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Symposium on Artistic Creativity  
 

The Psychology of Artistic Creativity: 
With Reference to Arthur Miller  

and The Crucible 

James William Anderson—Northwestern University and  

Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis 

 “Art is a microscope which the artist fixes on the secrets of 

his soul and which shows to people these secrets that are common 

to all,” noted Leo Tolstoy in his diary.  Apparently with that com-

ment in mind, Arthur Miller observed, “Tolstoy said that we look in 

a work of art for a revelation of the soul of the artist.  For an artist 

to put his soul in a work of art, he can‟t act.  It has to be for 

real” (in Mel Gussow, Conversations with Miller, 2002, 18). 

 Relying on their self-knowledge, Tolstoy and Miller both 

held the view that artists draw on their inner selves.  I would phrase 

it this way: in creating their work, artists rely on that which haunts, 

obsesses, troubles, and moves them.  It seems to me that it could 

not be otherwise.  What possibly could feed artists‟ imaginations 

except their inner concerns, conflicts, and preoccupations?  While I 

primarily focus in this essay on the writing of fiction, I think of my 

perspective as applying to various kinds of artists, including paint-

ers, architects, and filmmakers. 

 My aim is to provide a framework for viewing the psychol-

ogy of artistic creativity with an emphasis on the psychobiographi-

cal analysis of the process of creation.  I will look at how authors 

draw on themselves in their writings and at the connection between 

the life and the work.  I realize that many commentators on artists 

assume the connection that I am examining.  I hope to bring some 

clarity to the topic by delineating the connection as straight-

forwardly as I can.  Because it seems to me that a simple statement 

about the components of this framework would be cold, boring, and 

virtually meaningless, I will use an example to illustrate how the 

ideas pertain to a specific artist.  I chose Arthur Miller, because he 
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had an exceptional and penetrating understanding of himself.  The 

work I will focus on is his play, The Crucible (1953), which was 

not only his favorite work but also the most popular, as it has been 

performed far more often than has Death of a Salesman or any of 

his other plays. 

Artists Express and Explore Their Deepest Concerns  

 The starting point is that authors write, usually indirectly, 

about their deepest concerns; that which is burning inside them fu-

els their work. 

 “The writer must be in it [the work]; he can‟t be to one side 

of it, ever,” Miller declared.  “He has to be endangered by it.  His 

own attitudes have to be tested in it.  The best work that anybody 

ever writes is the work that is on the verge of embarrassing him, 

always.  It‟s inevitable.  Where he puts himself on the line, some-

times quite secretly, sometimes symbolically.  But without that im-

plication of the writer himself, a truth has not been served.  He‟s 

formulated something that‟s quite safe and about which he doesn‟t 

care quite enough” (in Richard I. Evans, Psychology and Arthur 

Miller, 1969, 73). 

 An author can write for money, but the resulting work will 

tend to be cold and lifeless.  Or, the author might start out with a 

commercial purpose and then become caught up in the topic.  Con-

sider Charles Dickens‟ experience in writing David Copperfield.  

He was under pressure to write a lengthy chapter for every issue of 

a magazine because the novel came out first in serial form.  One 

might think that he would be focused solely on producing enough 

words for each installment.  But as he neared the end, he com-

mented to a friend, “If I were to say half of what Copperfield makes 

me feel to-night, how strangely, even to you, I should be turned in-

side out!  I seem to be sending some part of myself into the Shad-

owy World” (in John Forster, The Life of Charles Dickens, 

www.lang.nagoya-u.ac.jp/~matsuoka/CD-Forster.html).  What hap-

pened, I think, is that Dickens became deeply engaged in creating 

the novel and found himself writing out of the depths of his inner 

experience. 

 One time Miller tried to write a play on a topic that did not 

deeply matter to him.  He explained why he abandoned the unfin-
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ished play: “It failed to embarrass me with what it revealed, and I 

had never written a good thing that had not made me blush (nor did 

I think anyone else had either)” (Arthur Miller, Timebends: A Life, 

1987, 520). 

 What does Miller mean by saying a work has to embarrass 

him or make him blush?  His point is that the work has to draw on 

something within him that is raw, unfinished, conflictual, troubling, 

and unsettling.  I can picture how even a gorgeous painting might 

function in such a way.  Consider one of the most beautiful works 

by Vincent van Gogh, Irises (1889).  It could well be that, in creat-

ing the painting, van Gogh was combatting internal demons that 

plagued him at that time.  A close view of the image, in fact, shows 

that the topic (pretty flowers) and the lovely colors seem to be 

fighting off the strange, almost fearsome shapes of the leaves and 

the drooping, dying appearance of some of the petals. 

What Is the Nature of Those Concerns?  
 The next question is: what is the nature of the inner con-

cerns that feed an artist‟s work?  I have barely started this essay, 

and already I have come to a question I cannot answer fully or de-

finitively.  Sigmund Freud thought he could.  He was convinced 

that all art was grounded in inner conflict, especially the collision 

between illicit desire and the superego.  The usual source of such 

conflict was the Oedipus complex.  Based on my experience of 

looking at the lives of many artists, I would conclude that Freud 

was correct only in a minority of cases—and that the other possi-

bilities for an artist‟s most central conflict are endless.  Various 

psychoanalytic theorists draw our attention to other sources of in-

ternal concern.  For example, Erik Erikson looks at problems re-

lated to identity, and object relations theorists emphasize the diffi-

culties that stem from relationships or, to be more precise, from a 

person‟s internal images of self and others.  My position is that we 

can use ideas from various theorists as a guide to seeing what we 

might otherwise miss, but we have to beware of imposing any rigid, 

pre-formed theory on the subject of our inquiry. 

 Let us consider what we can learn from Miller‟s observation 

of this process taking place within himself. 

 His starting point is the experience of something possessing 
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him.  “What happens is that I am obsessed, for one reason or an-

other, with some situation or character or idea.  When I start to 

work at it, it cries out for a certain kind of formal treatment, it liter-

ally forms itself, and I help it along” (in Matthew C. Roudané, ed., 

Conversations with Arthur Miller, 1987, 339).  He cannot make sto-

ries into a play if “they don‟t match some personal preoccupation of 

my own” (in Roudané, Conversations, 146). 

 He further notes that “only a conflict is worth writing about. 

…If somebody tells me that a person is cruel, I can‟t use it.  I can 

use that point of conflict, that point of contradiction or paradox.  

You see, every play is built on a paradox” (in Evans, Psychology, 

54).  Later we will see what this idea means in relation to The Cru-

cible.  But here let us consider a comment Miller made about Quen-

tin, the main character in After the Fall.  It seems at first that Quen-

tin is struggling against “forces outside himself.”  But, as the play 

proceeds, “he began to feel that he was in league with what he de-

spised” (Roudané, Conversations, 335).  In other words, the con-

flict at the heart of the play is within Quentin.  As we know from 

Miller‟s other comments, this same conflict is within the play-

wright. 

 Before going on, I would like to underline that this process, 

of dealing in fiction with internal conflicts and concerns, is largely 

unconscious.  Often we hear of authors who have no idea why they 

write what they do and who claim the work has no relation to their 

personal lives.  They say that the topics simply come to them, as if 

brought to them by a Muse.  They sometimes describe themselves 

as receptacles. 

 Even Miller, an artist with extraordinary insight into him-

self, is unaware of the process as he is writing.  “Like every writer, 

I am asked where my work originates, and if I knew I would go 

there more often to find more.  But there certainly are circum-

stances in which plays collect and form, like bacteria in a labora-

tory dish, later to kill or cure” (Timebends, 86).  He confesses that 

he and other writers “don‟t know what we are doing…Everything I 

say about my plays is a rationalization after the fact” (in Psychol-

ogy, 42). 

 While I have said something about how the process appears 
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to Miller, I have not looked at his particular inner conflicts or con-

cerns.  Miller once tried to describe a central theme that he could 

trace throughout his plays: “The people have some preconception 

of having been displaced from what they should be or even of what 

they „really‟ are, and the tension consists in their trying to arrive by 

one means or another at where they „ought‟ to be.  Before my plays 

start, there is a preconception about the condition of the characters 

and the sense that they‟re not in that condition and are striving, 

sometimes unto death, to get into that condition” (in Psychology, 

58). 

The Background of The Crucible  
 It may seem at first that I made an unfortunate choice in The 

Crucible as the target work that I would discuss.  My comments so 

far about the creative process, as well as the quotations from Miller, 

declare that the source of art is the conflicts, preoccupations, and 

obsessions deep within the artist‟s psyche.  But The Crucible, 

which focuses on the Salem witch trials of 1692, seems to be a 

drama about politics. 

 Miller provided a succinct description of how he saw the 

witch trials as having “some astonishing correspondences with that 

calamity in the America of the late „40s and early „50s.”  He contin-

ues, “My basic need was to respond to a phenomenon which, with 

only small exaggeration, one could say paralyzed a whole genera-

tion and in a short time dried up the habits of trust and toleration in 

public discourse.  I refer to the anti-communist rage that threatened 

to reach hysterical proportions and sometimes did” (Arthur Miller, 

“Are You Now or Were You Ever?”, The Guardian/The Observer 

(on line), Saturday, June 17, 2000, http://www.guardian.co.uk/

books/2000/jun/17/history.politics). 

 There is no doubt, of course, that McCarthyism was a per-

sonal concern of Miller‟s.  Earlier in his life he had flirted with 

various left-wing groups and causes, including some that had con-

nections to the Communist Party.  He was just the sort of person 

who, in 1952 when he first had the idea of writing about the Salem 

witch trials, could be called to testify before the House Un-

American Activities Committee.  Just at the moment when Miller 

was about to travel to Salem to do his initial research in the ar-

chives there, he had a troubling meeting with one of his closest 
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friends and colleagues, Elia Kazan.  Kazan told Miller he had 

agreed to testify and to name names of people he had known who 

had been involved in activities tainted by their connection to the 

Communist Party.  Miller disapproved of Kazan‟s capitulation, but 

his main criticism was of the forces in American society that pres-

sured Kazan. 

 Yet Miller‟s feeling about McCarthyism is not the kind of 

personal concern, rooted deeply within inner conflicts and obses-

sions, that I am claiming is at the heart of artistic creativity.  Should 

I just conclude that a play like The Crucible fits another category 

and should be excluded from the framework I am trying to develop 

in this paper? 

 In an interview in 1968, Miller made an intriguing com-

ment.  When asked which of his plays he feels closest to, he re-

plied, “I don‟t know if I feel closer to one than another.  I suppose 

The Crucible in some ways.  I think there is a lot of myself in it.  

There are a lot of layers in there that I know about that nobody else 

does…” (in Roudané, Conversations, 98).  The implication is that 

the play does indeed relate to a deep and hidden concern of 

Miller‟s.  In his autobiography, Timebends, published in 1987, 

Miller revealed what had been happening in his personal life as he 

was writing The Crucible. 

