that the painter has only to struggle with 
himself and he will become, sooner or later, the conqueror of 
all. 1 2 

Goya had a horrific imagination. His isolation, induced by deaf­
ness, impelled him to record his nightmare visions, his despair at 
human folly and wickedness, his hatred of tyranny, and his compas­
sion for human suffering, with an intensity achieved by no other 
artist. His ghastly picture of 'Saturn devouring his Children' adorned 
a wall of his dining-room. It is difficult to understand how a man 
obsessed with such horrors could live with himself; but Goya was as 
tough a man as has ever existed .  At the age of eighty-two he wrote 
that he could neither see nor write nor hear: 'I have nothing left but 
the will - and that I have in abundance. ' 1 3 

We saw. earlier that, under conditions of partial sensory depriva­
tion, doubts about the integrity of persons to whom one has entrusted 
oneself as patient or as paid volunteer are easily aroused. It is 
therefore not surprising that enforced solitude imposed by enemies 
ofteri has devastating effects. Intense anxiety and uncertainty about 
the future combine with fear of torture and isolation to disrupt the 
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normal functions of the mind. The effects of such disruption may 
persist for months or years. 

In Northern Ireland, sensory deprivation was deliberately used as 
part of the technique employed in the interrogation of suspected 
terrorists. The procedures were as follows. The heads of the 
detainees were covered with a thick black hood, except when they 
were being interrogated. They were subjected to a continuous, 
monotonous noise of such volume that communication with other 
detainees was impossible. They were required to stand facing a wall 
with legs apart, leaning on their fingertips. In addition, they were 
deprived of sleep during the early days of the operation, and given no 
food or drink other than one round of bread and one pint of water at 
six-hourly intervals. If they sought rest by propping their heads 
against the wall they were prevented from doing so. If they collapsed, 
they were picked up and compelled to resume the required posture. 

Sound-proof, light-proof rooms of the kind used in research into 
sensory deprivation are very expensive; but the techniques employed 
in Northern Ireland proved to be effective substitutes. The hoods 
prevented the men from receiving any visual information. A machine 
ensured that they received no auditory information other than a loud, 
monotonous noise. The posture against the wall reduced kinaesthetic 
information from skin and muscles. Thus, the detainees were 
effectively isolated and perceptually deprived, in spite of being 
subjected to these techniques in the same room as others. 

The effects were devastating. Partial starvation, which causes rapid 
loss of weight, combined with deprivation of sleep and an uncomfort­
able posture are by themselves enough to cause extreme stress and 
some disruption of brain function, even without additional depriva­
tion of auditory and visual information. Subject to breaks for bread 
and water and visits to the lavatory, some men were kept against the 
wall continuously for fifteen or sixteen hours. Many experienced 
hallucinations and believed that they were going mad. Afterwards, 
some said that they would prefer to die rather than face further 
interrogation. 

Psychiatric examination of these men after their release revealed 
persistent symptoms: nightmares, waking tension and anxiety, sui­
cidal thoughts, depression, and a variety of physical complaints like 
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headaches and peptic ulcer-s wliich are commonly considered to be 
connected with stress. Responsible psychiatric opinion considered 
that some, at least, of the hooded men would never recover from their 
experience. 

When the facts about these interrogation procedures began to be 
known, protests were made from many sides by people who were 
deeply shocked that Britain should be employing methods of break­
ing down detainees which amounted to torture. It appeared that the 
use of such methods had developed gradually, without official 
authorization. Eventually the Prime Minister (then Edward Heath) 
forbade any further employment of these techniques in the interroga­
tion of prisoners or suspects. 

Although in Britain and similar countries long prison sentences 
seldom involve long periods of solitary confinement, they do deprive 
the prisoner of most of the stimuli from the outside world which 
make life worth living, and can therefore be said to enforce some 
degree of sensory deprivation in the widest sense . The monotonous 
environment of the prison, the limited access to exercise and to the 
open air, the invariable routine, the absence of both social and sexual 
intimacy with loved ones - these are all deprivations which, in the 
case of long prison sentences, have a permanently deleterious effect 
upon the mind of the prisoner. 

Until recently, 'life' sentences were usually terminated by parole 
after a maximum of nine or ten years' incarceration, because it was 
realized that longer periods of confinement made it unlikely that the 
prisoner, when released, would be able to cope with life outside. In 
Britain, those who have received life sentences can be released at any 
time, but remain on parole licence until death. This means that, 
during the remainder of their lives, they can be recalled to prison if 
the authorities consider it necessary. Today, many judges, when 
sentencing offenders who have committed heinous crimes like rape 
or murder, recommend that the criminal should be confined for 
twenty years or more. Such recommendations are taken very 
seriously. If they are implemented, it follows that an increasing 
number of offenders will be permanently disabled and rendered unfit 
to live in the community. 

Deprivation of external stimuli is particularly severe in prisons in 
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which 'maximum security' is enforced, because the prisoners con­
tained there are regarded as dangerous or likely to attempt escape. 
These, of course, are also the prisoners who are most likely to have 
received extended sentences. Although there are a few instances of 
prisoners serving very long sentences who have survived intact, like 
the Birdman of Alcatraz, deterioration and 'institutional neurosis' is 
common. Long-term prisoners become withdrawn, apathetic, and 
uninterested in their own appearance and surroundings. In their 
book Psychological Survival, Stanley Cohen and Laurie Taylor give an 
excellent review of these effects, based upon their study of long-term 
prisoners in the maximum security block of Durham prison, now 
fortunately abolished. The authors had been recruited to give weekly 
classes in social science to long-term prisoners. Although the classes 
aroused considerable interest in those inmates who had not been in 
prison very long, few prisoners who had already served many years 
attended. However, one prisoner who had served fourteen years 
came regularly. Afterwards he wrote to the authors: 

Can you imagine what it is like being a prisoner for life, your 
dreams tum into nightmares and your castles to ashes, all you 
think about is fantasy and in the end you tum your back on 
reality and live in a contorted world of make-believe, you refuse 
to accept the rules of fellow-mortals and make ones that will fit 
in \\ith your own little world, there is no daylight in this world of 
the 'lifer', it is all darkness, and it is in this darkness that we find 
peace and the ability to live in a world of our own, a world of 
make-believe. 14 

The examples cited in this chapter demonstrate that separation 
from the stimuli of ordinary, day-to-day existence can be therapeutic 
or disruptive according to circumstances: more especially, according 
to whether such separation is imposed or voluntary. Length of time is 
also important. It is probable, though not definitely established, that 
prolonged periods of removal from ordinary life have permanently 
deleterious effects, whether enforced by others or not. 

However, conditions of imprisonment vary widely, and, in the past, 
were sometimes less rigorous than they are today. Several notable 

56 



ENFORCED SOLITUDE 

examples exist which demonstrate that partial solitude and estrange­
ment from normal life, even in prison, can enc'ourage creative 
production. 

·· The Roman philosopher Boethius attained the important position 
of magister o.lficiorum under ' the Ostrogothic king Theodoric. This 
involved being head of the civil service and chief of the palace 
officials, a position which can have left little time for his favourite 
pursuit, the study of philosophy. But Theodoric's trust in Boethius 
did not persist. The philosopher was accused of treason, arrested, 
condemned, and sent into exile to await execution. While imprisoned 
in Pavia, Boethius composed The Consolation of Philosophy, the work 
by which he is now chiefly remembered. He was tortured and then 
bludgeoned to death in 524 or 525 AD. 

Sir Thomas More, Henry VIII's Chancellor from 1 529, was 
imprisoned in the Tower of London for refusing to repudiate papal 
supremacy and to accept the King as head of the Church of England. 
More spent over a year in prison before his trial and execution in 
1535 .  During this period he wrote A Dialoge of Cumfort against 
Tribulacion which has been described as a masterpiece of Christian 
wisdom. 

Sir Walter Raleigh, being accused of treason, was sentenced to 
death. But his death sentence was suspended, and he was imprisoned 
in the Tower of London from 1 603 to 1 6 1 6. As in the case of Sir 
Thomas More, we may suppose that the conditions imposed were not 
too rigorous, for, during these years, Raleigh wrote The History of the 
World. This spanned the period from the Creation to the second 
century BC and was published in 1 6 1 4. On his release, Raleigh 
undertook a second expedition to Guiana. Unfortunately, this was 
unsuccessful. The promised gold was not forthcoming; Raleigh's 
suspended death sentence was revived, and he was executed 
in 1 6 1 8. 

John Buny�!l, who had joined the Bedford Separatist Church in 
about 1 655, preached his unorthodox beliefs without hindrance until 
the Restoration of Charles II in 1 660. On 1 2  November of that year, 
he was brought before the magistrates accused of holding services 
not in conformity with those of the Church of England. In January 
1 66 1 ,  he was committed at the assizes to Bedford county jail, where 
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he remained until March 1 672. However, the conditions of his 
imprisonment were sufficiently liberal to allow him visits to his 
friends and family, and even occasional preaching. During the twelve 
years of his confinement, he wrote his spiritual autobiography, Grace 
Abounding (1 666), and almost certainly composed a considerable part 
of The Pilgrim 's Progress. The Declaration of Indulgence to Non­
conformists issued by Charles II which allowed Bunyan's release was 
later withdrawn, and Bunyan was again imprisoned for illegal 
preaching in 1 6  77. 

On Christmas Day 1 849, Dostoevsky began the long journey from 
St Petersburg to Siberia where he was to spend the next four years 
in a prison camp. Together with other members of the Petrashevsky 
circle, he had been arrested in April 1 849, and had already spent 
eight months as a prisoner in the Peter and Paul fortress. During this 
initial period, he was in solitary confinement, and at first was not 
allowed books or writing materials. In spite of this, he discovered that 
he had inner resources which enabled him to tolerate captivity far 
better than he had initially expected. His arrest may even have saved 
him from breakdown, rather than precipitating it; for there is 
evidence that his participation in an underground revolutionary 
organization had been preying on his mind during the previous 
winter, and had brought him to the edge of collapse. 

When, at the beginning of July, the prisoners were allowed to 
receive books from the library of the fortress, Dostoevsky fell upon 
them. He also wrote to his brother Mikhail telling him that he had 
thought out three stories and two novels. The famous incident of the 
mock execution in Semenovsky Square, when Dostoevsky faced a 
firing squad, only to be reprieved at the last minute, followed on 22 
December. In Siberia, Dostoevsky's only literary activity was to keep 
a surreptitious notebook in which he noted down the phrases and 
expressions used by his fellow convicts. He managed to give the 
notebook to one of the medical assistants who returned it to him on 
his release. Its contents were used in House of the Dead, the book 
which described Dostoevsky's prison camp experience. 

This experience was horrific, not only because of the appalling 
physical conditions in which the convicts were housed, and the 
perpetual threat of flogging under which they lived, but because 
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Dostoevsky found himself; , as a 'gentleman', totally rejected by the 
brutish peasant prisoners whose cause he had espoused and for 
whose sake, as a potential revolutionary, he was suffering exile and 
imprisonment. During the time of his imprisonment, Dostoevsky 
l::!nderwent a conversion experience in which his total disillusion with 
the peasantry was replaced by an almost mystical belief in their 
�ssential goodness. This was based upon an involuntary memory 
which came back to him from his childhood of an incident in which . - - . - . 
one of his father's serfs, Marey, had comforted him when he was 
terrified. Although Dostoevsky suffered deeply from never being 
physically alone whilst in the prison camp, his emotional isolation and 
lack of companionship had had the effect of turning his attention 
inward, and allowing his mind to wander in the past. 

All through his four years in camp he had employed this 
technique of involuntary association, which probably served 
somewhat the same purpose as psychoanalysis or drug therapy 
in releasing repressed memories and thereby relieving his 
psychic blockages and morbid fixations. This technique also 
served the additional and reassuring function of keeping alive 
his artistic faculties under conditions where he was forbidden to 
put pen to paperY 

Dostoevsky's experience of penal servitude permanently influ­
enced his view of human nature and hence permeated his novels. 
More particularly, his experience of seeing convicts who for years 
had been ruthlessly crushed suddenly break out and assert their own 
personalities, often in violent and irrational fashion, made him feel 
that �ndividual self-expression or self-realization was a basic human 
need, a need which did not accord with the subordination of 
individuality to the collective demands of the State required by 
Socialism. 

There are also less admirable examples of literary endeavour being 
furthered by imprisonment. The Marquis de Sade was recurrently 
imprisoned throughout his life until he was finally confined in the 
asylum at Charenton, where he died on 2 December 1 8 1 4, at the age 
of seventy-four. His perverse imagination flourished in captivity, and 
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it is to the fortresses of Vincennes and the Bastille that we owe such 
works as Justine and Les 120 Journees de Sodome. 

Sade's infatuation with absolute power found echoes in the 
writings of Adolf Hitler, another author whose works owed some­
thing to imprisonment. After the failure of his putsch in Munich, 
Hitler was confined in the old fortress of Landsberg. Although he 
received a five-year sentence, he spent less than nine months in 
prison, where he was treated as an honoured guest. It was during this 
period that he began to dictate Mein Kampf to Rudolf Hess. 

'Without my imprisonment,' Hitler remarked long afterward, 
'Mein Kampf would never have been written. That period gave 
me the chance of deepening various notions for which I then 
had only an instinctive feeling.' 1 6 

In contrast to most of the examples given in this chapter, it is 
occasionally recorded that even solitary confinement imposed by 
enemies can be the trigger for psychological experiences of lasting 
value. Anthony Grey, who experienced solitary confinement in 
China, and Arthur Koestler, who was similarly imprisoned in Spain, 
discussed their experiences together on television. The transcript 
of their discussion appears in Koestler's collection of essays, 
Kaleidoscope. 

Both men were grateful that they did not have to share a cell with 
another prisoner. Both felt that solitude enhanced their appreciation 
of, and sympathy with, their fellow men. Both had intense experi-· 

ences of feeling that some kind of higher order of reality existed with 
which solitude put them in touch. Both felt that tl')ing to put this 
experience into words tended to trivialize it, because words could not 
really express it. Although neither man subscribed to any orthodox 
religious belief, both agreed that they had felt the abstract existence 
of something which was indefinable or which could only be expressed 
in symbols. 

Anthony Grey thought that his experience had given him a new 
awareness and appreciation of normal life. Koestler concurred, but 
added that he had also become more aware of horrors lurking under 
the surface. Koestler also refers to a 
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feeling of inner freedom,· oT being alone and confronted with 
ultimate realities instead of with your bank statement. Your 
bank statement and other trivialities are again a kind of 
confinement. Not in space but in spiritual space . . .  So you have 
got a dialogue with existence. A dialogue with life, a dialogue 
with death. 

Grey comments that this is an area of experience into which most 
people do not enter. Koestler rightly affirms that most people have 
occasional confrontations of this kind 

when they are severely ill or when a parent dies, or when they 
first fall in love. Then they are transferred from what I call the 
trivial plane to the tragic or absolute plane. But it only happens a 
few times. Whereas in the type of experience which we shared, 
one has one's nose rubbed into it, for a protracted periodY 

So, occasionally, good can come out of evil. Anthony Grey recalled 
being shown a painting by a Chinese friend in which a beautiful lotus 
flower is growing out of mud. The human spirit is not indestructible; 
but a courageous few discover that, when in hell, they are granted a 
glimpse of heaven. 
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The Hunger of Imagination 

'Were it not for imagination, Sir, a man would be as happy in the arms of a 
chambermaid as of a Duchess. ' 

Samuel Johnson 

We have seen that the capacity to be alone is a valuable resource. It 
enables men and women to get in touch with their deepest feelings; 
to come to terms with loss; to son out their ideas; to change attitudes. 
In some instances, even the enforced isolation of prison may 
encourage the growth of the creative imagination. 

Imagination, it is safe to say, is more highly ·developed in human 
beings than in any other creature. Although animals dream, and 
sub-human primates certainly show some capacity for invention, the 
range of human imagination far outstrips that exhibited by even the 
cleverest ape. It is clear that the development of human imagination 
is biologically adaptive; but it is also the case that we have had to pay 
a certain price for this development. Lmagination ��- giveE_ man 
flexibility; but in doing29�obbed him of contentment. 

-

The behaviour of creatures lower down the evolutionary scale than 
ourselves is often largely governed by pre-programmed patterns. 
Some of these patterns, like the display of the bower-bird, or the · 
hunting habits of wasps, are beautiful and elaborate. So long as the 
animal follows these age-old patterns, its behaviour is fitted to the 
environment as closely as a key fits a lock. If the environment remains 
constant, the animal's basic needs, for survival and for reproduction, 
will be provided for in more or less automatic fashion. (I am tempted 
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to engage in anthropomorphism, and to say that such an animal could 
be considered 'happy'.) But if the environment changes, the animal 
whose behaviour is governed by pre-programmed patterns is at a 
disadvantage, for it cannot easily adapt to changing circumstances. 

Human beings, because their behaviour is principally governed by 
learning and by the transmission of culture from generation to 
generation, are much more flexible. Babies are provided with a 
certain number of built-in responses in order to ensure their survival; 
but the most distinctive feature of human behaviour is that so much is 
learned, so little innately determined. This is what has enabled men 
to survive in extreme climates, from the Equator to the Poles, in 
places which provide little or nothing of what they need. Men have 
even managed to leave the earth altogether, and learned how to exist 
for long periods in space. Such environments demand the exercise of 
ingenuity and skill .  Survival cannot be ensured unless intelligence 
and imagination take over from innate patterns in making provision 
for basic needs. 

But the price of flexibility, of being released from the tyranny of 
rigid, inbuilt patterns of behaviour, is that 'happiness', in the sense 
of perfect adaptation to the environment or complete fulfilment of 
needs, is only briefly experienced. 'Call no man happy till he dies,' 
said Solon. When individuals fall in love, or cry 'Eureka' at making a 
new discovery, or have the kind of transcendental emotion described 
by Wordsworth as being 'surprised by joy', they feel blissfully at one ' c --with the universe: but, as everyone knows, such expenences are 
transient. 

In a previous book, I suggested that dissatisfaction with what is, or 
'divine discontent', was an inescapable part of the human condition. 
As Samuel Johnson pointed out, the present passes so quickly that we 
can hardly think at all except in terms of the past or the future. When 
the philosopher Imlac takes Rasselas to visit the Great Pyramid, he 
speculates upon why the pyramid was ever built. 

The narrowness of the chambers proves that it could afford no 
retreat from enemies, and treasures might have been reposited 
at far less expense with equal security. It seems to have been 
erected only in compliance with that hunger of imagination 
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which preys incessantly upon life, and must be always appeased 
by some enjoyment. Those who have already all that they can 
enjoy must enlarge their desires. 1 

What johnson calls that 'hunger of imagination' is also a necessary 
feature of human adaptation. Man's extraordinary success as a 
species sprin�_ from his disc�ntent, which compels him to empl� 
imagination. The type of modem man who exhibits more discontent 
than any other, Western man, has been the most successful. 

There are, at first sight, some exceptions to what I have just 
written. In certain parts of the world, small communities still exist in 
which traditional ways of life have continued unchanged for centur­
ies. Without knowing more about their inner imaginative lives, it is 
impossible to tell how much the members of such communities suffer 
from discontent; but even the best adapted probably imagine a 
heaven in which they will be protected from danger and released 
from toil. What is tragically certain is that such groups are always at 
risk, because, like animals governed by inbuilt patterns of behaviour, 
they find it hard to adapt to the impact of Western civilization. It is 
always the dissatisfied who triumph. Western man has treated with 
appalling cruelty the aborigines of Australia, the Indians of both 
North and South America, the inhabitants of Africa and India, and 
many other groups. But, given the restless inventiveness of the West, 
displacement of traditional groups of men is probably inevitable, 
even when segregation and extermination have not been deliberately 
employed. 

Discontent, therefore, may be considered adaptive because it 
encourages the use of the imagination, and thus spurs men on to 
further conquests and to ever-increasing mastery of the environment. 
At first sight, this proposition appears to concur with Freud's 
conception of phantasy. For Freud wrote, in his paper 'Creative 
Writers and Day-Dreaming', 

We may lay it down that a happy person never phantasies, only 
an unsatisfied one. The motive forces of phantasies are unsatis­
fied wishes, and every single phantasy is the fulfilment of a wish, 
a correction of an unsatisfying reality.2 
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However, Freud's vieW'�fph:fntasy is that it is essentially escapist, 
a turning away from reality rather than a preliminary to altering 
reality in the desired direction, as I am proposing. Freud considered 
that phantasy was derived from play, and that both activities not only 
pertained to childhood, but were also a denial of reality. 

The growing child, when he stops playing, gives up nothing but 
the link with real objects; instead of playing, he now phantasies. 
He builds castles in the air and creates what are called day­
dreams.3 

Freud believed that infants were originally dominated by the 
pleasure principle: that is, by the need to avoid pain and to obtain 
pleasure. When instinctive needs, for food, warmth, or comfort, 
disturbed the infant's rest, the infant would react by hallucinating 
what it needed. 

Whatever was thought of (wished for) was simply presented 
in a hallucinatory manner, just as still happens today with our 
dream-thoughts every night. It was only the non-occurrence of 
the expected satisfaction, the disappointment experienced, that 
led to the abandonment of this attempt at satisfaction by means 
of hallucination. Instead of it, the psychical apparatus had to 
decide to form a conception of the real circumstances in the 
external world and to endeavour to make a real alteration in 
them. A new principle of mental functioning was introduced; 
what was presented to the mind was no longer what was 
agreeable but what was real. This setting-up of the reality 
principle proved to be a momentous step.4 

Freud considered that the pleasure principle was only gradually 
replaced by the reality principle. Since no mental content is ever 
completely expunged, traces of the pleasure principle lingered on and 
could, so Freud believed, be detected not only in dreams, but also in 
play. As we have seen, Freud thought that later forms of phantasy 
were derived from play. 

Freud seems to assume that the real world can or should be able to 
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provide complete satisfaction and that, ideally, it should be possible 
for the mature person to abandon phantasy altogether. Freud was too 
realistic, hard-headed and pessimistic a man to believe that this ideal 
could ever be reached. �rtheless, he did consider !h.al��a_sy 
should become less and less necessary as the maturing individual 
approached rational ad�tation � to-ih_j! eXterna(world. Phantasy, in 
f.reua's conceptual scheme, was linked with hallucination, with 
dreaming, and with play. He considered that all these forms of 
m_J!_nlaU�ty were escapist�aysof eVading reality which were 
dependent upon� the �infantile -form of mental functioning which he 
designated 'primary process', and which were governed by the 
pleasure principle rather than by the reality principle. Freud's 
somewhat puritanical vision was that proper, mature adaptation to 
the world was governed by deliberate thought and rational planning. 
He would not have countenanced our present proposition: that !!! 
i�r world of phantasy is_Q�rt of man) biological endowment, and 
tha_t it is the inevitable_ disc���_ncy� between this inner world 
and the outer world that compels men t�me inventive and -·- -- --- - - � -
imaginativ�. 
� Yet Freud's own achievement bears witness to what I have just 
written. Almost up to the time of his death at the age of eighty-three, 
Freud was revising his ideas. Although he believed that he had 
discovered the fundamental principles of a new science, he did not 
consider the edifice of psycho-analysis complete. Like every creative 
person, whether he be artist or scientist, Freud was unable to rest 
upon his laurels. The gulf between what he imagined psycho-analysis 
might become and what it actually was remained unbridged. 

If, unlike Freud, we assume that an inner imaginative world is part 
of man's biological endowment, and that man's success as a species 
has depended upon it, we can see that we should not merely strive to 
replace phantasy by reason, as Freud would have us do. Instead, we 
should use our capacity for phantasy to build bridges between the 
inner world of the imagination and the external world. The two 
worlds will never entirely coincide, as we might suppose happens in 
the case of animals whose life-cycles are chiefly governed by innate 
patterns of behaviour. But that is not a matter for regret. If our reach 
did not exceed our grasp, we should no longer be human. A race of 
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nen which lacked the capacity. for phantasy would not only be unable 
o imagine a better life in material terms, but would also lack religion, 
nusic, literature, and painting. As Goya wrote: 

Phantasy abandoned by reason produces impossible monsters; 
united with her, she is the mother of the arts and the origin of 
their marvels. 5 

Even science depends more upon phantasy than Freud acknow­
edged . .Man_y scienQftc h_ypotheses __ take origin from flights of the 
:g1agination which -�t first seem wild, but wliTci1'I:iterstand -up to 
;ober scrutiny and detailed proof. Newton'� notion that gravity was 
l universal which acted at enormous distances was a leap of the 
magination which must have seemed absurd until he was able to 
.iemonstrate it mathematically. Kekule's discovery of the ring struc­
:ure of organic molecules originated from a dream-like vision of 
uoms combining in chains which then formed into coils like snakes 
!ating their own tails . .Einstein's special theory of relativity depended 
Jpon his being able to imagine how the universe might appear to an 
Jbserver travelling at near the speed of light. These are examples of 
Jhantasies which, although originating in the imagination, neverthe­
.ess connected with the external world in ways which illumined it and 
nade it more comprehensible. 

Other phantasies giving rise to supposedly scientific hypotheses 
�ave lacked this connection with the external world. Such creations 
:>f the imagination are ultimately discarded as delusions. Throughout 
dle eighteenth century, for example, the standard explanation of 
�ombustion was the theory of phlogiston. Phlogiston was considered to 
oe the material principle of combustibility. When something burned, 
it was supposed to lose phlogiston, which was thought of as an 
imponderable fluid. It was finally demonstrated that phlogiston 
existed only in the imagination; that nothing in the external world 
corresponded to it. 

We see, therefore, that in the field of science, there are two kinds 
of phantasy. The first reaches out to the external world and, by 
maintaining a connection with that world which corresponds to its 
real workings, becomes a fruitful hypothesis. The second, making no 
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such connection with the external world, is ultimately dismissed as a 
delusion. 

These two kinds of phantasy can also be distinguished in the arts. 
When a great writer like Tolstoy uses his imagination to tell a story 
and to invent characters which both deeply move us and which 
become immortal, we rightly suppose that his phantasies are connect­
ing with external reality and illuminating that reality for us. On the 
other hand, we recognize that the phantasies of lesser writers, 
perhaps manifesting themselves as 'thrillers' or 'romantic' novels, 
have little to do with the real world and may, indeed, be no more than 
an attempt to escape from it. 

In his paper 'Formulations on the Two Principles of Mental 
Functioning' from which I have already quoted, Freud seems 
partially to agree with this when he writes: 

Art brings about a reconciliation between the two principles in a 
peculiar way. An artist is originally a man who turns away from 
reality because he cannot come to terms with the renunciation 
of instinctual satisfaction which it at first demands, and who 
allows his erotic and ambitious wishes full play in the life of 
phantasy. He finds a way back to reality, however, from this 
world of phantasy by making use of special gifts to mould his 
phantasies into truths of a new kind, which are valued by men 
as precious reflections of reality. Thus in a certain fashion, he 
actually becomes the hero, the king, the creator, or the favourite 
he desired to be, without following the long roundabout path 
of making alterations in the external world. But he can only 
achieve this because other men feel the same dissatisfaction as 
he does with the renunciation demanded by reality, and because 
that dissatisfaction, which results from the replacement of the 
pleasure principle by the reality principle, is itself a part of 
reality.6 

The confusion which is evident in this passage arises because 
Freud cannot discard his proposition that phantasy is something 
which ought, in the mature adult, to be superseded by hard-headed, 
rational thought. Freud goes some way toward recognizing that 
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phantasy is not entirely escapist wish-fulfilment when he refers to the 
artist moulding his phantasies into 'truths of a new kind', but he does 
not really follow this up. If he had done so, he would surely have 
concluded that, whilst some kinds of phantasy are escapist, others 
foreshadow new and fruitful ways of adapting to the realities of the 
external world. 

There are good biological reasons for accepting the fact that man 
is so constituted that he possesses an inner world of the imagination 
which is different from, though connected to, the world of external 
reality. lt is the discrepancy between the two worlds which motivates 
creative imaginatiQ!!_.--i>eople who realize their creative potential are 
constantly bridging the gap between inner and outer. They invest the 
external world with meaning because they disown neither the world's 
objectivity nor their own subjectivity. 

This interaction between inner and outer worlds is easily seen 
when we observe children at play. Children make use of real objects 
in the external world, but invest these objects with meanings which 
derive from the world of their own imagination. This process begins 
very early in the child's life. Many infants develop intense attach­
ments to particular objects. D. W. Winnicott was the first psycho­
analyst to draw attention to the importance of such attachments in his 
paper 'Transitional Objects and Transitional Phenomena'.7 These 
phenomena are closely connected with the beginnings of independ­
ence and with the capacity to be alone. 

According to Winnicott, the age at which infants first exhibit 
attachment to external objects varies, but it may be from as early as 
four months old . Infants at first use their 0\\'11 thumbs or fists as 
comforters. Later, they may substitute a piece of blanket, a napkin, or 
a handkerchief. It may happen that a particular blanket or eiderdown, 
and later on, a doll or teddy-bear, becomes vitally important to the 
child, especially when going to sleep. The object becomes a defence 
�1ainst anxie!Yi a comforter which to s'Ome extent is a substitute for 
the mother's breast, or for the mother herself as a secure attachment 
figure. Such objects rna become almost inse arable from the infant;' 
�t times, e_yen more importan t e moth(!r _herg!f. 

Winnicott ca s sue o Jects transitional' because he considers 
them to represent intermediate stages between the child's attachment 
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to the mother and its attachment to later 'objects'; that is, to people 
whom the child comes to love and to depend upon. Winnicott 
considers that such objects mediate between the inner world of the 
imagination and the external world. The blanket, doll, or teddy-bear 
is clearly a real object which exists as a separate entity from the child: 
but, at the same time, it is heavily invested with subjective emotions 
which belong to the child's inner world. This process of mediation 
between inne�� _ _9ute� �ight be des_cij�ed as the child's first 
creative act. - - - - -

-
Winnicott makes the important point that the use of transitional 

objects is not pathological. Although such objects provide security 
and comfort, and can therefore be said to be substitutes for the 
mother, they are not developed because the mother is inadequate. 
Transitional objects only appear when the infant can invest them with 
supportive or loving qualities. In order to be able to do this, the infant 
must have experienced actual support and love. Only when the 
mother has been introjected as at least a partially good object can 
those qualities be projected upon a transitional object. The capaci_!y 
to develop attachments to transition<!L_obj� therefore, a_ sign of 
health rather than a _�ign _Qf dep�, just as ihe capacity to be 
alone is a sign of inner security rather than an expression of a 
withdrawn state. This is supported by the observation that institu­
tionalized children whose capacity for forming human attachments 
may be impaired rarely form attachments to cuddly toys. 8 

Moreover, it is the secure infant who later exhibits the greatest 
interest in toys and other impersonal objects in the environment. As 
we noted earlier, independent exploratory investigation is character­
istic of the secure infant, whilst anxious clinging to the mother 
typically indicates an infant who is not securely attached. 

The use of transitional objects suggests that the positive functions 
of imagination begin very early in life. In the Introduction, it was 
suggested that there were .�o opposing driv�J!!Jtum�n nat'gre:_the 
drive toward closeness to otherh .- s and the dnve toward - --- -- · --
being independent and self-sufficie!J.t. May it not be that e first 
manifestation of the latter drive is the development of transitional 
objects? For the use of such objects demonstrates that the young 
child can, at least temporarily, dispense with the actual presence of 
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the mother. Transitional objects may, therefore, be connected both 
with the capacity to be alone, and with the development of the 
imagination. 

The existence of such objects also supports the suggestion made in 
the Introduction that human beings are directed toward the imper­
sonal as well as toward the personal. These very early manifestations 
of investing impersonal objects with significance are evidence that 
man was not born for love alone. The meaning attaching to such 
objects may later become invested in objects of scientific enquiry, or 
in any of the manifold aspects of the external world which engage 
adult attention. 

Transitional objects gradually lose their emotional charge as the 
child grows older. Often such objects become linked with a variety 
of other objects and are used in play. Children easily transmute a 
broomstick into a horse, an armchair into a house. �later stage 
�rt�� by phant�sy, i_n whic_�c-�_c> �X!_e!}laLobjects_<J,re 
neeaed to speed thenow-or the imagination. 
Fre-tUI was right in linking play and phantasy, but he was surely 
�qngjn-believing tllat�y__and phantasy should be �n 
f�y_our o(rationality. When I suggested that people who rea1izeatheir­
creative potential were constantly bridging the gap between inner and 
outer worlds, I was not referring only to the creation of works of art or 
to the construction of scientific hypotheses, but to what Winnicott 
has aptly called 'creative apperception'. �reative apperception c:k:. 
pends upon linking subjective and objective; upon colouring the 

- - -- - ---=----------- -�-�-- - - ----
external world with the warm hues of the imagination. Winnicott --- -- -- -- -
wrote: 

It is creative apperception more than anything else that makes 
the individual feel that life is worth living.9 

It seems probable that there is always an element of play in creative 
living. When this playfJildement _disappears, joy goes with it, and 
so does any sense of being able to inno�ate. Creath;� people not 
infrequently experience periods of despair in which their ability to 
create anything new seems to have deserted them. This is often 
because a particular piece of work has become invested with such 
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overwhelming importance that it is no longer possible to play with it. 
What Gibbon referred to as 'the vanity of authors' sometimes makes 
them regard their work with such desperate seriousness that 'playing 
around' with it becomes impossible. Kekule, describing the vision 
which led to the discovery of the ring structure of organic molecules 
referred to above, said : 'Let us learn to dream, gentlemen.' He might 
equally well have said: 'Let us learn to play.' 

The subjective can be so over-emphasized that the indhidual's 
inner world becomes entirely divorced from reality. In that case we 
call him mad. On the other hand, as Winnicott points out, the 
individual can suppress his inner world in such a way that he 
becomes over-compliant with external reality. If the individual 'regards the external world merely as something to which he has to 
adapt, rather than as something in which his subjectivity can find 
fulfilment, his individuality disappears and his life becomes meaning­
less or futile. ' �orld of phant_asy�must be regar���as , part_of m�p) 
biological inhe_Ijta�. Imagination is active in even the best adjusted 
and happiest human being; but the extent of the gap between inner 
and outer worlds, and hence the ease or difficulty with which the gap 
is bridged, varies greatly in different individuals. Some of these 
differences are examined in subsequent chapters. 
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6 
The Significance of the 

Individual 

'No man ever will unfold the capacities of his own intellea who does not at 
least checker his life with solitude. ' 

De Q}Jincey 

An inner world of phantasy exists in every human being, and finds 
expression in an infinite variety of different ways. The man who goes 
racing or who eagerly watches football on television is giving rein to 
phantasy, although he may not be creating or producing anything. 
Hobbies and interests are often aspects of a human being which most 
clearly define his individuality, and make him the person he is. To 
discover what really interests a person is to be well on the way to 
understanding them. Sometimes such interests as the playing of team 
games are only practicable by interacting with other people; but often 
they reflect what the individual does when he is alone, or when 
communication and interaction are at a minimum. In Britain, every 
weekend sees the banks of rivers and canals lined with fishermen, 
who keep a discreet distance from one another, and seldom converse. 
Theirs is essentially a solitary sport, in which so little happens that 
phantasy must be particularly alive. The same applies to gardening, 
and to many other interests, whether obviously 'creative' or not, 
which occupy the leisure of those whose basic physical needs have 
been provided for. Everyone needs interests as well as interpersonal 
relationships; and interests, as well as relationships, play an important 
part in defining individual identity and in giving meaning to a 
person's life. 
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Bowlby's statement that intimate attachments are the hub around 
which a person's life revolves, and Marris's assertion that specific 
relationships embody most crucially the meaning of a person's life, 
leave out of account not only interests, which may be crucially 
important, but also the need which many people feel for 
some scheme, religion, philosophy, or ideology which makes sense 
of life. 

In an essay on 'The Concept of Cure' I suggested that there were 
two main factors in the analytical process which promoted recovery 
from neurotic distress. 

The first factor is that the patient adopts some scheme or system 
of thought which appears to make sense out of his distress. The 
second is that he makes a relationship of a fruitful kind with 
another person. 1 

Both factors enter into all our lives, but some natures are more 
inclined toward finding the meaning of life chiefly in interpersonal 
relationships; others toward finding it in interests, beliefs, or patterns 
of thought. 

However important personal relationships may be for the creatively 
gifted person, it is often the case that his particular field of endeavour 
is still more important. The meaning of his life is constituted less by 
his personal relationships than it is by his work. If he is successful, 
the public will concur with this estimate. Although most people are 
interested in the private lives of the great originals, we generally 
regard their creative achievements as far more important than their 
personal relationships. If they behave badly toward their spouses, 
lovers, or friends, we are likely to be more indulgent toward them 
than toward ordinary people. Wagner was notoriously unscrupulous; 
but his sexual and financial misdemeanours pale into insignificance 
beside the vastness and originality of his compositions. Strindberg 
behaved intolerably badly toward his three wives and toward many of 
his erstwhile friends; but his ability to portray his predilection for 
quarrelling and his hatred for women in such plays as The Father and 
Miss Julie make us inclined to forget his personal vindictiveness. 

Analysts spend their lives listening to people who have encoun-
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1tered problems in their infunate relationships. It is surely remarkable 
that, when they came to write their autobiographies, the two most 
:>riginal analysts of the twentieth century devoted scarcely any space 
to their wives and families, or indeed to anything save the develop­
ment of their respective ideas. Both Freud's An Autobiographical 
Study and Jung's Memories, Dreams, Reflections are exceptionally 
uninformative about their authors' relations with others. We may 
applaud their discretion, and sympathize with their desire for privacy; 
but we may also justly conclude that their own accounts of themselves 
demonstrate where their hearts were centred. 

It is true that many creative people fail to make mature personal 
relationships, and some are extremely isolated. It is also true that, in 
some instances, trauma, in the shape of early separation or bereave­
ment, has steered the potentially creative person toward developing 
aspects of his personality which can find fulfilment in comparative 
isolation. But this does not m{P.!l.__J_hat solitary, creative pursuits are 
�es pa�h_olq_gica(_ Even iliose who ha�ethe -happiest �-dationships 
with others need something other than those relationships to com­
plete their fulfilment. 

The development of imagination in human beings has made it 
possible for them to use the impersonal, as well as the personal, as a 
principal means of self-development, as a primary path toward 
self-realization. The great original creators are demonstrating one 
aspect of a human potential which can be found in everyone, albeit in 
embryo form in most of us. Although we may strive to do so, none of 
us develops our various potentialities equally; and many creative 
people appear to nurture their talents more carefully than they do 
their personal relationships. 

T_he idea that individual self_:-development is an important pursuit 
is a comparatively recent one in human history; and the idea that the 
�s are y�ide� of self-expression or can serve the p�rpose of 
��lf-deyelopment is still more recent. At the dawn of history, the arts 
were strictly functional; and functional for the community, not for the 
individual artist. The Palaeolithic artists who drew and painted 
animals on the walls of their cave dwellings were not making works of 
art in order to express their personal way of looking at the world, but 
were attempting to work magic. As Germain Bazin writes: 
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The primitive artist was a magician whose drawing had all the 
virtue of a magic spell, an incantation. 

Bazin believes that early man painted and carved nat�rms 'to 
ensure the fertility of his prey, to e�ti�� it liiiolifstrais, or to acq!,!ir� 
its strength for his own purposes'.2 Herbert Read refers to ca� 
paintings as exemplifYing 'the desire to "realize" the object on which 
magical powers were to be exercised'.3 

The act of drawing sharpens the perceptions of the draughtsman; 
an idea passionately advanced by Ruskin, who believed that it was 
only by trying to capture the external world in form and colour th�t 
�rtig lear� to -��eh�nd it�n the case of early man, we cari""' be 
sure that the more accurately he drew his potential prey, the more he 
could be said to 'know' the animal which he was depicting. The more 
knowledge he had, the more likely he was to be successful in the 
hunt. 

If naming things is the first creative act, as Bazin alleges, perhap� 
�r'!_wing)s ��ond. Drawing is comparable with forming-cQn­
cepts. It enables the draughtsman to experiment with images separate 
from the object which originally engaged his interest, and thus gives 
him a sense of mastery over that object. Belief in the power of the 
image was probably the reason that �ti��ulptors E:l�de_ effigies 
�-LQead. The image was b · to arantee survjv�J�aljer_ 
�ath. Bazin te s us at, in the Nile valley, '!be scuiQtor was kno'Y!l 
as "He-who-keeps-alive" ' .4 
-\Vhen anthropoloiist� study the art of other cultures today, they 
describe it as being social in character. Raymond Firth states that 

the primitive artist and his public share essentially the same set 
of values . . .  In contrast to what is generally the case in Western 
societies, the artist is not divorced from his public.5 

The majority of pre-industrial societies seem not to have a word 
signifying 'art' as such, although they of course have words for 
particular artistic activities like singing or carving. As Western 
civilization developed, belief in the magical power of the image 
declined, but painting and sculpture continued to serve communal, 
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ather than individual, interests._ Artists were craftsmen who were not 
:xpected to be original, but to carry out the orders of their patrons. 
fheir chief task was to remind worshippers, who were often illiterate, 
>f the tenets of the Christian religion; and, to this end, they painted 
he walls of churches with scenes from the life of Christ and the 
;aints. The medieval artist was recruited from the lower ranks of 
;ociety. Because painting and sculpture involved manual labour, the 
Tisual arts were regarded as inferior to literature and the theoretical 
;ciences. It was only from about the middle of the thirteenth century 
U> that the names of individual painters began to be recorded. 

Moreover, even when artists painted portraits of particular people, 
he individuality of the subject was considered less important than his 
·ank or office in society. Colin Morris writes: 

We must admit from the beginning that it is not possible to be 
certain, with any portrait before 1 200, that it is in our sense a 
personal study. 6 

Jacob Burckhardt claims that, in Europe, consciousness of indi­
riduality first developed in Italy. 

In the Middle Ages both sides of human consciousness - that 
which was turned within as that which was turned without - lay 
dreaming or half awake beneath a common veil. The veil was 
woven of faith, illusion, and childish prepossession, through 
which the world and history were seen clad in strange hues. 
Man was conscious of himself only as a member of a race, 
people, party, family, or corporation - only through some 
general category. �n Italy __ thjs _veil first 1ndted into air; an 
q&eaive_treatment of the State and of all the things of this world 
1?�� Qossible. Th� subjecti�'eilife-at the same time asserted 
itself with corresponding emphasis; man became a spiritual 
individual, and recognized himself as such. 7 

The art of representational portraiture of recognizable individuals 
became highly developed before self-portraiture became at all 
:ommon. As Peter Abbs notes in his thesis 'The Development of 
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Autobiography in Western Culture', the Renaissance artist often 
followed the convention of including himself amongst the figure� 
depicted in a commissioned painting, or used himself as a model fm 
one of the saints or other holy figures whom he was portraying. But 
self-portraiture as a means of self-exploration, or of boldly displaying 
the true inner man, only began to develop in the late fifteenth 
century, reaching its zenith in the seventeenth century in the long 
series of Rembrandt's self-portraits . 

. M1,1sic also b�� sel"\'irlg COIIUDJJila!_Qt.Irposes. E. 0. Wilson 
supposes that, just as birdsong has the function of communicating 
information about the singer to other members of the species, so 
human music originally furthered the ends of human tribes. 'Singing 
and dancing serve to draw groups together, direct the emotions of the 
people, and prepare them for joint action.'8 

Ra}111ond Firth writes that, in the kind of communities which he 
studied, 

Even songs, as a rule, are not composed simply to be listened to 
for pleasure. They have work to do, to serve as funeral dirges, as 
accompaniments to dancing, or to serenade a lover.9 

He might have added that rhythm co-ordinates muscular action, 
lightens the toll of manual labour, and postpones fatigue. Our own 
Western music is a legacy of the Church. It must be remembered 
that, for centuries, the church was the central meeting-place of every 
town and village. The function of music was collective: the evocation 
of group emotion as part of the act of worship. 

Pre-industrial societies have little notion of a person as a separate 
entity. A Nigerian psychiatrist told me that, when a psychiatric clinic 
was first set up in a rural district of Nigeria to treat the mentally ill, 
the family invariably accompanied the sufferer and insisted upon 
being present at the patient's interview with the psychiatrist. The idea 
that the patient might exist as an individual apart from the family, 
or that he might have personal problems which he did not want 
to share with them, did not occur to Nigerians who were still living 
a traditional village life .  In his book Social Anthropology, Sir Edmund 
Leach refers to 
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the ethos of individualism w.hich is central to the contemporary 
Western society but which is notably abs'ent from most of the 
societies which social anthropologists study. 10  

The growth of individualism, and hence of the modern conception 
of the artist, was hastened by the Reformation. Although Luther was 
an ascetic who attacked wealth and luxury, he was also an individual­
ist who preached the supremacy of the individual conscience. Until 
the sixteenth century, the ultimate standard of human institutions 
and activities was not only religious, but promulgated by a universal 
Western Church. As Tawney eloquently demonstrates in Religion and 
the Rise of Capitalism, however often men exhibited personal greed 
and ambition, there was none the less a generally agreed conception 
of how the individual ought to behave. rhe idea �e shoul9 
pursue his_personal economic ends to the limit, provided thitlie "kep! 
��'!_!h�o-reign-to the medieval mind, which regarded the 
���veeya5aQucy, arid the private accumulatio11 of 
wealth as � danger to the soul. 

The Reformation made possible the growth of Calvinism, and the 
establishment of the Protestant work ethic. It was not long before 
poverty was regarded as a punishment for idleness or fecklessness, 
and the accumulation of wealth as a reward for the virtues of industry 
and thrift. 

Durkheim later pointed out that the growth of individualism was 
also related to the division of labour. As societies grew larger and 
more complex, occupational specialization led to greater differentia­
tion between individuals. The growth of cities furthered looser, less 
intimate social relations; and, whilst the individual gained personal 
freedom by being emancipated from the intimate ties which char­
acterize smaller societies, _he became vulnerable to.!fnomJf., the alier:t­
��ch results from no longer conf�f!!ling_!o_ any tra�itional code. 

In the tfiesis to which I have already referred, Abbs points out that, 
according to the Oxford English Dictionary, i!JVas not until 1 674 that 
� 'sel�' took on. its modem meaning�·� �rmarLenLsu�j_ect 
of succesSive and varying �tates of consciousness'. He goes on to list a 
�umber ·of instances of 'self' forming compounds with other words 
which all entered the language at roughly the same time. 

79 



THE S!Gl"IFICANCE OF THE ll"D!VIDUAL 

Self-sufficient ( 1598), self-knowledge ( 16 13), self-made 
(1 6 1 5), self-seeker ( 1632), selfish (1 640), self-examination 
(1 64 7), selfhood (1649), self-interest (1649), self-knowing 
(1 667), self-deception (1 677) , self-determination (1 683), self­
conscious (1 687)_ 1 1 

Abbs also remarks that the word individual originally denoted 
in!J!"visibl� and could, for example, be used of the Trinity or of a '  
married couple, meaning 'not to be parted'. Abbs writes: 

The gradual inversion of meaning for the word 'individual', 
moving from the indivisible and collective to the divisible and 
distinctive, carries quiedy within itself the historical develop­
ment of self-consciousness, testifies to that complex dynamic of 
change which separated the person from his world making him 
self-conscious and self-aware, that change in the structure of 
feeling which during the Renaissance shifted from a sense of 
unconscious fusion with the world towards a state of conscious 
individuation. 1 2 

In societies in which the function of the artist, whether painter, 
sculptor, musician, or story-teller, was to serve the community by 
giving expression to traditional wisdom, his skills were valued, but 
his individuality was not. Today, 'we demand that he shall display·! 
originality, and that what he produces shall bear the unmistakable 
imprint of his uniqueness. We treat a genuine Titian with reverence; 
but if some art historian tells us that it is only a copy, however 
beautiful, we are likely to pass by on the other side. The commercial 
value of a work of art depends upon its demonstrable authenticity 
rather than upon its intrinsic merit. �rt has become an indiviq�!ll ' 
�tatement an�. for_the a� him�elf.L.!_ means whereby he can pursue 
his own self-realization. 

AUtObi���phYd�ioped from the confessional. St Augustine 
provided the model in his Confessions. However, the word 'auto­
biography' was not introduced until much later. A quotation from 
Southey dated 1 809 is the first example of the word's use given by 
the Oxford English Dictionary. Over the centuries, autobiography 
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changed from being ��_e-of �e sou!'s relation with God to a� 
��!._far �ore like that o� p�ycho�-�llalysis. In recounting the 
circumstances of his lifeTrom childhood onward, the autobiographer 
sought to define the influences which had shaped his character, to 
portray the relationships which had most affected him, to reveal the 
motives which had impelled him. In other words, the autobiographer 
became a writer who was attempting_!Q make a coherentnarranve out 

------ . �-- - - -- -
Q!'_his_ Ii(e, and, in the process of doing so,�E!_ng perhaps !����v�� 
its meaning. �

The modern psycho-analyst is concerned to make coherent sense 
out of his patient's life-story in much the same way. As I suggested 
earlier, this is an important aspect of the therapeutic endeavour. 
Psycho-analysis is not necessarily successful in ridding people of 
neurotic symptoms or in altering the basic structure of personality; 
but any enterprise which promises to make sense of the chaotic 
aspects of an individual's life will continue to appeal to people on that 
ground alone. 

The literary genre of autobiography is now so popular that men 
and women oflittle interest and no distinction feel impelled to record 
their life-stories. It may be the case that, the less a person feels 
himself to be embedded in a family and social nexus, the more he 
feels that he has to make his mark in individual fashion. Originality 
implies being bold enough to go beyond accepted norms. Sometimes 
it involves being misunderstood or rejected by one's peers. Those 
who are not too dependent upon, or too closely involved with, others, 
find it easier to ignore convention. Primitive societies find it difficult 
to allow for individual decisions or varieties of opinion. When the 
maintenance of group solidarity is a prime consideration, originality 
may be stifled. Bruno Bettelheim studied Israeli adolescents who had 
been brought up in kibbutzim. He found that the high value placed 
�on shared group feelings was )_I!imical to �reatlvity. 

-

I believe they find it nearly impossible to have a deeply personal 
opinion that differs from the group's, or to express themselves 
in a piece of creative v.rriting - not because of the repression of 
feelings alone, but because it would shatter the ego. If one's ego 
is a group ego, then to set one's private ego against the group 
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ego is a shattering experience. And the personal ego feels too 
weak to survive when its strongest aspect, the group ego, gets 
lost. 1 3  

A manual on how to rear children which has had a wide circulation 
in the Soviet Union, stresses the need for fostering obedience in 
young children, since this 'provides the basis for developing that most 
precious of qualities: self-discipline'. The author goes on to ask: 

\Vhat about developing independence in children? We shall 
answer; if a child does not obey and does not consider others, 
then his independence invariably takes ugly forms. 14 

Soviet children are reported to be, on the whole, better behaved, less 
aggressive, and less delinquent than their \V estern counterparts. 
Whether they are less original is a question which I cannot answer; 
but judging from the way in which Soviet artists and musicians have, 
in the past, been forced to conform to collective norms, it seems 
improbable that originality, in a collectively-based society, is either 
prized or encouraged. 

\Vhat has been called 'the culture of poverty' includes amongst 
other characteristics crowded living quarters, forced gregariousness, 
and an absence of privacy. Although many other factors, including 
lack of education, may be operating, such communal living may be 
one reason why the very poor lack spokesmen in the shape of writers. 
Writers come predominandy from the middle class iq �hich privacy 
is more easily obtainable; and-in which solidarity, �th f�a�d 
�elghbOur_s_·rs-n-ot so stringeritfydemanded. 
- � It is not ;nly-the highly creauve whowould not whole-heartedly 
agree with Bowlby's contention that intimate attachments to other 
human beings are the hub around which a person's life revolves. 
For the deeply religious, and especially for those whose vocation 
demands celibacy, attachment to God takes precedence over attach­
ment to persons. Although such people may succeed in loving their 
neighbours as themselves, the injunction 'Thou shalt love the Lord 
thy God with all thy heart and with all thy soul, and with all thy mind' 
is truly 'the first and great commandment' . 15 Throughout most of 
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Europe's recorded history, it. was assumed that ultimate happiness 
was not to be expected from human relationships and institutions, but 
could only be found in man's relation with the divine. 

Indeed, many of the devout believed that human relationships 
were an obstacle to communion with God. The founders of the 
monastic movement were the hermits of the Egyptian desert, whose 
ideal of perfection was only to be achieved through renunciation of 
the world, mortification of the flesh, and a solitary life of contempla­
tion and rigorous discipline. It was recognized very early that the life 
of the anchorite was not possible for everyone, and so the '£oe1_!_9biti�' 
tradition arose in which monks no longer lived alone but shared the 
life of dedication to God in communities. Intimate attachments, or 
desires for such attachments, are not unknown within the walls of 
monasteries, but they are regarded as intrusive distractions and 
firmly discouraged. 

Although learning was not a necessary feature of monastic life, the 
libraries of the monasteries preserved the learning of the past, and 
attracted those monks who had scholarly interests. In the twelfth and 
thirteenth centuries, the monasteries led an intellectual revival, and 
were pre-eminent in history and biography. 16  Perhaps monastic 
discipline and the absence of close personal ties not only facilitated 
the individual's relation with God, but also fostered scholarship. 

It would, I think, be quite wrong to assume that all those who have 
put their relation with God before their relations with their fellows 
are abnormal or neurotic. Some of those who choose the monastic or 
celibate life certainly do so for the 'wrong' reasons: because their 
human relationships have failed, or because they dislike taking 
responsibility, or because they want a secure haven from the world. 
But this is not true of all; and even if it were so, would not imply that a 
life in which intimate attachments to other human beings played little 
part was necessarily incomplete or inferior. 

The religious person might argue that modem psycho-analysts 
have idealized intimate attachments; that human relationships are, 
because of the nature of man, necessarily imperfect; and that 
encouraging people to look for complete fulfilment in this way has 
done more harm than good. As I suggested in the Introduction, the 
increasing prevalence of divorce in Western countries has come 
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about not only because there has been a decline in the numbers of 
those who apply Christian standards to marriage, but also because 
people have been encouraged to believe in the possibility of finding 
the 'right' person and the ideal relationship. 

Many fortunate people do make intimate relationships which 
continue until death, and which constitute their major source of 
happiness. But even the closest relationship is bound to have flaws 
and disadvantages, anci it is often because people do not accept this 
that they are more unhappy than they need be, and more inclined to 
abandon one another. If it is accepted that n_o__�o�h�v_�r 
idea!, it makes it easier to understand why men and women need 
other sources of fulfilment. As we have seen, many creative activities 
are predominantly solitary. They are concerned with self-realization 
and self-development in isolation, or with finding some coherent 
pattern in life .  The degree to which these creative activities take 
priority in the life of an individual varies with his personality and 
talents. Everyone needs some human relationships; but everyone 
also needs some kind of fulfilment which is relevant to himself 
alone. Provided that they have friends and acquaintances, those who 
are passionately engaged in pursuing interests which are important 
to them may achieve happiness without having�)'_ .... YfiY. close - - -
!elati<?��hlps. 
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Solitude and Temperament 

'In extraversion and introversion it is clearly a matter of two antithetical, 
natural attitudes or trends, which Goethe once referred to as diastole and 
systole. ' 

C. G. Jung 

Most psychiatrists and psychologists agree that human beings diff� 
i!}_Jell}J.>(!ra_ment, and that such differences _are largely inborn, 
however much they may be fostered or suppressed by the c{rcurri­
stances of childhood and by subsequent events in a person's life. 
This is especially true when considering the individual's reaction to 
solitude. At the very least, we all need the solitude of sleep; but, in 
waking life, people vary widely in how much they value experiences 
involving human relationships and how much they value what 
happens when they are alone. 

Jung introduced the terms e;JP.!]!ert and intr(Jl)ert in hi� book 
Psychological Types, which was firsLpu_blished ig_l9.2J . Following his 
break with Freud in l 9 1 3 , Jung went through a long-period of mental 
upheaval which was so intense that he described himself as 'being 
menaced by a psychosis' . 1  This is vividly described in his autobio­
graphy. During the next eight years, he published very little, since he 
was primarily preoccupied with recording and interpreting the stream 
of visions, dreams, and phantasies which threatened to overwhelm his 
reason. However, in the course of passing through this period of 
turmoii, Jung was able to forge from it his own, independent point of 
view; and the first fruits of this was Psychological Types. 

-

Jung claims that he became interested in the problem of types 
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when he was trying to understand the alternative interpretations of 
human nature advanced by Sigmund Freud and Alfred Adler. How 
was it that psychiatrists faced with the same psychological material 
could furnish such different explanations of its origin and meaning? 
Jung gives some illuminating examples of how particular cases can be 
explained by either point of \iew. He writes: 

For if we examine the two theories without prejudice, we cannot 
deny that both contain significant truths, and, contradictory as 
these are, they should not be regarded as mutually exclusive . . .  
Now, since both theories are in a large measure correct - that is 
to say, since they both appear to explain their material - it 
follows that a neurosis must have two opposite aspects, one of 
which is grasped by the Freudian, the other by the Adlerian 
theory. But how comes it that each investigator sees only one 
side, and why does each maintain that he has the only valid 
view?2 

Jung concluded that the fundamental difference lay in the way the 
two investigators regarded the relation between subject and object. In 
Jung's view, Freud saw the subject as being dependent upon, and 
largely shaped by, significant objects; more especially by parents and 
other important influences in early childhood. Hence, the patient's 
difficulties in object-relationships follow patterns established in the 
first few years. These are repeated in the transference situation 
which, as we have already observed in Chapter 1 ,  has become the 
central preoccupation of analysts from a variety of different schools. 

According to Jung, Adler sees the subject as having to protect 
himself against the undue influence of significant objects. 

Adler sees how a subject who feels suppressed and inferior tries 
to secure an illusory superiority by means of'protests', 'arrange­
ments', and other appropriate devices directed equally against 
parents, teachers, regulations, authorities, sitUations, institutions, 
and such. Even sexuality may figure amongst these devices. This 
view lays undue emphasis upon the subject, before which the 
idiosyncrasy and significance of objects entirely vanishes.3 
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Jung continues: 

Certainly both investigators see the subject in relation to the 
object; but how differently this relation is seen! With Adler 
the emphasis is placed upon a subject who, no matter what the 
object, seeks his own security and supremacy; with Freud the ----
e�laceA_ wholly up�l!_ ��i��which, according t� 
their specific character, either promote or hinder -the-subject's 

�------- ------- � � 
desire for pleasure. -- - -

There are certain oojections to categorizing Freud and Adler in 
this way which need not detain us here. Butjung's description makes 
it clear that Freud's attitude, which he calls fE!JJ__Verted, conceives the 
subject as primarily in search of, and moving toward, objects. Adler, 
on the other hand, takes the i��t:Yde_Pf conceiving the 
�l!_l>ject as prim:g:iJy_neediQg _tg_�blish autonomy andlndepeid-
ence, and hence f!!9Ving_away from objects.- -

--

Jung thought of extraversion and introversion as temperamental 
factors operating from the beginning of life, and as co-existing in 
everyone, although in varying measure. No doubt the ideal person 
would exhibit both attitudes in balanced fashion, but, in practice, one 
or other attitude generally predominated. 

According to Jung, neurosis followed if either extraversion or 
introversion became exaggerated. ��xtraversio_I!J�d_!o �e 
individual losing his own identity in the press of people and events. 
Extreme introversion threatened the subjectively preoccupied indi­
vidual with loss of contact with external reality. When this kind of -------· - ·  ----- - - - ------
exaggeration occurred, an unconscious process would be set in 
motion which would attempt to compensate for the individual's 
one-sided attitude. We need not pursue jung's further subdivision of 
types at this point; but we shall return to his view of the psyche as a 
self-regulating syst�m in a later chapter, since this is very much 
concerned with the internal development of the individual as a separate 
entity, and hence related to the principal subject of this book. 

Other observers have advanced classifications which, although 
they may emphasize different traits of personality, appear to be 
closely connected with the extravert-introvert dichotomy. 
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The art historian, Wilhelm Worringer, wrote a dissertation in 
1 906, which became his famous /lbtraction and Emt?_athy. It is the 
subject of a chapter in Psychological Types, but deserves to be read in 
its own right. Worringer stated that modern aesthetics was based 
upon the behaviour of the contemplating subject. He wrote: 

Aesthetic enjoyment is objectified self-enjoyment. To enjoy 
aesthetically means to enjoy myself in a sensuous obje,ct diverse 
from myself, to emoathise mxself into it. 5 

But Worringer perceived that the concept of empathy was not 
applicable to long periods of art history, nor to every variety of art. 

Its Archimedian point is situated at one pole of human artistic 
feeling alone. It will only assume the shape of a comprehensive 
aesthetic system when it has united with the lines that lead from 
the opposite pole. 

We regard as this counter-pole an aesthetics which proceeds 
not from man's urge to empathy, but from his urge to abstrac­
tion. Just as the urge to empathy as a pre-assumpti;;n-of 
aesthetic experience finds its gratification in the beauty of the 
organic, so the urge to abstraction finds its beauty in the 
life-denying inorganic, in the crystalline or, in general terms, in 
all abstract law and necessity.6 

Worringer regarded �J?sf!llC_tioP._l!s originating from anxie_!Y; an 
attempt by man to create order and regularity in the face of a world in 
which he felt himself to be at the mercy of the unpredictable forces of 
Nature. The polarity is between trust in Nature, �!_l�of Natur_e. 
Worringer perceived that extreme empathy led to 'losing oneself' in 
the object - the danger already mentioned in connection with 
exaggerated extraversion. Geometric form, on the other hand, 
represented an abstract regularity not found in Nature. Worringer 
wrote of primitive man: 

In the necessity and� of geometric abstraction he 
could find repose. It was seemingly purified of all dependence 
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upon the things of th.e.. outer world, as well as from the 
contemplating subject himself. It was the only absolute form 
that could be conceived and attained by man. 7 

Thus, abstraction is linked with detachment from the potentially 
dangerous object, with safety, and with a sense of personal integrity 
md power. This is also the kind of satisfaction which the scientist 
�xperiences in his encounters with Nature. A new hypothesis leading 
to a law which will predict events originates from perceived regular­
ities, from the ability of the scientist to detach himself, his own 
mbjective feelings, from whatever phenomena he is studying, and, 
when proven, gives an enhanced power over Nature. For example, 
recent work suggests that measuring changes in gravity in the vicinity 
Jf volcanoes may lead to an increased capacity to predict eruptions, 
which are still some of the most powerful and unpredictable natural 
!vents threatening the lives of men. 

�_QstractiQ_n_, then, is connected with self-preservation; with the 
<\dlerian, intr�eriear1eed-t�- est�blish distance from the �bje�·t, 
� --- -�- -- · --- ·- · . - -- - . .. .. ____ __,__ 
�ependen�e_ana, -where possible_,_�on_!l"_o!. 

These two attitudes orpoles of human nature are also reflected in 
Liam Hudson's classification of human beings into divergers and 
mroergers. Hudson became interested in the preferences of clever 
;choolboys; whether they were principally attracted toward the 
1rts or the sciences. He found that these preferences were linked 
.vith a number of other traits of character which supported the 
Jopular notion that the Scientist and the Artist are different sorts 
Jf person. 

Convergers, who tend to specialize in the 'hard' sciences, or 
Jossibly in the classics, have the kind of intelligence which shows at 
ts best in conventional intelligence tests of the kind in which there 
s only one correct answer to a question. They are less good at 
open-ended' tests in which a variety of answers are possible. In their 
;pare time, convergers pursue mechanical or technical hobbies and 
;how comparatively little interest in the lives of other people. They 
1ave conventional attitudes to authority, are emotionally inhibited, 
md seldom recall their dreams. 

Divergers, in contrast, choose the arts or biology as their preferred 
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subjects. They are less good at conventional intelligence tests, better 
at open-ended tests where creative phantasy is demanded. Their 
spare-time activities are connected with people rather than with 
things. They have unconventional attitudes to authority, are emo­
tionally uninhibited, and often recall dreams. 

Modem elaborations of tests purporting to measure extraversion 
and introversion as defined in textbooks of psychology do not 
necessarily show such close parallels between extraversion and ' 
divergence, and between introversion and convergence as one might 
expect; but we are here concerned with only one major aspect; the 
relation between subject and object. Di\'ergers, like extrave�, seem 
able easily to identify with other people, and to � op-en-toward them. 
fg_nvergers, like introverts, seem to withdraw from others, and to be 
more at ease with inanimate objects or with abstract concepts than 
they are with people. This is a generalization from extremes. No 
human being is all convergent, or all divergent; but these attitudes do 
seem to be manifested early in life, and to be remarkably persistent. 

Another dichotomy which marches hand in hand with those we 
have just outlined is given by Howard Gardner in his book on the 
significance of children's drawings. He discerns two types of children 
whom he calls patterners and dramatists. Both groups are described as 
being of equal intelligence and charm, but as exhibiting 'strikingly 
different approaches to their daily experience' .  These differences are' 
detectable from the age of three and a half; that is, from about th,­
time when the child first begins to link the act of drawing with his 
actual perception of the world about him, rather than simp]� 
scribbling whatever subjectively occurs to him. Gardner writes: 

On the one hand we have encountered a cadre of young 
children whom we have come to call patterners. These young­
sters analyze the world very much in terms of the configurations 
they can discern, the patterns and regularities they encounter, 
and, in particular, the physical attributes of objects - their 
colors, size, shape, and the like. Such pattemers enthusiastically 
arrange blocks on top of one another, endlessly experiment with 
forms on the table or in their drawings, constantly match objects 
with one another, build pairs and trios and the like; but they 
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spend little time re-e.iU.cting- familiar scenes in play and they 
engage in relatively little social conversation (though they 
certainly understand what is said). 

Sharply contrasted with these youngsters is the population we 
have touted as dramatists. These children are keenly interested 
in the structure of events that unfold in their vicinity - the 
actions, adventures, clashes, and conflicts that befall the world 
of individuals, as well as the fantastic tales describing even more 
gripping events, which they ask to hear over and over again. 
While patterners cling to the activities of drawing, modeling 
with clay, and arrangement of numerical arrays, the dramatists 
prefer to engage in pretend play, in storytelling, in continuing 
conversation and social exchange with adults and peers. For 
them, one of life 's chief pleasures inheres in maintaining contact 
with others and celebrating the pageantry of interpersonal 
relations. Our pattemers, on the other hand, seem almost to 
spurn the world of social relations, preferring instead to 
immerse (and perhaps lose) themselves in the world of (usually 
visual) patterns. 8 

Although Gardner does not use these terms himself, I think it is 
clear that the patterners could be described as predominantly 
introverted, or perhaps as potential convergers; whilst the dramatists 
are predominantly extraverted, perhaps potential divergers. More­
over, the pattemers, who are less concerned with, or even avoidant 
of, people, resemble convergers in being preoccupied with finding or 
imposing order. The dramatists resemble divergers in being more 
concerned with people and with telling stories. 