 In the early 1950s, Miller was a family man with a wife, 

Mary, and two children.  About his marriage, he later said, “I‟d 

reached a point where it just leveled out....It was routine” (in Rich-

ard Bigsby, Arthur Miller: 1915-1962, 2008, 373).  In 1951, he 

made a trip to Hollywood and met Marilyn Monroe; it is tempting 

to describe her as the most legendarily seductive and sexually irre-

sistible woman since Cleopatra.  Not surprisingly, he was taken by 

her.  Surprisingly, though, she was similarly taken by the tall, thin, 

bespectacled, New York intellectual.  He spent little time with her 

on that trip but was shaken by her effect on him.  Monroe, along 

with their mutual friend, Kazan, saw him off at the airport.  “The 

sight of her,” he later recalled, “was something like pain.”  He 

kissed her on the cheek before boarding his flight to New York 

City.  “Flying homeward, her scent still on my hands, I knew my 

innocence was technical merely, and the fact blackened my heart, 

but along with it came the certainty that I could, after all, lose my-
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self in sensuality.”  He felt guilty about his disloyalty to his wife.  

“This novel secret,” he went on, “entered me like a radiating 

force” (Timebends, 307).   

 Miller attempted to work on his marriage.  With that appar-

ently as the chief purpose, he went into psychoanalysis.  Monroe 

pursued him, even flying to New York to see him, a visit that Miller 

rebuffed.  “By now, even after only those few hours with Marilyn,” 

Miller recalled, “she had taken on an immanence in my imagina-

tion, that vitality of a force one does not understand.” He also 

noted, “I knew in my depths that I wanted to disarm myself before 

the sources of my art, which were not in wife alone nor in family 

alone but, again, in the sensuousness of a female blessing.”  What 

does he mean by that ambiguous phrase?  “In some diminished 

sense it was sexual hunger, but one that had to do with truthfulness 

to myself and my nature,” that is, it had to do with the undeniable 

fact of the suppressed passionate side of his personality.  He is say-

ing that a female presence, infused with sensuousness and sexual-

ity, and embodied at this time in his image of Monroe, inspired his 

writing.  That female presence, he believed, inevitably went back to 

his mother, or, as he elaborates, “the concept of her in the most pri-

mordial sense that perhaps only the boy-child, half lover and half 

rebel against her dominion, really knows in his mythifying 

blood” (Timebends, 327). 

 In other words, not only was the anti-communist crusade of 

McCarthyism coming to a boil in the period during which Miller 

turned to the writing of The Crucible, but he was also tormented by 

his desire for Monroe, suffering from guilt over his infatuation, 

which he saw as disloyalty toward his wife, and stubbornly trying 

to hold on to his marriage. 

The Psychology of The Crucible   
 In The Crucible, first performed in 1953, a group of girls 

accuse some of the citizens of Salem of practicing witchcraft.  The 

accused may have their lives spared if they admit their guilt and 

name the names of others who have been in league with the Devil.  

The parallel to the witch hunts of the McCarthy era are obvious.  

But there is a personal side to the story, as Miller tells it in the play.  

Abigail is the leader of the girls. In the period before the play starts, 

she had worked as a servant for John and Elizabeth Proctor.  Aware 
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of the attraction between John and Abigail, Elizabeth had fired the 

servant.  Early in the play, Abigail tries to reconnect with John, but 

he puts her off.  Seeing a chance of reuniting with him, Abigail ac-

cuses Elizabeth of being a witch and brings about her arrest.  John 

tries unsuccessfully to show the court that Abigail is immoral by 

admitting they had an affair.  But Abigail manages to gain the up-

per hand; she accuses John of witchcraft, and he is arrested, too.  

John can save his own life if he confesses to the charges and also 

names the names of others who have been in league with the Devil. 

 As Miller noted, “The centre of that play is the guilt of John 

Proctor, and the working out of that guilt‟” (in Gussow, Conversa-

tions, 102).  As he explained further, “For even in the first weeks of 

thinking about the Salem story, the central image, the one that per-

sistently recurred as an exuberant source of energy, was that of a 

guilt-ridden man, John Proctor, who, having slept with his teenage 

servant girl, watched with horror as she becomes the leader of the 

witch-hunting pack and points her accusing finger at the wife he 

has himself betrayed.”  Miller sensed even then the connection to 

himself, “The story‟s lines of forces were still tangled, but instinct 

warned that as always with me, they would not leave me untouched 

once fully revealed” (Timebends, 332). 

 Miller is telling us of the underlying conflict and concern 

within him that fed the play.  Like Miller at the time of the play‟s 

writing, John Proctor is tormented by his guilt for betraying his 

wife.  John‟s desire for Abigail, which comes out especially in the 

scene in which she tries to reconnect with him, is in conflict with 

his guilt for having sex with her and betraying his wife.  John strug-

gles to find some way of escaping his sense of himself as being de-

based.  Near the end of the play, he has an opportunity to tell a lie 

by saying he practiced witchcraft, so as to remain alive.  He is al-

lowed at that point to talk privately with his wife and notes, “I can-

not mount the gibbet like a saint”; that is, he would seem to be like 

a saint if he were to go to his death without falsely confessing to 

witchcraft.  “It is a fraud,” he continues.  “I am no good man.  

Nothing‟s spoiled by giving them this lie that were not rotten long 

before” (Arthur Miller, The Crucible, 1953, 136).  He feels guilty, 

not guilty of what the authorities accuse him of, but rather of being 

unfaithful to his wife and of giving in to his adulterous desire.  He 
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admits his supposed guilt and will be allowed to live.  But he re-

fuses to name the names of others who have been in league with the 

Devil.  “I speak my own sins,” he declares; “I cannot judge an-

other” (The Crucible, 141).  In the end, he takes back his confession 

and goes off to be hanged. 

 “The central reality in my plays,” Miller once commented, 

“is the lead character…. basically the story is carried forward by 

one individual wrestling with his dilemma” (in Roudané, Conversa-

tions, 362).  In depicting John Proctor‟s personal dilemma, Miller is 

struggling with, exploring, and expressing the parallel dilemma that 

he himself faced.  As he was writing the play, internal forces, strik-

ingly similar to those that tore apart John, plagued Miller, forces 

involving his sense of being unfaithful to his wife, his tormenting 

attraction to Marilyn Monroe, his guilt, his wish to save his mar-

riage, and, most crucially, his desire to see himself as a decent per-

son. 

 To my account of the writing of the play, there is a sequel.  

In The Crucible, Miller had John Proctor spurn the woman who at-

tracted him and reaffirm his faithfulness to his wife.  Miller also 

had John dramatically refuse to accuse other people of practicing 

witchcraft.  In his life, Miller continued to struggle with the conflict 

between his attraction to Marilyn Monroe and his commitment to 

his marriage.  At the end of 1955, he came to a final decision: he 

left his wife, chose Monroe, and married her in 1956; so his ulti-

mate choice was unlike John‟s.  Miller also was called to testify 

before the House Un-American Activities Committee later in the 

same year.  He refused to name the names of people he had seen at 

a Communist meeting.  He declared to the Committee, “I am not 

protecting the Communists or the Communist Party.  I am trying to, 

and I will, protect my sense of myself.  I could not use the name of 

another person and bring trouble to him….I take the responsibility 

for everything I have ever done, but I cannot take responsibility for 

another human being” (in Bigsby, Miller, 559).  The words he used 

are strikingly, and no doubt intentionally, like the words he wrote 

for John Proctor in The Crucible.  Unlike John, though, he was not 

punished with hanging.  But he was found to be in contempt of 

Congress.  He might have been imprisoned, but the Court of Ap-

peals overturned his conviction on a technicality. 
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Political Art  
 There is a loose end that I hesitate to discuss because it is so 

complicated, but I feel I must.  I am claiming that art has a deeply 

personal aspect that is at the heart of its creation.  The artist strug-

gles with a conflict and expresses that conflict in the work.  I 

showed that, based on Miller‟s own testimony, The Crucible, while 

speaking to political issues, stems from a personal concern that can 

be seen in the dilemma John Proctor faces.  But what if that were 

left out?  What if we had only the political issues, as we certainly 

do in many other plays?  My answer is that one‟s political stance 

also stems fundamentally from personal concerns. 

 Arthur Miller, with his great insight into himself, is able to 

make such a connection for himself.  His basic political stance in-

volved siding with oppressed people, such as the accused witches in 

The Crucible, who were at the mercy of the authorities.  Calling 

this position “the leveling impulse,” Miller commented that he 

“learned to trace the leveling impulse to less exalted arenas than 

morality and public reform, back to the ancient competitions be-

tween [he means with] my brother and illiterate father, whose meta-

phoric retaliation for my victories I had dodged by declaring my 

equality with the least of the citizenry” (Timebends, 395).  As he 

explains at some length, he had felt in competition with both his 

older brother and his father.  He had wanted to win out over his fa-

ther, while feeling guilty and afraid of doing so.  He had had a simi-

lar conflict over surpassing his brother‟s achievements.  The impli-

cation is there is a double function to his identification with the 

downtrodden.  First, it enables him to expose the wickedness of the 

rulers, thus justifying his right to compete with and outdo them.  

Second, it offers him a way of denying that he is surpassing his eld-

ers; he is not portraying himself as being better than others but 

rather as being one of the common people.  Miller further notes 

that, at the same time as he took this position, he relentlessly pur-

sued his goal of accomplishment.  He declared his “equality with 

the least of the citizenry,” he noted, “while in the real world work-

ing day and night to achieve what glory and superiority my art 

might win me” (Timebends, 395). 

 All of this is not to invalidate an artist‟s political position.  It 

is being fueled by personal motives does not give evidence that the 
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position is either right or wrong; that is a separate matter.  

The Correspondence between the Author’s Inner World and 

That of the Audience  
 My final topic, to be touched on briefly, is the connection 

between author and audience.  Miller said the following: “I would 

mention here the essence of the matter, and that is feeling.  What 

you [the audience members] are really identifying with is an inten-

sity of feeling that is reasonably clear.  A writer has an intense feel-

ing.  It supersedes everything else.  Without that, there is no work 

of art, there is no theater, there is nothing.  What the audience is 

doing basically is reacting to my feeling.  They are accepting it or 

rejecting it or sharing it or refusing to share it” (in Evans, Psychol-

ogy, 31). 

 In other words, the author starts with an intense feeling.  

Why does he have that feeling?  He has it for all the reasons I have 

examined in this essay; he has it because of how the feeling 

emerges from his dynamic inner conflicts and dilemmas.  As Miller 

said, it “supersedes everything else.”  The audience reacts to that 

feeling.  Of course, a play can fail for many reasons; it can be 

sloppy, poorly written, or confusing.  But, no matter how well writ-

ten it is, it can succeed only if the audience shares in the feeling.  