It is tempting to hazard a guess that, if any of these children later 
show creative potential, the dramatists will become novelists, poets, 
or playwrights, whilst the pattemers will incline toward the sciences 
or philosophy. Only research involving years of following the growth 
and development of the two types of children will confirm or disprove 
this supposition. We are not even sure that these attitudes are quite 
as persistent as they appear to be. Perhaps those who begin as 
pattemers later develop more of the characteristics of the dramatists, 
and vice versa. 
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What is important to realize is that Gardner's observations are 
another indication that the current emphasis upon relationships as 
the major determinant of mental health may be misplaced. There is 
no reason to suppose, from Gardner's descriptions, that the more 
introverted children, who were primarily concerned with pattern­
making rather than with other people, were neurotic or abnormal; 
and the same holds true of Liam Hudson's convergers. Perhaps 
the ability to distance oneself from over-involvement with others, 
and the capacity to make a coherent pattern of one's life, are also 
important factors in attaining peace of mind and maintaining 
mental health. 

In the previous chapter, reference was made to two factors which 
promoted a person's recovery from neurotic disorders: first, the 
adoption of some scheme or system of thought which appeared to 
make sense of the patient's distress; secondly, the achievement of a 
fruitful relationship with another person. 

The need to make sense of one's experience is, of course, not 
confined to neurotic distress, but is an essential part of man's 
adaptation as a species. The development of intelligence, of con­
sciousness, of partial emancipation from the governance of instinctive 
patterns, has made man into a reflective animal who feels the need to 
interpret, and to bring order to, both the world of external reality and 
the inner world of his imagination. Much of the emphasis placed on 
the transference situation in psycho-analysis is due to its being an. 
element common to different psycho-analytic schools. The factor of 
making sense of the patient's experience is underemphasized partly 
because different analysts may view the same experience in very 
different ways . 

In the end, one has to make sense of one's own life, however 
influential guidance from mentors may have been. The pattern made 
is not necessarily 'true' in any provable fashion, although it is possible 
to say that some views are closer to what is objectively known of the 
world than are others. But the need is there; and if it appears more 
obviously in the psychology of introverts, convergers, and patterners 
than it does in the psychology of extraverts, divergers, and dramatists, 
this does not mean that it is not present in the latter group as well as 
in the former. Even the most introverted persons need some human 

92 



SOLITUDE Al"D TB-IPERAMEl"T 

relationships; even the l'iiQst !'!xtraverted persons need some pattern 
and order in their lives. 

Temperamental differences between human beings may be chiefly 
determined genetically, but are, of course, influenced by a variety of 
environmental factors during the individual's development. We have 
so far been considering varieties of temperament which are 'normal', 
but neurotic attitudes, and psychotic attitudes also, are but exaggera­
tions of normal human tendencies. At the time of writing, it is 
generally considered that the highly introverted person is more 
pathological than the very extraverted person. This is because of the 
current emphasis upon object relationships, and the disregard of 
processes which take place in solitude. However, there is a link 
between extraversion and introversion and two different types of 
personality which can be labelled pathological, and which may be 
disturbed in any degree from the slightly cranky to the psychotic. I 
shall refer to these two varieties of personality as g!}Jressive and 
schizoid. All such classifications of personality are inadequate, since 
theytail to do justice to man's infinite variety. But if we are to make 
any attempt to understand the different ways in which different kinds 
of individuals experience the world, we must use classifications as 
guidelines. What is particularly relevant to our present purposes is 
that both types of person have an especial need to be alone, although 
for different reasons. 

Chapter 2 was concerned with the capacity to be alone. The need to 
be alone differs from the capacity to be alone in its suggestion that, at 
times, other people constitute a hindrance, interference, or threat. 

At first sight, it may seem odd to write of extraverts needing to be 
alone since, by definition, extraverts are open, sociable people whose 
whole way of life is characterized by their confident relationship with 
others. However, as we hinted earlier, extraverts may lose contact 
with their subjective needs by becoming over-involved with, or losing 
themselves in, their objects. This is especially so of the type of 
extraverted person I call depressive, but is also part of the experience 
of most of us. 

Most members of Western cultures have had the experience of 
finding particular social occasions exhausting, and have welcomed 
the opportunity of a retreat into privacy in order to recover and 'be 
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themselves' again. If society is to function smoothly, there are bound 
to be occasions when one has to pretend; be welcoming when one is 
tired; smile when one wants to groan; or in other ways put on an act. 
Such dissimulation is fatiguing. 

The Victorian lady used regularly to retire for a 'rest' in the 
afternoon. She needed to do so because convention demanded that 
she should constantly be empathically alert to the needs of others 
without regard to any needs of her own. Her afternoon rest allowed 
her to recuperate from the social role of dutiful listener and 
ministering angel; a role which allowed no scope for self-expression. 
Even Florence Nightingale, who was far from being merely a 
ministering angel, found that the only way in which she could study 
and write was to develop a neurotic illness which released her from 
the burden of household duties and enabled her to retire to the 
solitude of the bedroom. 

Social pretences are temporary and deliberate examples of the 
device of the false self, based upon compliance, which \Vinnicon 
described, and which was discussed in Chapter 2. Winnicon was 
concerned with patients who had habitually adopted this mask from 
early childhood; who had lost touch \\ith their true, inner feelings, 
and who were therefore unaware that they were living lives which 
were inauthentic. But most well-behaved adults feel that, on some 
social occasions, they need to be more than usually compliant, and 
remain well aware that the persona which they are presenting does not 
reflect their true feelings. There is always some discrepancy between 
an individual's public face and what he is in private. 

People vary considerably in the degree to which they can be their 
true selves in company. Some enviable mortals seem able, from their 
earliest years, to express whatever they are feeling in the presence of 
comparative strangers \\ithout fear of being rebuffed, disapproved of, 
contradicted, or made to feel foolish. It seems likely that this kind 
of security springs from repeated experiences of the kind which 
\Vinnicon describes: of having been able, as an infant, to be alone in 
the presence of the mother \\ithout anxiety; and, in later childhood, 
of feeling loved and unconditionally accepted. 

Other individuals find it difficult to be authentically themselves 
even in the presence of their spouses, lovers, or closest friends and 
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relatives . Such individuals�_whjlst not going so far as to construct a 
false self which entirely replaces the true self at a conscious level, 
have an especial need to be alone which goes beyond the occasional 
demand for solitude referred to above. One possibility, plausible but 
as yet unproven, is that this especial need to be alone in adult life is 
derived from, or has been enhanced by, some degree of insecure 
:attachment in early childhood. The child who has not, in infancy, 
formed secure bonds of trust with attachment figures, may react to 
:parents, and later to other people, in a variety of ways; but I suggest 
that these variants are founded upon two basic themes. The first is 
placation; the second, avoidance. I shall try to show that placation 
is associated with the development of a depressive personality, 
whilst avoidance is associated with the development of a schizoid 
personality. 

We are not yet in a position to determine all the factors which 
govern whether or not an infant becomes securely attached. As noted 
in Chapter 1 ,  attachment varies in quality and in intensity. It is 
certain that insecure attachment, though sometimes the result of 
injudicious handling, lack of affection, or rejection by the mother, is 
not always to be blamed on her. Infants differ genetically, and some 
:may be incapable of forming secure bonds of attachment, however 
.much loving care they are given. This is true of some children who 
are later termed 'autistic' .  

One common pattern of parent-child interaction which leads to 
insecurity and over-compliance can be outlined. A child who is not 
spumed nor in any way ill-treated may yet grow up to feel that his 
parents' love for him is conditional. Such a child comes to believe 
' that continuance of his parents' love for him, and hence his security, 
depends, not upon being his authentic self, but upon being what his 
parents require him to be. Parents who induce this kind of belief in 
: their children are often deeply concerned about their welfare, but are 
apt to demand impossibly high standards of'good' behaviour, making 
the child believe that its instinctive drives and spontaneous responses 
are wrong. In extreme instances, this leads to the formation of a false 
self built on identification with the parent, and the total repression of 
: the true self. In less extreme cases, the child displays a false self when 
in the company of others, but maintains a true self which only 

95 



SOLITUDE Ar-.!D TE:\tPER-\:\tE!\T 

emerges when he is alone. This is one reason for developing an 
especial need to be alone. 

A child who shows this kind of partial compliance is clearly not 
going to incorporate the inner sense of his own worth which develops 
in children who are certain that their parents' love for them will be 
unconditionally continued. Confidence that one is of value and 
significance as a unique individual is one ofth�_!!lOSt precious · - --::::_.------- -- ---··- ---------- - - -- - - --- --
possessions which anyone can h�� .. Whether or not genetic factors ' 
are concerned with the development of this kind of confidence, it is 1 

certainly furthered or hindered by the quality of love which parents 
extend. 

Children who feel that they have to be compliant to the extent of 
partially denying or repressing their true natures are bound to remain 
dependent on external sources for the maintenance of self-esteem. 
Such a child will develop into an adult who will continue to feel that 
he has to be successful, or good, or approved of by everyone, if he is 
to retain any sense of his own value. This necessarily makes him 
especially vulnerable to the reverses in life which we all have to 
endure: to failure in an examination or in competition for a job; to 
rejection by an actual or potential lover; to bereavement or to any 
other form of loss. Such unpleasant events make all of us temporarily 
resentful or low-spirited or both; but, in the case of those who 
possess little or no built-in self-esteem, may precipitate a devastating 
plunge into the hell of severe depression. 

People who react to disapproval, failure, or loss by becoming so 
severely depressed that they are clearly 'ill', seem to lack any inner 
resources to which they may tum in the face of misfortune. For them, 
hazards which to others are challenges precipitate feelings of total 
hopelessness and helplessness. Some business men who become 
bankrupt set to and start a new enterprise. Others cast themselves 
from a window on the thirtieth floor. The latter variety behave as 
though there were no second chances in life; as though they 
were entirely dependent for maintaining their self-esteem 
upon the success of whatever enterprise was currently engaging 
them, without taking into account past blessings or future 
possibilities. It is as if any love or recognition which they had won 
in the past counted for nothing; as if there were nothing inside 
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themselves to which to turfi, no s.ense ofbeing_jntrinsicalf.y_ �orthwhile . 
Patients suffering from depression of such severity that they are 

labelled psychotic often complain that they feel empty; that there is 
something missing, a void within which can never be filled. Utter­
ances of this kind, especially when accompanied by fears of organic 
disease, are often dismissed as hypochondriacal delusions. It is more 
appropriate to consider such statements as metaphors which express 
a psychological truth. �eve rely depressed patients �eallx_gq lac.� 
something within which other, less vulnerable people possess; a':l 
incorporated sense of the!!_=own -\'alu�_as.. persons. 

-

People who can be precipitated into severedepression in this way 
are those referred to earlier as �ressive personalitiey. It must be 
emphasized that this is a shorthand description which does not 
include every variety of potentially depressed person, but which can 
be aptly applied to those displaying this common type of vulnerability. 

People of this temperament, or possessing this psychopathology, 
usually adopt a placatory attitude toward others because they cannot 
afford to disagree or risk anything which might cause offence or incur 
disapproval. Because the price of approval is compliance, which must 
involve some degree of dissimulation, this type of individual needs to 
get away from other people in order to be himself unimpeded by the 
need to please. 

A 'masochistic', submissive stance toward others must involve the 
repression of aggression. The person who cannot stand up to other 
people, or assert himself when this is appropriate, represses his 
hostility. When he becomes depressed, his hostility toward others is 
displaced and becomes directed against himself in the form of 
self-reproach. As Freud pointed out in his classic paper, 'Mourning 
and Melancholia', the reproaches which the depressed person levels 
against himself are usually explicable as reproaches which he would 
like to have directed at someone close to him, but which he dared 
not express for fear of antagonizing a person upon whose love he 
depends.9 

People of this kind constitute a considerable fraction of psychiatric 
practice. They also respond well to psychiatric treatment. It is easier 
to facilitate self-assertion in the timid than it is to induce humility 
i!l the overweeni�g. But it �be-emphasized that not all pati;nts 
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who suffer from recurrent depression are of the type just described. 
So-called 'bipolar', manic-depressive patients, who suffer from 
episodes of mania or hypomania as well as depression, are generally 
less inhibited, compliant, and self-effacing than the vulnerable 
people who only suffer from recurrent depression. 

If a person with a depressive personality is in any way gifted, he 
may find that he can best express his true self in some form of 
creative work rather than in interaction with others. Since people of 
this temperament are predominantly extraverted, dramatists rather 
than patterners, divergers rather than convergers, it is likely that any 
gifts which they possess will be channelled in the direction of 
story-telling, plays, poetry, opera, or toward other creative pursuits 
which are chiefly concerned with human beings, although the people 
with whom they are involved may be creatures of their imagination. 

It has sometimes been remarked that writers are disappointing to 
meet. This is often because their true personalities only emerge in 
their writings, and are concealed during the ordinary interchanges of 
social life .  This does not apply to all writers; only to those who exhibit 
the temperament which has just been described. Writers, like other 
artists, display a variety of temperaments, from the flamboyance of a 
Balzac to the withdrawal of a Kafka; but the depressive temperament 
is particularly common amongst them. 

The second variety of person who shows a special need to be alone 
is introverted, and, when disturbed or clearly pathological, is labelled 
schizoid. It was suggested earlier that there may be a link between the 
development of this kind of personality and the type of infantile 
behaviour which attachment theorists call a·voidance. Once again, it 
must be emphasized that such a link is speculative and would not, 
even if established by research, solve the problem of how far that 
personality type is determined by nature and how far by nurture. 

In Chapter 1, we touched on Bowlby's work on the behaviour of 
young children who have been separated from the mother. When 
reunited with the mother after a period of separation, infants show 
avoidance by averting their gaze, by turning the back toward the 
mother, and by moving away from contact. If picked up, the infant 
displa}ing avoidance may scream and struggle, only ceasing to do so 
when put down. Alternatively, without struggling and screaming, it 
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may stretch out toward sori}� oQject in the room, and when set down, 
occupy itself with this objec-t rather than with the mother. Such 
avoidance behaviour is usually only temporary and disappears after 
a period of time which depends partly on the duration of the 
separation and partly upon the infant's previous relationship with the 
mother. 

But separation is not the only circumstance prompting avoidance 
behaviour. According to Mary Main and Donna R. Weston, mothers 
who show aversion to physical contact with the infant during the first 
three months of the infant's life are likely to induce avoidance 
behaviour in the infant by the end of its first year. Mothers who 
demonstrate angry or threatening behaviour also induce avoidance in 
their infants. 

Mothers of mother-avoidant infants mocked their infants or 
spoke sarcastically to or about them; some stared them down. 1 0  

Mothers who go further and actually batter their babies produce 
infants who, as compared with controls, are 

more avoidant of peers and care-givers in response to friendly 
overtures, more likely to assault and threaten to assault them, 
and more likely to show unpredictable aggressive behaviour 
toward care-givers. 1 1  

In addition, mothers who are coldly unresponsive, that is, who show 
neither pleasure in response to their infants nor any reaction even 
when attacked by them, cause avoidance behaviour in their infants. 
i\lone of these descriptions of maternal behaviour implies that such 
behaviour is the only cause of avoidance in the infant. Genetic 
differences, or brain damage, may also be implicated. 

More research is needed before a confident interpretation of the 
biological purpose of avoidance behaviour can be given; but one 
interesting idea, particularly relevant to the main theme of this book, 
is that �voidance may permit the infant to m�il!.!�n con_tr�l �· 
Qexibility i� organization of, its own behaviour. Mary Main and 
D�ston wnte: 

-- - - -
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What is 'behavioral disorganization'? Behavior can be called 
disorganized when it vacillates between opposite extremes 
without reference to changes in the environment or when it 
appears repeatedly in an environment that does not call for it. 1 2  

When mothers both threaten their infants and also reject physical 
contact with them, they place them in an impossible position. Threats 
of any kind, from any source, stimulate an intense need for 
attachment on the part of the infant, because the prime function of 
attachment is protection from the threat of danger. But if the source 
of the threat is the very person to whom the infant must turn for 
protection, the infant is faced with a conflict which cannot be 
resolved. Placed in such a situation, the infant exhibits vacillation 
between approach, avoidance, and angry behaviour. This disorga­
nization of behaviour can only be alleviated by the infant turning away 
from everything to do with the mother. 
' It is clear that avoidance implies a deeper disturbance in the 
relation between the infant and its mother than does compliance. 
This may be connected with the fact that avoidance is manifested at 
an earlier stage in the infant's development than the more sophisti­
cated behaviour of compliance. A,yoidance is connected with _!he i_�ar 
pf�eing <!a!ll�ged or destroyed by haili!itr:_ Compl�e is concerneq 
with � of love �11g withqraw_n. Avoidance suggests doubt as to 
whether love has ever been proffered. Compliance implies recogni� 
tion that love is available, but doubts whether it will last. 

· These patterns of behaviour are most obviously manifested in tht 
pathological types of personality which warrant the labels 'schizoid 
or 'depressive', but can also be detected as underlying factors in the 
attitudes of 'normal' people toward others. Students of the work ol 
Melanie Klein will at once link these ideas with yet another 
dichotomy: the stages of infant development which she described as 
the 'paranoid-schizoid position' and the 'depressive position'. 
Although many of Melanie Klein's concepts remain unproven and 
unprovable, her belief that 'psychotic' mechanisms underlie and 
affect the emotional attitudes of 'normal' people is convincing. For 
example, it is only if we accept the existence of a latent paranoid 
potential lurking in the recesses of the normal mind that we can 
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explain the mass delusions� which led to the persecution of witches 
and the Nazi slaughter of the Jews. Vast numbers of ordinary men 
and women held beliefs about witches and Jews which, if they had 
been expressed by one or two individuals instead of by whole 
communities, would have been dismissed as paranoid delusions. 
There are extremely primitive, irrational mental forces at work in the 
minds of all of us which are usually overlaid and controlled by reason, 
but which find overt expression in the behaviour of those whom we 
call mentally ill, and which also manifest themselves in the behaviour 
of normal people when under threat or other forms of stress. No one 
is so exquisitely well-balanced that he or she does not use avoidance 
or compliance to some extent in encounters with other people. Yet 
these attitudes can justifiably be linked with the very early varieties of 
behaviour in infants which were described above, and also with the 
pathological phenomena characteristic of the insane. 

One of the most characteristic traits of the people whom psychiat­
rists label schizoid is th_eir ina.hility to make close rela.tionships�ith 
p_�op!� _without fee!if!S"__!hreatened. The typical schizoid dilemma is a 
desperate neeg_fuLlo�()I_!l�ined_with an equally_gesEerate fear of 
close involvement. Kafka was a writer who vividly portrayed this 
---- -=:.. dilemma in extreme form, and who also used avoidance in adult life 
in order that he could employ his writing as a means of preventing 
'behavioral disorganization'. 

Although Kafka, during his brief life, made a number of friends 
who were deeply fond of him and who sometimes idealized him, he 
said that, even with his closest friend and later biographer, Max 
Brod, he had never been able to hold a prolonged conversation in 
which he had really revealed himself. Strangers always constituted a 
threat. In a letter dated June 1 9 13 ,  Kakfa wrote : 

But if I am in an unfamiliar place, among a number of strange 
people, or people whom I feel to be strangers, then the whole 
room presses on my chest and I am unable to move, my whole 
personality seems virtually to get under their skins, and every­
thing becomes hopeless. 1 3  

During childhood and adolesence, Kafka was deeply ashamed of 
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his body, which he considered disgracefully skinny and weak. It was 
not until he was twenty-eight years old that he felt able to appear in 
public swimming pools without embarrassment. His alienation from 
the body, which is characteristic of schizoid personalities, contributed 
to his doubts about the validity of his own existence, and to his fears 
that other people would overwhelm or destroy him. Even when he 
was afflicted with stomach ache, he imagined the pain as being 
caused by a stranger who was attacking him with a club. This 
paranoid phantasy is exactly comparable to those attributed by 
Melanie Klein to infants who are still in the paranoid-schizoid phase 
of development. According to her account, the human infant, 
because of its helplessness, reacts to frustration as if it were 
persecution, and fears its own destruction by the powerful parents on 
whom it depends. According to the Kleinian view, infants attribute to 
those who care for them intensely destructive impulses which are 
really part of their own psychology; that is, they employ the 
psychological mechanism of paranoid projection. In later life, suffer­
ing is liable to resuscitate these early emotions, and is therefore 
experienced as an attack upon the self from outside rather than as an 
internal experience. Whether or not one accepts Melanie Klein's 
view of the infant's psyche during the first months of life, Kafka's 
account of his reaction to strangers and to his own pain certainly 
attests the persistence and importance of paranoid projection in his 
psychology. 

Given this temperament, it is not surprising that Kakfa had 
difficulties in his relationships with women. For five years, he was 
deeply involved with a girl called Felice Bauer, to whom he proposed 
marriage in June 1 9 13 .  But, during the whole of this period, the 
couple, who lived respectively in Prague and Berlin, met on no more 
than nine or ten occasions, often for no more than an hour or two. 
The relationship was almost entirely epistolary. Kafka's letters, which 
are frequently distressing, display an intense need for Felice and a 
painful anxiety about her whereabouts, even about what she is 
wearing or eating. He demands instant replies to his daily letters, and 
becomes acutely distressed if he does not hear from her. But Felice's 
actual presence is treated as threatening, at least when Kafka is 
writing: 
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You once said that you "would -like to sit beside me while I write. 
Listen, in that case I could not write at all. For writing means 
revealing oneself to excess; that utmost of self-revelation and 
surrender, in which a human being, when involved with others, 
would feel he was losing himself, and from which, therefore, he 
will always shrink as long as he is in his right mind - for 
everyone wants to live as long as he is alive - even the degree of 
self-revelation and surrender is not enough for writing. Writing 
that springs from the surface of existence - when there is no 
other way and the deeper wells have dried up - is nothing, and 
collapses the moment a truer emotion makes that surface shake. 
That is why one can never be alone enough when one writes, 
why there can never be enough silence around one when one 
writes, why even night is not night enough . 1 4  

Needless to say, the marriage did not take place. 
Kafka's need to be alone when writing might, at first sight, be 

interpreted simply as a reluctance to let anyone else see or criticize 
the self which his writing is revealing 'to excess' .  He may certainly 
have considered that he needed to revise and edit what he felt to be 
;;o intensely personal before he would let even his beloved Felice read 
it. But his anxiety goes further than this. Actual proximity threatened 
to undermine the fragile organization of his psyche. Kafka hovered 
:m the brink of psychosis. Erich Heller writes: 

Of course, this is a disposition akin to madness, separated only 
from it by a writing table, an imagination capable of holding 
together what appears to have an irresistible tendency to fall 
apart, and an intelligence of supreme integrity. 1 5  

This pattern of  intense emotional involvement on  paper combined 
.vith actual distance from the beloved was repeated in his later 
�elationship with Milena J esenska. It was not until the last year of his 
ife, when he was dying of tuberculosis, that Kafka was actually able 

cO move in and live with a woman, Dora Dymant. Even then, he 
·eferred to this step as 
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a reckless move which can only be compared to some great 
historical event, like Napoleon's Russian campaign . 1 6  

(, Kafka's fear was that �!�-involv�me?t w_o�� 
thing that ke t him sane; his ability to keep the conflicting J)arts of his 
persona icy together v means o ts �g. 1 out this, 'Things 
fall apart; the centre cannot hold. '17 The person whom Kafka mo�t 
needed was also a pe!J?etual threat. 

--

I suggested above that introverted or schizoid personalities, when 
possessed of creative abilities, were more likely to be drawn to 
philosophy or the hard sciences than toward fiction, since they are 
concerned with pattern-making rather than with story-telling. Kafka 
is so moving an example of what I have called the schizoid dilemma 
that I could not forbear to quote him, even though, at first sight, he 
may appear not to fit this hypothesis. But Kafka's terrifying fictional 
world is hardly concerned with real people. Many of his characters 
are not even given names, but are simply distiAguished by their 
functions; as doorkeeper, warder, or officer. Kafka's world is 
essentially that of the human being threatened by impersonal forces 
which he can neither understand nor master; the state of affairs 
which, in Worringer's view, produced abstraction rather than 
empathy. 

Another question remains. Kafka's ambivalence toward Felice and . 
Milena inevitably reminds one of the avoidant infant who fears the 
very person upon whom he most depends. But is there really any 
justification for linking adult personality traits with infantile be­
haviour? I think that there is, although I am also aware that some 
research demonstrates that children may change considerably over 
the years in response to different sets of circumstances. 

There is a curious paradox connected with this problem which is 
worth noting. Geneticists, and many psychologists, assume that 
inheritance is far more important than environment in determining 
adult personality. Psycho-analysts believe that environmental factors, 
especially those obtaining in infancy and early childhood, are the 
paramount forces shaping what people become. But the two camps 
join hands in supposing that these different factors act upon the 
individual early in life, and that the very young child is necessarily 
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father to the man or mother _to the woman, without taking much 
account of the possibility that later events in childhood and adolesc­
ence are also important determinants of adult personality. 
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8 
Separation, Isolation, and the 

Growth of Imagination 

'I think I could tum and live with animals, thq are so 

placid and self-contain 'd, 
I stand and look at them long and long. ' 

Walt Whitman 

In Chapter 6, it was suggested that an inner world of phantasy exists 
in every human being, and that interests in which imagination plays 
a part are, in many individuals, as important as interpersonal 
relationships in giving meaning to their lives. There is nothing 
pathological in the employment of imagination. We cannot dispense 
with phantasy: if we could, we should lose much of what makes us , 
distinctively human. But, as one would expect, imaginative capacity 
tends to become particularly highly developed in gifted individuals. 
who, for one reason or another, have passed rather solitary child­
hoods. We have already noted that the effects of solitude can be 
damaging or rewarding according to circumstances. Unless those 
circumstances are so inimically severe that they cause mental 
disintegration, absence of, or partial deprivation of, interpersonal 
relationships encourages imagination to flourish. 

Imagination is generally recognized to be particularly active in 
childhood, and is an especially evident resource in children who 
either spend a good deal of time alone because other children are not 
available, or who do so because they find it difficult to make 
relationships with their peers. The people who later devote their lives 
to pursuits in which imagination plays a major role have often started 
to do so in childhood to a greater extent than the average because 
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circumstances of separatio�J lo§S, or enforced isolation have impelled 
them in that direction. Isolated children often invent imaginary 
companions. Others go further, and invent stories in which a variety 
of imaginary persons take part. 

Various types of deprivation in early life may make it difficult for 
those who suffer them to achieve intimate attachments. But the 
development of an imaginary world can sometimes serve as a retreat 
from unhappiness, a compensation for loss, and a basis for later 
creative achievement. Some bereaved or very isolated children 
abandon any hope of making lasting intimate attachments, and only 
risk embarking upon relationships which are not so close. The 
relationships made by some creatively gifted people may be limited, 
incomplete, or stormy. Creative artists are quite likely to choose 
relationships which will further their work, rather than relationships 
which are intrinsically rewarding, and their spouses may well find 
that marital relations take second place. But this sequence of events is 
not invariable. There are examples of people who, as children, led 
isolated lives, but who nevertheless were able to make close rela­
tionships when adult. It is also not unknown for creative people, once 
they have achieved an intimate relationship, to lose some of their 
imaginative drive. 

Anthol}k Trolloge is one instance of a novelist who himself 
attribu�d th� development of his creative imagination to early 
isolation. In his autobiography, Trollope describes the misery of his 
schooldays at Harrow and Winchester. As a result of his father's 
poverty, his school bills were not paid, and his pocket-money was 
stopped. The facts became known to his schoolfellows. Large, 
awkward, ugly, he became what he describes as 'a Pariah', who had 
no friends and who was despised by his companions. He took refuge 
in phantasy. 

As a boy, even as a child, I was thrown much upon myself. I have 
explained, when speaking of my school-days, how it came to 
pass that other boys would not play with me. I was therefore 
alone, and had to form my plays within myself. Play of some 
kind was necessary to me then, as it has always been. Study was 
not my bent, and I could not please myself by being all idle. 
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Thus it came to pass that I was always going about with some 
castle in the air firmly built within my mind . 

Trollope describes these compensatory romances as occupying six 
or seven years of his life before he left school and started work in the 
Post Office, and as continuing in his mind even after he had started 
work. 

There can, I imagine, hardly be a more dangerous mental 
practice; but I have often doubted whether, had it not been my 
practice, I should ever have written a novel. I learned in this way 
to maintain an interest in a fictitious story, to dwell on a work 
created by my own imagination, and to live in a world altogether 
outside the world of my own material life. 1 

Trollope's pejorative appraisal of his daydreams as 'dangerous' 
recalls Freud's puritanical vision of phantasy as both childish and 
escapist. Yet Trollope's phantasy life later turned out to be so closely 
connected with the external world that some critics have dismissed 
his novels as being earthbound, pedestrian, and lacking in imagina­
tion. However, C. P. Snow calls him ' the finest natural psychologist 
of all nineteenth-century novelists'.2 

Snow is surely right in attributing Trollope's capacity for empathy 
to his early unhappiness. Feeling rejected, as we shall see in other 
instances, often leads to watchfulness; to a wary appraisal of the 
feelings and behaviour of others who may inflict further pain if one 
does not learn to please them. In this way, the budding novelist learns 
to observe human beings and to gauge their motives.  

Beatrix Potter is an interesting example of a writer who had a 
predominantly isolated childhood which, though not actively 
unhappy, caused her to grow up exceedingly shy and tongue-tied in 
company. Margaret Lane's biography of her, The Tale of Beatrix 
Potter, was first published in I 946. Humphrey Carpenter, in his 
chapter on Beatrix Potter in Secret Gardens, accuses Margaret Lane of 
exaggerating the writer's early loneliness and difficulties in making 
human relationships. 3 Carpenter points out that, in 1946, Beatrix 
Potter's secret journals, written in a code of her own invention, had 
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not been deciphered; and clai�s that, if they had been available, 
Margaret Lane would have> ·painted a different picture of her. 
However, a second edition of Margaret Lane's biography appeared in 
1 968 in which she makes considerable use of the journals and gives 
full acknowledgement to Leslie Linder, who broke Beatrix Potter's 
code and spent nine years transcribing what she had written. 

Beatrix Potter was born on 28 July 1 866, and remained an only 
child for her first five years. Attentive parents can sometimes 
compensate for the loneliness of an only child by sending the child to 
kindergarten, inviting other children to the house, and in other ways 
ensuring that opportunities for mixing with contemporaries are easily 
available. No such amenities were thought necessary for Beatrix 
Potter. She was provided with a Scottish nurse, given luncheon in the 
nursery, and taken for a walk in the afternoon. What more could 
a middle-class child, brought up in the well-to-do surroundings of 
Kensington, possibly want? 

She was never sent to school, did not share her parents' life to any 
great extent, and was given no opportunity of mixing with other 
children, apart from occasional encounters with cousins. Her parents 
did not entertain guests at home; the atmosphere was stiflingly 
respectable; and no attempt was made to meet the needs of children. 
Beatrix Potter was nineteen before she saw the Horse Guards, the 
Admiralty and Whitehall, for the Poner carriage seldom left the 
immediate environs of South Kensington. It is not surprising that 
she grew up to be ill-at-ease in company. Her only escapes from 
this 'Victorian mausoleum', as a cousin called it, were visits to her 
paternal grandmother at a house near Hatfield, occasional visits to 
.0ther relatives, and an annual family holiday in Scotland, where she 
'Jegan to take an interest in, and weave phantasies around, the lives of 
animals. She learned to read from the Waverley novels of Scott. Her 
first literary efforts seem to have been h}mns and 'sentimental 
descriptions of Scottish scenery' .4 

A younger brother, Bertram, made his appearance in due course 
but, as soon as he was old enough, was despatched to boarding 
school. A governess, Miss Hammond, became an encouraging 
presence who fostered Beatrix Poner's interest in nature and in 
drawing, but she left in the girl's early 'teens, saying that her pupil 

109 



SEP:\RATIO:\', ISOU.TIOS, Al'."D THE GROWTH OF I�IAGIKHIOI'." 

had already outstripped her. Although visiting governesses carne to 
teach her German and French, most of Beatrix Potter's hours were 
spent without human companionship. But she did manage to acquire 
pets: a rabbit, a couple of mice, some bats, and a family of snails. 
Margaret Lane writes: 

She had made friends with rabbits and hedgehogs, mice and 
minnows, as a prisoner in solitary confinement will befriend a 
rnouse.5 

It is interesting that, when her coded journal was finally de­
ciphered, no secrets which appeared to require concealment were 
revealed. Margaret Lane writes, very perceptively: 

No hidden self-cornrnunings, no secret fantasy, even singularly 
few complaints. She seems to have embarked on this labour of 
many years almost in spite of herself, driven by a restless urge 
to use her faculties, to stretch her mind, to let nothing of 
significance escape, to create something.6 

The journal was kept up until Beatrix Potter was thirty. Although 
its contents were unexciting, the fact that she wrote it assiduously for 
so many years argues that, for her, it was an important affirmation of 
her identity as an individual. In a household where little acknow­
ledgement of a child's separate individuality was offered, such 
affirmation of identity can seem to the child to be opposition to 
parents and therefore wrong. This may be the reason why the journal · 
had to be encoded. 

Her other creative activity was drawing, at which, as her books 
show, she became delightfully accomplished. 

When she was seventeen, Beatrix Potter was taught German by 
Annie Carter, with whom she became very friendly. When Miss 
Carter married, Beatrix Potter continued to correspond with her, and 
to take an interest in her children. The eldest of these, a boy called 
Noel, developed a long illness when he was five years old. In order to 
entertain him, Beatrix Potter sent him a long, illustrated letter 
recounting the adventures of Peter Rabbit. This was privately printed 
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as a book in 1 90 1 ,  and then brought out publicly in 1 902, by Warne 
& Co. -- , .  

, During the next ten years, The Tale of Peter Rabbit was followed 
by The Tale of Squi"el Nutkin, The Tale of Jemima Puddleduck, and 
by the tales of all the other charming creatures who became familiar 
to, and beloved by, subsequent generations of children. Beatrix 
Potter's drawings of animals are so exquisite that, some years ago, 
there was a special exhibition of them in London. It is interesting 
to observe that her drawings of people never reached the same 
high standard. Why should they? People, at that stage in her 
tife, had never meant as much to her as the tiny pets to whom 
she had given her heart, and whom she therefore observed more 
closely. 

It is also interesting that the creative period in which all her best 
books were written lasted a mere ten years. In 1 9 13 ,  in spite of bitter 
opposition from her parents, Beatrix Potter married a solicitor, and 
o5ettled down to farming in the Lake District. In 1 91 3  also, Beatrix 
fotter reached the age of forty-seven. It could be argued that, as age 
renders childhood increasingly remote, creativity based upon child-
1hood phantasy is bound to decline. It could also be surmised that, 
�When another human being became for the first time the emotional 
:.:entre of Beatrix Potter's life, the intensity of feeling with which she 
bad invested the lives of animals diminished, and her motive for 
�nventing stories about them disappeared. She is not the only 
!example of a writer whose interest in imaginative invention seems 
,to have declined in similar fashion; but other women writers, like 
1Trollope's mother, carried on writing in spite of marriage and 
•naternity. 

At the beginning of his chapter on Beatrix Potter to which we have 
111ready referred, Humphrey Carpenter postulates 

a stereotype in many people's minds of the typical children's 
writer of the late Victorian and Edwardian period. He or she is 
supposed to have been a lonely, withdrawn, introverted indi­
vidual, scarcely able to achieve normal human relationships, and 
only capable of communicating his or her deepest feelings by 
talking to children or writing books for them.7 
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I share Carpenter's dislike of stereotypes; but it is nevertheless 
quite often the case that adults who find it difficult to make 
relationships with their contemporaries are more at ease with 
children or animals, whether or not they happen to be writers. Let us 
briefly look at some examples of writers who showed these character­
istics and whose emotional development and choice of career were 
partly determined by early separation from their parents. 

Edward Lear, whose nonsense rhymes and comic drawings have 
entertained both adults and children for over a hundred years, was 
the twentieth child of his parents. When his father ran into debt, the 
family split up. �t the age of four, in order to ease the burden on his 
mother, Lear was entrustedTothe care of his elder sister, Ann. From 
thenon,- his -mother had nOthing furthe-;-to-do �ith his- upbringing. 
Vivien Noakes writes: 

He was a rather ugly, short-sighted, affectionate little boy, and 
he was bewildered and _hurt.l>�naccountable rejectiQ!!__9.f 
him.8 

Although his sister proved an affectionate guardian, and the family 
were later reunited, Lear seems never to have formed close ties with 
either parent, and, from the age of seven onward, was subject to 
recurrent attacks of depression which he called ' the Morbids' .  His 
psychological disturbance was further complicated by epilepsy and 
asthma. He grew up to become a lonely adult, predorninantl) 
homosexual, but probably never consummating his desires. 

His search was not _f()r p_by�!�ai __ IQ_ve,___Qut for someone wh? 
�ould want him as a person i_ll_th�-�-_!:hat -�is_pareJ!tS had not 
�anted him as a child. Through his sensibility and charm he 
was sought after as a friend, and he loved to be with children 
because they liked him and showed it. But what he was 
searching for, and n�Y�I found, was real spir�al involvement 
�ith another person. 9 

--

Vivien Noakes subtitles her biography 'The Life of a Wanderer', 
for Lear spent much of his life in travel, making his living as a painter. 
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Perpetual travel, or frequent mo:ves of house, are often engaged in by 
the maternally deprived or�-by" those who, for other reasons, find it 
difficult to create a place which they can consider 'home'. Lear, in 
spite of his charm and the lovable qualities which brought him many 
friends, never overcame his essential loneliness. 

Rudyard KiP.li!l,$ is a particularly striking example of a writer 
whose early deprivation and unhappiness had a profound effect upon 
his future. Kipling was born in Bombay on 30 December 1 865.  His 
father, John Lockwood Kipling, was principal of a school of art in 
that city. On 1 5  April 1 87 1 ,  Kipling's father and mother, together 
with his younger sister, who had been born on 1 1  June 1 868, 
returned to England for a six-month leave of absence. In those days, 
it was customary for the children of English parents living in India to 
be sent home for their education. This was partly to avoid the risks of 
disease and premature death, which were certainly greater in the hot 
climate of India, and partly for snobbish reasons. Children brought 
up by Indian 'ayahs' were less likely to acquire the habits and 
manners of the English middle-class. 

Kipling, just before his sixth birthday, was left with his sister in the 
care of a retired naval captain and his wife, Captain and Mrs 
Holloway. The parents did not inform their children that they were 
returning to India without them. Kipling was not to see his mother 
again until April 1 877. The five years which he spent in what he later 
called 'The House of Desolation' marked him for life .  He was bullied -:-:--'::----"--��-�---------by the Holloways' son, a boy some six years older, and ruthlessly 
punished, both by beatings and by enforced isolation, at the hands of 
the hateful Mrs Holloway. He was also bullied at the local day-school 
to which he was sent, and at which he performed badly. Every night 
he was cross-examined as to how he had spent his day. Each 
contradiction which the frightened, sleepy child produced was 
treated as a deliberate lie, and further proof of punishable wicked­
:ness. One of Kipling's biographers, Charles Carrington, remarks that 
his long years of suffering at the hands of Mrs Holloway taught him 

the stoic lessons that J.he mind m� happj!_!_ess, 
that any troubles can be endured if the sufferer has resources of 
his own to sustain him. 1 0  

1 1 3 



SEPARATION, ISOLATION, AND THE GROWTH OF IMAGINATIOI'O 

In his story 'Baa, Baa, Black Sheep', Kipling gives an autobio­
graphical account of this dreadfully unhappy part of his life .  Angus 
Wilson writes: 

The writing of it was extremely painful to him as we know from 
his friend, Mrs Hill, in whose house in Allahabad he was living 
,when he wrote it. 1 1  • 

Kipling referred to his treatment by Mrs Holloway as 'calculated 
torture'; but he also said that .�.� �Jo m��� him_pay_ careful 
�ttef!!!on to the lies which he had to tell, and concluded that this was 
the foundation of his literary effort. 

The art of fiction may in part spring from the capacity to make lies 
convincing, but this is not its only source, and Kipling is being 
unnecessarily self-deprecating in suggesting it. What he also records 
is his delight in discovering that, if only adults left him alone, he 
could, through reading, escape into a world of his own. 

As an adult, Kipling remained elusive and shunned publicity. He 
resented enquiry into his private life, wishing to be judged on his 
writings alone. His marriage was of a kind characteristic of creative 
people whose principal wish is not close intimacy, but the freedom to 
pursue their imaginative work without interruption. Carrie Balestier, 
whom Kipling married in 1 892, was a capable woman who protected 
him from visitors, took over the running of the household, and 
managed his business affairs and correspondence. Although he 
enjoyed his fame and had widespread social contacts, Kipling 
remained reserved, and was apt to retreat into reverie on social' 
occasions. Carrington thinks that the marriage was more satisfactory 
on his side than it was on his wife's. 

Kipling's inner tension revealed itself in insomnia and duodenal 
ulcer. Like Edward Lear, he was at his best and most relaxed with 
children. He also exhibited an extraordinary capacity for inspiring 
confidence in others, who found themselves telling him their troubles 
in the assurance that he would not betray them. 12  

This particular trait seems to depend upon an unusual capacity to 
p�t �self in other people's s�es, t<>_i�!fi'���_!0rith-othe.r_s. It 
often originates in the kind of premature concern with the feelings of 
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others which Kipling describes.himself as having had to develop as a 
child; a concern which we

--also observed in Trollope. Kipling became 
watchful and wary; alert to the changing moods of adults which might 
presage anger. This prescient awareness of what others were feeling 
and of how they displayed their emotions probably stood him in good 
stead when he came to write. 

Fear of punishment is not the only reason for this kind of watchful 
anxiety. Children with depressed mothers, or with mothers whose 
physical health is a matter for concern, develop the same kind of 
over-anxious awareness. Such children keep their own feelings to 
themselves, whilst at the same time taking special note of the feelings 
of the other person. They are less able than most children to turn to 
the mother or other care-taker as a resource. In adult life, the 
watchful, over-anxious child becomes a listener to whom others turn, 
but who does not make reciprocal relationships on equal terms of 
mutual self-revelation. The same temperament is not infrequently 
found in psycho-analysts and doctors, who invite confidences but 
who are not called upon to reveal themselves. 

Kipling knew his confidants better than they were allowed to 
know him. As often happens with writers, Kipling's revelation of 
himself was mostly indirect and confined to his fiction. 'Baa, Baa, 
Black Sheep' is exceptional, in that it appears to be autobiography 
undiluted. 

H. H. Munro the author 'Saki', is a striking example of a writer 
whose imagination owed much to bereavement, loss of parental love, 
and emotional isolation. Saki was born almost exactly five years later 
than Kipling, on 1 8  December 1 870. Like Kipling, he was born 
abroad; not in India, but in Burma, where his father was an officer in 
the British military police. Whilst on furlough in England, in the 
winter of 1 872, his pregnant mother was charged by a runaway cow. 
She both miscarried and died as a result of this untoward accident. 
Saki and his elder brother and sister were left behind when their 
father returned to Burma, to be brought up by their widowed 
paternal grandmother and her two fearsome daughters, Aunt 
Charlotte, known as 'Tom', and Aunt Augusta. 

These two formidable women were in constant, bickering com­
petition with each other. Both were rigid disciplinarians. Augusta, 
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particularly, was irrationally punitive, adding the threat of divine 
wrath to her own. Ethel, the eldest of the three Munro children, 
described her as: 

A woman of ungovernable temper, of fierce likes and dislikes, 
imperious, a moral coward, possessing no brains worth speaking 
of, and a primitive disposition. Naturally, the last person who 
should have been in charge of children. 1 3 

Saki repeatedly revenged himself on his aunts in his stories, ol 
which the most vindictive is 'Sredni Vashtar', in which the guardian 
of ten-year-old Conradin, who is clearly modelled on Aunt Augusta, 
is killed by Conradin's pet, a polecat-ferret. 

Saki grew up to be a dandy and a homosexual. Like Noel Coward, 
he concealed his feelings beneath a protective mask of cynicism; and, 
although beloved by many, was intimate with few. In his perceptive 
introduction to The Bodley Head Saki, J. W. Lambert writes: 

Even the tributes of his friends (except perhaps those in the 
Army) seem to suggest the charming courtesy which is rooted in 
indifference. Society was for him a breeding-ground of inanity. 
When he turns from the attack he becomes a celebrant of 
loneliness. There is no close human relationship in any of his 
work, except the twisted skein which binds and cripples 
Francesca Bassington and her son [see The Unbearable 
Bassington]. 14 

Saki shared with Kipling and with Lear a preference for the 
company of children rather than that of adults. All three were 
animal-lovers and introduced animals into their stories. 

Saki and Kipling also shared a certain interest in physical cruelty 
which sometimes manifests itself distastefully, as in the 'Stalky' 
stories of Kipling, and in Saki's description of Comus caning a boy at 
school in The Unbearable Bassington. Both men carried with them into 
adult life a sadistic streak which, as such things often are, was 
probably derived from a wish for revenge on those who had 
tormented them in childhood. Fiction provides an acceptable outlet 
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for the discharge of viole�! fe�lings. How one wishes that those who 
act out such emotions by attacking the innocent and helpless were 
gifted enough to express their feelings in the form of fiction! 

A third example is a writer of a very different kind, P. G. 
Wodehouse . He was born on 5 October 1 88 1 .  Although he was born 
in England, he passed most of his first two years in Hong Kong, 
where his father was a magistrate. At the age of two, Wodehouse and 
his two brothers, aged six and four, were taken to England by their 
mother and put in charge of a stranger, a Miss Roper, who was 
engaged to look after them. After three years of her regime, the boys 
were moved to a school in Croydon, run by two sisters, and then to a 
school in Guernsey. Wodehouse himself wrote that he was just 
passed from hand to hand, and that it was an odd life with no home to 
go to. 

He was not desperately unhappy. In an interview toward the end of 
his life, he actually claimed to have had a very happy childhood, and 
contrasted his own fate favourably with that of Kipling. But the lack 
of any close, abiding affectionate ties in his earliest years inevitably 
had its effect. His biographer, Frances Donaldson, remarks: 

He simply detached himself from the cold and unrewarding 
world and retreated into phantasy. From the earliest age he was 
happiest alone with his own company, and in the absence of 
any family life or stimulus to the emotions, he cultivated his 
imagination in solitude. He said he could remember no time 
when he did not intend to be a writer and he started to make up 
stories even before he could write. 1 5 

In an interview which he gave for the Paris Review when he was 
ninety-one, Wodehouse was reported as saying: ' I  know I was writing 
stories when I was five. I don't know what I did before that. Just 
loafed I suppose . ' 1 6 

After yet another change of school, P. G. Wodehouse was sent to 
Dulwich College. Here, Frances Donaldson tells us, 'he acquired, 
for the first time, a degree of permanence and stability'. 1 7  

For Wodehouse, Dulwich College became the focus for emotions 
which, in children who have experienced a normal background, 
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usually become attached to 'home'. Forty years after he had left the 
school, Wodehouse was still following the school's football matches 
with undiminished emotional intensity. He himself described his 
years at Dulwich as being like heaven. He was good at games, above 
average intellectually, and, in the aunosphere of a public school, not 
required to make close relationships. As Frances Donaldson puts it, 
'he could participate without being drawn in' . 1 8 

Wodehouse's mother re-entered his life when he was fifteen, but 
he never formed any close relationship with her, and seems to have 
remained emotionally inhibited and dependent in his later rela­
tionships with women. As often happens with the maternally dep­
rived, Wodehouse was drawn to women older than himself. When he 
married, in 19 14, his wife Ethel took entire charge of his financial 
affairs, and made him a small allowance. She protected him against 
the world, and, although she sometimes pressed him into social 
engagements which he shunned, saw that he got the solitude he 
needed. In these respects, Wodehouse's marriage closely resembled 
Kipling's. 

P. G. Wodehouse continued to dread individual social contacts, 
hated being interviewed, loathed clubs (though he belonged to a 
number of them), and lavished on animals the affection which he 
could not give to his fellow-creatures.  When his wife was looking for 
an aparunent in New York he asked her to find one on the ground 
floor. ' "Why?" she asked, and he replied: "I never know what to say 
to the lift-boy." ' 1 9 

When he visited his daughter at school, he had to wait outside 
until she joined him because he was frightened of facing her 
headmistress without support. He was a sweet, kind, rather childlike 
character who used his work as a retreat from the world and who was 
hugely prolific as a result. It is reckoned that he published ninety-six 
books, as well as writing lyrics for musical comedies and much else 
besides. 

In the ordinary course of life, one usually admires people who 
make light of their troubles by turning them into jokes; but P. G. 
Wodehouse made use of humour as a defence to a point at which it. 
distorted his appreciation of reality. His indifference to money, for 
example, other than the change which he carried for tobacco or a new 
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typewriter ribbon, involved himin recurrent encounters with the tax 
authorities. Interned in France by the Germans during the Second 
World War, he did immense damage to his reputation by agreeing to 
make some light-hearted broadcasts from Germany about his experi­
ences as an internee. Anyone with a normal appreciation of reality, let 
alone any sense of politics, would have realized that such an act 
would be looked upon as support for the Nazis, but Wodehouse 
blithely took it as a chance to keep in touch with his public and to 
thank his American friends for the parcels which they had sent him, 
without any suspicion that he would be labelled a traitor. 

Kipling, Saki and Wodehouse had in common the experience of 
being 'farmed out' at an early age, and of lacking the amenities, 
affection, and support of an ordinary home. As a result, all three 
suffered subsequently from difficulties in making close relationships 
and tended to show more affection toward animals or children than 
they were able to show toward adults. 

All three learned to use the imagination, both as a retreat from the 
world, and also as an indirect way of making a mark upon it. Kipling 
and Saki expressed in their fiction some of the resentment which 
they felt toward those who had abandoned them and left them 
to be mistreated at the hands of strangers. Wodehouse, who was not 
ill-treated, but merely passed from hand to hand, developed an 
imaginative world in which there is no violence, no hatred, no sex, 
and no deep feeling. Although some of Lear's rhymes exhibit a 
humorous kind of violence, his imaginative world is also sexless and 
without profound emotion. 

It is legitimate to assume that, in these examples, the development 
of such highly complex imaginative worlds was the consequence of 
being cut off from the emotional fulfilment which children with more 
ordinary backgrounds experience in their relations with parents and 
other care-takers. These writers (and here I include Beatrix Potter 
and Edward Lear, who were emotionally, but not physically, removed 
from parental care) compensated for their isolation by their inven­
tion, and by, in four instances, partially substituting love of animals 
for love of people. 

However, not every isolated person, even if gifted, turns either to 
fiction or to the animal kingdom. Nor can difficulties in making 
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relationships necessarily be attributed to adverse circumstances in 
childhood. As we saw in the previous chapter, people differ, not only 
in their family backgrounds, but also in inherited temperament. 
There are those who, however much affection they received as 
children, never succeed in making close relationships. There are 
those who compensate for comparative absence of interpersonal 
relationships by pursuing wealth, rather than by creating fiction. It 
would be naive to think that the creative activities of man can be 
subsumed under a single heading. Nevertheless, as these examples 
show, the gifts which enable a person to become a writer can be set 
in motion by loss and isolation. We can begin to understand why 
Simenon, in an interview for the Pan's Review, said: 'Writing is not a 
profession but a vocation of unhap�ess.'20 · 

In the same inte�rview Simen;;n reveals that, as a young boy, he 
became acutely aware that complete communication between two 
people was impossible. He says that this gave him such a s;;Jise of 
solitude, of loneli� that he would almost scream. It was no doubt 
this sense of loneliness which fostered his remarkable capacity for 
inventing stories. It may also be held responsible for his compulsive 
pursuit of women. 

The writers whom we have discussed in this chapter, with the 
possible exception of P. G. Wodehouse, were unhappy in childhood 
and had good reason to be so. How far did they continue to be 
unhappy throughout their lives? Did their early experience prevent 
them from making the kind of relationships with others which bring 
happiness? If so, did the exercise of their imaginative gifts bring them 
happiness of another kind? 

These are not easy questions to answer. Edward Lear was prone to 
severe depression throughout his life, and, in spite of being beloved 
by many people, seems to have remained emotionally isolated. 

Trollope also remained vulnerable to depression, and worked 
compulsively to stave off melancholy. On the other hand, he made a 
marriage which he claimed was happy, and which seems to have been 
so. His middle-aged love for Kate Field in no way contradicts this. 
He was a sensitive man who strove to conceal his feelings behind a 
bluff persona, but he made many friends, and, as an adult, could 
certainly not be called isolated. The fame which his novels brought 
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i him compensated to a Jar� eX):ent for his early experience of feeling 
' despised and rejected. 

· 
' 

Kipling's relationships seem to have been somewhat less intimate 
1 than Trollope's, although his passion for privacy makes it difficult to 
, be sure. What is certain is that he had considerable charm, and that 
1 this brought him many enduring fri·endships which were important to 
f him. His marriage gave him security; his fame supported his self­
i esteem. But, like Trollope, Kipling remained prone to depression, 
1 and, so Angus Wilson believes, was plagued by a fear of mental 
1 breakdown which made him shy away from introspection. What he 
, attempted in his writing was an art based on external observation, 
: owing as little as possible to self-examination. Angus Wilson con­
. eludes that it is this evasion of introspection which prevents Kipling 
from being amongst the first rank of writers, but which also accounts 

1 for his tackling themes which no other writer has undertaken. · 
Of the writers discussed in this chapter, I think it probable that 

· Saki remained the most isolated. His unhappy childhood had made it 
i difficult for him to form intimate relationships, a difficulty which 
was compounded by his homosexuality, which was then a crime, 

: and not widely acknowledged or regarded as acceptable in society. 
i His writing brought him some recognition in his lifetime, but its 
i limitations, its exclusion of love, its irony, and its cruelty, precluded 
1 Saki from enjoying the fame granted to writers with wider human 
1 sympathies. 

From his own letters, it appears that the happiest period of his life 
was during the First World War. At the beginning of the war, Saki 

. was forty-three. His health had not been good, but, in spite of this, he 
I managed to enlist as a private in King Edward's Horse. His letters 
: indicate that he regarded the war as a romantic adventure, enjoyed 
the male companionship which it afforded, and, perhaps because he 
did not much care whether or not he survived, relished the danger of 
nocturnal expeditions to lay mines. Saki was killed by a sniper's bullet 
on 1 4  November 1 9 1 6 . 

Of the work of the writers discussed so far, that of Wodehouse 
comes closest to fitting Freud's view of phantasy as primarily escapist. 
Wodehouse's relationships with other human beings seem to have 
remained upon a relatively superficial level. The hub around which 
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his life revolved was certainly not intimate attachments, but his work. 
However, his pleasure in creating his imaginary world, his ingenuity, 
his verbal skill, and his worldly success, seem to have brought him a 
kind of happiness which many might envy. 

Beatrix Potter, even before she married, succeeded in finding 
happiness. Provided that she could escape from her oppressive 
family, and live by herself in the farm which she had bought in the 
Lake District, country pursuits and her writing made her content. No 
doubt her marriage brought her even greater fulfilment; but there 
is no reason to doubt her biographer's opinion that the eight years 
before her marriage were also a happy time. This was the period 
when she was able to enjoy the solitary possession of Hill Top Farm 
and also the period during which she was at her best as a writer. 

The idea that the development of imagination and invention in 
these writers began as compensation for the absence or severance 
of intimate attachments carries with it the implication that such 
development is second best; a poor substitute for the close, loving 
relationships which they should have enjoyed. In early childhood, 
this is probably the case. Nothing can entirely compensate for the 
absence of intimate attachments in the very young. 

However, what began as compensation for deprivation became a 
rewarding way of life. All these writers were successful, in spite of the 
emotional scars they bore. With the possible exceptions of Saki and 
Lear, all made relationships which, although varying in intensity and. 
closeness, were at least as satisfying as many of those made by people 
who had not suffered similar childhood deprivations. What began as 
compensation ended as a way of life which is as valid as any other, 
and more interesting than most. Even if their intimate attachments 
were not the hub around which their lives revolved, there is no reason 
to suppose that these lives were unfulfilled. 
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9 
Bereavement, Depression 

and Repair 

'Writing is a fonn of therapy; sometimes I wonder how all those who do not 
write, compose or paint can manage to escape the madness, the melancholia, 
the panic fear which is inherent in the human situation. ' 

Graham Greene 

'But seriously I wonder whether for a person like myself whose most intense 

moments were those of depression a cure that destroys the depression may not 
destroy the intensity - a desperate remedy. ' 

Edward Thomas 

In the preceding chapter, we concluded that some writers are 
impelled to develop their imaginative capacities as a compensation 
for the absence of, or severance of, intimate relationships with 
parents. In this chapter, I want to pursue the idea that imagination is 
able to do more than create compensatory castles in the air, or 
retreats from unhappiness. Creative imagination, as the quotation 
from Graham Greene given above suggests, can exercise a healing 
function. By creating a new unity in a poem or other work of art, the 
artist is attempting to restore a lost unity, or to find a new unity, 
within the inner world of the psyche, as well as producing work which 
has a real existence in the external world. In Chapter 5, reference was 
made to the fact that people who realize their creative potential are 
constantly bridging the gap between the world of external reality and 
the inner world of the psyche. In Winnicott's phrase, 'creative 
apperception' is what makes individuals feel that life is worth living; 
and those who are gifted are perhaps more able than most to repair 
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loss in symbolic fashion. The human mind seems so constructed that 
a new balance or restoration within the subjective, imaginative world 
is felt as if it were a change for the better in the external world, 
and vice versa. In thus linking objective and subjective, we are 
approaching the limits of human understanding; but I believe that the 
secrets of human creative adaptation are to be found at just those 
limits. The hunger of imagination which drives men to seek new 
understanding and new connections in the external world is, at the 
same time, a hunger for integration and unity within. 

Of the writers whose lives were examined in the last chapter, Saki 
was least able to overcome the traumata of his early childhood. He 
was also the only one of these particular writers to be permanently 
deprived of his mother by her death when he was only two years old. 
In this chapter, I want to examine the relation between creativity and 
depression. Since bereavement, and specifically early bereavement, is 
not only a precipitant of depression at the time, but seems often to 
predispose the sufferer to react to any later losses with particular 
severity, the complex relation between bereavement, depression and 
creative achievement will be outlined. 

Although separation from both parents is a traumatic event for any 
young child, we may suppose that, so long as the child knows that 
they are still alive, he will continue to entertain hopes of being 
reunited with them. Unless belief in an afterlife prevails, a child who 
has lost a parent by death can have no such hope. The arbitrary 
nature of such a deprivation, its unfairness and its inexplicability, are 
likely to make the world seem an unpredictable, unsafe place over 
which the child can exert no influence. It is not surprising that loss of 
a parent in early childhood has often been linked with the develop­
ment of emotional problems in later life .  More especially, parental 
death has been thought to increase the risk of suffering from episodes 
of severe depression. 

Whether or not early bereavement can by itself produce liability to 
later depression is a matter of dispute. The effects of such bereave­
ment vary; and, although there is no doubt that early bereavement is 
traumatic, it may be that it only acts as a trigger for depression in 
those who are already genetically predisposed. 

This supposition is supported by a paper in which the authors 
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compared a group of psychiatrjc patients who had experienced the 
death of a parent in childhood with a larger group of psychiatric 
patients who had suffered no such bereavement. What they con­
cluded was that early loss of a parent affected the severity of later 
mental illness without determining its type. That is, such a loss was 
not specifically associated with the development of depression, 
schizophrenia or other forms of mental illness, but was associated 
with greater severity of symptoms when the patients were first 
admitted to hospital. 

However, the patients who had experienced childhood bereave­
ment did show greater difficulty in achieving mature, adult attach­
ments. 

They also formed intense, unstable interpersonal relationships 
and complained of chronic feelings of emptiness and boredom. 1 

This latter finding suggests that some, at any rate, of the patients who 
had suffered early bereavement were chronically depressed, since, 
as we have seen, complaints of feelings of emptiness are a common 
feature of depression. 

George Brown and Tirril Harris, in their study of depression in 
working-class women, concluded that, if a woman had experienced 
the death of her mother before the age of eleven, she was more likely 
to respond to subsequent losses by developing severe depression. We 
have already postulated that self-esteem depends upon 'building-in' 
or incorporating a sense of being unequivocally loved for oneself. 
Since a mother is, in childhood, the most important source of 
unequivocal love, it is natural enough that her disappearance should 
interfere with, or prevent, the incorporation of love, and hence make 
self-esteem more difficult to attain or preserve. 2 

However, other research workers have questioned whether it is the 
actual death of the mother which increases vulnerability to depres­
sion in later life. A recent study claimed that, in a series of depressed 
patients of varying types, there was no evidence that parental death 
before the age of fifteen was a crucial factor. 3 On the other hand, the 
authors do suggest that lack of a warm relationship with parents in 
childhood may be an important predisposing factor contributing to 
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the subsequent development of depression in adults, and this fits well 
with the supposition that absence of built-in self-esteem causes 
vulnerability to depression. A child cannot incorporate a sense of 
being loved from a parent who is dead; but neither can he from a 
parent who is rejecting, absent for long periods, or so disturbed as to 
be incapable of a warm relationship. 

Self-esteem is not only connected with feeling lovable, but also 
with feeling competent. Depressive personalities, in the face of 
adversities like divorce or loss by death of a spouse, not only suffer 
the loss of someone who provided self-esteem by proffering love and 
care, but also often feel helpless at trying to cope with life alone, at 
least initially. Brown and Harris write: 

It is certainly not unlikely that loss of mother before eleven may 
have an enduring influence on a woman's sense of self-esteem, 
giving her an ongoing sense of insecurity and feelings of 
incompetence in controlling the good things of the world. 

The authors continue: 

Until a child is about eleven the main means of controlling the 
world is likely to be the mother. Thereafter, the child is more 
likely to exert control directly and independently. The earlier 
the mother is lost, the more the child is likely to be set back in 
his or her learning of mastery of the environment; and a sense of 
mastery is probably an essential component of optimism. Thus, 
loss of mother before eleven may well permanently lower a 
woman's feeling of mastery and self-esteem and hence act as a 
vulnerability factor by interfering with the way she deals with 
loss in adulthood. 4 

Another factor linking early loss of a parent with subsequent 
liability to depression is also connected with feelings of lack of 
mastery. Some patients who have suffered early bereavement con­
tinue to look for the lost parent, and are liable to marry husbands or 
wives who represent the parent and to whom the patient can turn. 
Birtchnell found that women who had lost their mothers before the 
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age of ten were significantly m,9re dependent, or, to use Bowlby's 
terminology, more anxiouSf{ attached, than women who had not.5 

Dependency and a feeling of incompetence, of being unable to 
cope, are closely connected. Helplessness marches hand in hand with 
hopelessness in many cases of depression. In Chapter 4, reference 
was made to Bettelheim's observation that the prisoners in concen­
tration camps who were the first to die were those who had given up 
any attempt at independent decision-making, and who therefore felt 
completely helpless in the hands of their persecutors. 

Marrying a parent-figure reinforces the sense of being unable to 
cope. If there is always someone to turn to, someone who will proffer 
advice and make decisions, the dependent person does not learn 
competence. The loss of a spouse is more likely to aggravate feelings 
of helplessness in those who have been particularly dependent upon 
their spouses than in those who have not. In some instances, the 
sense of helplessness persists. In others, the bereaved husband or 
wife, because there is no longer someone to turn to, discovers 
previously unrealized powers of coping. We have all seen individuals 
who appear to have taken on a new lease of life after losing a husband 
or wife; and this is not always because the marriage was unhappy. 

Research indicates that undesirable ch�nges in a person's life like 
death of a spouse, divorce, loss of a job, personal injury, or a prison 
sentence are correlated with subsequent illness to a significant extent 
if they are perceived by the subject as uncontrollable. It has also been 
shown that people who feel that their lives are mainly controlled by 
external forces suffer more from illness in response to stressful 
events than do those who have a strong sense of control over their 
lives.6 

There is general agreement that loss in the present may awaken 
feelings of loss in the past. This is especially so if the emotions 
aroused by the original loss have not been completely 'worked 
through' - a phenomenon referred to in Chapter 3. In cases in which 
the process of mourning has not been completed, subsequent losses 
are likely to produce worse effects. It was suggested earlier that the 
child who had been separated from its parents might retain some 
hope of being reunited with them, but that the child who had lost a 
parent by death was deprived of any possibility of consolation. This 
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suggestion implies that death of a parent is likely to have a worse 
effect on subsequent mental health than separation. 

Brown and Harris have produced evidence which goes some way 
to supporting this hypothesis. They discovered that states of depres­
sion in women who had lost a parent by death were more severe, 
more likely to be diagnosed as psychotic; whereas the types of 
depression afflicting women who had suffered loss by separation 
were more likely to be labelled neurotic. 

Brown and Harris suppose that someone who has suffered loss by 
death, when faced with subsequent loss of any kind, is more likely 
to react to current loss as if it was inevitably irreversible. This may 
explain some cases in which the loss or failure which acts as a trigger 
for severe depression seems trivial compared with the reaction which 
it provokes.7 For example, an adolescent who has previously lost a 
parent may become profoundly and inappropriately depressed after 
failing an examination. 

Another factor determining susceptibility may be the importance 
attached to interpersonal relationships as a source of self-esteem. 
Young children, unless they are prodigies, will not have had sufficient 
time to develop the interests and skills which might enhance their 
sense of competence. As we shall see, those who can turn to creative 
work have an advantage over those whose self-esteem depends 
entirely upon close relationships. 

Writing and other creative activities can be ways of actively coping 
with loss, whether this be the loss of current bereavement or the 
feeling of loss and emptiness which accompanies severe depression 
originating from other causes. In Chapter 7, it was suggested that a 
person who was vulnerable to recurrent depression could, if he 
possessed talent, express in creative work aspects of his true self 
which he found difficult to manifest in social life. In Chapter 8, we 
saw that some writers, because of early separation or later isolation 
and unhappiness, created phantasy worlds into which they could 
retreat. These are not the only functions which creative work can 
serve. 