What determines that is the correspondence between the audience 

member‟s inner concerns and those of the author.  The audience 

watching The Crucible will be moved if they share in the inner con-

flicts that Miller depicts, the struggle over loyalty, desire, and guilt, 

and a need to think well of oneself.  The audience member is trans-

ported into John Proctor‟s psyche and thereby into Arthur Miller‟s 

psyche.  On one level, the audience members see themselves ob-

serving those other people on the stage, but on another level, they 

feel as if they are going through what John Proctor is experiencing.  

 James William Anderson, PhD, is Clinical Professor of 

Psychiatry and Behavioral Sciences at Northwestern University, a 

faculty member at the Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis, Editor 

of the Annual of Psychoanalysis, and a member of this Editorial 

Board.  A specialist in psychobiography, he has published papers 

on such figures as William and Henry James, Edith Wharton, Sig-

mund Freud, Woodrow Wilson, and Frank Lloyd Wright.  Dr. 

Anderson may be contacted at j-anderson3@northwestern.edu. 
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Responses to Anderson’s Artistic 
Creativity Symposium 
 

Reductionism and Conscientious Politics 

Donald L. Carveth—York University 

James William Anderson claims that “art has a deeply per-

sonal aspect that is at the heart of its creation,” and that the “artist 

struggles with a conflict and expresses that conflict in the work.”  

He views Arthur Miller‟s The Crucible as simultaneously speaking 

to political issues and stemming from a personal concern.  Ander-

son goes on to claim that “one‟s political stance also stems funda-

mentally from personal concerns.”  Like the playwright himself, he 

sees Miller‟s “leveling impulse,” his “siding with oppressed peo-

ple,” as a defensive evasion of his guilt over his ambition and com-

petitive aggression towards his father and brother.  Miller felt he 

had dodged the guilt arising from oedipal victories by identifying 

with the oppressed.  Anderson writes: 

The implication is there is a double function to his 

identification with the downtrodden.  First, it enables 

him to expose the wickedness of the rulers, thus jus-

tifying his right to compete with and outdo them.  

Second, it offers him a way of denying that he is sur-

passing his elders; he is not portraying himself as 

being better than others but rather as being one of the 

common people.  Miller further notes that, at the 

same time as he took this position, he relentlessly 

pursued his goal of accomplishment.  He declared 

his “equality with the least of the citizenry,” he 

noted, “while in the real world working day and 

night to achieve what glory and superiority my art 

might win me.” 

Anderson insists, “All of this is not to invalidate an artist‟s 

political position.  It‟s being fueled by personal motives does not 

give evidence that the position is either right or wrong; that is a 

separate matter.”  
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That‟s true.  It is a fallacy—the ad hominem fallacy—to 

hold that the motives for a person‟s beliefs either validate or invali-

date them: their validity must be established on other grounds.  But 

in correctly making this point, Anderson evades a more serious is-

sue, that of psychological reductionism.  He views Miller‟s politics, 

his “leveling impulse” and his “siding with oppressed people,” as 

“stemming from a personal concern” and proceeds to identify, as 

does the psychoanalyzed Miller himself, the personal concern in-

volved as his oedipal rivalry and guilt.  But what about Miller‟s 

other operative personal concerns?  What about his conscience?  

Are oedipal concerns our only concerns?  Can‟t one identify with 

the oppressed both out of guilt and out of what Jean-Jacques Rous-

seau called “pity” or “fellow-feeling”?  

 In my view we must resist the psychological reductionism 

that tends to negate the basic psychoanalytic principles of 

“overdetermination” and “multiple function”; our beliefs and ac-

tions have multiple causes and serve multiple functions.  As what 

Freud called a “compromise formation,” a blend, alloy, or com-

pound, Miller‟s political stance, like yours and mine, was shaped 

not only by the id (oedipal aggression) and superego (oedipal guilt) 

but also by the ego (rational thought and deliberation)—and also by 

what the psychohistorian Eli Sagan distinguished as a conscience 

irreducible to superego.  Whereas the latter is grounded in identifi-

cation with the aggressor and entails aggression retroflected away 

from the rival and back against the self under threat of castration, 

the former is grounded in identification with the nurturer and ex-

presses itself in acts of conscientious concern.   

 Any truly scientific psychoanalytic approach to politics 

must be prepared to study the various ways and degrees to which 

political commitments are shaped by such conflicting motives.  

Any psychoanalytic approach to left-wing politics that reduces it to 

oedipal aggression and guilt and ignores the creative, conscientious 

concern that may also motivate it to varying degrees amounts to 

little more than bourgeois ideology.  

 I find it sad to think that Arthur Miller‟s personal analysis 

might have strengthened his superego and intensified his guilt 

rather than achieving what Franz Alexander, Sandor Ferenczi, and 

Eli Sagan felt its proper aim should be; namely, the elimination of 

the superego in favor of the conscience.  Unlike the superego, the 



Page 262       Clio’s Psyche 
 

 

conscience is motivated by love rather than hate.  A conscientious 

politics will necessarily be a politics of love that displays a 

“leveling impulse” and that “sides with oppressed people,” what-

ever additional motivating factors may to varying degrees also be at 

work.  

 Donald L. Carveth, PhD, is Professor of Sociology and So-

cial & Political Thought at York University, Training & Supervis-

ing Analyst in the Canadian Institute of Psychoanalysis, Director of 

Toronto Institute of Psychoanalysis, and a past Editor-in-Chief of 

the Canadian Journal of Psychoanalysis/Revue Canadienne de Psy-

chanalyse.  He may be contacted at dcarveth@yorku.ca.  Many of 

his publications are available on his Web site: www.yorku.ca/

dcarveth. 

<><><>CP<><><> 

Psychological Functions of  

Artistic Creativity 

Alan C. Elms—University of California, Davis 

 I fully agree with both Arthur Miller and James William 

Anderson that artistic creativity at its best is based on the artist's 

most insistent psychological processes—some of them largely 

conscious, some largely unconscious.  However, I find it useful to 

go beyond that rather broad formulation, attempting to understand 

the artist's creativity better by looking more closely at the distinct 

psychological functions it plays for each individual creator.  

Drawing upon the commonalities across several theoretical 

traditions, I have most often discussed creative work as satisfying 

any or all of three categories: expressive functions, defensive 

functions, and restitutive functions (Uncovering Lives, 1994). 

 Creative artists tend to emphasize the expressive functions 

of their work most often in their youth.  Creative work serves to 

differentiate the artist from other artists (or from non-artists); it 

helps the artist to arrive at a satisfying and stable identity.  The 

traditional Bildungsroman is largely concerned with the principal 

character's search for an adult identity; in depicting that search, the 
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novelist seeks to express his or her own identity.  Jack Kerouac, 

J.D. Salinger, and Thomas Wolfe are representative of writers 

whose best-known work is oriented toward self-expression, but Ar-

thur Miller's emphasis on expressing authenticity in his work indi-

cates the salience of this functional category for him as well.  One 

of Jim Anderson's quotations from Miller is strikingly apt here: that 

in his plays, “the people have some preconception of having been 

displaced from what they should be or even of what they „really‟ 

are, and the tension consists in their trying to arrive by one means 

or another at where they „ought‟ to be.” 

 Psychobiographers tend to emphasize the defensive 

functions of a creative artist's work—the ways in which the work 

helps the artist to cope temporarily with his or her psychological 

problems, consciously or more often unconsciously.  Creative work 

may be used defensively in ways as diverse as the entire 

armamentarium of psychological defenses, from those first 

identified by Sigmund Freud through others added by Anna Freud 

to the most recent clinical lists.  Jim Anderson uses Miller's play 

The Crucible and Miller's autobiography Timebends to identify an 

important defensive pattern both in Miller's creative work and in his 

political stance: an "identification with the downtrodden" that 

"enables him to expose the wickedness of the rulers, thus justifying 

his right to compete with and outdo them" and "offers him a way of 

denying that he is surpassing his elders; he is not portraying himself 

as being better than others but rather as being one of the common 

people."  Thus Miller can seek fame and fortune (and court one of 

the most beautiful women in the world) while telling himself he is 

still just ordinary folk. 

 Using creative works to play defensive functions does not 

resolve the underlying psychological conflicts.  The creative artist 

must keep returning to those conflicts and expend further creative 

energy in developing new or revised defensive structures.  That 

pattern is evident in Arthur Miller's return in several of his works 

(not only The Crucible but his play A View from the Bridge, 1955, 

1956, and his script for the film The Misfits, 1961) to his struggle 

with the conflict between his moral principles and his sensual 

desire for Marilyn Monroe.  When creative work plays a truly 

restitutive function in the creative artist's personality—that is, when 
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it restores him or her to psychological health—it helps to resolve 

the underlying psychological conflicts and makes renewed creative 

visits to the scene of conflict unnecessary.  (I first drew the term 

restitutive in this sense from R.D. Stolorow and G.E. Atwood, 

Faces in a Cloud, 1979.)  Arthur Miller seems to have been hoping 

that The Crucible would somehow work restitutively for him; Jim 

Anderson quotes him as saying, "The center of that play is the guilt 

of John Proctor, and the working out of that guilt."  But judging 

from what Anderson tells us of Miller's later life, including his 

divorce and his marriage to Monroe after the play was completed, 

and from the content of Miller's later work, The Crucible did not 

work very well to serve what he hoped to be its restitutive function. 

 I am not nearly as conversant with Arthur Miller's life and 

work as Anderson is, so I can't say for sure whether Miller ever 

created what worked for him as a truly restitutive work of art.  I do 

know from the standard references that Miller married a third time 

within a year after the end of his brief and difficult marriage with 

Monroe, and that the third marriage was mostly a happy one until 

his third wife died 40 years later.  But I also know that Miller's final 

play, Finishing the Picture (2004), returned during the last year of 

his life to the collapse of his marriage to Monroe during the filming 

of The Misfits.  Evidently, Miller, at age 89, was still feeling angry 

at Monroe for disrupting his first marriage, still feeling guilty about 

his own role in the destruction of both marriages, and still trying to 

employ his creativity restitutively rather than defensively. 

 Alan C. Elms, PhD, is an emeritus professor of psychology 

at the University of California, Davis.  Among his books are 

Personality in Politics (1976) and Uncovering Lives: The Uneasy 

Alliance of Biography and Psychology (1994).  He contributed 

several chapters to The Handbook of Psychobiography (2005), 

edited by his former PhD student William Todd Schultz.  Dr. Elms 

co-founded the Personology Society in 1981; he is also a long-time 

participant in the Bay Area Psychobiography Working Group.  In 

1988, he received the American Psychological Association‟s Henry 

A. Murray Award for career contributions to personality 

psychology.  More information can be found in the interview he 

gave to this journal in December 2001.  His personal Web site can 

be found at starcraving.com; he may be contacted at acelms@uc 
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davis.edu. 