The creatively gifted who suffer bereavement, or who experience 
severe depression for other reasons, can go further than this. As I 
suggested at the beginning of this chapter, they are often able to use 
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their talents in what can· be d_escribed as a process of repair or 
re-creation. This process iS .· an effort to come to terms with loss in 
which pain is accepted, rather than an attempt .to deny loss or to 
escape from it. Graham Greene, who admits to a manic-depressive 
temperament and a recurrent need to escape from periods of 
depression, is right in supposing that writing or composing or 
painting can be a form of therapy, although this is certainly not their 
only function. Moreover, this is a form of therapy which does not 
require any therapist other than the sufferer himself. 

We have seen that creative people are used to solitude, and we 
have explored some of the reasons for this. Instead of seeking friends 
in whom to confide, or counsellors to whom to tell their troubles, they 
use their gifts to come to terms with, and to make sense of, their 
sufferings. Once a work is completed, it can be shared with others; 
but the initial response to depression is to turn inward rather than 
outward. 

The creative act is one way of overcoming the state of helplessness 
which, as we have seen, is so important a part of the depressive state. 
It is a coping mechanism; a way of exercising control, as well as a wayJ 
of expressing emotion. In fact, the act of expressing emotion itsel� 
gives the sufferer some sense of mastery, even if he or she is not 
particularly gifted. Psychotherapists, especially those trained in the 
school of Jung, often suggest to their patients fuat,-whe_o_f!eling 
9ve�med bpag.e..oLoe_�air, they should attempt to paint or -to 
draw th�ngs,w at least �e-aown wliatift_ey are experiencing. 
Many patients go thro�gh periods ofespec1af�tress in which-they feel 
so much at the mercy of their emotions that they fear being unable to 
tolerate the waiting period between psychotherapeutic sessions. If 
they can be persuaded to express their feelings in one way or another 
when alone, they usually lose the sense of being overwhelmed and 
regain some measure of control. 

�nnyson may be cited as one well-known example of a gifted 
person using his talent as a way of coping with loss. Tennyson began 
to write In Memoriam, his response to the death of his friend Arthur 
Hallam, within a few days of his first hearing of it. In Memoriam 
was to engross Tennyson intermittently over a period of nearly 
seventeen years. It was not originally designed for publication, 
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although, when it finally appeared, it was enormously successful. 
Hallam had been engaged to the poet's sister, Emily. He had also 

been Tennyson's closest friend at Cambridge, where both had been 
members of the exclusive society, the Apostles. Their friendship was 
intimate and passionate, but neither overtly nor covertly homosexual. 
Pre-Freudian generations were more fortunate than our own in being 
able freely to admit 'love' for a member of the same sex, or of the 
opposite sex, withot1t !l!e implicati?�love is ne_c_�s�a_rily seXl!a! 
in origi�. Hallam died, totally unexpectedly, on 1 5  SeptemoerT833 
in Vienna. The cause of death was probably a subarachnoid haemor­
rhage; that is, a form of stroke due to vascular malformation or 
aneurysm of the arteries supplying the brain. He was twenty-three 
years old. 

Unlike Emily, Alfred did not visibly sink under the weight of 
Hallam's death, although he probably felt it as deeply and it 
certainly affected him long after she had recovered from it. He 
kept up the motions of normal daily life, but he had lost his most 
important anchor to reality. His one remaining resort was to 
poetry, used as a narcotic for an existence made temporarily 
meaningless. 8 

Robert Bernard Martin's use of the term 'narcotic' probably 
originates from Tennyson's own reference to 'dull narcotics' in In 
Memoriam. 

But, for the unquiet heart and brain, 
A use in measured language lies; 
The sad mechanic exercise, 

Like dull narcotics, numbing pain.9 

It is probably true that any kind of work can serve to diminish the 
immediate pain of loss. Robert Burton, in his address to the reader 
which opens The Anatomy of Melancholy, writes: 

I write of melancholy, being busy to avoid melancholy. There is 
no greater cause of melancholy than idleness, 'no better cure 
than business,' as Rhasis holds. 10 
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3ut the exercise of creatintpo�try does more than anaesthetize the 
mfferer. It can also restore meaning to life, and a sense of being able 
:o cope. According to Professor Martin, Tennyson not only wrote 
rn Memoriam as a direct consequence of his loss, but also a number of 
lther poems which are among his best. Professor Martin cites 
Ulysses', 'Tiresias', 'Marte d'Arthur', 'On a Mourner', 'St Simeon 
ltylites' and '0 that 'twere possible' from Maud, as originating in this 
Nay, and specifically refers to their 'therapeutic effect' upon their 
mthor, which happily indicates that he realizes that something more 
:han a numbing action is involved. 
. Tennyson provides a particularly striking example of how genetic 
�ndowment interacts with circumstances to produce depression. 
Tennyson's paternal grandfather was an unstable man, subject to 
lltemating fits of rage and maudlin self-pity. His instability may have 
been partly related to the fact that he lost his mother when he was five 
years old. Of his four children, the elder two were girls. Elizabeth, 
the eldest, was normally cheerful, but 'her health was never a match 
for her spirits and when she was ill, she sometimes suffered from 
depression'. Mary, the second child, 'was gloomily and almost 
spitefully Calvinistic, sadly rejoicing that she was one of the elect, and 
trying to regret her own family's certain damnation' . 1 1  

The next child, the poet's father, George Clayton Tennyson, was a 
severely disturbed clergyman, who not only suffered from recurrent 
depression, but also from epilepsy, and from addiction to alcohol and 
laudanum. The fourth child, Charles, was more stable than the 
others, but was afflicted with epilepsy, from which one of his sons 
also suffered. 

George Clayton Tennyson had twelve children, of whom the poet, 
Alfred, was the fourth. The first child died in infancy. Of Alfred's ten 
surviving brothers and sisters, one spent nearly all his life in a mental 
institution, and was described as dying from exhaustion following 
mania. Another brother 'suffered from some form of mental illness 
nearly as incapacitating, a third was an opium addict, a fourth was 
severely alcoholic, and of the rest of the large family each had at least 
one bad mental breakdown in a long life'Y 

Septimus Tennyson, one of the poet's brothers, was recurrently 
admitted to Dr Matthew Allen's asylum at High Beech, where the 
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poet John Clare was also a patient. Alfred Tennyson himself stayed 
there, but it is not clear whether or not he was a patient. There is 
no doubt that he suffered from recurrent periods of depression 
throughout his life. He was also a heavy smoker and drinker. In 
a later passage, Professor Martin makes another reference to the 
role which poetry played in alleviating Tennyson's depression and 
hypochondria. 

In creating the harmonies and the symbolic order of the poems, 
he was able to perceive momentarily some kind of unity and 
wholeness that was applicable to his own life, and so it remained 
for him until his death. 1 3 

This perceptive, important statement about the role of creativity in 
the lives of the distraught goes far beyond Professor Martin's 
previous reference to poetry as a narcotic. The sear��_!or order, for 
unity, for wholeness is, I believe, a motivating force .of signal 
importance in the lives of men an� women of -��e� 
�emp_Cdaf!l�!lt. The hunger of imagination is active in every human 
being tQ . �QIJlU��' But the greater the dlsh��moiiy within, the 
sharper the spur to seek harmony, or, if one has the gifts, to create 
harmony. This is why Edward Thomas, in the remark quoted as one 
of the epigraphs to this chapter, questions whether ridding himself of 
depression might not also rid him of the intensity which drove him to 
write. 

Another example of a creative response to loss is furnished by 
FeJ�_.Me.n.Qelssoh.n. Hj� elder sister, Fanny, was almost as gifted a 
musician as he was himself. They were so devoted to each other that 
family friends used to say jokingly that they ought to marry. Fanny 
died suddenly, at the age of forty-one, on 1 4  May 1847. Although 
Mendelssohn had married ten years earlier, he was so shattered by 
the news of his sister's death that he fainted when he read the letter 
announcing it, and seems never to have recovered from his loss. 
When he was well enough to travel�endelssohn and his fam1 y went 
to Switzerland for a holiday. It was here that he composed his last 
completed work of chamber music, the Quartet in F minor (Op. 80), 
which was meant as a memorial to Fanny. It is variously described as 
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Jassionate, as being his rno� �-:eply felt work of chamber music, and 
,ls possibly heralding a new phase in Mendelssohn's development as 
'1 composer. However, fate did not allow Mendelssohn time to 
,;ornplete his mourning. The composer himself died, only a few 
months later, on 4 November 1 847. Both brother and sister probably 
:jied of subarachnoid haemorrhage, the same form of stroke which 
had killed Arthur Hallam thirteen years earlier. 

These are two examples of creative responses to loss in adult life .  
There are also many examples of creative responses to losses which 
:>ecurred in early childhood. 

Andrew Brink, who is both a Professor of English and an Associate 
\tlernber of the Department of Psychiatry at McMaster University, 
has written two books applying object-relations theory to the corn­
position of poetry: the first, Loss and Symbolic Repair, 14 the second, 
Creativity as Repair. 15 The first book is a study of the poets Cowper, 
Donne, Traherne, Keats, and Plath. The second is a sequel to the 
first, taking into account a wider range of studies connected with the 
same subject. 

Another literary scholar approaching poetry from the same point of 
view is David Aberbach, author of Loss and Separation in Bialik and 
Wordsworth, 16 At the Handles of the Lock, 17 and other papers and books 
concerned with the same subject. Both authors profess views which 
deserve detailed exposition which would be inappropriate in this 
context, but I have drawn on their work and gladly acknowledge my 
debt to them. 

One of the poets studied by Brink is William Cowper, who is also 
the subject of a biography by David Cecil, The Stricken Deer. 1 8  
Sowper i s  a particularly good example of a poet whose work i s  closely 
telated with loss of the mother in early childhood. He was also a 
manic-depressive. As I indicated earlier, I do not accept early 
bereavement as a cause of manic-depressive psychosis per se, but I do 
incline to the view that such bereavement is likely to make manifest 
any genetic predisposition to this disorder, and to increase the 
severity of attacks when they occur. 

Cowper was born in I 73 1 ,  the son of a clergyman. His mother's 
family was connected with that of the poet John Donne. (It is 
interesting to record that Donne suffered from depression; that he 
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lost his father when he was four; that he was tempted by the desire to 
commit suicide whenever he felt afflicted; and that he wrote the first 
English defence of suicide, Biathanatos. Did Donne's family and 
Cowper's family share a genetic predisposition which early parental 
loss made actual?) 

Cowper's early childhood seems to have been idyllic, and his 
relationship to his mother particularly close. But when he was nearly 
six years old, she died, and his world was shattered. He himself 
wrote: 

What peaceful hours I once enjoy'd! 
How sweet their mem'ry still! 
But they have left an aching void, 
The world can never fil1. 19 

His mother remained for him an idealized figure. Forty-seven 
years after her death he wrote to a friend : 

I can truely say that not a week passes (perhaps I might v.ith 
equal veracity say a day) in which I do not think of her.20 

Six years later still, in 1 790, he wrote a poem 'On the Receipt of 
My Mother's Picture Out of Norfolk' which Brink describes as being 
among his most affecting. He hung the portrait in his bedroom so 
that it should be the last thing which he saw at night and the first · 
when he woke in the morning. In the poem, Cowper writes of how 
the portrait has brought back his early loss, but has also stimulated 
his imagination to bring him temporary comfort; a revealing instance 
of how the creative act both expresses loss, and also helps the sufferer 
to overcome it. 

And, while that face renews my filial gTief, 
Fancy shall weave a charm for my relief ­
Shall steep me in Elysian reverie, 
A momentary dream, that thou art she. 

Cowper ends his poem with this verse: 

And, while the wings of fancy still are free, 
And I can view this mimic shew of thee, 
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Time has but 1ialf sueceeded in his theft -
Thyself remov'� thy power to soothe me left. 2 1 

After his mother's death, Cowper was sent away to a boarding 
school at which he was ferociously bullied. He was so frightened of 
his chief tormentor that he said he only recognized him by his 
buckled shoes, since he did not dare to look him in the face. Later, he 
was sent to Westminster School, which was agreeably less traumatic. 
In 1 752, at the age of twenty-one, he took up residence in the Middle 
Temple. Within a few months he suffered his first severe episode of 
depression. In 1 763, he had another attack. One terrifying poem 
vividly illustrates a phenomenon referred to in Chapter 7; the degree 
to which hostility is turned inward against the self during episodes of 
depression. 

LINES WRITTEN DURING A PERIOD OF INSANilY 

Hatred and vengeance, my eternal portion, 
Scarce can endure delay of execution, 
Wait, with impatient readiness, to seize my 

Soul in a moment. 

Damn'd below Judas: more abhorr'd than he was, 
Who for a few pence sold his holy Master. 
Twice betrayed Jesus me, the last delinquent, 

Deems the profanest. 

Man disavows, and Deity disowns me: 
Hell might afford my miseries a shelter; 
Therefore hell keeps her ever hungry mouths all 

Bolted against me.22 

Feeling as he did about himself when depressed, it is small wonder 
that he tried to poison himself with laudanum and then to hang 
himself, albeit unsuccessfully. He had an attack of mania when he 
was thirty-two. His manic episodes were accompanied by religious 
ecstasies; transcendent moments of reconciliation, forgiveness, and 
joy. He tried to make up for the loss of his mother by turning to God. 
In his Olney H}mn beginning 'Hark my soul !  it is the LORD,' Jesus 
says: 
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Can a woman's tender care 
Cease, towards the child she bare? 
Yes, she may forgetful be, 
Yet will I remember thee. 23 

He also found consolation in the contemplation of Nature, but 
even this failed him when he became severely depressed. 

This glassy stream, that spreading pine, 
Those alders quiv'ring to the breeze, 

Might soothe a soul less hurt than mine 
And please, if any thing could please. 

But flx'd unalterable care 
Foregoes not what she feels within, 

Shows the same sadness ev'ry where, 
And slights the season and the scene. 24 

The experience of being able to recognize beauty intellectually 
whilst being unable to appreciate it emotionally is a characteristic 
feature of depression. Coleridge expresses exactly the same depriva­
tion in 'Dejection: An Ode'. 

And those thin clouds above, in flakes and bars, 
That give away their motion to the stars; 
Those stars, that glide behind them or between, 
Now sparkling, now bedimmed, but always seen: 
Yon crescent Moon, as fixed as if it grew 
In its own cloudless, starless lake of blue; 
I see them all so excellently fair, 
I see, not feel, how beautiful they are ! 25 

At an earlier point in this chapter, reference was made to the 
tendency of those who have been bereaved in early life to look for the 
lost parent in those to whom they become attached.  Cowper formed 
dependent attachments to a series of women, but never married, 
probably because he feared that his original bereavement might be 
repeated. For many years, Cowper was cared for by an older married 
woman, Mrs Unwin. After she was widowed, marriage was agreed 
upon, but, during 1 772-3, Cowper suffered another episode of 
depression in which he expressed the delusion that everyone hated 
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im, including Mrs Unwirr:·__rhi_s-effectively prevented the marriage 
·om taking place. 

· 

' Subsequent attacks of depression followed the loss, by death or 
!moval, of other friends upon whom Cowper depended. In 1 787, for 
"ample, he was depressed from january to June, following the death ' 
f a male friend with whom he constantly corresponded, and the 
:�moval elsewhere of a valued female friend. However, when he was 
t his most productive as a poet, he seems to have experienced quite 
'>ng periods of optimism. 

Cowper also provides a striking example of how feelings of 
elplessness accompany recurrent attacks of depression, perhaps 
specially when depression is linked with childhood bereavement of 
1e mother, as Brown and Harris noted in the study to which we have 
�equently referred. In his biography of Cowper, David Cecil points 
ut that 

One of the strongest forces against Cowper's recovery had been 
his fatalistic submission to evil; and this had been encouraged by 
his habit of life. For years his whole existence had perforce been 
one of inert and idle submission to circumstances.26 

But, at times when Cowper found that he could write, he overcame 
is sense of helplessness, his belief that he could do nothing to 
ombat forces of evil which, when depressed, he perceived as 
Incontrollable .  One of his women friends, Lady Austen, constantly 
1rged him to undertake new projects. Encouraging the depressed 
'erson to do something is a hazardous enterprise. It  requires a 
elicate balance between being sympathetic and being robust. Too 
mch sympathy may reinforce the depressed person's belief in his 
1elplessness and hopelessness. Too much active encouragement 
11akes the depressed person feel that no one understands the depths 
,f his despair. 

Lady Austen seems to have struck exactly the right note. When she 
uggested that Cowper should try blank verse, he responded by 
aying that he had no subject. 'Write about the sofa,' said Lady 
�usten; and so he did. The poem became The Task, several thousand 
ines long, in which Cowper poured out all that he felt about the 
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human condition. He recognized the therapeutic effect which writing 
this long poem had upon him. 

He that attends to his interior self, 
That has a heart, and keeps it; has a mind 
That hungers and supplies it; and who seeks 
A social, not a dissipated life; 
Has business; feels himself engag'd t'achieve 
No unimportant, though a silent, taskP 

Cowper is not alone amongst poets in having suffered both early 
bereavement and recurrent episodes of severe depression. We noted 
above that John Donne lost his father when he was four, and that he 
was also recurrently suicidal. William Collins, Samuel Coleridge, 
Edgar Allan Poe, John Berryman, Louis MacNeice, and Sylvia Plath 
all lost a parent before they reached the age of twelve, and all suffered 
well-attested periods of depression. Coleridge was addicted to 
opium; Poe was intermittently alcoholic, used laudanum, and may 
have been dependent on it; MacNeice was an alcoholic, and both 
Berryman and Plath committed suicide. 

To this list of early bereaved and recurrently depressed poets may 
be added Michelangelo. It is sometimes forgotten that, as well as 
painting pictures and creating some of the greatest sculptures in 
the world, Michelangelo wrote some three hundred poems. Michel­
angelo's mother died when he was six. As his sonnets demonstrate, 
he suffered severely from depression throughout his life. Michel­
angelo's homosexual preference is well-attested. His self-punitive 
asceticism may have contributed to his depression. It is worth noting 
that, of his mother's five sons, only one married. 

In some of these examples, the genetic contribution to depression 
is obvious. Parental suicide is one cause of early bereavement. John 
Berryman's father shot himself when his son was eleven; the poet 
himself committed suicide on 7 January 1 972, at the age of 
fifty-seven, by throwing himself from a bridge over the Mississippi. 

Louis MacNeice's mother developed a severe form of agitated 
depression when the future poet was five-and-a-half years old . She 
was admitted to a nursing home in August 1 9 13 ,  and her children 
never saw her again. She died whilst in hospital in December 1 9 1 4. 
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�ouis MacNeice's sister thought that he was haunted to the end of 
1is life by the memory of his-in.other walking up and down the garden 
>ath in tears. Like many other gifted people prone to depression, 
�ouis MacNeice became an alcoholic. 

There are also examples of poets who experienced early bereave­
nent, but who did not, or who are not known to have, suffered from 
lttacks of depression which were so obviously severe as to be labelled 
nental illness. These poets include John Keats, Thomas Traheme, 
Nilliam Wordsworth, Stephen Spender, Cecil Day-Lewis, and Lord 
Byron. 

Stephen Spender records in his autobiography that his mother 
.vas a semi-invalid whose ill-health overshadowed his childhood. She 
.vas also an unstable hysteric, given to violent scenes and dramatic 
�estures. Perhaps this accounts for the fact that, although he was only 
:welve when his mother died, Spender writes: 

If I felt the death of my mother at all, it was as the lightening of a 
burden and as a stimulating excitement.Z8 

[n considering bereavement and depression, u 1s important to 
remember that even loss of a mother is not always a tragedy! 

Byron was certainly unstable, in the sense that he exhibited 
�xtreme mood-swings. In Chapter 3, we noted that Keats was 
:>reoccupied with death. This is hardly surprising. Keats lost his 
father when he was eight, his mother when he was fourteen; one 
brother when he was six, another brother when he was twenty-three. 
His maternal grandfather died when he was nine; his maternal 
�andmother when he was nineteen. An uncle died when he was 
mirteen. He wrote in a letter: 

I have never known any unalloy'd Happiness for many days 
together: the death or sickness of someone has always spoilt my 
hours.29 

Perhaps the families of these poets lacked the genetic predis­
position to depression which we postulated as being activated by, 
or combining with, parental loss to produce severe attacks. 
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Nevertheless, loss often produces definable themes in their poetry. 
Wordsworth lost his mother when he was eight, his father when he 

was thirteen. The Zionist poet Chaim Bialik lost his father when he 
was seven. Both suffered the break-up of their families. In his paper 
comparing their work, David Aberbach writes :  

The effects of loss and family disruption are reflected in many 
of the salient characteristics in the poetry of Wordsworth and 
Bialik: the haunting-presences and objects, sometimes obviously 
a parent or a parent-figure; the yearning for a lost paradise; 
the emphasis upon feeding; the motif of union with Nature; the 
general mood of isolation, desertion, depression, guilt; and, 
finally the hostility. The chief ' Romantic' quality of their poetry 
- the exploration of the self - can be seen as an attempt to 
buttress the self made weak by childhood loss and consequent 
emotional instability.30 

Thomas Traherne's mother died when he was in about his fourth 
year. It is uncertain whether or not his father died too, but Traherne 
and his brother were fostered by relatives, and so effectively lost both 
parents. Traherne's idealization of Nature and of childhood is seen 
in similar terms by Andrew Brink, as a reaching out for a bliss that 
never was. Although Traherne is usually adjudged a poet of happi- · 
ness and divine love, Brink points out that he also recorded moments . 
of dread and horror. He concludes that 

Traherne's verse and prose give a doctrine of regeneration, of 
self-change from an unsatisfactory state of life to another better 
one.3 1 

Brink also demonstrates Traherne's dependence upon external 
objects to achieve the blissful sense of unity for which he is seeking. 

Remarkable in Traherne's art is its ceaseless reaching out to 
desired objects, natural objects invitingly presented to the sense 
in unlimited quantity. Desire for fusion with objects, an ever­
renewing impulse to acquire them for the mind's satisfaction, 
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appears in almost evel)thing Jle wrote . . .  The most ordinary 
sky or tree can move Traherne's spirit to rapture, when he is 
readied for this transport.32 

I am inclined to link this, as Brink does, with a lack of 'good objects' 
Nithin the psyche: a failure, in early childhood, to incorporate the 
nother's love and thus ensure a continuing source of self-esteem 
1-om within. 

Boethius, to whose work we referred in Chapter 4, personifies 
�hilosophy as a woman who brings him wisdom from on high. She 
s at pains to point out to the philosopher that <;lependence upo[l 
��ernal obj�ts__fo!J!appiness is fraught with risk and illusion. After 
�xposing the emptiness of wealth and delight in precious stones, she 
�oes on to say: 

Perhaps, again, you find pleasure in the beauty of the country-
, side. Creation is indeed very beautiful, and the countryside a 

beautiful part of creation. In the same way we are sometimes 
delighted by the appearance of the sea when it's very calm and 
look up with wonder at the sky, the stars, the moon and the sun. 
However, not one of these has anything to do with you, and you 
daren't take credit for the splendour of any of them . . .  You are 
in fact enraptured with empty joys, embracing blessings that are 
alien to you as if they were your own . . .  From all this it is 
obvious that not one of those things which you count among 
your blessings is in fact any blessing of yours at all . . .  �s 
_as if you feel a lack of)!lY_ blessing_<>_[ y��r�e-�u, which 
is driving you to seek your blessings in things separate and 
external. 33 

The ostensibly modem psycho-analytic notion of introjecting 'good 
objects' or 'blessings' was evidently perfectly familiar in the sixth 
century AD. In the light of Philosophy's observations, Wordsworth's 
and Traheme's enraptured worship of Nature takes on a rather 
different aspect from that of simple pleasure. 

As noted already, predisposition to depression and early bereave­
ment are independent variables, although when the former is present, 
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the latter reinforces the tendency to depression and its severity. Early 
bereavement is certainly common amongst writers, but severe epi­
sodes of clinically definable depression, whether or not alternating 
with mania, are also frequently found in writers without early 
bereavement as an antecedent. In addition to those already men­
tioned, poets who suffered from recurrent episodes of depression 
include Christopher Smart, John Clare, Gerard Manley Hopkins, 
Anne Sexton, Hart Crane, Theodore Roethke, Delmore Schwartz, 
Randall Jarrell, and Robert Lowell. Of these poets, Smart, Clare, 
Sexton, Crane, Roethke, Schwartz, Jarrell, and Lowell all received 
treatment for depression. Smart and Clare were admitted to 'mad­
houses'; Lowell was frequently admitted to psychiatric hospitals for 
periods of mania as well as for depression. Crane, Jarrell, and Sexton 
all committed suicide. 

Few objective studies exist, and those that do are necessarily based 
on small numbers. But Andreasen and Canter, in 1 974, investigated 
a group of writers at the University of Iowa's Writers' Workshop. 
The writers interviewed had a much greater prevalence of affective 
illness (i.e .  of severe recurrent depression or of manic-depressive 
illness) than did a matched control group: 6 7 per cent compared with 
1 3  per cent. Of fifteen writers, nine had seen a psychiatrist, eight had 
been treated with drugs or with psychotherapy, and four had been 
admitted to hospital. Two had suffered from both mania and: 
depression, whilst eight had suffered from recurrent depression only. 
Six had symptoms of alcoholism. One committed suicide two yean 
after the study was completed. The importance of the genetic facto! 
is attested by the fact that, amongst the relatives of the writers, 2 1  pel 
cent had a definable psychiatric disorder, usually depression, where­
as only 4 per cent of the relatives of the controls were similar)) 
categorized. 34 

In a recent study of forty-seven British writers and artists, selected 
for eminence by their having won major awards or prizes, Jamison 
found that 38 per cent had been treated for affective illness. Poets 
were particularly subject to severe mood-swings, and no less than 
half the sample studied had been treated with drugs as out-patients, 
or admitted to hospital for treatment with anti-depressants, electro­
convulsive therapy, or lithium. 35 
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A person in the throes of mania or deep depression is usually 
unable to produce work -of ·any value. Restlessness, inability to 
concentrate, the rapid 'flight of ideas' in mania make sustained 
work impossible. Retardation of thought processes, feelings of hope­
lessness and helplessness, the belief that nothing is worthwhile 
undertaking, the conviction that anything which is produced will 
be valueless, all serve to prevent the severely depressed person from 
being creative. 

Yet liability to these disorders is particularly common in creative 
writers. This apparent paradox can be resolved if we accept that this 
liability acts as a goad, prodding the potential victim into undertaking 
the solitary, difficult, painful, and often unrewarding work of explor­
ing his own depths and recording what he finds there. As long as he is 
able to do this, he may escape being overwhelmed. The evidence 
suggests that, whilst many creative people may be more disturbed 
than the average person, they are also equipped with greater 
resources which help them to overcome their conflicts and problems. 
Psychiatrists experienced in treating creative people know that 
it is only when their creative powers are paralyzed that they seek 
help. 

We have seen that the extraverted person who tends to lose himself 
because of over-adaptation to others may be able to recover, and 
express, his true self in solitude. We have also seen that the man or 
woman whose development has been impaired by early separation 
and isolation can find solace in the use of the imagination. 

We can now go a step further, and understand that the creative 
process can be a way of protecting the individual against being 
overwhelmed by depression; a means of regaining a sense of mastery 
in those who have lost it, and, to a varying extent, a way of repairing 
the self damaged by bereavement or by the loss of confidence in 
human relationships which accompanies depression from whatever 
cause. 

Once again, it is important to emphasize that depression is part of 
the experience of every human being. There is no hard and fast line 
to be drawn between depression of the kind which we all experience 
in response to loss, and the kind of depression which is labelled 
a psychiatric illness and which requires psychiatric treatment. 
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Depression varies enormously in depth and severity, but not in its 
essential nature. 

Men and women of genius have at their command talents which 
loss may mobilize and which manifest themselves in work of lasting 
interest. The music, the poems, the paintings or other works which 
loss has inspired may bring increased understanding and solace to 
others who have suffered similar pangs. 

But this does not mean that ordinary men and women who are not 
so talented have no inner resources, or no imaginative powers. Nor 
is it implied that the creative response is exclusively set in motion 
by loss, only that it may be so. Poems are not substitutes for people. 
Those who write as if they were, and this includes some of the writers 
quoted in this chapter, do less than justice to the imaginative 
capacities of the human race. The creative response to loss is only 
one example of the use of the imagination. Only those who exalt 
human relationships to an ideal position in the hierarchy of human 
values could think that creativity was no more than a substitute for 
such relationships. 
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The Search for Coherence 

'It is good that I did not let myself be influenced. ' 

Ludwig Wittgenstein 

I the last two chapters, we were principally concerned with creative 
�ividuals whose work was partly derived from loss or separation. 
�urred by depression, they strove to create imaginary worlds, to 
1mpensate for what was missing in their lives, to repair the damage 
ey had suffered, to restore to themselves a sense of worth and 
1mpetence. Because of their primary concern with interpersonal 
�ationships, and their struggle to restore, through their work, 
mething which was felt to be missing, many of these individuals 
�uld be described as predominantly extraverted, although often 
,iven in upon themselves to a greater extent than extraverted 
dividuals like to be. To use Howard Gardner's terms, we supposed 
at such individuals were dramatists rather than patterners. When 
i:!Y retreated into solitude to pursue their creative quests, an 
r::ment of wishing to restore some blissful union with another 
�rson, or with Nature as a surrogate person, was a frequent 
�mponent of their work. 
f The exceptions, or partial exceptions, to this generalization are 
�ki, who was discussed in Chapter 8, and Kafka, some of whose 
I 
haracteristics were outlined at the end of Chapter 7. Both were 
r)ry-tellers, but their stories are hardly at all concerned with 
�imate human relationships, and neither man established any 
rolonged intimate relationship in reality. 
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However, Saki's diary suggests that, damaged though he might 
have been by his early bereavement and by his childhood experi­
ences, he did engage in a good many sexual encounters with the 
young men or boys whom he preferred. Although Saki cannot 
possibly be regarded as predominandy extraverted, there was an 
extraverted side to his character, manifested in his social life in 
London, his liking for the fashionable society which he mocked, and 
his enjoyment of life in barracks before departing for the horrors of 
the Western Front. 

Although he was loved and respected by his friends, Kafka was 
pathologically introverted: schizoid, as most psychiatrists would label 
him. He had a few brief sexual encounters, but he contrived that his 
deepest emotional involvements were almost entirely confined to an 
exchange of letters. It was only during the last year of his life that he 
was able to tolerate actually living with a woman. 

In this chapter I want to examine some instances of creative 
individuals whose principal concern was not primarily with human 
relationships, but with the search for coherence and sense. Such 
individuals correspond with the people described as introverts by 
Jung; as convergers by Hudson; as patterners by Gardner; and, when 
obviously abnormal or disturbed, as schizoid by psychiatrists. 

As we have seen, nearly all kinds of creative people, in adult life, 
show some avoidance of others, some need of solitude. But the 
individuals I have in mind go further than this. They may, at a 
superficial level, appear to have better relationships with people thai! 
is true of some of the poets mentioned in Chapter 9. But this is ofter: 
because, unlike the extraverts, and also unlike the type of schizoic 
personality represented by Kafka, they have learned to relinquish a 
need for intimacy. They are not so disturbed when relationships go 
wrong because, for them, the meaning of life is less bound up with 
intimate relationships than it is in the case of most people. 

Let us for a moment assume that the individuals to whom I have 
just referred showed 'avoidance behaviour' as infants, and let us 
accept that avoidance behaviour is a response designed to protect the 
infant from behavioural disorganization. If we transfer this concept to 
�dult life, we can see t�at

_ 
an avoidant infant might ve� well deve �opl 

mto a person whose pnnctpal need was to find some kmd of meanmgj 
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and order in life which was not _entirely, or even chiefly, dependent 
upon interpersonal relationships. Moreover, such a person would be 
likely to feel the need to protect the inner world in which this search 
for meaning and order was going on from interference by others 
because other people would be perceived as posing a threat. Ideas are 
sensitive plants which w�xposed to premature scru�. 

-

In an earlier book, I stressed the need for interpersonal rela­
tionships in the maturing of personality. A chapter entitled 'The 
Relativity of Personality' emphasized the fact that personality is a 
relative concept. 

If by personality we mean a man's 'distinctive personal charac­
ter' we are obliged to recognize that we can only conceive of 
such an entity in terms of contrasting it with other personal 
characters. 1 

I went on to write: 

One cannot even begin to be conscious of oneself as a separate 
individual without another person with whom to compare 
oneself. A man in isolation is a collective man, a man without 
individuality. People often express the idea that they are most 
themselves when they are alone; and creative artists especially 
may believe that it is in the ivory tower of the solitary expres­
sion of their art that their innermost being finds its completion. 
They forget that art is communication, and that, implicitly or 
explicitly, the work which they "£iocfuC'"e in solitude is aimed at 

-�<?_!!!_ebody.2 
--- -- � 

I still believe this; but I want to add a rider to the effect that 
maturation and integration can take place within the isolated indi­
vidual to a greater extent than I had allowed for. The great 
introverted creators are able to define identity and achieve self­
realization by self-reference; that is, by interacting with their own past 
work rather than by interacting with other people. 

This is clearly impossible for a small child, who must interact both 
with people and with things in gradually defining its own identity. So 
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far as we can understand it, awareness of bein�arate �rson 
takes place ��ally. We may picture the baby as coming up against 
objects in the external world; stubbing its toe against the end of the 
cot, for instance. As it gradually learns to use its limbs and exercise 
control over their movements, the baby will gain proprioceiJtive 
information about the position of its limbs in space, and hence of its 
own dimensions. It will be recalled that, in Chapter 4, we noted that 
loss of proprioceptive information from movements of limbs, when 
imposed by medical immobilization or by interrogation procedures 
enforcing fixed postures, was a potent force in breaking down the 
boundaries of self-definition. 

The infant must also become aware of its separateness because of 
its need for care from someone else; for being fed, kept warm, 
cleaned, and so on. Unless its needs are instantly met, there must 
be an interval between the realization of a need and its fulfllment, 
signified by a cry of distress which both summons help and also 
indicates to itself that there is something or someone 'out there' who 
provides what it cannot provide for itself. At the beginning of life, 
self-definition, the awareness of existing as a separate person and the 
development of a coherent identity must depend upon interaction 
between baby and mother or mother-substitute. In the ordinary 
course of events, interaction with others will continue to provide the 
majority of people with self-definition and coherence throughout life. 

Heinz Kohut, one of the most original psycho-analysts of recent 
years, has based his idea of neurosis and of the cure of neurosis on 
similar notions. He holds that the development of a healthy, secure, 
coherent structure of personality depends in the first instance upon 
the child's repeated experience of being recognized and sustained by 
what Kohut calls 'empathically resonant self-objects'. That is, the 
child needs to interact with parents or paren_cfi�o reinfor� 
the sense of se)f be_c�_l!Se u_th_ey __ �ecognize __ an�!_ mirro�d's 
Q_evelop� identi_ty �s it actually is; empathize -wTth the child's 
feelings; respond to the child's needs with 'nonhostile firmness and 
nonseductive affection', neither repudiating the child's demands with 
aggression, nor yielding to them with undiscriminating 
sentimentality. 3 

Kohut pictures this need for reinforcement as persistent. 
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Self psychology [which is the name given to Kohut's revision of 
psycho-analytic theoryrholds that self-selfobject relationships 
form the essence of psychological life from birth to death, that 
a move from dependence (symbiosis) to independence (auton­
omy) in the psychological sphere is no more possible let alone 
desirable, than a corresponding move from a life dependent 
upon oxygen to a life independent of it in the biological sphere. 
The developments that characterize normal psychological life 
must, in our view, be seen in the changing nature of the 
relationship between the self and its selfobjects, but not in the 
self's relinquishment of selfobjects. In particular, developmen­
tal advances cannot be understood in terms of .the replacement 
of the selfobjects by love objects or as steps in the move from 
narcissism to object love.4 

Kohut believes that the deepest anxiety which a person can 
experience is what he calls 'disintegration anxiety'. The individuals 
whom he considers liable to this are those who, because of the 
imrn_aturity of their p_arent�'--t��POJ!Se��o __ !hem in _5hllif_h�od, �­
�ecause of �e a�nce of ell}pii_!!tic p�r�nta!� un�av_e_ 

Jlqj: built up-<t-str.on&_Soherent personality. 
One might compare i<.--;)ilut's-conception-with looking in a mirror. 

A clear, clean, polished mirror will repeatedly reflect the developing 
person as he actually is, and thus give him a firm and true sense 
of his own identity. A cracked, dirty, smeared mirror will reflect 
an incomplete, obscured image which provides the child with an 
inaccurate and distorted picture of himself. 

In Chapter 7, reference was made to the threat of behavioural 
disorganization which makes infants avoid rejecting mothers. 
Kohut's perception that certain deprived individuals are threatened 
by fears of disintegration is surely the same concept in differ­
ent words. Disintegration anxiety can also be compared with the 
fears of destruction of the 'inner self' in schizoid subjects which 
R. D. Laing described so well in The Divided Self. Kafka, refer­
red to earlier, is an example of a schizoid individual who felt that his 
ability to preserve his inner self was threatened by intimacy. 

Kohut also believes that the therapeutic effectiveness of psycho-
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analysis depends upon whether the psycho-analyst can so understand 
and empathize \\'ith his patient that the latter can develop the inner 
coherence which he was unable to develop in childhood. 

This conception of cure is some way removed from that originally 
advanced by Freud. Freud's JTIO_dt:l _ was _ _essentially cognitive . It 
depended upon the recapture and understanding of the traumas of 
early childhood, and, more especially, upon undoing repression and 
making the unconscious conscious. 

Kohut's model of cure is a variant of object-relations theory based 
on transference. The psycho-analyst, if he is doing his job properly, 
is providing what Franz Alexander used to call 'a corrective emotion­
al experience'. Because the psycho-analyst is able to understand and 
empathize with the patient's experience and feelings, he is providing 
repeated reinforcement and repair of the patient's damaged self. 

" Kohut makes the important point that healing is less dependent 
upon the theoretical position espoused by the psycho-analyst than the 
latter probably imagines. That is, provided the psycho-analyst can in 
fact understand his patient sufficiently well, and convey this under­
standing to the patient, healing will continue to occur, irrespective of 
the psycho-analyst's preference for, say, Kleinian theory as opposed 
to Freudian or Jungian. -

Kohut's insistence that self-selfobject relationships are necessary 
to psychic health throughout life is in line with the ideas of Bowlby 
and Marris which were discussed in Chapters 1 and 2; namely that 
intimate attachments or specific loving relationships were alone 
assumed to give meaning to a person's life. Kohut's position is also 
similar to that of Fairbairn who, by introducing the term mature 
dependence for the final stage of emotional development, asserted his 
belief that total autonomy was both impossible and undesirable. 'We 
must love one another or die,' as Auden put it. 6 

Both Fairbairn and Kohut have made valuable contributions to 
psycho-analytic theory, but I doubt whether they are right in this 
particular instance if by 'objects' they invariably mean people, which 
seems to be the case. Object-relations theory is now too entrenched 
a term to be abandoned, but it is an inept use of the word 'object', 
as Rycroft makes clear in his definition in A Critical Dictionary of 
Psychoanalysis. 
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In psycho-analytical wrftings,...objects are nearly always persons, 
parts of persons, or syrribcil� of one or the other. This termino­
logy confuses readers who are more familiar with 'object' in the 
sense of 'thing', i.e. that which is not a person.7 

It is natural enough that psycho-analysts, who see that much of 
what is wrong with their patients springs from distortions in their 
earliest 'object-relationships', and who treat their patients principally 
through the agency of another form of interpersonal relationship 
provided by themselves, should assume that object-relationships are 
the only source of psychic health. I have no doubt whatever that the 
interaction between the child and its mother and other care-takers is 
vital in the early years, and that future psychic health and the capacity 
to make satisfying relationships with others in adult life partly 
depends on this. I also have no doubt that, as we have seen, 
disruption of early relationships and hostility or rejection on the part 
of parents can direct a child more toward the impersonal, or make 
human relationships very difficult of attainment. But I have also 
suggested that people can live satisfactory, fulfilled lives without 
necessarily depending on close or intimate relationships, provided 
that they have relationships of some kind, and work which engages 
their interest and ministers to their self-esteem. 

Work, especially of a creative kind which changes, progresses, and 
deepens over the years, can, I believe, provide the integrating factor 
within the personality, which Kohut assumes comes only from, or 
chiefly from, the positive reflecting responses of other people .  

In his biography of Elgar, Jerrold Northrop Moore writes:  

The artist, like the rest of us, is torn by various desires 
competing within himself. But, unlike the rest of us, he makes 
each of these desires into an element for use in his art. Then he 
seeks to synthesize his elements all together to form a style. The 
sign of a successful synthesis is a unified and unique style plain 
for all to recognize.8 

In this view, style is the cement holding the various parts of the 
personality in balance; an integrating factor which psycho-analysts 
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are a1mmg to help their patients achieve through empathy and 
understanding, as explained by Kohut, but which can also be 
achieved, at any rate by gifted people, working on their own. 

If the creation of works of art, or systems of philosophy, or theories 
of the universe, is, in some instances, an attempt at reparation for 
early losses or later difficulties in fruitful interaction with other 
persons, we can see that there is a sense in which a succession of 
works can represent or substitute for 'objects '. But it is surely absurd 
to think that all human interests are so derived. Morris N. Eagle, 
in an important paper, 'Interests as Object Relations', argues that 
psycho-analytic theory has not done justice to the critical role which 
interests play in personality functioning. 

In traditional psychoanalytic theory, when interests are consi­
dered at all, they tend to be viewed as essentially derivative. 
Thus, in sublimation - the concept in psychoanalytic theory 
most germane to an understanding of the development of 
interests - interests result from 'the instinct's directing itself 
towards an aim other than, and remote from, that of sexual 
satisfaction' (Freud, S.E. XIV, p. 94). That is, interests are the 
product of the diversion of sexual aims to 'higher' pursuits. 
According to this view, the capacity to develop cultural interests 
depends on one's ability to sublimate or 'neutralize' sexual 
energy.9 

This view still lingers on in the minds of fundamentalist psycho­
analysts, but it is out of date, and no longer fits the facts of what 
we know about human development. Even very young infants show 
considerable interest in objects which provide novel visual and 
auditory stimuli; and such stimuli cannot be regarded as anything to 
do with satisfying basic physical drives like hunger, thirst, or the need 
for contact and comfort. 

In Chapter 5, I referred to Winnicott's concept of 'transitional 
objects', and suggested that 'these very early manifestations of 
investing impersonal objects with significance are evidence that man 
was not born fqr love alone' .  It is also the case, as we have noted, that 
it is the securely attached child who is most able to leave the mother's 
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side in order to explore the environment and investigate the objects 
which it contains. Thus, --the� earliest manifestation of 'interests' 
cannot be regarded as a substitute for affectional ties, but rather as 
bearing witness to their adequacy. 

In Chapter 4, we saw that, in extreme situations like solitary 
confinement or the environment of the concentration camp, interests 
like music or languages, or passionately held religious or political 
convictions, could serve to prevent mental collapse and consequent 
death. Eagle quotes the case of a composer 

who, by the usual psychiatric criteria, was quite disturbed. 
He was frequently paranoid, oversuspicious, chronically over­
vigilant, showed extreme mood swings, had periods of intense 
anxiety, and reported quasi-hallucinations. Yet, in the 26 years 
that I knew him, he never became seriously disorganized, never 
was overtly psychotic. It always seemed to me that without his 
musical gift and passion, which played a central sustaining role 
in his life, he would have decompensated. 10 

Music evidently played the same part in this man's life as did writing 
in the life of Kafka. I agree with Eagle's conclusion that 

an interest in objects, as well as the development of affectional 
bonds, is not simply a derivative or outgrowth of libidinal 
energies and aims, but is a critical independent aspect of 
development which expresses an inborn propensity to establish 
cognitive and affective links to objects in the world. 1 1  

The ideally balanced person, therefore, might be supposed to find 
the meaning of his life both in his interpersonal relationships and 
in his interests. Although interests are not derived from failure in 
relationships with persons, I shall argue that, in the case of some 
gifted people who, for one reason or another, do not make close 
relationships, interests can take over some of the functions more 
usually performed by intimate relationships. 

One of the most interesting features of any creative person's work 
is how it changes over time. No highly creative person is ever satisfied 
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with what he has done. Often indeed, after completing a project, he 
experiences a period of depression from which he is only relieved by 
embarking on the next piece of work. It seems to me that the capaci_ry 
to create provides anlrreJ!laceable opportunity for personal develop­
_tt!_ent in isolation_. M.Qst�(--US..__jj_eY.elop_and�rimarily_th_r_Q_I:!g� 
interaction with others. Our passage through life is defined by our 
roles relative to others; as child, adolescent, spouse, parent, and 
grandparent. The artist or philosopher is able to mature primarily on 
his own. His passage through life is defined by the changing nature 
and increasing maturity of his work, rather than by his relations with 
others. 
:::.. At an earlier point in this chapter, I suggested that there are some 
individuals who are particularly preoccupied with a need to discover a 
meaning and order in life which is not primarily concerned with 
interpersonal relationships. If the proposals so far advanced are right, 
we might expect to find examples of creative people who, first, are 
predominantly introverted; who, second, avoid, or find difficulty in 
making, close relationships. One might guess that such people would 
be particularly concerned with developing their own point of view 
autonomously, protective of their inner worlds against premature 
scrutiny and criticism by others, and perhaps more than usually 
impervious to the ideas of others. We should also expect that 
such people would use their work rather_than their interpersonal 
_relatio__ll_ships_ �s th�jr_Qri�:uy -�o-urce of self-esteem and person�) 
l1tlfilillC1!!: 

- - - -

- In addition, we should expect to find that some individuals of 
this kind were obviously 'neurotic', in the sense of being unhappy, 
anxious, phobic, or depressed: in other words, showing signs of 
suffering from that lack of fulfilment in interpersonal relationships 
which is supposed by object-relations theorists to be the root cause 
of neurosis. On the other hand, if I am right in supposing that the 
object-relations theorists have gone too far in this direction, and that 
interpersonal relationships are not the only source of human stability 
and happiness, it should be possible to point to other individuals who 
do not seek fulfilment in this way, but who achieve as much stability 
and happiness through their work as usually falls to the lot of human 
beings. 
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It so happens that one o[ the most original and important 
philosophers fulfils all the-exPectations listed above. In the sketch of 
Kant's personality which follows, I have drawn upon De Quincey's 
account of his last days, 12 and upon the references to Kant in 
17ze Philosophers by Ben-Ami Scharfstein. 13 Philosophers, whilst 
professionally engaged in expounding, refuting, and disputing the 
ideas of their colleagues and predecessors, seldom show much 
interest in their personalities or biographies, and may dismiss any 
such interest as irrelevant, impertinent, or trivial. Philosophical 
systems, it may be affirmed, stand or fall in their own right, from 
whomsoever they may have originated. This is certainly the case; 
nevertheless, as was s�ggested in the Introduction, many of the 
most original philosophers of the Western world were people 
who were not only unusually intelligent, but unusual in other ways as 
well. 

Immanuel Kant was born on 22 April 1 724 at Konigsberg, in East 
Prussia, and spent his entire life there. He was the fourth of nine 
children, three of whom died in infancy. His father, a saddler, 
died when Kant was twenty-two. His mother, to whose love 
and instruction he acknowledged a lasting debt, died when he was 
thirteen. 

Although Kant had nothing but praise for his parents, it seems that 
his insistence upon complete autonomy displayed itself early, for he 
showed no inclination to idealize childhood, depicting it as a period 
when discipline imposed by others must necessarily and regrettably 
restrict the child's freedom. Indeed, he thought that infants cried at 
birth because they resented as a constraint their inability to make 
proper use of their own limbs. 

Discipline, however unpleasant it might be, was nevertheless 
necessary for children. Kant, somewhat severely, believed that novels 
should be taken away from children since he feared that such reading 
would encourage romantic phantasy at the expense of serious 
thoughts . He also considered that children should be taught to 
endure privation and opposition in order to promote the development 
of independence. 

Kant's insistence upon independence was absolute. According to 
Bertrand Russell, he asserted that 
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there _E�n be D.Otbing_Il"lor���!lful than that the actions of one 
ITi�n-should be�ject to the wiJl_ of _af!qt]1��.14 

· 

Kai)!J>�lieved that eyery rational being_ existed as an end in himself, 
� that this -is how we o�ghttotreat each other. 

-
----- -- -

Kant's correspondence is chiefly concerned with advancing his 
own philosophical views. He had scant respect for other philo­
sophers, with the exception of Hume, to whom he acknowledged a 
considerable debt. One of his amanuenses refers to the difficulty 
which Kant had in identifying himself with the thought of another, 
attributing this to his inability to extricate himself from his own 
scheme of thought. 

Kant had a number of loyal friends, enjoyed entertaining them to 
dinner, and, during his latter years, was recognized as a generous 
hos't and a fascinating talker. However, he did not form any close 
relationship with either sex, in spite of the fact that he continued to 
admire women until well into his seventies. He considered marrying 
on several occasions, but never took the plunge. Although generous 
to his relatives, he took care to keep well away from them. He had 
sisters living in Konigsberg, but did not see them for twenty-five 
years. His surviving brother wrote a touching letter deploring their 
separation and wishing to be reunited with him. Kant took two and a 
half years to answer a further letter from his brother, saying that he 
had been too busy to reply, but that he would continue to think 
brotherly thoughts of him. 

Kant exhibited many obsessional traits of character. His life was 
ordered with the utmost regularity. Every day, his servant woke him 
at 4.55 a.m. At 5 a.m. he took breakfast, and then spent the morning 
writing or lecturing. At 1 2. 1 5  p.m. he would dine. During most of his 
life, the solitary constitutional which followed dinner was so exactly 
timed that the inhabitants of Konigsberg could set their clocks by it. 
In later years, when Kant entertained friends every day, the timing 
must have varied, since we are told that conversation might run on 
through the afternoon, till four or five o'clock. After this he would 
read till I 0 p.m. when he went to bed. 

Kant showed the obsessional person's typical impatience and 
intolerance of matters which he cannot himself immediately control. 
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This is another aspect of.the de�ire to be free of constraints imposed 
by others. In his latter years, ·he could not bear the smallest delay 
when, after dinner, he wanted coffee. At his dining table, he could 
tolerate no interruptions to the flow of talk, and chose a wide variety 
of guests in order that there should be no shortage of topics of 
conversation. His own talk was wide -ranging. Kant was well­
informed, not only in mathematics and the sciences, but also in the 
field of politics, which formed a chief subject of conversation at his 
table. He seldom talked of his own work, partly no doubt from 
modesty, but possibly also from a reluctance to expose his ideas to the 
intrusive rough-and-tumble of dinner-table talk. 

And what may seem still more singular, it was rarely or never 
that he directed the conversation to any branch of philosophy 
founded by himself. Indeed he was perfectly free from the fault 
which besets so many savans and literati, of intolerance towards 
those whose pursuits might happen to have disqualified them 
for any special sympathy with his own. 1 5 

Kant was fanatically preoccupied with physical health, both his 
own and that of others. He took grea� pains never to sweat, and 
developed a technique of breathing only through his nose, night and 
day, because only thus could he get rid of catarrh and cough. So 
much was this the case that he refused to take a companion on his 
daily walk in case conversation forced him to breathe through his 
mouth whilst in the open air. His bedroom was never heated, even in 
the coldest weather; but his study was kept at 75 degrees Fahrenheit. 

As might be expected, Kant was ascetic, never over-indulging 
himself even in the things of which he was particularly fond, namely, 
coffee and tobacco. He boasted of his health, took a great interest in 
medicine, and, when his friends were ill, became very disturbed 
about them, making perpetual enquiries. However, once they were 
dead, he dismissed them from his mind and immediately regained his 
composure. Kant wrote that anxious fear at the thought of death 
nourished the fancies of the hypochondriac; but, in old age, he 
affirmed his readiness to die with resignation and courage. 

Kant attributed his tendency to hypochondria to the flatness and 

1 5 7  



THE SEARCH FOR COH EREI"CE 

narrowness of his chest. He admitted that, at times, he had been 
plagued with irrational fears about illness to the extent of becoming 
depressed and weary of life. However, his obsessional rituals seem to 
have acted as efficient defences against his tendency toward depres­
sion, and the impression left is that, by middle life, he was 
predominantly cheerful in a calm and rational fashion. Although 
Kant certainly exhibited neurotic anxieties, it was not until near the 
time of his death, at the age of seventy-nine, that he again became 
overtly unhappy. 

It is clear that he developed cerebral arteriosclerosis. His memory 
for recent events began to fail, although he continued to recall remote 
events with accuracy, and could repeat long passages of poetry. 
His obsessional concern increased, and he became disturbed if any 
furniture or other object was removed from its proper place. He 
developed strange delusions about electricity, to which he attributed 
the headaches from which he suffered. He became reluctant to see 
strangers, for, like many patients with arteriosclerotic dementia, 
Kant retained insight into his own disabilities, and was reluctant to , 
reveal to others the decline in his mental powers. Toward the end of 
his life, Kant was plagued with nightmares; again, a not uncommon 
accompaniment of hardening of the cerebral arteries. 

Kant died on 1 2  February 1 804, just over two months before his 
eightieth birthday. His fame ensured that Konigsberg had neven 
before seen so magnificent a public funeral. 

Kant was a university professor of a type familiar in the older 
academies of the Western world. Although his gifts and his achieve- i 

ments are hard to match, there are plenty of examples of dons wid 
similar personalities and interests. Meticulous, obsessional scholars 
whose lives are dedicated to their work, and for whom interpersona. 
relationships take second place, find Oxford and Cambridge college 
life particularly attractive. As residents, they are well looked after.' 
The need for solitude and private study is taken for granted; whilst 
companionship, without the emotional demands of family life, is1 

available when needed. The warmth of human passion was absent· 
from Kant's life, but he was universally respected, and evidentl) 
regarded with affection by his friends. His personality was character­
istically obsessional, but his defences against anxiety and depression 
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worked well for the grea!er part of his life .  Although some psycho­
analysts might disagree, it woul<:f be a mistake to regard such a life as 
neurotically unhappy. 

To the non-philosopher, and perhaps to some philosophers also, 
philosophy appears to be a very odd subject. It is not an empirical 
study: that is, it is not concerned, as are the hard sciences, with 
building an edifice of knowledge to which each generation adds, as it 
were, a new story. The problems with which philosophers generally 
concern themselves are not susceptible of final, permanent solutions. 
All that most philosophers claim in the way of advance in their 
subject is that, because certain questions have been clarified, some 
former ways of approaching those questions can now be discarded. 

Although philosophers are like scientists in trying to be as objective 
as possible, philosophy does not closely resemble the empirical 
sciences. On the other hand, philosophy is unlike the arts in that it is 
not concerned with making obviously personal statements or express­
ing human emotions. Yet, in some ways, it resembles both the arts 
and the sciences. As science progresses, the new knowledge added 
by each generation becomes incorporated into the general structure. 
This means that no modern physicist, for example, need study the 
original papers of Newton, or even of Einstein. What they added to 
physics and cosmology has been assimilated, and the way in which 
they reached their conclusions, although interesting historically, is 
only interesting historically, not relevant to future progress. The 
ideas of even the greatest and most original scientists are inevitably 
superseded. 

In the arts, there is generally no question of the present replacing 
or superseding the past. Beethoven uses a larger orchestra than does 
Mozart; and Wagner uses one which is larger still. Although the 
range of expressive possibilities of the orchestra has been extended, 
this does not mean that Beethoven's music is greater than Mozart's 
or that Wagner's music is greater than Beethoven's, whatever some 
nineteenth-century critics may have supposed. Beethoven's music, 
however much it may depend upon Mozart's previous achievement, 
does not supersede or replace that achievement. Mozart's music, 
Beethoven's music and Wagner's music arc all supreme examples of 
composition and all irreplaceable. 
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The same is true in painting. Although technical discoveries in 
perspective and the like have sometimes been taken to indicate the 
superiority of Renaissance painters to their 'primitive' counterparts, 
we recognize that the paintings of Cimabue and Giotto were 
concerned with the values of their own time, and are irreplaceable 
masterpieces without which we should be the poorer. 

In this sense, philosophy resembles the arts more than it does the 
sciences. The writings of Plato and Aristotle are still studied and 
must be studied by anyone trying to understand philosophy. Books 
continue to be written about them, as they do about Descartes, 
Hume, Kant, or Wittgenstein. Although progress analogous to that 
made in the sciences may be achieved by pointing out flaws in 
particular philosophical arguments, philosophical systems often re­
main as distinct statements; points of view which may be in conflict 
with one another, which are not reducible to one another, but which 
co-exist as a plurality in the way described by Isaiah Berlin. This 
incompatibility seems to me to be linked with the fact that so many 
philosophers insist upon autonomy at all costs, are reluctant to 
acknowledge debts to others, and sometimes assert that they are 
almost incapable of reading the work of other philosophers. Although 
science progresses by criticism of what has gone before, by the 
adoption of hypotheses which explain a wider range of phenomena, 
scientists are always building on the past. The mental stance adopted 
by philosophers is quite different from that employed by most 
scientists, however original they may be. 

Kant, Leibniz, Hume and Berkeley all insisted that their contribu­
tions to philosophy depended upon their having freed themselves 
from the influences of their predecessors and pursued their own 
autonomous paths irrespective of the past. So did Wittgenstein, 
who is another example of a philosopher who was introverted, who 
particularly prized solitude, who claimed that he was largely imper­
vious to influence, and who certainly found his main source of 
self-esteem in his work. He is generally accounted to be the most 
original and influential philosopher of the twentieth century. 

Wittgenstein was born on 26 April 1 889 in Vienna. He was the 
youngest of five brothers and three sisters. One of his brothers was 
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Paul Wittgenstein, the l?janist who lost his right arm in the First 
World War, for whom Ravel composed his piano concerto for the left 
hand alone. Ludwig Wittgenstein was himself passionately fond of 
music, and, in adult life, learned to play the clarinet. After being 
privately educated till the age of fourteen, he went to school in Linz, 
and then to study engineering in Berlin. 

According to 'G. H. von Wright's biographical sketch of Wittgen­
stein, the years from 1 906, when Wittgenstein left school, to 1 9 1 2, 
when he was at Cambridge studying with Bertrand Russell, were a 
period of anxious searching and considerable unhappiness. 16 His 
interest shifted from aeronautical engineering to mathematics; and 
this brought him into contact with Frege, who advised him to go to 
Cambridge to work with Russell. In the second volume of his 
autobiography, Russell paints a vivid picture of Wittgenstein: 

He was perhaps the most perfect example I have ever known of 
genius as traditionally conceived, passionate, profound, intense, 
and dominating. He had a kind of purity which I have never 
known equalled except by G. E. Moore . . .  His life was 
turbulent and troubled, and his personal force was 
extraordinary . 1 7  

Russell describes him as  coming to his rooms at  midnight, pacing up 
and down for hours, and announcing that when he left he was going 
to commit suicide . A predominantly gloomy outlook and a tendency 
to depression persisted throughout Wittgenstein's life. 

Wittgenstein must have been one of the most profoundly intro­
verted men of genius who have ever existed. What was taking place 
in his own mind was, to him, far more important than anything 
taking place in the external world. His first major work, Tractatus 
Logico-Philosophicus, was written during the First World War, when 
Wittgenstein was a serving officer in the Austrian Army. Bertrand 
Russell writes: 

He was the kind of man who would never have noticed such 
small matters as bursting shells when he was thinking about 
logic!8 
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Wittgenstein was indifferent to social conventions, disliked the 
small talk of academic life, and hated social pretensions. From 1 920 
to 1 926, he was an elementary school teacher in various remote 
village schools in Austria. Although stimulating, he was an irritable, 
impatient schoolmaster. He was accused of cruelty to the children, 
and, in spite ofbeing acquitted, gave up his teaching career. He later 
confessed that he had once struck a little girl in one of his classes, and 
was ashamed that he had denied doing so when she complained to 
the principal. 

His father had died in 1 9 1 2, leaving a great deal of money. When 
Wittgenstein returned to Vienna after the war, he distributed his 
wealth amongst his brothers and sisters. When it was arranged that 
he should meet Russell in The Hague to discuss the Tractatus, 
Russell had to sell some of the possessions which Wittgenstein had 
left in Cambridge in order to get him enough money to pay his fare 
from Vienna to Holland. 

From 1 926 to 1 928, Wittgenstein occupied himself in designing 
and building a house in Vienna for his sister Gretl. Hermine 
Wittgenstein, another sister, describes the obsessional way he went to 
work, overseeing every detail, and insisting that every fitting should 
be precisely engineered to the last millimetre. 

The strongest proof of Ludwig's relentlessness with regard to 
precise measurements is perhaps the fact that he decided to 
have the ceiling of a hall-like room raised by three centimetres 
just as the cleaning of the completed house was to commence. 
His instinct was absolutely right and his instinct had to be 
followed. 1 9 

As we have seen, Kant also displayed obsessional traits, a charac­
teristic which one would expect in those who are primarily patterners, 
concerned with making sense and order out of their experience . 
Wittgenstein also shared with Kant an imperviousness to the ideas 
of others. Norman Malcolm writes : 

Wittgenstein had done no systematic reading in the classics of 
philosophy. He could read only what he could whole-heartedly 
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assimilate . We have .seen !Jlat as a young man he read 
Schopenhauer. From Spinoza, Hume and Kant he said that he 
could get only occasional glimpses of understanding.Z0 

Wittgenstein was far less socially inclined than Kant, never dined 
in his college, and was ascetically indifferent to food. When staying in 
Ireland, he considered that the first meal which his host provided was 
too elaborate. What he wanted was porridge for breakfast, vegetables 
for lunch, and a boiled egg in the evening. Accordingly, this was 
provided each day for the rest of his visit .Z 1  

He was extremely secretive about his private life .  His earliest 
notebooks are partly written in code. His passion for privacy may 
have been connected with his homose:'ll:uality, which manifested itself 
in attachments to men like David Pinsent, to whom he dedicated the 
Tractatus, or to the much younger Francis Skinner. At least two of 
his male friends were lame; a condition which constitutes a particular 
form of compulsive attraction for some natures. But some who knew 
Wittgenstein best seemed sure that he was physically chaste. 

Whether or not this is the case, there is no doubt that he was 
predominantly solitary. Indeed, he spent months at a time entirely 
alone in a hut which he had bought in Norway, and another period in 
1948 in a hut beside the sea in Galway. 

Wittgenstein was a much more tormented character than Kant: 
more prone to depression, P.erpetually threatened with fe�!!_about 
his own sanity, intolerant, dogmatic, suspicious of others, and sure 
that he was dght. His was a nature close to paranoia. Yet his proud 
indifference to worldly considerations, �oven' 
of truth at all costs, his disdain of compromise, and his intellectual 
passion, deePfy Impressed all those who encountered him. 

In spite of their differences, Wittgenstein and Kant share a 
number of the character traits and attitudes which, at an earlier point 
in this chapter, were postulated as likely to be found in predominantly 
introverted creative people who had turned away from human 
relationships. Neither man founded a family or formed any con­
tinuing close personal ties. Both were ascetic, shunning self­
indulgence of any kind. Both were largely impervious to the ideas 
of other philosophers. Both were passionately concerned withl 
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preserving autonomy. Both based their self-esteem on their work, 
rather than upon the love of other human beings. 

Both these men of genius displayed a compulsive drive to discover 
order, coherence, and sense by means of abstract thought, and it was 
this search for truth that gave meaning to their lives. It is likely that 
the motive power which spurs such passionate intensity is derived 
from an awareness of potential chaos within: the 'disintegration 
anxiety' or fear of 'behavioral disorganization' referred to earlier. 
Wittgenstein, especially, was haunted by fears of breakdown. Kant's 
obsessional need for order reveals anxiety which, though not as 
. intense as that shown by Wittgenstein, is nevertheless comparable. 

There are many examples of men of genius whose intense 
preoccupation with the search for order was probably motivated by 
similar anxieties; although one must remember that, even when such 
a search is originally sparked by fears of disintegration, it can later 
become self-propelled by thelntrinsic interest of the s�bject, or by 
the reward which the individual gains from being recognized as 
proficient or original. 

Newton is an example of a man of genius who began life with 
considerable disadvantages, who grew up to be an eccentric, who 
suffered a mental illness in middle age, and who then became more 
stable though remaining isolated. I have written about Newton at 
some length elsewhere, but the links between his abnor�personal­

_ity and his exceptional achie�ements are so evident and so interesting 
thal,i�--ih;context of this chapter, they deserve especial notice.22 

Newton was born prematurely on Christmas Day 1 642. His father, 
an illiterate yeoman, had died three months previously. So far as is 
known, neither his mother's family nor his father's had previously 
produced anyone of particular distinction. For his first three years, 
Newton enjoyed the undivided attention of his mother without 
suffering any competition; indeed, he was such a tiny baby that it can 
be assumed that he received even more care than was customary. 
This idyll was rudely shattered when, on 27 January 1 646, just after 
Newton's third birthday, his mother remarried. She not only pre­
sented him with an unwanted stepfather, but also moved house, 
leaving ::'\Jewton to be reared by his maternal grandmother. We know 
that _Newt�as�t�y re�

-
e��d this as a betrayal. At the age of 
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wenty, he wrote a confession. Alllongst the fifty-eight sins of which 
le found himself guilty was 1Jhreatning my father and mother Smith 
o burne them and the house over them'.23 

The psycho-analyst Erik Erikson has postulated basic trust versus 
>asic mistrust as the earliest nuclear conflict which the developing 
mman being encounters. Although all of us probably carry with us 
nto adult life some sense of paradise lost, most of us experience 
mfficient continuity of maternal care for long enough to establish 
>asic trust in other human beings as the norm, mistrust only as the 
:xception. But, if a child enjoys a particularly close relationship with 
he mother which is suddenly terminated before he is old enough to 
mderstand any possible reasons for such a betrayal, he is likely to 
nistrust all other human beings whom he later encounters and 
mly gradually be persuaded that anyone at all is trustworthy. This 
'las certainly true of Newton. Whiston, Newton's successor in the 
�ucasian chair of mathematics at Cambridge, said that Newton was 
of the most fearful, cautious, and suspicious temper that I ever 
mew'.24 

From 1 66 1 ,  when he first went to Trinity College, Cambridge, 
mtil he left for London in 1 696, Newton remained predominantly 
l recluse, preoccupied with his work to the exclusion of almost 
:verything else, with little social contact with other human beings, 
md no close relations with either sex. Newton's distrust of others is 
tttested by his reluctance to publish his work. He feared that critics 
'lould harm him and that others would lay claim to his discoveries. 
)ne biographer, Brodetsky, writes: 

He was always somewhat unwilling to face publicity and 
criticism, and had on more than one occasion declined to have 
his name associated with published accounts of some of his 
work. He did not value public esteem as desirable in itself, 
and feared that publicity would lead to his being harassed by 
personal relationships - whereas he wished to be free of such 
entanglements . . .  Apparently Newton hardly ever published a 
discovery without being urged to by others: even when he had 
arrived at the solution of the greatest problem that astronomy 
has ever had to face he said nothing about it to anybody. 25 
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Newton was touchy about questions of priority, as his bitter 
quarrels with Leibniz, Flamsteed and Hooke bear witness. He was 
extremely reluctant to own that he was indebted to other men's work. 
Newton is clearly another example of an introverted creator who 
fulftls all the criteria postulated at an earlier point in this chapter. 
That is, he was avoidant of personal relationships, protective of his 
work against scrutiny, intensely concerned with autonomy, and used 
his work as his primary source of self-esteem and personal fulfilment. 
In addition, he suffered overt mental illness. 