<><><>CP<><><> 

Creativity Flows from Our Lives  

Paul H. Elovitz—The Psychohistory Forum 

 Our art is expressed in our lives.  Whether we devote our-

selves to architecture, athletic excellence, composing, painting, 

playwriting, sculpting, teaching, writing, or building with natural 

materials, our personalities, ideals, and conscious and unconscious 

conflicts are expressed in what we do.  The medium of our expres-

sion varies according to the life choices open to us, but the process 

of creativity remains the same and is dependent on our imagina-

tions and thought processes.   

Young children are enormously creative as they explore 

their world with fresh eyes.  Humans generally release great imagi-

native powers while dreaming, although few dreams are remem-

bered.   The term creativity brings to mind imagination, ingenuity, 

inspiration, inventiveness, originality, and much else.  While mak-

ing the case for recognizing creativity as being much more wide-

spread in society than is generally thought, I don‟t mean to assert 

that there are not different levels of it.  I would argue that Freud and 

Erikson had a higher level of creativity than even the talented psy-

chohistorical contemporaries discussed below. 

James Anderson is absolutely correct when he writes that 

“in creating their work, artists rely on that which haunts, obsesses, 

troubles, and moves them…It could not be otherwise.”   Arthur 

Miller‟s self-revelation makes him an excellent subject to use as an 

example of Anderson‟s point.  It was clear to Miller that if what he 

wrote did not make him “blush,” it would not reach the reader ei-

ther, and therefore was not worth pursuing.  In most cases, highly 

creative individuals are either unaware of the roots of their unique 

talents or choose to hide their origins from public view.   

This essay focuses on the seldom-recognized creativity of 

seemingly ordinary lives, some conditions in which creativeness is 
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recognized by society, the intense passion and connection to their 

unconscious found in some highly achieving and inspired individu-

als, the traditional devaluation of women‟s unique and ingenious 

contributions, and reflections on the state of creativity in psychohis-

tory.  

What most people do, however exquisitely, is not consid-

ered creativity.  A talented student who often devotes herself, with 

enormous ingenuity, pleasure, and sensitivity, to appreciating, nur-

turing, and loving her younger sister does so in a way that is not 

only incredibly fulfilling but also imaginative.  Her empathy and 

joy in their relationship leads her to be quite creatively giving.  

Some might note the uncomplicated pleasures involved in this rela-

tionship, but this behavior is not considered creativity.  Partly, this 

is because society often denigrates or takes for granted the special 

contributions of women to humanity.  Any general list of those 

credited with creative achievement is likely to be overwhelmingly 

comprised of men.   

There are people who network with others, to the extent that 

I would consider networking to be their art form.  (In some ways, 

these people are like musical conductors or artistic directors who 

are applauded for a collective endeavor resulting in what is usually 

deemed as “artistic” or a “creative enterprise.”)  They know how to 

engage others and maintain positive contacts in ways that can bring 

into existence and sustain creative communities of common inter-

est.  The 18th-century literary salons of Madame Geoffrin and the 

Marquise du Deffand, and the 20th-century one of Gertrude Stein 
(1874-1946), all come to mind.  Similarly, the Burghölzli (Cantonal 

Psychiatric Hospital and Clinic) in Zurich was a hothouse of ap-

plied psychoanalytic creativity from 1902-14, under the influence 

of Eugen Bleuler and C. G. Jung.  Connecting and nurturing others 

through networking may enrich and deepen the networker‟s under-

standing, or it may be done at the expense of the individual work of 

those with this special capacity.  This talent of connectivity is usu-

ally more clearly developed among women than men.  For exam-

ple, Mary Coleman and Carol Ravenal did this quite well when 

they established a Washington, DC, branch of the New York-based 

Institute for Psychohistory in the late 1980s.   

 Pushing their internal boundaries and the external bounda-
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ries of their profession is what distinguishes a competent craftsper-

son, be s/he an artist, historian, journalist, or political leader, from 

someone who achieves a creative breakthrough.  Note that the clear 

distinction between an artisan and an artist was only established in 

the 19th century.  

The internal and external boundaries to be challenged and 

stretched will vary according to the context of the society and the 

development of the particular field of endeavor.  New technologies 

and changing forms of social organization enable new possibilities.  

Thus, not long after the Italian Alessandro Volta (1745-1827) de-

veloped the battery in 1800, an English youth from the providences, 

Humphry Davy (1778-1829), applied this new technology to dis-

cover and add barium, boron, calcium, magnesium, potassium, and 

sodium to the chemical periodic table.  Only a few years after read-

ing his first chemistry book as an adolescent, he became a famous 

professor dazzling London society at the Royal Institute with his 

blend of poetry and chemistry—thus fulfilling a childhood fantasy 

of improving humankind.  The late entrepreneur Steve Jobs (1955-

2011) is a more contemporary example of a dynamic individual 

who saw the possibilities of new technology and caught the imagi-

nation of the public.  

 A crucial issue is the passion that the individual brings to 

the subject, leading him or her to build the incredible competence 

that comes from incessant, even obsessive, work on it, so that the 

creator awakens some mornings open to solutions that may have 

appeared in a dream.  Creative innovators tend to be driven.  Fa-

mously, when asked why he began the reform movement that cul-

minated in the Protestant Reformation, Martin Luther answered, 

“Here I stand, I can do no other.”  Accordingly, the artist‟s reputa-

tion as somebody who can‟t do anything else is a classic formula-

tion.  An issue becomes, then, what someone wants out of a profes-

sion, and why one would move into an area that would be person-

ally uncomfortable or professionally threatening.   

 As a colleague, editor, friend, organizer, and teacher, I have 

done my utmost to nurture applied psychoanalysis, political psy-

chology, and psychohistory, yet just how much recent creative 

work has been done in these fields remains unclear to me, perhaps 

because I am too close to the authors and their works to have a 
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clear perspective.  Unquestionably, there is great value in the work 

of David Beisel, Rudolph Binion, Andrew Brink, Peter Loewen-

berg, Robert Jay Lifton, Vamik Volkan, and numerous others 

(apologies to so many who should be mentioned by name).   Yet for 

all of their fertile and craftsman-like work, I do not see creative 

breakthroughs that catch the imagination of society at large.   

For each of these builders of our field, as in some of my 

own work, I believe there has been valuable creativity as repair (to 

take a title from one of Andrew Brink‟s fine works on the creative 

process) but not often discoveries or developments that the public 

would relate to with enthusiasm.  Some of this may stem from the 

tendency for some analytic institutes to focus on Freud and other 

theorists to the exclusion of applying their breakthroughs elsewhere 

and the inclination of some colleagues to be highly speculative, but 

mostly, it is that our ideas and methodologies are sufficiently dif-

fused in society, so that leading intellectuals seldom have “eureka” 

moments of insight when reading our books.  Furthermore, leading 

intellectual forums such as The New York Review of Books and The 

New York Times “Book Review” have downplayed psychoanalysis 

and all but shunned the term “psychohistory” except as a “put 

down.”  When our books get reviewed positively, it is without be-

ing connected to the insights of our field.  So, perhaps the problem 

is not our lack of creativity but rather society‟s reluctance to accept 

it. 

 To close positively, creativity is something we should look 

for and acknowledge in our lives and the lives of those around us.  

It is not just in the work of acclaimed playwrights like Arthur 

Miller or in achievements that society conventionally categorizes as 

“art.”  By passionately pushing boundaries in our fields of en-

deavor, we can all strive to go beyond craftsmanship to artistry.  

The creativity women so often bring to their everyday actions, rela-

tionships, and professions is also worthy of much greater acknowl-

edgement.  Creativity among all human beings should be recog-

nized more than in the past. 

 Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, editor of this journal and founder 

and convener of the Psychohistory Forum, has researched creativ-

ity among children, entrepreneurs, inventors, and innovators, as 

well as among psychohistorians.  His training is in history, political 
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science, and psychoanalysis, and he may be contacted at 

pelovitz@aol.com. 

<><><>CP<><><> 

Arthur Miller’s Self-Understanding in  
The Crucible 

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut 

While the psychoanalysis of art has often focused on the 

internal conflicts in the creator‟s life, psychobiographical sources 

are integral to understanding the process of artistic creativity but 

are not its equivalent.  It is how the writer shapes and presents the 

personal that creates great works.  In his essay on Arthur Miller‟s 

The Crucible, James William Anderson quotes from Tolstoy and 

Miller on how the “soul” of the artist should be revealed in the 

creations.  Many have the depth of soul that Tolstoy and Miller say 

are needed, but few have the talent and capacity to make their inner 

experience sear the souls of readers, listeners, or viewers.  Discus-

sions of creativity then should encompass the full process from the 

recesses of the creator‟s soul to the art, craft, and authenticity that 

are present within the work.  With these caveats, I turn to Ander-

son‟s essay on The Crucible. 

Anderson asserts that it is the sexual liaison Miller had with 

Marilyn Monroe and the guilt the dramatist felt about it that is the 

creative well for this 1953 historical drama on the Salem Witch Tri-

als.  While the play appears to have sources in the contemporary 

Red Scare, Anderson declares, “Miller‟s feeling about McCarthy-

ism is not the kind of personal concern, rooted deeply within inner 

conflicts and obsessions, that I am claiming is at the heart of artistic 

creativity.”  Why not?  Are not the feelings of betrayal, of corrup-

tion, and of disillusionment with authority prominent themes in 

Miller‟s earlier popular plays All My Sons (1947) and Death of a 

Salesman (1949) as well as in The Crucible?  Cannot these themes 

awaken deep personal conflicts and become obsessions?   

By favoring sexual preoccupations over conflict between 

generations, Anderson risks his study‟s being psychologically in-
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complete.  Commentators on the biographical sources of a writer 

need to look at the whole life, the creative work preceding the par-

ticular one in question, and the multiple themes within the work 

being examined.  In focusing on the inner turmoil Miller experi-

enced in succumbing to his desire for the glamorous and tortured 

movie star, Anderson does not place Miller‟s agony within the full 

context of Miller‟s psyche, including his preoccupation with the 

sins of those with power and position.  These themes are present in 

the corruption of the manufacturer in All My Sons and in Death of a 

Salesman‟s Willy Loman‟s adultery and the disillusioning impact it 

had on his son, Biff.  The sins of fathers are at the “heart” of one 

side of Miller‟s “inner conflicts and obsessions” and “artistic crea-

tivity.” 

Anderson thinks highly of Miller.  He writes that the play-

wright had “an exceptional and penetrating understanding of him-

self.”  Anderson uses as his example of Miller‟s insight how John 

Proctor in The Crucible mirrors the conflicts that preoccupied 

Miller while writing the play.  When Miller first became enamored 

with Marilyn Monroe, he was married with two children.  Miller 

found that “a radiating force” entered him and he could “lose” him-

self in “sensuality” (quoted by Anderson).  Miller‟s guilt over his 

illicit desires is enacted in the play by the conflicts John Proctor 

feels between his sexual encounter with his former servant, Abigail, 

and his desire to preserve his marriage with Elizabeth. 