When he was just over fifty, Newton became transiently psychotic. 
Some have claimed that· his illness was the result of poisoning with 
mercury, which Newton used in his experiments. But whether or not 
his psychosis had a toxic origin, it resulted in an exaggeration of his 
suspiciousness to the point where he broke with his friend Pepys, and 
believed that the philosopher Locke was endeavouring to 'embroil' 
him with women. This paranoid episode was succeeded by a period 
of depression in which he wrote to Locke begging his forgiveness for 
having had uncharitable thoughts of him. Newton appears to have 
made a good recovery. He moved from Cambridge to London, 
became Warden and then Master of the Mint, and was also elected 
President of the Royal Society. He remained celibate, but his fame 
brought him considerable satisfaction and a wide acquaintance. 
George II and Queen Caroline are said to have often entertained 
him. He continued to revise his scientific publications and to work 011 
his theological studies and his Chronology of Ancient Kingdom: 
Amended. He died in his eighty-fifth year. 
· Kant, Wittgenstein and Newton were all men of genius whc 
however different they may have been in other ways, shared a vas 
capacity for ori_g!nal, abstract thought with a lack of close involvemen 
with�other-himan bein�. Indeed, it could reasonably be argued that 
if they hadliad wives and families, their achievements would hav< 
been impossible. For the higher reaches of ab�tr�ction q�-rn�nd lont 
��<!_s o[�oli__tu�_e_�a_l!,� _in_tellse -�9�n�centration whic� _a� 
W a man is subjt:ct_ to the emotional demands of a spouse ans �Il· - - - - - - -. -

Psycho-analysts will point to the obvious fact that these three mer 
were technically 'abnormal', and I concede that all three exhibite< 
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· more than the usual share of _what is generally deemed 'psycho­
. pathology'. Nevertheless, all three survived and made important 
. contributions to human knowledge and understanding which, I 
1 consider, they could not have made if they had not been predomi­
.nantly solitary. Would they have been happier if they had been able, 
:or more inclined, to seek personal fulfilment in love rather than in 
i their work? It is impossible to say. What should be emphasized is that 
tmankind would be infinitely the poorer if such men of genius were 
. unable to flourish, and we must therefore consider that their traits of 
,personality, as well as their high intelligence, are biologically adap­
Jtive. The psychopathology of such men is no more than an exaggera­
Jtion of traits which can be found in all of us. We all need to find some 
order in the world, to make some sense out of our existence. Those 
1who are particularly concerned with such a search bear witness to the 
fact that interpersonal relationships are not the only way of f_t_llQi!l_g 
emotional Jylfilmenj. 

---------- - - - - - ---- · - - --- - - - -
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The Third Period 

'In our nr.n·e/s, it is music, among all the arts, that isolates the individual 
from the society of his contemporaries, makes him aware of his separateness 
and, finally, pm·ides a personal significance to his life regardless of his social 
or even personal loyalties,_[j__z� tf!e one measure of sun·ival which ne1.•er 

E!'ls . . .  ' 
Alex Aronson 

At the beginning oflife, survival depends upon 'object-relationships\ 
The human infant cannot care for itself, and is dependent upon the, 
care of others throughout many long years of childhood. Toward the, 
end of life, the opposite condition obtains. Although illness or injul'); 
may make the elderly physically dependent, emotional dependenct 
tends to decline. The old often show less interest in interpersonal 
relationships, are more content to be alone, and become mori, 
preoccupied with their own, internal concerns. It is not my intentim 
to suggest that old people do not continue to be interested in thei , 
spouses, children, and grandchildren; but rather to point out that th, 
intensity of this interest somewhat declines. There is often a1 
increase in objectivity toward others combined with a decrease ir 
identification with them. This may be why relationships betwee:1 
grandparents and grandchildren are often easier than bet\\·eet 
parents and children. The grandchild does not feel that as much i 
expected of him by grandparents as is expected by parents, and ma:1 
thus establish an easier, less reciprocally demanding relationship wit1 
them. 

This change in intensity of involYement is partly determined by 
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decline in the insistence - of the_sexual impulse which, until middle 
age or later, compels most-men and women to engage in intimacy. It 
may also be a merciful provision of Nature, designed to lessen the 
pain of the inevitable parting from loved ones which death brings in 
its train. JV1an i��e of!!x creature who_ca�_h��O�!l <i�_ath_c_�ng; 
;tO when he oes, it concentrates his mind wonderfufu:: He 
prepares or death by freeing himse f from mundane goals and 
attachments, and turns instead to the cultivation of his own interior 
garden. Both Jung and Freud exemplify this change. They each 
survived into their eighties, and both almost abandoned interest in 
psychotherapy in favour of ideas and theories about human nature. In 
old age, there is a tendency to turn from empathy toward abstraction; 
to be less involved in life's dramas, more concerned with life's 
patterns. 

This change, like other aspects of human nature, can be most 
clearly seen in the productions of those who have left behind a series 
of works of abiding interest. When men and women of genius live 
long enough, changes in style become so apparent that it is customary 
to divide their work into periods, often designated 'first', 'second', 
and 'third', or 'early', 'middle ', and 'late' .  The third or late period is 
relevant to the main theme of this book, since it is a time when 
communication with others tends to be replaced by works depending 
more upon solitary meditation. 

The significance of the first two periods in the life of an artist is not 
difficult to determine. Even the most gifted men and women have 
to learn their craft, and they are bound to be influenced by their 
teachers and predecessors. The first period, therefore, although it 
may be characterized by works of undoubted genius, is one in which 
the artist has usually not fully discovered his individual voice. 
Bernard Berenson defined genius as 'the capacity for productive 
r.e���-�st _o�ne's_ training:_, I and ;5 an artist becomes rll();e 
confident, he gains ihe courage to dispense with whatever aspects of 
the past are irrelevant to himself, and enters upon his second period, 
in which both his mastery and his individuality are clearly manifest. 
In this period, the need to communicate whatever he has to say to as 
wide a public as possible is usually evident. 

The second period may occupy the greater part of an artist's life, 
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and many of the greatest geniuses have not lived long enough to enter 
upon a third phase in their creative output. Amongst composers, for 
example, Mozart, Schubert, Purcell, Chopin, and Mendelssohn lived 
such brief lives that, in spite of their astonishing precocity, they did 
not have time to show the kind of change which is manifest in the 
works of Beethoven and Liszt. 

Beethoven lived until the age of fifty-seven: not an advanced age 
by modem standards, but sufficiently so for his works to provide a 
good example of the three periods referred to. (This is, of course, 
a simplification to which musical scholars can find exceptions; but, 
in broad terms, the ordinary music-lover can at once hear what 
is meant.) Beethoven's string quartets divide naturally into three 
groups. The first set of six, op. 1 8, were embarked upon during 
Beethoven's twenty-eighth year and preoccupied him during 1 798 
and 1 799. The first three of the set were published in June 1 80 I ,  the 
second three four months later. Although no one else could have 
composed them, Kerman writes that 'they reveal some clear traces of 
Haydn and some remarkably strong traces of Mozart'.2 They are 
certainly enjoyable, but not echt Beethoven in the sense in which the 
later quartets are. 

-

The three quartets dedicated to Count Razumovsky, op. 59, nos. 
1-3 ,  plus the so-called 'Harp' Quartet op. 74 and the Quartet in F 
minor op. 95, are generally grouped together as the 'middle' quartets. 
The Razumovsky quartets were written during the years 1 804-6; 
op. 74 in 1 809, and op. 95 in 1 8 1 0. The early 1 800s were years of 
immense activity for Beethoven. The 'Eroica' S)mphony of 1 803-4 
represents an entirely new dimension in S)mphonic music. The 
\Valdstein and Appassionata sonatas, composed mainly in 1 804 and 
1 805, are quite different from any piano sonatas which had gone 
before. It is worth recalling that these 'heroic' works were composed 
after the Heiligenstadt Testament which, as we saw earlier, was 
written in 1 802. Beethoven's deafness was already severe, and later 
changes in his style cannot be attributed to increasing withdrawal into 
himself on that account alone. 

The Razumovsky quartets also illustrate this new departure. They 
reveal Beethoven's power, energy and confidence as well as his 
capacity for depicting the deepest emotion. (Compare, for example, 
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the moving adagios of op. 59 _no.  1 and op. 59 no. 2 with the 
exhilaration of the finale of op. 59 no. 3.) These wonderful quartets 
ue both entirely individual and also in a different category from the 
op. 1 8  set, enjoyable as those early quartets certainly are. 

Between 1 806 and 1 809, Beethoven completed the Fourth, Fifth, 
and Sixth symphonies, the Violin Concerto and the Fourth and Fifth 
piano concertos, as well as a number of smaller works. In 1 809 carne 
the 'Harp' Quartet, so-called because of the pizzicato exchanges 
between the instruments in the first movement. It is a beautiful work, 
but perhaps should be regarded as a transitional piece which attempts 
no striking innovation. The same is not true of its successor, the F 
minor quartet op. 95. This is an extremely compressed, powerful, 
almost violent work. Beethoven himself named it quartetto serioso. 
Corning as it does at the end of the series of 'middle' quartets, some 
commentators have thought it closer in spirit to the series of the five 
'last' quartets. Kerman writes :  

In the opinion of the present writer, and not his alone, certainly, 
the Quartet in F minor stands at the highest summit of 
Beethoven's artistic achievement up to the end of the second 
period.3 

The next group of quartets, the five 'last' quartets, were not 
embarked upon until the 1 820s. It is probable that the first of the 
group, op. 1 27 in E flat, was begun in 1 822, but laid aside until 1 824 
to allow Beethoven to complete the Ninth Symphony. The last of the 
five, op. 1 35 in F major, was composed during August and Septern­
IJer 1 826. The substitute last movement of op. 1 30, written at the 
nsistence of his publisher as an alternative to the Great Fugue, 
was completed later that autumn, and was the last music which 
Beethoven composed. He died on 24 March 1 827. 

Martin Cooper writes of Beethoven's late style : 

Nothing is conceded to the listener, no attempt is made to 
capture his attention or hold his interest. Instead the composer 
communes with himself or contemplates his vision of reality, 
thinking (as it were) aloud ��cernea only with the pure 
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essence of his own thoughts and with the musical processes 
from which that thought itself is often indistinguishable.4 

The middle three of these last quartets, op. 132 in A minor, op. 
130 in B flat major and op. 1 3 1  in C sharp minor, were for a long 
period considered unintelligible. They certainly show a considerable 
departure from conventional sonata form. The A minor quartet has 
five movements; the B flat major quartet has six movements; and the 
C sharp minor quartet has seven movements. There are frequent, 
sudden changes of tempo, unexpected juxtapositions of themes, and 
unpredictable interruptions to the flow of the music. Kerman gives 
the illuminating title 'Dissociation and Integration' to his chapter on 
opp. 1 30 and 1 3 1 .  After discussing that extraordinary and violent 
piece of music, the Great Fugue, which was the original finale to op. 
130, Kerman writes: 

In all this, it seems to me indicated that Beeth()!_��s 2V9!king 
to� some � idea of order or coherence in the cyclic 
�positi� an order markedly different fromilie tra-ditional 
psychological sequence that he had developed in the earlier 
music. This new order is not easy to comprehend, because on 
the evidence of the Quartet in B flat, the idea was not entirely 
realized.5 

There is an interesting parallel to be found in ]. \V. N. Sullivan's 
book, Bee/haven, first published in 1 927. After discussing the signifi­
cance and usefulness of conventional sonata form to express psycho­
logical processes, he goes on to write: 

But in the quartets we are discussing, Beethoven's experience 
could not be presented in this form. The connection between 
the various movements �Q_gether more organic than that�­
the four-movement sonata form. ln th�uartets the move­
ments radiate as it were, from a central experience. They do not 
;�pr�ages in a journey, each stage being independent and 
existing in its own right. They represent separate experiences, 
but the meaning they take on in the quartet is derived from their 
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relation to a dominating; central experience. This is characteris­

. tic of the mystic vision, t6 w� eve�e w� a�s 
UQified in the light of one fundamental experienc�6 / , ___ ---� ---- - -----

Wilfrid Mellers writes in similar terms about the Diabelli 
Variations, Beethoven's longest piano work, which was published in 
1 823. He calls them 

a circular rather than linear work . . .  Like Bach's Goldber$ 
Variation1.._ and despite the difference between the two com­
posers' approach, they rather see 'a world in a grain of sand' ,  
making us aware that experience is  a totality in which the trivial 
and the sublime coexist. 7 

In the last chapter of this book, we shall see that Sullivan's and 
Mellers's delineation of a central experience uniting opposites has 
parallels in the work of Jung. 

Sullivan is more convinced than Kerman that Beethoven fully 
expressed the new vision toward which he was striving. As an 
amateur, my own guess is that he did not completely achieve this. 
Had he lived longer, we might have had works which more perfecdy 
exemplified the synthesis of elements, the unity which he was 
seeking. Most people would agree that he came nearest to it in the 
C sharp minor quartet, which Beethoven himself considered his 
greatest. As Maynard Solomon points out, 

A continuity of rhythmic design adds to the feeling that this is 
one of the most completely integrated of Beethoven's works. 
But there are many pressures toward discontinuity at work in 
this Quartet: six distinct main keys, thirty-one changes of tempo 
(ten more than in opus 130) ,  a variety of textures, and a diversity 
of forms within the movements - fugue, suite, recitative, 
variation, scherzo, aria and sonata form - which makes the 
achievement of unity all the more miraculous. 8 

The last quartet of all, op. 1 35 in F major, seems to be a return to 
an earlier genre, perhaps a relaxation after intense spiritual effort, or 
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an expression of peace attained. The question and answer �us�s..s 
_s���g.�m�', which is the epigraph of the finale, probably had 
a trivial origin. Schindler connects it with Beethoven's unwillingness 
to hand out money for housekeeping. But the fact that Beethoven 
placed it where he did may also be interpreted as a sign that this 
habitual rebel had reached some kind of reconciliation with fate. 

Beethoven's last quartets strikingly exemplify the main features of 
the third period in a creative person's life .  Third period works share 
certain characteristics. First, they are less concerned with com­
munication than what has gone before. Second, they are often 
unconventional in form, and appear to be striving to achieve a new 
kind of unity between elements which at first sight are extremely 
disparate. Third, they are characterized by an absence of rhetoric or 
any need to convince. Fourth, they seem to be exploring remote areas 
of experience which are intrapersonal or suprapersonal rather than 
interpersonal. That is, the artist is looking into the depths of his own 
psyche and is not very much concerned as to whether anyone else will 
follow him or understand him. These features are plainly to be 
discerned in the last quartets of Beethoven; but they are also to be 
found in the work of other composers, provided they lived long 
enough. 

Liszt, for example, died in his seventy-fifth year. For about fifteen 
years before his death, his music shows a remarkable change. There 
is none of the old flamboyance, and no more transcendental virtuosity 
- or at least no virtuosity for its own sake. Instead, there is l> 

preoccupation with Hungarian folksong; the genuine, peasant 
variety, not the ersatz kind to be found in the early rhapsodies. Ther( 
is also a partial abandonment of conventional tonality, which antici­
pates Schoenberg and Bartok. Instead of using the habitual system o� 
stating a theme, developing it through various keys, recapitulating it, 
and finally arriving at a goal, Liszt experiments with violent contrasts 
and clashes, and with impressionistic effects achieved by the sustain­
ing pedal. Humphrey Searle writes: 

The style has become extremely stark and austere, there are 
long passages in single notes and a considerable use of whole­
tone chords, and anything resembling a cadence is avoided; in 
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fact, if a work does end with ! common chord it is more often in 
an inversion than in root -position. The result is a curiously 
indefinite feeling, as if Liszt was launching out into a new world 
of whose possibilities he was not quite sure. For the majority of 
these works he returned to his first love, the piano; but in 
general the old pianistic glitter is absent - Liszt was now writing 
for himself, and no longer for his public.9 

Searle's comments on Liszt's late style are strikingly similar to 
Martin Cooper's remarks on Beethoven's late style which were 
quoted above. Beethoven and Liszt have comparatively little in 
common as composers, but both, in their early and middle periods, 
used rhetoric to convince their listeners, and both abandoned it in 
their last compositions. 

There are, of course, other examples of artists turning more and 
more toward some kind of inner development as they grow older. 
Bach's Art of Fugue, which was his last major composition, may not 
have been primarily aimed at an audience. It is not even certain for 
what instrument or combination of instruments The Art of Fugue was 
written, or whether it may have been a purely theoretical work, not 
designed for performance at all. Malcolm Boyd is certain that 

performance alone can never result in a complete apprehension 
of Bach's last-period works. Even with the most thoughtful 
performance and the most attentive listening the augmentation 
canons in the Musical Offen'ng and the Art of Fugue will sound 
dry, academic and even ungainly if experienced in the same way 
as one might experience the Orge/biich/ein or the '48' .  But to the 
score reader, able to follow and to ponder on their cold logic, 
they offer an insight into the mysteries of infinity every bit as 
teasing in its mathematical beauty as Zeno's paradox of Achilles 
and the tortoise . . .  One would not, of course, willingly forgo the 
degree of comprehension and enjoyment that performance of this 
music can offer, but only through study can we hope to arrive at a 
complete perception of it, and after study, contemplation; for it 
exists in a world far removed from the musica humana of our own, 
where music, mathematics and philosophy are one. 1 0  
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Once again, we see that, toward the end of life, interest becomes 
increasingly directed toward pattern-making and the impersonal. 

Even in so lushly romantic a composer as Richard Strauss, 
something of the kind can be detected. Between the age of seventy­
eight and his death at the age of eighty-four, Strauss composed the 
Second Horn Concerto, the First and Second Sonatina for wind 
instruments, Metamorphosen for twenty-three strings, the Concerto 
for Oboe, the Duct Concertina for clarinet and bassoon, and the 
Four Last Songs. Mosco Carner comments that, with the exception 
of Metamorphosen, these are slight works, but that 

a classical tendency, manifest in the young Strauss, showed 
itself again in the octogenarian, yet greatly enriched and 
mellowed by the artistic and human experiences of a life-time. 
The neo-classical tendency is displayed in a number of features: 
in the turn to pure instrumental music; in the avoidance of an 
emotionally charged expression and the emphasis on exquisitely 
refined and polished workmanship; in the symmetrical cut of 
thematic ideas (mostly in regular four and eight bars) and 
'old-fashioned' cadences; in the marked preference for simple 
diatonic writing, and in the transparent scoring, whose sparse­
ness and economy - already to be found in Daphne and Capn'ccio 
- is in strong contrast with the sumptuousness and lavishness of 
Strauss's symphonic poems and the majority of his operas. 
Metamorphosen, which is the most important of Strauss's late 
compositions, shows all these features at their most charac­
teristic, to say nothing of a formidable skill displayed in the 
polyphonic interweaving of the parts. 1 1  

Brahms, like Mozart, was inspired by a brilliant clarinet player 
toward the end of his career as a composer. He first heard Richard 
Miihlfeld in 1 89 1  in Meiningen; and the latter's skill as a performer 
inspired Brahms to write the Clarinet Trio, the Clarinet Quintet, 
and two sonatas for clarinet (or viola) and piano. Although Brahms 
himself preferred the Trio, most critics agree that the Quinte1· 
is the greatest of these works, but disagree about the feelings which· 
it evokes. Some find it characterized by nostalgia tempered witl:l 
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resignation; 'autumnal' is a favoyrite adjective. Robert S impson finds 
it permeated with an uiioerlying melancholy. William Murdoch 
found it 'rapturous'; 

a work that is intimate, yet full of warm colour, the clarinet 
adding such a glow that one can hardly believe that the 
composer is not a young man full of the joy of life, with all the 
exuberance of youth and the glamour of a passionate love . 1 2 

In 1 893, Brahms published his last set of pieces for solo piano, op. 
1 1 9. Composers often write music in a minor key but end in the 
major. It is one way of reaching 'horne' in triumph or in happiness. It 
is worth noting that the E flat Rhapsody which concludes op. 1 1 9, 
and which is the last piece which Brahms composed for solo piano, 
reverses the usual order. It is written in the major key but ends in the 
minor. 

Brahms, as Richard Strauss was to do over fifty years later, wrote 
four last songs: the Four Serious Songs which he composed in 1 896, 
the year before he died. The settings are of words from the Lutheran 
Bible, but carefully chosen so that none conflict with Brahms's 
agnosticism. The first song, of which the words are taken from 
Ecclesiastes 3 : 1 9-22, is so relevant to one theme in this book that 
I cannot forbear to quote it. After declaring that men have no 
pre-eminence above the beasts, for all must die, the author of 
Ecclesiastes goes on: 

Who knoweth the spirit of man that goeth upward, and the spirit 
of the beast that goeth downward to the earth? Wherefore I 
perceive that there is nothing better, than that a man should 
rejoice in his own works; for that is his portion: for who shall 
bring him to see what shall be after him? 

Brahms's very last composition was a set of eleven Chorale 
Preludes for Organ, which remind both Denis Arnold and Fuller 
Maitland of Bach. The former refers to them as 'tranquilly introspec­
tive in a manner reminiscent of Bach' . 1 3  The latter, commenting on 
the last of the set, writes: 

177  



THE THIRD PERIOD 

it must be admitted that none of the great composers has given 
the world a final utterance of more exquisite and touching 
beauty. The last few bars have a cadence of such fresh and 
expressive beauty as even Brahms himself never surpassed, and 
once again we are reminded of Bach . . .  14 

Both Richard Strauss and Brahms showed some of the character­
istics o{ihircrpe�iocCworkSinth�i�l;te compositions : lack of rhetoric, 
lack of any need to persuade or convince, and some inclination 
toward the impersonal rather than the personal. But their late music 
also exhibits a nostalgic trend which is absent from the compositions 
of Beethoven and Liszt. I am inclined to link this with the fact that 
both men, in their private lives, were cautious, hesitant individuals, 
uncommitted to living life to the full. Nostalgia, which is close to 
sentimentality, seems usually to be an expression of regret for 
opportunities missed, rather than regret for actual past accomplish­
ments or pleasures. Brahms was a cautious man of whom Nietzsche 
wrote : 'His is the melancholy of incapacity. ' 1 5  Although he was 
seriously in love \\ith Clara Schumann (who was fourteen years his 
senior), and had a number of emotional attachments to other women, 
he never whole-heartedly committed himself and remained a bache­
lor. He destroyed all his apprentice compositions and many later 
works which he felt did not come up to standard. Peter Latham 
writes: 'It is as though he feared that they might somehow be 
produced later in evidence against him. ' 16  

Following the disappointment of his hopes of a life with Clara 
Schumann, Brahms became involved with Agathe von Siebold, but 
broke his engagement to her when the question of marriage became 
urgent. It was noticed by everyone who knew him that, as he became 
older, Brahms became more and more reserved and withdrawn, 
concealing his true feelings behind a wall of abruptness and sarcasm. 
By nature, Brahms had a warmer, more emotional temperament than 
the philosophers discussed in the last chapter; but disappointment 
and rejection prevented his emotions from finding fulfilment. No 
wonder his later music is tinged with nostalgia and regret. 

Richard Strauss's life was also incomplete. He was married to a 
singer who, as she grew older, became more and more dominating, 
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grasping, snobbish, and waspLsh. One has only to look at their 
wed�ing photograph to guess their relationship. Pauline Strauss 
seems to have been heartily disliked by all who knew her. She was 
clearly a severely obsessional character. She required her husband to 
wipe his feet on three sets of doormats before entering the house, and 
lost her temper with the servants if the linen closets were not ordered 
with mathematical precision. Strauss may have taken a masochistic 
pleasure in being so imperiously dominated, but five of his operas 
revolve around the theme of fidelity, and he is said to have had an 
affair with one of the prima donnas who sang Salome. He was a weak 
man who welcomed the rise of Hitler, supported Goebbels's attack 
on Hindemith and Furtwangler, substituted for Bruno Walter as a 
conductor when the latter was threatened by the Nazis, and also 
substituted for Toscanini when the latter refused to conduct in 
Germany. He wrote to Hitler apologizing for his connection with the 
Jewish writer, Stefan Zweig, who had written a libretto for him. For 
twenty-five years before the Indian summer which produced his last 
group of works, Strauss composed little of consequence. Strauss was 
an egotist whose main interest lay in money and the promotion of his 
own works. Toscanini once said to him, 'For Strauss the composer, 
I take my hat off. For Strauss the man, I put it on again . ' 1 7  The 
composer whose Elektra and Salome are full of horror, violence and 
perverse sexuality, was himself an inhibited weakling. It is not 
surprising that his last works, beautiful as they are, evoke more 
feelings of nostalgia than of reconciliation or integration. 

Henry James is an author whose 'third period' presents features of 
particular interest. His last three novels, The Ambassadors, The Wings 
of the D(rve, and The Golden Bowl, are even more densely complex in 
style than his early and middle work. Partly because they were 
dictated, rather than handwritten, revision was more easily accom­
plished, and constant revision became habitual. Perhaps we should 
be grateful that, during James's lifetime, the word-processor had not 
yet been invented. James's anxiety to avoid the expected sometimes 
results in prose which is opaque and difficult to understand. The 
reader finds that he needs to concentrate more intensely than most 
readers of novels wish to do if he is to follow the twists and turns of 
James's tortuous writing. 
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What is interesting is that James, in The Ambassadors, exhibits the 
preoccupation with pattern and order already noted as characteristic 
of the third period, combined with a determination to preach the 
gospel of living life to the full which, in other artists, would be more 
typically associated "'ith earlier periods in their work. Henry James 
was fifty-seven when he wrote The Ambassadors, the age at which 
Beethoven died. James himself picks out as the core of the book the 
speech given to Lambert Strether in chapter 2 of Book Fifth. 

Live all you can; it's a mistake not to. It doesn't so much matter 
what you do in particular, so long as you have your life .  If you 
haven't had that, what have you had?18 

It was an injunction which Jam�s hims�lf_h_�cl singularly fail�d to 
,&Jl� But, in 1 899, while staying in Rome, James had met a young 
American sculptor of Norwegian origin, called Hendrik Andersen. 
James bought one of his busts, and exacted a promise that Andersen 
would come and stay with him, which, for three days, he later did. 
Leon Edel comments that James became aware that he had deeper 
feelings for Andersen than he had ever �ad before for anyone outside 
his own fami!Y· Moreover, James's letters to Andersen contain far 
'more r:�ences.�cal affe�n than had previously been 
evident in James's correspondence. Henry James was sexually inhi­
bited. He had 

exalted the intellectual and emotional rather than the physical 
in human relations . . .  We must remind ourselves also, in 
weighing this delicate and ambiguous evidence, that James had 
hitherto tended to look at the world as though through plate 
glass. Andersen seems to have helped James emerge from 
behind that protective wall. If we let o� fan_9' run.��_might 
think of him as openingjames uE_!9_sensory feeling to �eater 
d.€:� _ thar:t �had .l?e_en the! �a� perhaps the-touch of 
those strong fingers of the sculptor's hand may have givenjames 
a sense of physical closeness and warmth which he had never 
allowed himself to feel in earlier years; and it is this which we 
read in his letters. 1 9 
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So James's third period is out 9-f kilter. Instead of the physical being 
less evident as he became-older, it suddenly impinges upon him as a 
valid, albeit irrational, part of love; something which he himself had 
failed to grasp in earlier days and w_hich made him feel, rightly, that 
he had missed something in life of si@al importance. ' 
. Although the main theme of The Ambassadors-iSStrether's injunc­
tion to 'live all you can', the novel also displays a symmetrical pattern. 
The inhibited, fifty-five-year-old Lambert Strether is despatched 
from America to rescue a young American, Chad Newsome, from 
the supposedly bad influence of Parisian life and, more especially, 
from the clutches of Madame de Vionnet. However, after meeting 
Madame de Vionnet, and himself succumbing to the liberating 
influence of Europe, Strether abandons his rescue mission, and 
urges the young man to stay. Meanwhile, Chad's attitude has 
changed. After at first refusing to leave France, he then eagerly 
embraces the idea of returning to America and engaging in business. 
Thus, the two main protagonists of the novel change places. 

Ralf Norrman, who has studied such patterns in Henry James's 
fiction, refers to this switch as an example of :chiastic inversion': 
'A changes and becomes what B has been; while B changes and 
becomes what A has been.'2° Chiasmus r�rs to a crossing ovc:;_r, as 
in the case of the optic chiasm at the base of the brain, in which some 
of the fibres of the optic tracts cross over to join those from the other 
side. The novel which precedes the last three, The Sacred Fount, 
derives from this device in such an artificial way that I find it 
unreadable. In Notebook III, on 1 7  February 1 894, James records 
two ideas suggested to him by Stopford Brooke. The second runs as 
follows. 

The notion of the young man who marries an older woman and 
who has the effect on her of making her younger and still 
younger, while he himself becomes her age . When he reaches 
the age that she was (on their marriage), she has gone back to the 
age that he was. - Mightn't this be altered (perhaps) to the idea 
of cleverness and stupidity? A clever woman marries a deadly 
dull man, and loses and loses her wit as he shows more and 
more . . . 21 
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However, this type of pattern-making does not necessarily result in 
artificiality. James's last novel, The Golden Bowl, which is one of his 
greatest, depends upon multiple chiastic inversion, as Ralf Norrman 
points out. The four main characters are the widowed American, 
Adam \'erver, and his daughter Maggie; Prince Amerigo and 
Charlotte Stant. Maggie marries the Prince, and persuades her father 
to marry Charlotte in order to compensate for her loss. However, the 
tie between father and daughter is so persistent that they continue to 
spend a great deal of time together, which revives a former attach­
ment between Charlotte and the Prince. Maggie eventually brings 
this situation to an end by despatching her father and Charlotte to 
America, whilst she remains in Europe with the Prince. The four 
characters encounter each other, form new partnerships, revert to the 
former pattern (with the addition of what is now adultery), and finally 
settle for the partnerships made after their original encounters. 

What is extraordinary is that this apparently artificial pattern does 
not kill the human emotions involved as I think it does in The Sacred 
Fount. The aesthetic pursuit of symmetry is tempered with a real 
appreciation of human passion, and, as Edel makes clear, for the first 
time James conceives as possible, and actually brings off, a marriage 
between the Old World of Europe and the New World of America. 

Henry James seems archetypally an ambiguous figure; S}mpathe­
tic, and deeply concerned with human feelings, yet somehow always 
detached from them. To revert to Howard Gardner's oft-used 
classification, James is both a dramatist and a patterner. As he grew 
older, his awareness of the physical aspect of love grew more rather 
than less, because of his feeling for Andersen. This awareness both 
saddened and enlarged him. I think it made possible the synthesis 
between opposites which is apparent in The Golden Bowl, and 
prevented that rich and daring novel from being O\·erwhelmed by the 
aesthetic patterns from which it originated. 

'The Beast in the Jungle', written toward the end of 1 902, is 
James's most powerful and most tragic tale, and is also clearly 
autobiographical, in that it e:x-presses his bitter regret for what he had 
missed in life, and his shame at having been ��llf�W� 
prison of his own egotism that he had not dared fully to love. 

it will be recalled that this is the story of John Marcher, who, all his 
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life ,  has been sure that a .particular, unusual experience was lying in 
wait for him, which he pictures as a beast tracking him in the jungle, 
awaiting its chance to spring. He has confided his secret to a woman, 
May Bartram. When, after a ten-year interval, they meet again, she 
reminds him of his confidence, and asks him if anything has 
happened. It has not; and when he goes on to describe what he is still 
anticipating, something which may suddenly break out in his life, 
something which, he thinks, might annihilate him or alter everything 
in his world, May Bartram hazards the guess that what he is 
expecting but cannot describe is what is familiar to many people as 
� danger of falling in �ve. John Marcher dismisses the idea. 

During the many years to come, they continue to spend much of 
their time together. Eventually, May Bartram dies. Marcher has 
failed to respond to, failed even to recognize, the offer of love which, 
at one point, she clearly makes him. Only when she is dead does he 
realize that the beast in the jungle sprang at that moment. 