When we first meet John Proctor, he rebuffs the advances of 

Abigail though he acknowledges he still is drawn to her.  Later with 

his wife, he fears her judgment of him because of his affair with 

Abigail.   Elizabeth tells John that she is not his judge and that the 

“magistrate sits in your heart that judges you” (The Crucible in Ar-

thur Miller: Eight Plays, 1981, 258).  The guilt-ridden Proctor 

seeks reconciliation with his wife.  Elizabeth provides him with the 

opportunity to redeem himself and for a restored alliance with her.  

When the couple finds out that the accusations of witchcraft in Sa-

lem have resulted in trials and that the charges are based on false 

statements from Abigail and others, Elizabeth beseeches John to 

tell the authorities the knowledge he has that these are false allega-

tions.  Proctor then becomes a reformed man who will act virtu-

ously amidst the hysteria in Salem.  He confronts the accusers and 
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the court, and is sentenced to death.  On the day scheduled for his 

execution, to be with his wife he confesses to consorting with the 

Devil but refuses to name names.  Before his false confession, he 

talks about the need for honesty and to let “them that never lied die 

to keep their souls” (326).  When pressured to name names, he tears 

up his signed confession.  This act of defiance lifts him up, despite 

the death sentence imposed upon him.  The character says of him-

self, “I see some shred of goodness in John Proctor” (332).  Miller 

portrays Proctor as ultimately an upright, moral man despite the 

fact that he has sinned sexually and lied to the court.  If Proctor is a 

stand-in for Miller, the author is presenting himself as honorable, if 

flawed. 

Contrast this with how Miller portrays Abigail, Proctor‟s 

partner in sexual crimes.  She uses her sexuality to seduce and be-

tray and seeks vengeance on Elizabeth Proctor.  Abigail is the 

leader of those who make false accusations of witchcraft against 

Salem residents.  The woman who represents what Miller called 

“the sensuousness of a female blessing” is here presented as a lying 

temptress (quoted in Anderson).  It could even be said that Miller 

views Abigail as acting evilly.  The questionable motives in this 

drama are projected more onto Abigail than anyone else.  She be-

comes the embodiment of sin, while a reinvigorated John Proctor 

fights for truth and justice. 

This division between the moral conscience of Proctor and 

the malevolence of Abigail is an easy way out for the Arthur Miller 

who wishes to abandon himself to the luxurious life of fulfilled sen-

suality with Marilyn Monroe.  The Crucible, then, seems less an 

example of Miller‟s penetrating self-understanding than a rationali-

zation for his need to retain a self-image of having a degree of 

moral integrity.  Proctor‟s courage is contrasted with Abigail‟s un-

controlled sexuality and deceptions.  This dichotomy gives the play 

a melodramatic element, which may be a reason for its appeal, but 

means it is less authentic.  In this play, Miller is keeping some of 

the secrets of his soul from himself, and his art suffers for it.  Psy-

choanalysis, when confronting creative works, can use its under-

standing to show the manifold ways we humans have of being self-

deceptive and when an artist has reached the depths of insight that 

create enduring works of the highest quality. 
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In Miller‟s life, after he had divorced his first wife, married 

and then divorced Monroe, he did come to greater self-

understanding that was evident in After the Fall (1964) and The 

Price (1968) and in his remarkable 1987 autobiography, Time-

bends: A Life.  But in The Crucible, Miller does not reach the level 

of self-honesty that is his ideal. 

In considering The Crucible, the political dimensions of the 

play also must be confronted.  Toward the end of his article, Ander-

son recognizes the political intent of the drama and asserts that 

“one‟s political stance also stems fundamentally from personal con-

cerns.”  He then goes on to recount what Miller writes about how 

familial rivalries motivated his personal and political ambitions.  

Oddly enough, Anderson then does not relate these psychological 

motivations to his earlier statement that the playwright‟s feelings 

about McCarthyism could not be a source for artistic creativity.   

Nevertheless, Miller does himself say that it “was the con-

temporary situation” and its resemblance to the Salem Witch Trials 

that motivated him to compose this work with a moral message.  

What can “safeguard” humanity against “human delusion,” he 

writes, are the sacrifices of the “courageous few.”  He wants to 

show the centrality of “conscience” in these dire circumstances 

(quotes in Martin Gottfried, Arthur Miller: His Life and Work, 

2003, 198).  In The Crucible, authority becomes abusive when a 

mentality of hysteria overtakes a political community and destroys 

innocent lives.  What is needed when the community goes so far 

astray is for righteous voices to speak truth to power.  In The Cruci-

ble, we have another Miller play that addresses the malfeasance of 

authority and how standing up to abuse can free the soul, even if it 

means sacrificing one‟s life.  For Miller himself, the figure of John 

Proctor enacted the guilt that haunted him, and yet for both a sense 

of virtue was restored in defying unjust authority.  What makes this 

drama less authentic is Miller‟s creation of a scapegoat in the fe-

male character of Abigail that embodied the sins he could not quite 

face in himself.  

Ken Fuchsman, EdD, is Assistant Extension Professor 

teaching interdisciplinary studies at the University of Connecticut, 

where he has also taught history and been Executive Director of the 

Bachelor of General Studies program.  Dr. Fuchsman is on the Edi-
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torial Board of Clio’s Psyche and has written on war and trauma 

for a variety of publications.  He can be reached at ken.fuchsman@ 

uconn.edu. 

<><><>CP<><><> 

Arthur Miller’s ―Jewish Question‖:  

Absence Configures Presence 

Irene Javors—Yeshiva University 

Professor Anderson‟s essay offers some stimulating ideas 

about the nature of the creative process.  The paper focuses on the 

psychobiographical sources of Arthur Miller‟s creative life.  Spe-

cifically, Anderson explores the relationship of Miller‟s inner life to 

his play, The Crucible.  

The essay offers a theory of creativity wherein creative 

products are seen to have their origins within the idiosyncratic con-

flicts and concerns of the artist in conjunction with external, histori-

cal circumstances.  C. Wright Mills in his groundbreaking work, 

The Sociological Imagination (1959), offered a similar theory 

wherein he proposed that the imagination of the individual needed 

to be contextualized within the constructs of personal biography 

and the historical moment. 

In my experience as a psychotherapist who specializes in 

working with clients who are artists—writers, painters, perform-

ers—I agree with much of Anderson‟s premise.  However, I sug-

gest that there is more to explore in regard to what drives the 

“creative engine.”  

My major concern with any theory that attempts to “define” 

how creativity “works” for an individual is that any such construct 

runs the risk of reducing complex elements into formulaic explana-

tions.  The creative act is more than the sum of its proverbial parts.  

I suggest that we not forget the idea that what might be absent in 

our analysis of an artist‟s life and work might, in fact, configure 

presence. 

If, indeed, absence configures presence, let us look at 
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Anderson‟s discussion of Miller‟s play, The Crucible.  Let us begin 

our investigation of this work with an interrogation of the title.  A 

dictionary definition of the word crucible is: “a severe test, as of 

patience or belief; a trial; a place, time, or situation characterized by 

the confluence of powerful intellectual, social, economic, or politi-

cal forces” (www.thefreedictionary.com/crucible).  Anderson dis-

cusses many of the personal and historical trials and tribulations 

that Miller was dealing with when he wrote the play. 

What is absent in Anderson‟s discussion about Miller is the 

“Jewish Question.”  Arthur Miller, New York Jew, intellectual, and 

political activist, fell in love with the ultimate Jewish male‟s fan-

tasy: the shiksa bombshell, Marilyn Monroe.  Perhaps Miller‟s per-

sonal crucible was not just about adultery but also about his infatua-

tion and passion for a non-Jew.  

Anderson discusses Miller‟s conflicted feelings about this 

affair, but I suggest that Miller‟s guilt may not have been only 

about his infidelity to his wife but also to his Jewish family and cul-

ture.  Not to mention the fact that he would eventually win and pos-

sess America‟s penultimate, celluloid, dream-machine Goddess.  In 

so doing, he managed to surpass his father, brother, and all the gen-

tile men—Monroe was the ultimate sexual conquest for Miller.  He 

had overturned the stereotype of the Jewish male who isn‟t sup-

posed (forbidden by Jewish law as well as punishable by death un-

der the racial laws of the Nazi nightmare) to get the blond. 

All of these factors may have contributed to his personal 

“crucible.”  Added to all of this were the events of his historical 

moment: the HUAC hearings and the Hollywood Black List.  With 

Congress, Miller stood his ground and refused to “name names,” 

and he was held in contempt of Congress (though this conviction 

was overturned).  Unlike his affair with Monroe, his political stance 

reinforced his own self-concept of the persecuted Jewish activist 

who stood up against a “holy inquisition.” 

As psychobiographers, we heroically attempt to understand 

the interplay of internal conflicts and external circumstances on the 

lives of our subjects.  Often, we get bogged down with all the ac-

cessible evidence available to us.  But, we must always ask our-

selves: What is the elephant in the room, and why is no one talking 
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about this pachyderm?  Anderson‟s essay would be amplified by 

investigation into Miller‟s Jewish background. 

We can only conjecture and offer suggestions as to the in-

fluences on an artist‟s life.  The English poet John Keats recom-

mended that the poet develop the faculty of “negative capability”—

the ability to live within the mystery and ambiguity of the world.  

From my experience, this is also the work of the psychobiographer.  

Anderson has attempted to use negative capability in his attempt to 

empathize and understand this episode in the life of Arthur Miller, 

and I appreciate his efforts. 

Irene Javors, Med, LMHC, Diplomate, American Psycho-

therapy Association, is a psychotherapist in private practice in 

New York City.  She is on the Mental Health Counseling faculty of 

the Ferkauf Graduate School of Psychology, Yeshiva University, 

and is the author of Culture Notes: Essays on Sane Living (2010).  

Professor Javors may be contacted at ijavors@gmail.com. 

<><><>CP<><><> 

The Intersection of the Personal  

and the Political 

Josie Oppenheim—Private Practice 

Dr. Anderson has provided a generous platform for thoughts 

on the ways in which art, politics, and our personal lives intersect.  

I would like to consider two additional dimensions to Anderson‟s 

investigation.  The first is Wilfred Bion‟s rather extraordinary find-

ing about the role of the “messiah” in small groups, which is rele-

vant to the role of the artist in society.  The second is related to the 

ways in which very early development impacts the creative proc-

esses.  I will then briefly discuss some elements of The Crucible, 

which I believe were not consciously perceived by Miller.  I will 

further suggest that the passions awakened in the playwright‟s char-

acters are also awakened in the audience who now collude with 

Miller in a refusal to see. 
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Bion’s Messiah  

 Referred to as a “mystical scientist” and an “emotional 

mathematician” (James Grotstein, “Bion‟s „Transformation in 

“O”‟,” July 27, 2010, www.psychspace.com/psych/?action-

printnews-itemid-2889), Bion sought to distill what is most elemen-

tal in the human social enterprise.  In his therapeutic work with 

small groups, Bion observed that one individual would be chosen 

and groomed by the group to become a “messiah” for the group.  

This “messiah” was endowed with a “messiah personality” and 

therefore able to tolerate a certain proximity to what Bion refers to 

as the “the Ultimate Unknown” or “reverence and awe,” and which 

he symbolizes as “O” (in “„Transformation‟”). 

 Though these thoughts may seem unrelated to Arthur 

Miller, they are illuminating if we consider that for Bion the word 

“messiah” is interchangeable with the words “mystic” and 

“genius.”  While not every artist is a genius, I think we can safely 

say that most artists are potential geniuses or certainly would-be 

geniuses.  The reason for this is that we, the audience, function as a 

“group” in the larger social sphere, and as such we look to the artist 

to bring us a deeper understanding of our human experience—

Bion‟s “O.”  This tendency toward the artist is evident in the 

hushed, expectant silence as we wait for a play to begin.  We antici-

pate “a light” in the darkness, some wisdom, or at the very least an 

assuaging of our suffering for a while. 

 The artist, like all potential messiahs, has a revolutionary 

nature and is engaged in destruction as a necessary aspect of crea-

tion.  (Miller speaks of the stone needing to be cut away to reveal 

the sculpture.)  The genius/messiah is destined to overturn some 

aspect of the group‟s cultural, political, or aesthetic foundation and 

replace it with a new paradigm—one that includes, in a conscious 

way, what had been unconscious previously.  The church is corrupt, 

for example, or the revered king is guilty of fratricide and incest.  

Some messiahs in history and myth are: Jesus, Joan of Arc, John 

Brown, Che Guevara, and Cezanne.  The effect on the “group” of 

each of these “geniuses” was completed in death; only then was 

their message “resurrected” and emblazoned on the psyche of the 

expanded group and the group‟s descendants. 

 As Anderson points out through Miller‟s words, Miller was 
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driven to achieve the highest possible glory from his art.  When his 

life collided dangerously with history, he sought, too, to achieve a 

nobility of character and to do what his conscience told him in op-

position to powerful forces against him.  So Miller was a rebel en-

dowed with an artistic sensibility, tremendously talented and desir-

ous to be a leader, to impart an artist‟s numinous wisdom and a 

revolutionary‟s vision of societal calamities, the source of which 

might be hard for the rest of us to see, steeped as we are in our daily 

gratifications.  Though the context of a Miller play is the realistic 

drama and dilemma of everyday life, the uncharted and impas-

sioned interior traverses a path that may well be likened to 

“reverence and awe,” as Bion named it.  “I take it as a truth,” Miller 

said, “that the end of drama is the creation of a higher conscious-

ness and not merely a subjective attack upon the audience‟s nerves 

and feelings” (Arthur Miller, et al., The Theater Essays of Arthur 

Miller, 1978 and 1996, 133). 

Art and the Mother’s Face  

 Just as the artist/messiah must be resurrected in the psyche 

of the group, so, too, the artist‟s work itself involves a resurrection.  

Anderson quite aptly asserts that the artist can call upon endless 

possibilities of conflict for his or her work.  Nevertheless, I believe 

Anderson points to a single, underlying dynamic present (alongside 

the endless possibilities) in the artistic endeavor when he quotes 

Miller attempting to delineate a central theme in his plays.  Miller 

considers that his characters “have some preconception of having 

been displaced from what they should be or even of what they 

„really‟ are...” (my emphasis).  I have suggested, elsewhere, that 

the artist is recreating a very early experience, an abstraction of the 

mother‟s face as it was experienced in infancy, and it is an aspect of 

this experience that I believe Miller has captured.  No longer bliss-

fully merged with the mother, we now have a shadowy sense of a 

time when things were “where they ought to be,” when we were 

with our “true” parents and not “adopted” by what seemed to be a 

second set of parents who were, of course, the same parents but 

who were now more remote, less a part of us, as we gained a 

greater capacity for separateness.  (See Josie Oppenheim, “The 

Magic of Adoption: A Consideration of the Preoedipal Genesis of 

the Family Romance,” Modern Psychoanalysis, 2009.)  Miller 
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senses, too, that his mother is at the core of this feeling of displace-

ment, though he paints these feelings in terms of later development. 

 It is the design of the mother‟s face and the nourishment and 

life it seemed to give when face and breast were configured as one 

(René Spitz in Oppenheim, “Magic,” 86) that determines a kind of 

universal, aesthetic understanding buried deep within our core early 

experiences.  That is why artists wrestle with their work, because 

they know that there is an aesthetic comprehension and synthesis 

demanded of them which they must master in order to make them-

selves and their audience believe that here is that experience again, 

that voluptuousness of being lifted high by life and love.  Miller 

was quite aware of this conjuring act, which is the province of the 

artist, at least in terms of what he wanted from his work.  Speaking 

of Death of a Salesman, Miller says, “I wanted a play that had al-

most a biological life of its own.  It would be as incontrovertible as 

the musculature of the human body” (in Matthew C. Roudané, ed., 

Conversations with Arthur Miller, 1987, 363).  While not mention-

ing the mother‟s face, Miller demands of himself a recreation, de-

mands to conjure something as real as reality, which refers to our 

early hallucinatory wishes, our magical conjuring of the face and 

breast of the mother. 

 The Crucible has become a timeless work of art because of 

the unconscious, primal human dynamics compellingly portrayed 

within a powerful political context.  At the time of writing, Miller 

had lost his close friend Elia Kazan to the social and political catas-

trophe that Kazan was subjected to and, in turn, subjected others to.  

Although able to continue working in film and theater, Kazan was 

an outcast from his “group” from the moment he “named names.”  

Later, when Miller faced HUAC, this same group was watching, 

holding its breath to see if Miller would uphold principles of de-

cency or if he would name names to preserve his livelihood and his 

right to be heard in the public arena. 

 Anticipating Miller‟s situation, John Proctor is faced with 

annihilation of his life or annihilation of his soul.  In the end, he 

embraces his true destiny and becomes a messiah for his group.  

Willingly, he goes to his death to save his own human decency and 

to save the community from terror in the face of evil wrought by 

the powerful witch-hunters ordained by church and government to 
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wreck destruction on innocents. 

 Miller emulated his own creation‟s courageous choice (even 

using words reminiscent of Proctor‟s) and refused to yield to the 

political pressure to turn on his fellow man to save himself.  Yet, 

despite his courage and decency, he does not constellate a messiah 

in the culture.  A hero perhaps, certainly worthy of our admiration, 

concern, and respect.  But, I suggest that a paradox emerges when 

we realize that if a messiah survives, he is not a messiah.  Miller 

survived his ordeal through legal machinations and so in the collec-

tive psyche he remains a man.  To reach the status of a messiah 

there must be a loss of human fallibility as is achieved in death (or 

in a destruction symbolic of death) so that the spirit of the mes-

siah‟s quest is resurrected and carried forth, supported by the 

group‟s unconscious relationship to the supernatural.  In a way 

Miller was very fortunate and in another way perhaps he craved the 

redemption his hero, Proctor, receives, craved to walk in the path of 

the martyr who boldly transmits the truth as we all might fear and 

wish to do when history and our personal lives intersect. 

 But there is another story here—the story of Abigail.  She is 

the primary evildoer in Miller‟s play.  Yet the fact that she is an or-

phan of about 16 at the time of her sexual contact with Proctor (she 

is always referred to as a child in the play) does not seem to be on 

Miller‟s radar.  When The Crucible was written, incest and sym-

bolic incest (the sexual advances of an adult to a child) had not yet 

become a part of the cultural consciousness.  Yet it is even hard for 

us, today, to turn away from the drama, as understood by Miller, to 

register this other victimization, which is in plain sight.  

 Marilyn Monroe had been just such a child as Abigail, an 

orphan who was unprotected and who used her attractiveness to 

maneuver through life, the foundation of which had been continual 

abandonment and probable abuse (Steven Poser, The Misfit, 2011).  

Monroe‟s image and her myth express the archetypal child/woman, 

a sexual female who is unthreatening to the child in us, a vulnerable 

female forced to experience sexuality while still innocent.  In a 

sense, to a greater or lesser degree we all have had to experience 

sexuality while still in the throes of much earlier needs.  In 

“Confusion of Tongues” (1932), Ferenczi preserves Freud‟s seduc-

tion theory by considering that the child is traumatized by the 
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adult‟s feelings of sexuality towards the child when the child sought 

warmth and affection only.  Does the iconic image of Monroe‟s 

face work in us as a beautiful, innocent mother with a sexuality that 

is unthreatening and at the same time as an innocent child who has 

been sexualized by an adult predator?  Miller does not see that Abi-

gail is a victim, Proctor‟s victim.  Did Miller unconsciously experi-

ence himself as victimizing Monroe who would naturally induce 

feelings in others relating to her early traumas?  Miller and his fam-

ily were not the only casualties of what Monroe induced in others.  

Dr. Ralph Greenson, her psychoanalyst, lost all boundaries with 

her, agreeing to see her five hours a day, eventually inviting her 

into his home to live, disrupting his family and his professional life 

(Misfit). 

 Interestingly, at the core of this play is the idea of conjuring.  

But it is a false conjuring.  One wonders at the deep early experi-

ence of Miller at the stage when to “conjure” the mother is phase 

appropriate.  Yet we have all been banished from paradise by our 

inability to magically conjure the good object (mother) of infancy 

and by the fact that the desire to conjure the good mother may al-

low the intrusion of evil into our consciousness.  This evil is the 

image of what has been done to us (left to cry alone; left hungry, 

frightened, or worse) and what we in turn would like to do to the 

“evildoer.”  Such a dynamic is played out in the political arena as in 

the personal.  It is interesting to consider that Miller (like we, his 

group) is Abigail as well as Proctor. 

Epilogue   

 We sense a weakness in the hero/playwright that is perhaps 

a “basic fault,” as Michael Balint would ascribe.  Yet that uncer-

tainty, that “fault,” may simply belong to the human being that 

must always live alongside the genius, that unimpressive “man be-

hind the curtain,” whom we try not to notice, but who actually pulls 

off the supernatural magic show.  Miller had no interest in hiding 

that man.  So, it may be that the weakness which keeps Miller on 

this earth is the very ingredient that will someday set him free.  

Sometimes it takes centuries for a mere mortal to be resurrected.  In 

the political climate we inhabit today, Miller‟s exquisite sensitivity 

and righteous passion seem even more hauntingly beautiful.  We 

don‟t know the final story. 
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practice in New York City and may be contacted at josieoppen-

heim@earthlink.net. 

<><><>CP<><><> 

Theories of Creativity in a Historical Lens 

Monisha Pasupathi—University of Utah 

Vimala C. Pasupathi—Hofstra University 

Benjamin Armintor—Columbia U. Libraries Digital Prog. 