The escape would have been to love her; then, then he would 
have lived. She had lived - who could say now with what 
passion? - since she had loved him for himself; whereas he had 
never thought of her (ah how it hugely glared at him!) but in the 
chill of his egotism and the light of her use. 22 

Marcher, kneeling on May Bartram's grave, 

saw, in the truth, in the cruelty of his image what had been 
appointed and done. He saw the Jungle of his life and saw the 
lurking Beast; then, while he looked, perceived it, as by a stir of 
the air, rise, huge and darkened - it was close; and, instinctively 
turning in his hallucination to avoid it, he flung himself, face 
down, on the tomb. 23 

In a letter to Hugh Walpole, James wrote : 

I think I don't regret a single 'excess' of my responsive youth, I 
only regret in my chilled age certain occasions and possibilities 
I didn 't embrace. 24 
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Henry James's last novels exhibit at least some of the characteris­
tics of third period works to which reference was made earlier. His 
elaborate style makes no concessions, so that it is fair to say that he is 
less directly concerned with communication or with trying to woo or 
convince the reader. Pattern and order, although evident throughout 
his work, are even more insistently present in The Ambassadors and 
The Golden Bowl. However, James is not so concerned as some of the 
artists 'mentioned in this chapter with exploring remote areas of 
experience beyond the personal. His late acceptance of the physical 
element in love actually enriches his work at a time in life when those 
artists who, like Bach, had fully experienced this aspect of life, seem 
to be reaching out beyond it. In this sense, he is also achieving a new 
unity between disparate elements. Leon Edel writes: 

'Live all you can,' had been central to The Ambassadors: man had 
to learn to live with the illusion of his freedom. Life without love 
wasn't life - this was the conclusion of The Wings of the Dove; - --- ---
and having found love James had come to see at last that !!:! 
could not be art, and not life, without love. He had become his 
own Sphinx; he was answering his own riddles.25 
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1 2  
The Desire and Pursuit 

of the Whole 

'Dust as we are, the immortal spin"t grows 

Like harmony in music; there is a dark 
Inscrutable workmanship that reconciles 
Discordant elements, makes them cling together 
In one society. ' 

William Wordsworth 

In Plato's Symposium, Aristophanes takes it upon himself to initiate 
his friends into the secret of love's power. He begins by recalling the 
myth that there were originally three sexes: hermaphrodite, male, and 
female. The male originated from the sun, the female from the earth, 
and the hermaphrodite from the moon which partakes of the nature 
of both sun and earth. Each human being was a rounded whole, with 
four legs and four arms, able to walk upright in either direction, or to 
run by turning over and over in circular fashion. 

These original human beings were so arrogant, so insolent, and so 
powerful that they constituted a threat to the gods, who debated how 
best to restrain them. Zeus decided that they should be bisected, and 
later arranged matters so that reproduction took place by means of 
sexual intercourse rather than by emission on to the ground, as had 
happened previously. 

The consequence of this bisection of the human race was that each 
half-being felt compelled to seek out a partner who would restore 
its former wholeness. The male sought another male, the female 
another female, and �_e_h.erm:_I_phrodite a contrasexual £_artn_�[ 
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'Loye',_ says Aristophane�L 'is simply the name _fur the desire and 

pursuit of the�e . ' 1 

Plato's myth is a potent one. Down the centuries, the notion that 
we attain wholeness and complete ourselves by merging sexually with 
another person has been the chief inspiration of romantic literature 
and the climax of thousands of novels. There is enough truth in the 
myth for most of us still to be powerfully affected by it. In youth, 
especially, sexual union with a beloved person does bring with 
it, however ephemerally, a sense of completion which few other 
experiences can match. But sex is only one out of a variety of ways of 
attaining unity. 

Although Freud continued to regard sexual fulfilment as the main 
._... 

source of satisfaction in the lives of both men and women, and to 
think that neurotic problems were the consequence of psychological 
blocks preventing the attainment of sexual maturity, he did retain 
some doubts as to whether complete emotional fulfilment was 
actually possible. In a comparatively early paper Freud wrote: 

It is my belief that, however strange it may sound, we must 
reckon with the possibility that s9mething in the nature of the 
sexual instinct itself is unfavourable to the realization of com-�- � z  • 
p!ete satisfaction. 

In spite of this, and in spite of the fact that, at this time, Freud 
thought that cultural achievements were the result of sublimation of 
aspects of the sexual impulse which could not find direct expression 
when trammelled by the restrictions of civilization, sexual ful filment 
continued to represent an ideal both for Freud and his followers. 

However, there is more to the experience of falling in love than the 
desire for, or achievement of, sexual union. Falling in love is, for the 
majority, one of the most comp

_
elling e_moti_�f}��s which 

anyone can encounter. Whilst the state of being in love persists, the 
person experiencing it usually f�� ecstatic sense of unity both 
with the world outside and also within the self: a sense ofunity

. 
which 

was initiated by encountering the beloved person, and which may 
continue to depend upon the existence of the beloved person, but 
which does not necessarily require his or her actual physical 
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presence. Being In love is usually thought of as the closest, most 
intimate form of interper�on_al-relationship; but it is a state of mind 
which, once triggered, may persist for some time independently of 
any actual encounter with the beloved. The earth assumes a smiling 
countenance; and, although this may be no more than a projection of 
the inner bliss of the subject, there is a sense in which feeling that all 
is right with the world may actually promote a better adjustment to it. 
All the world loves a lover, and a lover loves all the world. 

In Chapter 5, I anthropomorphically assumed that creatures who 
were more or less perfectly adjusted to the environment could be 
called 'happy'. It seems to me that those in love experience happiness 
because, for a brief period, they feel a sense of being perfectly 
adjusted to the world around them as well as a sense of ecstatic peace 
and unity within. Whilst the state of being in love persists, there 
appears to be no discrepancy between actuality and the world of the 
imagination. The 'hunger of imagination' is temporarily sated. This 
is something other than sexual infatuation. Although sexual inter­
course can sometimes be an immensely fulfilling experience which 
brings in its train a sense of peaceful relaxation, the state of being 
'in love' is a different condition. Ecstasy is not the same as sexual 
orgasm; and being in love is a state of mind closer to ecstasy than it is 
to orgasm. As Marghanita Laski points out in her book Ecstasy, sexual 
imagery is used to describe ecstasy only by those who have no 
experience of a normal sex life .3 

Freud certainly appreciated the difference between sexual fulfil­
ment and the sense of unity which accompanies the state of being in 
love, but he exalted the former experience and denigrated the latter. 
In Chapter 3, brief reference was made to Freud's discussion with 
Romain Rolland of the 'oceanic feeling'. It will be recalled that Freud 
designated !Jle ocean!£ feeJlng a_s 'a feeling of an indissoluble bond, of 
bei_Dg_Qn_e with tht: external world as a whole' .4 Freud goes on to 
compare this feeling with that of being in love. 

At the height of being in love the boundary between ego and 
object threatens to melt away. Against all the evidence of his 
senses, a man who is in love declares that '[_af!d 'you' arc Qne 
a__!l� is IJreparcd to behave as if it were a fact 5 
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In Chapter 3, I suggested that Freud was right in seeing a 
similarity between the feeling of unity with the universe and the 
feeling of unity with a beloved person, but wrong to dismiss such 
experiences as merely regressive illusions. 

The sense of perfect harmony with the universe, of���� 
harmony with another person, and of perfect harmony within the self 
�re intimately connected; indeed, I believe them to be essentially 
the same phenomena. The triggers for these experiences are of 
many different kinds. Marghanita Laski lists 'nature, art, religion, 
sexual love, ;:hild!2.irth, knowledge, creative work, certain forms of 
exercise',6 as being the most common. Admiral Byrd's description of 
feeling at one with the universe, which was given in Chapter 3, is a 
characteristic example for which the triggers were solitude, silence, 
and the majesty of the Antarctic. Experiences of this kind can also 
occur spontaneously in solitude without the aid of any external 
stimulus. �uch_ tranSC(!Ild�_ntal _experie!!_C��ose_!y connected 
with aspects of the creative process; With suddenly being able to make 
s�ut of what had previously appeared- impenetrable, or with 
making a new unity by linking together concepts which had formerly 
seemed to be quite separate. 

Plato's myth is an accurate account of the human condition in that 
it depicts IJliliL..i!S an incomplete creature constantly in search _of 
}Vholeness or uni.ty; but confines itself to describing unity in terms of 
a sexual relationship. In fact, transcendental experiences of things 
suddenly coming together or making sense of life can even be 
triggered by something as impersonal as mathematics. Bertrand 
Russell describes such a moment. 

------

At the age of eleven, I began Euclid, with my brother as my 
tutor. Tll!§_�as one of the great events of my life, .�zzli� 
as first love_. I had not imagined that there was anything so 
deliciou; in the world.7 

Ein�teip. was likewise transported by Euclid at the age of twelve, 
when, at the beginning of the school year, he received a book 
expounding Euclidean plane geometry. 

There is a good example of the oceanic feeling being triggered by 
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scientific discovery in an early novel by C. P. Snow. The same 
example is used by Marghanita Laski in Ecstasy, and underlines her 
contention that, although orgasmic experiences may share some 
features with ecstatic experiences, the latter are of a different order. 
In Snow's novel, which is clearly autobiographical, the young 
scientist has just received confirmation that some difficult work he 
has been doing on the atomic structure of crystals has turned out to 
be correct. 

Then I was carried beyond pleasure. I have tried to show 
something of the high moments that science gave to me; the 
night my father talked about the stars, Luard's lesson, Austin's 

�- opening lecture, the end of my first research. But this was 
different from any of them, different altogether, different in 
kind. It was further from myself. My own triumph and delight 
and success were there, but they seemed insignificant beside 
�is tranquil ecstasy. It was as though I had looked for a truth 
outside myself, and finding it had become for a moment pa!:t9J 
!!'t�ght; as though .. all the world, the atoms--ali"d _ the 
stars, were wonderfully clear _!!td close to me, and I t�, so 

:that we we_r_�Hpart __ or-a -hJcidity_m�--�me!!do�:!!L a!!)' 
_mystery. 

I had never known that such a moment could exist. Some of 
its quality, perhaps, I had captured in the delight which came 
when I brought joy to Audrey, being myself content; or in the 
times among friends, when for some rare moment, maybe twice 
in my life, I had lost myself in a common purpose;  but these 
moments had, as it were, the tone of the experience without the 
experience itself. 

Since then I have never quite regained it. But one effect will 
stay with me as long as I live; once, when I was young, I used to 
sneer at the mystics who have described the experience of being 
at One with God and part of the Unity of things. After that 
afternoon, I did not want to laugh again; for though I should 
interpret it differently, I think I know what they meant.8 

Freud dismissed .Jh_e _oceanic feeling as an illusion based on 
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regression to a_n i�ntile emotional state. The notion that a kind of 
union or 'wholeness', which was not rooted in the body, could be a 
valid and vital e:\:perience, an ideal toward which men strive, would 
ha,·e seemed to Freud to be an evasion of the harsh facts of man's 
physicality. Freud was always inclined to dismiss as unreal psycholo­
gical experiences which could not easily be traced to, or linked with, 
the body. !U� � limitation of his thought which we have already 
encountered when discussing his attitude to phantasy. 
- When psycho-analysis was first developed as a method of treat­
ment, Freud advised against taking on patients of fifty or older, on 
the grounds that, in most cases, the elasticity of the mental processes 
needed for change was lacking. Since psycho-anal)1ic technique 
demanded scrupulous reconstruction of the past, Freud also felt 
that the mass of material which had accumulated during a life of 
this length would prolong treatment interminably. Although modem 
Freudians often treat patients of middle-age and over, the principal 
thrust of psycho-analysis has always been toward understanding 
childhood, youth, and the emancipation of the individual from 
emotional ties to parents. This is also the period of life when the 
sexual impulse is most urgently compelling, and when solution of 
sexual problems proves most rewarding. 

But, however sincerely one subscribes to the evolutionary view that 
man's prime biological task is to reproduce himself, the very fact that 
the lifespan extends for so long beyond the period at which, at least 
for women, reproduction is possible, raises doubts as to whether the 
act subserving reproduction entirely deserves this pride of place. 
\Vhat Jung calls 'the second half of life' must surely have some other 
meaning and purpose. 

It was left to J ung and his followers to pay attention to the problems 
of the middle-aged. ju_11� major contribution to psychology and to 
p�ychothe!_�py_i�Jn the field of aduTtd---eveiOi)ffieirt.1fe paid relatively 
little imention to childhood, believing that, when children exhibited 
neurotic distress, the answer to their problems should usually be 
sought in stud)ing their parents' psychology rather than their own. 

Jung's interest in the problems of adult development originated 
from the crisis which he himself e:\:perienced between 1 9 1 3  and the 
end of the First World War. Reference was made to this period of 
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distress at the beginning of Chapter 7. In july 1 9 13 ,  Jung reached the 
age of thirty-eight. By this time, he had married, fathered a family, 
and established himself as a psychiatrist of world renown. His hope 
had been that, together with Freud, he could develop a new science 
of the mind. But some force within him, against his own inclination, 
compelled him to develop his own individual point of view. The first 
fruits of this was the book originally known, in English translation, as 
The Psychology ofthe Unconscious, which was published in 1 9 1 2 .* In his 
autobiography, Jung describes how, for two months, he was unable to 
write the final chapters, because he knew that Freud would regard his 
divergence from him as a betrayal. The sad story of the estrangement 
between the two pioneers which followed can be traced in The 
Freud-Jung Letters.t 

Jung was the first psychiatrist to draw attention to what is now 
familiarly known as the 'mid-life crisis'. His distress forced him into a 
long period of self-analysis in which he recorded his own visions and 
dreams, many of which were alarmingly threatening. But, out of this 
dangerous period, Jung forged his own, individual point of view. He 
wrote: 

The years when I was pursuing my inner images were the most 
important in my life - in them everything essential was decided.9 

Jung's self-analysis convinced him that, whereas the young indi­
vidual's task was primarily to emancipate himself from his original 
family, establish himself in the world, and found a new family in his 
tum, the middle-aged individual's task was to discover and express 
his own uniqueness as an individual. Jung defined personality as 'the 
supreme realization of the innate idiosyncrasy of a living being'. 10 

This quest was not primarily egotistical since, in Jung's view, the 
essence of individuality could only be expressed when the person 
concerned �knowledged the direct!Q.n .Qf a force wi@n the psyc_h_e 
which was not of his own making. Men became neurotic at the 
�id=Polnt oCiife becaus-;,��e sense, they had been false to 

• I' ow published as Symbols of Transformation: Collected Works, V (London, 1 956). 

t The Frrod-Jung Lfllm, edited by William ,\lcGuire, tramlatcd by Ralph Manheim and R.F.C. 
Hull (London, 1 974). 
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themselves, and had strayed too far from the path which Nature 
intended them to follow. By scrupulous attention to the inner voice of 
the psyche, which manifested itself in dreams, phantasies, and other 
derivatives of the unconscious, the lost soul could rediscover its 
proper path, as Jung himself succeeded in doing. The attitude or 'set' 
r�ired of the 12atient is really a rel!giou�gne, although belief i�-; 
personal God or adherence to a recognized religious creed is not part 
_of the undertaking. 

Jung himself discovered, in childhood, that he could no longer 
subscribe to the orthodox Protestant faith in which he had been 
reared by his father, who was a pastor in the Swiss Reformed 
Church. Jt mig�lle_ged thaLth�_ '."_hole of J�ng's later work 
represents his attempt to find� �-��J?stitute- for ilie_�� 
had lost: Such a speculation may be interesting but is ultimately 
unimportant. Whether or not Jung's ideas originate from personal 
conflict neither confirms nor invalidates them. As he puts it in one 
of his best-known statements: 

Among all my patients in the second half of life - that is to say, 
over thirty-five - there has not been one whose problem in the 
last resort was not that of finding a religious outlook on life . . .  
This of course has nothing whatever to do with a particular 
creed or membership of a church. 1 1 

Because Freud dismissed religion as an illusion, Freudian analysts 
have tended to regard such statements as evidence of Jung's 
unregenerate obscurantism. However, as the Freudian analyst 
Charles Rycroft has pointed out, 

there would seem to be no necessary incompatibility between 
psychoanalysis and those religious formulations which locate 
God within the self. One could, indeed, argue that Freud's Id 
(and even more Groddeck's I t), the impersonal force within 
which is both the core of oneself and yet not oneself, and from 
which in illness one becomes alienated, is a secular formulation 
of the insight which makes religious people believe in an 
immanent God . 1 2 
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Jung carne to specialize in the treatment of middle-aged indi­
viduals. 

The clinical material at my disposal is of a peculiar composition: 
new cases are decidedly in the minority. Most of them already 
have some form of psychotherapeutic treatment behind them, 
with partial or negative results. About a third of my cases are not 
suffering from any clinically definable neurosis, but from the 
senselessness and aimlessness of their lives. I should not object 
if this were called the general neurosis of our age. Fully two 
thirds of my patients are in the second half of life. This peculiar 
material sets up a special resistance to rational methods of 
treatment, probably because most of my patients are socially 
well-adapted individuals, often of outstanding ability, to whom 
normalization means nothing. 13 

The path of self-development upon which such individuals 
�barked under Jung's guidance was named b him 'the rocess of 
individuation'. This process tends towar a goal called 'wholeness' 
Jr '�nte.gratiOIL: a condition in which the different elements of the 
�syche, both conscious and unconscious, become welded together in 
1 new unity. Wordsworth describes just such a process in the lines 
from The Prelude which form the epigraph to this chapter. The 
�erson who approaches this goal, which can never be entirely or once 
md for all time achieved, possesses what Jung called 

an attitude that is beyond the reach of emotional entangle­
ments and violent shocks - a consciousness detached from the 

\Y.Q!.!Q; 14 

This new integration is essentially an internal matter; a change in 
1ttitude taking place within the psyche of the individual, promoted 
by the analyst, but not primarily occurring because of the patient's 
changing relation with the analyst in the way described earlier when 
�sychotherapy based upon 'object-relations' theory was discussed. 
Indeed, when Jung's more advanced patients were embarked upon 
the individuation process, he would encourage them to pursue their 
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quest alone, as he himself had done, -only bringing the material of 
their dreams and visions to him when his especial comment was 
needed, or when the material appeared particularly obscure. 

1':1BL��g�oc!_l}_i�.Q.l!_tients to �et aside part of the day for what 
came to be kp._9_��activ�imagir1�tion'. This is a state of reverie,' in 
which judgement is suspended, but consciousness is preserved. The 
subject is required to note what phantasies occur to him, and then to 
let these phantasies pursue their own path without conscious inter­
vention. In this way, the subject may be able to rediscove!l!_i�del_! 
{>arts of himself as well portray the psychological journey on which he 
is embarking�--

When I was a psychotherapist in practice, I sometimes adopted 
an approach derived from this technique with middle-aged patients 
suffering from depression. Such patients are often people who, 
because of the demands of their careers and families, have neglected 
or abandoned pursuits and interests which, at an earlier point in time, 
gave life zest and meaning. If the patient is encouraged to recall 
what made life meaningful to hiiJl_in_ �dolescence, ne will begin to 
redisc<;>ver neglected sides �f himself, and perhaps tur'ii -o�e� 
music, or -to p-.Unting�or to sorneoiher cultural or intellectual pursuit 
which once enthralled him, but which the pressure of life 's business 
had made him abandon. 

Persistence with active imagination not only leads to the rediscov­
ery of aspects of the personality which have been neglected, but to a 
change of attitude in which the subject comes to realize that his own. 
ego or will is no longer paramount, but that he must acknowledge 
dependence upon an integrating factor which is not of his own 
making. Jung wrote : 

If the unconscious can be recognized as a co-determining factor 
along with consciousness, and if we can live in such a way that 
conscious and unconscious demands are taken into account as 
far as possible, then the centre of gravity of the total personality 
shifts its position. It is then no longer in the ego, which is merely 
the centre of consciousness, but in the hypothetical point 
between conscious and unconscious. ��e 
�ailed the Self. 15  
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Jung describes -reaching this point as achieving peace of mind after 
what may have been loi!g a!ld fruitless struggles. He \\Tote : 

If you sum up what people tell you about their experiences, you 
can formulate it this way: They came to themselves, they could 
accept themselves, they were able to become reconciled to 
themselves, and thus were reconciled to adverse circumstances 
and events. This is almost like what used to be expressed by 
saying: He has made his peace with God, he has sacrificed his 
own will, he has submitted himself to the will of God. 1 6 

This is not healing through insight, nor through making a new and 
better relationship with another person, nor even through solving 
particular problems, but healing by means of an inner change of 
attitude. 

Jung quotes a letter from a former patient which illustrates the 
change to which he is referring. 

Out of evil, much good has come to me. By keeping quiet, 
repressing nothing, remaining attentive, and by accepting reality 
- taking things as they are, and not as I wanted them to be - by 
doing all this, unusual knowledge has come to me, and unusual 
powers as well, such as I could never have imagined before. I 
always thought that when we accepted things they overpowered 
us in some way or other. This turns out not to be true at all, and 
it is only by accepting them that one can assume an attitude 
towards them. So now I intend to play the game of life, being 
receptive to whatever comes to me, good and bad, sun and 
shadow forever alternating, and, in this way, also accepting my 
own nature with its positive and negative sides. Thus everything 
becomes more alive to me. What a fool I was !  How I tried to 
force everything to go according to the way I thought it ought 
to! I7 

Something very similar is described by William James: 

The transition from tenseness, self-responsibility, and worry, to 
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equanimity, receptivity, and peace, is the most wonderful of all 
those shiftings of inner equilibrium, those changes of the 
personal centre of energy, which I have analyzed so often; and 
the chief wonder of it is that it so often comes about, not by 
doing, but by simply relaxing and throwing the burden down. 1 8 

The state of mind which these three writers are describing is 
clearly more than constructive resignation, although it is not identical 
with the intensity of ecstatic states which are suddenly triggered and 
usually brief. William James wrote: 

Mystical states cannot be sustained forj_Q�. Except in rare 
instances, half an hour, or at most an hour or two, seems to be 
the limit beyond which they fade into the light of common day. 
Often, when faded, their quality can but imperfectly be repro­
duced in memory; but when they recur it is recognized; and 
from one recurrence to another it is susceptible of continuous 
development in what is felt as inner richness and importance. 19  

The end-point of individuation shares with ecstatic states the 
experience of a new unity within, described by Jung as being a new 
reciprocity between conscious and unconscious. The sense of peace, 
of reconciliation with life, of being part of a greater whole, is closely 
similar. Jung's concept of the subject accepting dependence upon 
an integrating factor which is within, but which is not the ego, is 
paralleled by the more passive attitude of 'waiting upon God' so often 
found in the accounts given by the religious mystics. 

In his chapter 'The Divided Self', William James considers the 
process of unification. 

It may come gradually, or it may occur abruptly; it may come 
through altered feelings, or through altered powers of action; 
or it may come through new intellectual insights, or through 
experiences which we shall later have to designate as 'mystical' .  
However it comes, it brings a characteristic sort of relief; and 
never such extreme relief as when it is cast into the religious 
mould . . .  But to find religion is only one out of many ways of 
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reaching unity; and the proc� of remedying inner incomplet�­
!less and reducing ·inner ..discord is a general psychologi�al 
process, which may take place with any sort of mental material, 
and need not necessarily assume the religious form. 20 

Whether or not these experiences of unification occur suddenly or 
gradually, they are so impressive that they generally seem to leave 
permanent effects within the mind. However, it would be naive to 
suppose that people who reach this state of peace maintain it 
uninterruptedly or for ever. We noted, in Chapter 3, the association 
of ecstatic states of mind with death. !f life is to continue, one cannot 
linger for eyer_ in a state of oceanic tranquillity. One of the major 
themes of this book has been that man's adaptatiOn to the world is the 
result, paradoxically, of not being perfectly adjusted to the environ­
ment, of not being in a state of psychological equilibrium. The 
ecstatic sense of wholeness is bound to be transient because it has no 
part in the total pattern of 'adaptation through maladaptation' which 
is characteristic of our species. Boeotian bliss is not conducive to 
invention: !Jle hunger of imagination, the desire and pursuit of the 
whole, take origin from the realization that something is missing, 
fJ]IDl awareness of incompleteness. 

Jung's concept of integration is not in fact that ()f a static mental 
condition! although it is sometimes misinterpreted as being so. In 
Jung's view, the development of the personality toward integration 
and mental health is an ideal which is never entirely reached or, if 
temporarily attained, is bound to be later superseded. Jung thought 
that the achievement of optimum development of the personality 
was a lifetime's task which was never completed; ajoumey upoE 
_wh��-01!!_h�pefully toward a destination at which one never­
arrives. _____ , 

The new attitude gained in the course of analysis tends sooner 
or later to become inadequate in one way or another, and 
necessarily so, because the flow of life again and again demands 
fresh adaptation. Adaptation is never achieved once and for all 
. . .  In the last resort it is highly improbable that there could ever 
be a therapy which got rid of all difficulties. Man needs 
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difficulties; they are necessary for health. What concerns us 
here is only an excessive amount of themY 

The path of individuation and the changes of attitude which take 
place can be closely matched with accounts of the creative process 
given by men and women of genius. First, the mental state during 
which new ideas arise or inspiration occurs is exactly that which Jung 
recommended to his patients and which he called 'active imagina­
tion' .  Although, occasionally, the germ of a new composition or 
hypothesis occurs in a dream, by far the greater number of new ideas 
occur during a state of reverie, intermediate between waking and 
sleeping. Poets, like Yeats and Wordsworth, sometimes describe this 
state as being both asleep and awake. It is a state of mind in which 
ideas and images are allowed to appear and take their course 
spontaneously; but one in which the subject is sufficiently awake and 
conscious enough to observe and note their progress. Both the 
patient engaging in 'active imagination' and the creator seeking 
inspiration need to be able to be passive, to let things happen within 
the mind. 

Many writers have described how characters which they have 
invented seem to take on an independent life of their own, or of how 
their pens seem sometimes to be guided by some directing agency 
other than by their own volition. For example, Thackeray recorded: 

I have been surprised at the observations made by some of my 
characters. It seems as if an occult Power was moving the pen. 
The personage does or says something, and I ask, how the 
dickens did he come to think of that?22 

George Eliot told ]. W. Cross 

that, in all she considered her best writing, there was a 'not 
herself' which took possession of her, and that she felt her own 
personality to be merely the instrument through which this 
spirit, as it were, was acting. 23 

Nietzsche wrote of his Thus Spoke Zarathustra: 
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Has anyone at the end o_f the nineteenth century a distinct conception 
of what poets of strong- ages_ called inspiration? If not, I will describe 
it now. - If one had the slightest residue of superstition left in one, 
one would hardly be able to set aside the idea that one is merely 
incarnation, merely mouthpiece, merely medium of overwhelming 
forces.24 

Second, creativity usually consists of forming new links between 
formerly disparate entities, the union between opposites described by 
Jung. This linking process is obvious in scientific creativity, in which 
a new hypothesis reconciles or supersedes ideas which were pre­
viously thought to be incompatible. Kepler had been able to describe 
the motions of the planets round the sun; Galileo had described the 
motions of bodies upon the earth. Until Newton, the sets of laws 
governing these two types of motion had been regarded as quite 
separate. But Newton's idea that gravity could operate at vast 
distances enabled him to combine the discoveries of Kepler and 
Galileo in such a way that the motions of bodies in the heavens and 
bodies upon the earth could be seen to obey the same universal laws. 

Combining opposites can also be demonstrated in the visual arts 
and in music. The aesthetic impact of a painting usually depends 
upon the skill with which the painter has balanced and combined 
opposing forms and colours. Sonata form in music usually consists 
of an exposition stating two distinct themes, the first and second 
subjects, which are then juxtaposed and combined in various ways in 
the development section. Our delight in this kind of music is related 
to the skill with which the composer creates a new unity out of 
themes which at first appeared quite separate. 

Third, the creative process continues throughout life .  No creator is 
ever satisfied with what he has done. New problems constantly occur 
which compel him to seek new solutions. Completed works are but 
halts on the way; staging posts on a journey which, as in Jung's 
picture of the development of personality, is never completed. 
Indeed, the works of an artist are the outward and visible signs of his 
inner development as a person. We have already discussed some of 
the changes which tend to occur as creative people become older. 

Fourth, the creative process and the process of individuation are 
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both phenomena taking place largely in solitude. Although Jung's 
account of the individuation process derived from what he observed 
in patients undergoing analysis, who were therefore under his 
scrutiny and in some sort of relation with him, he regarded 
individuation as a natural path of psychological development which 
took place independently of the analyst's influence. Indeed, as I 
wrote earlier, J ung was at pains to make his 'more advanced' patients 
as independent of him as possible, and encouraged them to pursue 
their own path of psychological discovery by themselves, only 
intervening when the material produced was particularly obscure. 

The human mind seems to be so constructed that the discovery, or 
perception, of order or unity in the external world is mirrored, 
transferred, and experienced as if it were a discovery of a new order 
and balance in the inner world of the psyche. This may seem an 
improbable hypothesis, but aesthetic appreciation, as well as the 
creation of works of art, depend upon it. The quotation given earlier, 
from C. P. Snow, beautifully illustrates how a new scientific 
discovery, a new truth 'outside', becomes something with which the 
scientist identifies himself, and which is therefore also felt as being 
'inside'. Outer happenings and inner experience interact with one 
another; which is why seeing the perfect balance of colours and 
masses in a painting, or hearing the integration of opposing themes in 
a piece of music gives the observer or the listener the marvellous 
experience of a new unity as if it were within his own psyche. 
Similarly, the process of reducing inner discord and reaching a 
degree of unification within the psyche has a positive effect upon the 
subject's perception of, and relation with, the external world. 

Apart from J ung, the only psychologist to pay very much attention 
to experiences of unity or to their healing effects i�raham Maslow, 
who has written extensively about what he calls 'peak experiences'. 
In his view, the ability to have such experiences is a sign of psychic 
health; an attribute of the 'self-actualizing' person. 

My feeling is that the concept of creativeness and the concept of 
the healthy, self-actualizing, fully human person seem to be 
coming closer and closer together and may perhaps turn out to 
be the same thing. 25 
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Maslow continues his investigation of the creative attitude by 
observing that 

the creative person, in the inspirational phase of the creative 
furor, loses his past and his future and lives only in the moment. 
He is all there, totally immersed, fascinated and absorbed in the 
present, in the current situation, in the here-now, with the 
matter-in-hand . . .  �-.!9. �ecome 'lost iiLth�ent' 
s.e.ems to be a_ sin,( q!Jq���-tiven�s of any kind. But 
also certain prerequisites of creativeness - in whatever realm -
somehow have something to do with this ability to become 
timeless, selfless, outside of space, of society, of history. It has 
begun to appear strongly that this phenomenon is a diluted, 
more secular, more frequent version of the mystical experience 
that has been described so often as to have become what Huxley 
called The Perennial Philosophy.26 

Moreover, Maslow realizes that the creative attitude and the ability 
to have peak experiences depends upon being free of other people; 
free, especially, from neurotic involvements, from 'historical hang­
overs from childhood', but also free of obligations, duties, fears and 
hopes. 

We become much more free of other people, which in turn 
means that we become much more ourselves, our Real Selves 
(Horney), our authentic selves, our real identity.27 

Maslow's attitude is thus very different from that of the object­
relations theorists who tend to assume that the meaning of life is 
invariably bound up with interpersonal relationships. 

This book began with the observation that many highly creative 
people were predominantly solitary, but that it was nonsense to 
suppose that, because of this, they were necessarily unhappy or 
neurotic. Although man is a social being, who certainly needs 
interaction with others, there is considerable variation in the depth of 
the relationships which individuals form with each other. All human 
beings need interests as well as relationships; all are geared toward 
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the impersonal as well as toward the personal. The events of early 
childhood, inherited gifts and capacities, temperamental differences, 
and a host of other factors may influence whether individuals tum 
predominantly toward others or toward solitude to find the meaning 
of their lives. 

The capacity to be alone was adumbrated as a valuable resource, 
which facilitated learning, thinking, innovation, coming to terms with 
change, and the maintenance of contact with the inner world of the 
imagination. We saw that, even in those whose capacity for making 
intimate relationships had been damaged, the development of crea­
tive imagination could exercise a healing function. Examples were 
also given of creative individuals whose chief concern was with 
making sense and order out of life rather than with relationships with 
others; a concern with the impersonal which, we suggested, tended to 
increase with age. Man's adaptation to the world is largely governed 
by the development of the imagination and hence of an inner world of 
the psyche which is necessarily at variance with the external world. 
Perfect happiness, the oceanic feeling of come!!te harmony between 
inner and outer worlds, is only transiently possible. Man is constantly 
in search of happiness but, by h1s very nature� is precluded from 
finally or permanently achieving it either in interpersonal rela­
tionships or in creative endeavour. Throughout the book, it was 
noted that some of the most profound and healing psychological 
experiences which individuals encounter take place internally, and 
are only distantly related, if at all, to interaction with other human 
beings. 

The happiest lives are probably those in which neither interper­
sonal relationships nor impersonal interests are idealized as the only 
way to salvation. The desire and pursuit of the whole must compre­
hend both aspects of human nature. 

The epigraph of this chapter is taken from The Prelude. It is fitting 
that Wordsworth should also provide its end. 

When from our better selves we have too long 
Been parted by the hurl}ing world, and droop, 
Sick of its business, of its pleasures tired, 
How gracious, how benign, is Solitude.28 
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