 James William Anderson outlines two claims about artistic 

creativity and considers Arthur Miller‟s writing of The Crucible to 

illustrate his claims: 1) Artists create from their intense inner con-

flicts, even when the surface form in which those are depicted ap-

pears more explicitly linked to political or social events.  2) A work 

of art—a play in this instance—is successful to the extent that the 

audience has a corresponding inner conflict that permits them to 

share the feelings the author depicts.  In our response, we examine 

Anderson‟s claims in relation to other authors and other times, to 

illustrate some features of those claims that can be addressed in the 

future. 

 An account of artistic creativity is strengthened by drawing 

both from psychological perspectives and from the within-

discipline work of theorists who examine and analyze distinct types 

of creative works, such as literary critics or musicologists, as well 

as those who play significant roles in the production and display of 

the works—the dramaturge and actors, among others, in the case of 

theater.  Cutting across many of those specific disciplines is a his-

toricist perspective, which involves examining concepts and crea-

tions with an eye to the historical contexts in which they were cre-
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ated. 

 If we consider issues of historical context with respect to 

Anderson‟s claims, we can raise some questions about when and 

how these claims can be applied across different historical eras.  

Conceptions of art and artists that assume an individual‟s singular-

ity in the creation of poetry, novels, plays, paintings, or song are 

relatively new in historical terms.  Art previously referred primarily 

to knowledge—and then to the liberal arts tradition in the classical 

sense—before it took on the sense of a work produced by a unique 

or creative form of genius.  This aspect of the historical context 

raises questions about whether, and in what ways, the work of other 

creative individuals, such as scientists, may also reflect deeply felt 

internal struggles of the creator.  Or, is the theory specific to art and 

artists as understood in the modern era? 

 Arthur Miller and his work are firmly located within this 

era, which means that conceptions of authors for Miller and his 

contemporaries involve certain features.  These include the identifi-

cation of authors with their work and the idea that such work is the 

intellectual property of the artist—an understanding of authorship 

that is linked historically to the emergence of copyright laws.  We 

tend to view works, rightly or wrongly, as connected with single 

creators.  With this understanding of authorship, it makes great 

sense that an author‟s work is a reflection, however transformed, of 

his or her deeply felt internal conflicts.  Further, in the modernist 

era we have access to biographical information—and even autobio-

graphical information—that illuminates inner conflicts.  What are 

we to do in the case of writers like Shakespeare, for whom we have 

less direct access to accounts of their internal conflicts to help illu-

minate their work? 

 Shakespeare also raises another issue.  Drama as a genre has 

always been a collaborative endeavor, even in the case of the play-

wright often thought of as the greatest artist of all time.  Though 

Shakespeare‟s plays may be viewed by us as the work of a solitary 

genius, the fact is that at least five of his plays bear evidence of col-

laboration (Brian Vickers, Shakespeare, Co-author: A Historical 

Study of Five Collaborative Plays, 2004).  One quarto printed in the 

17th century features his name along with that of another play-

wright—John Fletcher—and scholars have detected traces of multi-
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ple hands in other works as well.  Even Macbeth contains a scene 

that many scholars have argued was written by Thomas Middleton.  

Shakespeare also drew extensively on classical and other early 

modern texts in creating his dramatic plots and monologues.   

 In the contemporary world, consider the children‟s televi-

sion show Phineas and Ferb.  Episodes are written collaboratively 

by the original creators, as well as others, but also draw extensively 

on references to previous works and popular culture.  Our own 

autobiographical memories are themselves co-authored works, 

whether or not we are aware of this fact (see Monisha Pasupathi 

and Timothy Hoyt, “The Development of Narrative Identity in Late 

Adolescence and Emergent Adulthood: The Continued Importance 

of Listeners,” Developmental Psychology, 45(2), 2009, 558-74).  

 How does the collaborative aspect of authorship affect the 

claim of a work‟s reflecting the internal conflicts of a single indi-

vidual?  Are multi-authored works reflective of shared or divergent 

internal conflicts?  Does it matter whether collaboration is the de-

fault understanding of authorship, or is a hidden, less salient aspect 

of how a work is created?  Does the negotiation of multiple au-

thors‟ shared internal conflicts—or of their divergent ones—

determine whether such collaboration is eventually successful—by 

whatever terms we might define success? 

 Does success depend on capturing an audience via shared 

internal conflicts?  Ultimately, of course, economic success surely 

figures in the motives of many artists—and that means that captur-

ing the audience in some way is likely to be a key concern.  The 

concerns that audiences bring to bear on plays—or indeed, any 

work of art—are colored and shaped by their sociohistorical con-

texts as well as their internal conflicts, as are the ways that plays 

are staged and presented in different eras.  Are internal conflicts as 

central to a play‟s success in moving the audience to feel when 

there are large sociopolitical issues at stake?  

 To raise these historicist perspectives is not to suggest that 

we disagree with the claims Anderson is making.  Rather, these per-

spectives suggest something important for the development and fur-

ther refinement of the claims.  For Anderson‟s perspective on artis-

tic creativity to approximate the truth requires that the kinds of in-
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ner conflicts that motivate artists and make an audience capable of 

being moved are not infinite in their variety.  Rather, it suggests 

that there must be some limited set of human internal conflicts that 

are recognizable across historical eras and across individuals.  

 One useful project would be to build on extant work and 

elucidate what those conflicts might be.  It may be fruitful in the 

development of this approach to creativity to draw not only on psy-

chologically informed understandings of conflict, but also to exam-

ine the work of literary theorists, especially those who take a bio-

graphical approach to their work.  The unique contribution of psy-

chological theorists to this endeavor could be to integrate the di-

verse psychological theories of conflicts, as well as the more spe-

cific formulations of such conflicts that likely exist in the work of 

literary and other theorists, who focus primarily on a single individ-

ual rather than on accounting for creativity more broadly.  Psycho-

analysts and psychologists are also uniquely situated to provide em-

pirical explorations of such conflicts—how they arise in the devel-

opment of a person and how they may be transformed within vari-

ous media to result in creativity.  We will be interested to see how 

the initial claims in Anderson‟s paper develop in relation to issues 

of media, historical context, and collaboration.    

 Monisha Pasupathi, PhD, is an Associate Professor of Psy-

chology at the University of Utah, who specializes in issues of iden-

tity development through narrative.  She may be contacted at mon-

isha.pasupathi@psych.utah.edu.  Vimala Pasupathi, PhD, is an 

Assistant Professor of English Literature at Hofstra University, 

who specializes in early modern literature.  Benjamin Armintor, 

MA, is a programmer/analyst in the Columbia Libraries Digital 

Program, with a background in social anthropology.  

<><><>CP<><><> 

The Artist’s Unfinished Business 

Lisa Ruddick—University of Chicago 

James Anderson makes a compelling argument that an art-

ist‟s finest work typically draws on “something within him that is 
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raw, unfinished, conflictual, troubling, and unsettling.”  More, 

Anderson‟s analysis of The Crucible suggests by example that an 

awareness of inner conflicts the author faced during composition 

can deepen our understanding of a work of art.  As a teacher of lit-

erature, I can add that college students are keen to know how a 

poem or novel recasts material from the author‟s inner life.  If I 

were to teach The Crucible, I would certainly draw on Anderson‟s 

account of the lines of force connecting this text to Miller‟s fraught 

preoccupation with Marilyn Monroe. 

I believe—and perhaps Anderson would agree—that it is 

theoretically possible for an artist to produce outstanding work 

without infusing it with his or her psychological conflicts.  This 

would especially be the case when the medium is an abstract one.  

A Bach fugue, for example, is a mass of aesthetic tensions, con-

trolled by the requirements of harmony and thematic closure.  But 

are these tensions, or any other part of the fugue, necessarily driven 

by a conscious or unconscious tension within Bach‟s own psyche?  

Perhaps some psychological conflict did underlie Bach‟s composi-

tions, though there is no way to know.  But the fugue, as a genre, 

centers on problems that are so analytical in nature that it seems 

just as likely to me that a sheer passion for working out melodic 

and harmonic puzzles could inspire a great fugue.  The fugue, in 

taking its course, might also give voice to strong emotions—such as 

joy, sadness, suspense, and the thrill of flirting with chaos—without 

necessarily expressing the composer‟s unique psychological con-

flicts. 

On the other hand, when we turn to a more representational 

medium such as the performed or written word—where Anderson‟s 

paper itself is focused—the situation is different.  I do think that a 

literary work will be the richer when it touches upon the author‟s 

“unfinished” psychological business, so long as the emotional 

rough edges are balanced by formal coherence and some artistic 

objectivity.  For example, Mrs. Dalloway (1925) was the work in 

which Virginia Woolf first took the risk of publishing what was “on 

the verge of embarrassing her,” to use the phrase Anderson quotes 

from Miller.  In the novel‟s two central characters, Woolf recalled 

at intimate range her own oscillations between suicidal depression 

and an attachment to the sweetness of life.  At the same time, Mrs. 
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Dalloway was Woolf‟s first great literary work, and the one that in 

her own time raised her to a sudden eminence and popularity.  With 

Anderson, I think that such a correspondence is more than coinci-

dence. 

When I first read Anderson‟s paper, though, I wondered if 

there might exist a good literary counterexample to his argument.  

This would be some work, from within the literary domain, that ap-

proached the impersonality of a Bach fugue but that still had recog-

nizable excellence.  A text that came to mind was William Carlos 

Williams‟ short lyric “As the Cat,” which traces a cat‟s movement 

across the top of a jam closet (a basement cupboard for storing jams 

in the wintertime):  

As the cat 

climbed over 

the top of 

the jamcloset 

first the right 

forefoot 

carefully 

then the hind 

stepped down 

into the pit of 

the empty 

flower pot  

(The Collected Earlier Poems of William Carlos Williams, 

1951, 340) 

The poem has a minimalism and a studied objectivity char-

acteristic of much of Williams‟ work.  I would be surprised to learn 

that this spare poem was grounded in some serious psychological 

conflict within the poet.  Yet the poem is still a delightful one.  Lit-

erary critics have explored the formal tensions that contribute to its 

vitality.  For example, there is a tension between the forward mo-

mentum of the sentence as a grammatical whole and the line divi-

sions that break up the syntactical flow, often in odd places.  The 

line divisions isolate individual words for our contemplation and 

thus create a kind of stasis amid the movement.  This general ten-

sion between forward propulsion and stasis echoes, at the stylistic 
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level, the contrast between the cat‟s horizontal forward motion and 

the near hiatus of its cautious vertical steps into the flowerpot.  

Such complexities make the poem a striking and interesting work, 

even in the (probable) absence of any basis in the author‟s psycho-

logical struggles.  A blogger spontaneously attests to its effective-

ness: “The first time I read this poem, I BRISTLED with excite-

ment, literally.  The words themselves so sleekly feline, and the last 

paragraph leaping down on to the page so nimbly, that just reading 

the words, just hearing the sound of them, you can see the cat mov-

ing” (http://wonderingminstrels.blogspot.com/2001/01/poem-

william-carlos-williams.html). 

Yet—as a final consideration—let us place that poem, fine 

as it is, alongside another of Williams‟ lyrics, which shares the 

prior poem‟s minimalism and precision of detail but surely carried 

more personal meaning for the poet: 

This Is Just to Say  

I have eaten  

the plums  

that were in  

the icebox  

and which  

you were probably  

saving  

for breakfast  

Forgive me  

they were delicious  

so sweet  

and so cold 

(The Collected Earlier Poems of William Carlos Williams, 

1951, 354) 

This poem, amid many other themes, pits the pleasures of 

domesticity—the note left in the kitchen, the routine of reserving 

fruit for the morning—against the lure of sensual license.  I cannot 

think about this aspect of the poem without being reminded of the 

ways in which Williams‟ own romantic life, which punctuated long

-term marriage with serial infidelities, (mis)handled the same ten-

sion.  Anyone who knows Williams‟ biography knows of the less 
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jocular “Forgive me” that would express itself in the course of his 

marriage, and in his later poetry. 

I believe that most of the people in my profession would say 

that “As the Cat” is a good poem, but that “This Is Just to Say” is a 

richer and better one.  Pressed to explain why, we would perform 

some close analysis that would touch on the human complexities 

that are expressed in the latter poem and that doubtless derive some 

of their force from Williams‟ own experience.  My point is that, 

other things being equal, authors will achieve some of their best 

effects when, forgetting the fear of embarrassment, they allow 

themselves to be played upon by the inner turbulence that Anderson 

explores in his paper.  As the poet Sharon Olds has remarked in an 

interview,  

You‟re alone when you‟re writing, and at that point, 

hopefully, you‟re not thinking, What would someone 

think of me for doing this?  Strong forces are at work, 

like if you‟re on a raft, and you‟re rowing, and the 

river is rushing, and you need to get to the other side, 

and you‟re being pulled under a bridge; you‟re feel-

ing a shadow crossing, you‟re not really thinking, 

What is playing on the radio on shore? 

(Interview with Amy Hempel, BOMB 54 [Winter 

1996], 26) 

Lisa Ruddick, PhD, is Associate Professor of English at the 

University of Chicago, where she teaches courses in modern British 

fiction, literature and psychoanalysis, and cognitive approaches to 

literature.  She is the author of Reading Gertrude Stein: Body, Text, 

Gnosis (1990), and of articles on the current state of literary criti-

cism.  Professor Ruddick may be contacted at lruddick@uchicago. 

edu. 
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The Best Psychobiography: A Non-

Obvious Question, A Non-Obvious Answer 

William Todd Schultz—Pacific University 

In some ways, the question of how to write psychological 

interpretations of art and artists is, dare I say, simpler than the ques-

tion of why to do it.  I run into the latter more and more these days, 

coming from all sorts of directions.  A sizable percentage of people, 

a loud minority, oppose art/artist analysis.  They regard it as unnec-

essary, intrusive, or impolite.  The art, they say, speaks for itself.  

No biography is required to “prop it up.”  Interpretation equals sub-

traction. 

The ever wise Janet Malcolm has called such ideas 

“breathtakingly silly.”  I agree.  For one thing, we are always inter-

preting.  It‟s a chronic posture.  It‟s automatic.  Also, interpretation 

of art gives art life.  The meaning is supplied, at least in part, by the 

viewer.  But finally, psychobiography is a way of doing psychol-

ogy.  It‟s a research enterprise.  If we want to understand the dy-

namics of creativity better, we need to study artists, their conscious 

and unconscious motives.  Those who do not desire this sort of 

analysis, who feel it sullies the art somehow, can avoid it (ideally 

silently); those who do, can turn in a psychobiographical direction. 

Another form of protest is this: Only the artist knows why 

he makes the art; everything else is speculation.  The former senti-

ment is wrong.  Often the artist does not know.  Or he does not 

want to know—he‟s too busy making the art.  But what‟s wrong 

with speculation?  It can be illuminating or not.  It can be carefully 

tied to facts or not.  It can persuade or not.  As I always tell my stu-

dents in psychobiography courses, the proof is in the pudding. 

The best psychobiography begins with a non-obvious ques-

tion about a person and ends with a non-obvious answer.  Anderson 

takes The Crucible, what many consider a purely sociological po-

lemic, a morality play with an intellectualized message, and locates 

its heat, its emotion.  Miller knew this, as all artists do; he knew, to 

be precise, that art comes from conflict.  The writer puts himself on 

the line, he said, “sometimes quite secretly.”  The process begins 
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with obsession, possession.  A political stance turns out to have 

been rooted in guilt.  A hanging is necessary—in the art.  Miller 

makes a character pay for sins he, himself, committed.  

 Art, then, in this case and many others, is a hiding.  Embed-

ded in the content is the secret, the obsession, the personologically-

defined possession that, as in dreams, twists manifest content in this 

or that direction.  Anderson persuasively locates it; he finds the por-

tal and takes us in with him.  We need more psychobiography just 

like this—judicious, aware, humble, carefully reasoned.  The task is 

inferential speculation, secrets-hunting.  In this case Anderson finds 

what Miller obliquely knew: an ideal solution to the vexing ques-

tion of the subjective origins of creative work. 

William Todd Schultz, PhD, is Professor in the Department 

of Psychology at Pacific University.  He received his doctorate in 

personality psychology in 1993 from the University of California, 

Davis, where Alan C. Elms was his advisor.  Dr. Schultz edited the 

Handbook of Psychobiography (2005), this year published Tiny 

Terror: Why Truman Capote (Almost) Wrote Answered Prayers 

and An Emergency in Slow Motion: The Inner Life of Diane Arbus 

(reviewed in this issue), and edits the “Inner Lives” Oxford 

Psychobiography Series.  Professor Schultz may be contacted at 

schultzt@pacificu.edu. 

<><><>CP<><><> 

Psychobiography: A Useful Tool for 

Interpreting Art?  

Tobias Van Assche—University of Antwerp 

A work of art can impact people in various ways.  One can 

be captivated by Mona Lisa‟s smile, moved by an emotional song 

by Adele, or gripped by the tragic story described in the play The 

Crucible.  What makes art so intriguing is that often the work 

evokes feelings and raises questions without making any effort to 

assuage or answer.  The audience has to decide how to interpret it.  

Although some people often are happy to examine the work by it-

self, others are interested in discovering what might have inspired 



  The Psychology of Artistic Creativity      Page 291          
 

 

the artist by investigating his or her life story.  In some cases, this 

information can aid in understanding the individual work, while in 

other instances the biography can help explain how the artist‟s vari-

ous works are linked.  However, psychobiography can also leave 

the audience disappointed and might limit the creative interpreta-

tions surrounding an artistic piece.  As is the case with art in gen-

eral, it is up to each individual to determine the added value of the 

artist‟s psychobiography.   

Anderson claims that in the play The Crucible the play-

wright Arthur Miller drew on his personal experiences, such as his 

relationship with Marilyn Monroe and his confrontation with the 

anti-communist persecution of the late 1940s and 1950s, to write 

for the stage about the Salem Witch Trials.  Over the years, this 

play has gripped and enthralled a broad audience, many of whom 

were not aware of the author‟s personal relationship with its con-

tent.  How the viewers (or readers) relate to The Crucible can be 

very personal: it might remind them of some form of “witch hunt” 

that they had personally experienced, they might be asking them-

selves how people could possibly behave in this fashion, or they 

might wonder how they would have reacted if they had been in 

John Proctor‟s situation.   

Knowing which events in his own life the author relied on 

to write the play is not necessary for people to find plausible an-

swers to these types of questions.  Miller‟s biography does, how-

ever, add an interesting dimension, which does not necessarily take 

away from the other feelings and thoughts that the play elicits.  If 

anything, the author‟s personal experiences might help people place 

the story in a contemporary context or give another example of how 

someone can be torn between passion and principles.  Knowing 

Miller‟s life story does not have to be disruptive, as long as it is not 

presented as the only correct way to interpret the play.   

Psychobiography can also do more than add some extra 

depth to a work of art.  The investigation into the psychological 

evolution of the artist can help explain changes in his or her style 

and content over time and thereby tie together seemingly unrelated 

works.  Vincent van Gogh‟s life story can help clarify how he 

evolved from the dark atmosphere presented in The Potato Eaters 

(1885), which he painted after having spent some time preaching in 
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the gloomy mining towns of the Belgian Borinage region, to the 

bright colors used in his paintings of the wheat fields of southern 

France.  Enclosed Wheat Field With Rising Sun (1889) is one ex-

ample of a series of paintings depicting the wheat fields outside of 

van Gogh‟s asylum window in Saint-Remy-De-Provence where he 

resided between May 1889 and May 1990.  His use of bright colors 

can partly be attributed to the fact that he felt much happier having 

a more stable environment away from his vices.  

Knowing about an artist can also lead to disappointment, 

which can limit the ways in which someone is willing to interpret a 

work of art.  When I visited the René Magritte Museum in Brussels, 

I relied on the audio guide to tell me more about the artist who fa-

mously painted the image of a pipe with the French text for “this is 

not a pipe” underneath.  I was familiar with many of his works and 

truly enjoyed his symbolism, imagery, and use of colors.  When I 

heard that Magritte stated that his paintings did not have a deeper 

meaning and that he did not have a true motivation behind painting 

his works, this was a huge disillusionment to me.  Supposedly, he 

let his friends name his works most of the time instead of finding a 

fitting title himself.  Although I still esthetically enjoy Magritte‟s 

work, I am now a lot less inspired to try to try to find meaning in 

his works.   

Psychobiography can have many different influences on un-

derstanding or appreciating a work of art or an artist‟s oeuvre.  

These life stories can enhance the experience of reading, viewing, 

or listening to a work of art by clarifying the background, providing 

meaning, and stimulating further creativity.  It can also serve a 

pedagogical role by providing a plausible “correct answer” when 

discovering art with students.  All this is positive as long as people 

are encouraged to continue to search for their own meaning in art 

and to be inspired by art, and to determine the added value of the 

objective truth of the psychobiography of the artist.   

Tobias Van Assche, PhD, is affiliated with the Political Sci-

ence Department of the University of Antwerp in Belgium.  He re-

ceived his PhD in political science from Syracuse University in 

New York and specializes in political leadership and comparative 

foreign policy.  He may be contacted at tvanassc77@gmail.com. 
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Anderson Responds 
 

Further Reflections on the Psychology of 

Artistic Creativity 

James William Anderson—Northwestern University and 

Chicago Institute for Psychoanalysis 

The Central Point 

 Arthur Miller is often thought of as being one of the two 

foremost American dramatists in the mid-20th century, the other 

being Tennessee Williams.  Asked how he writes his plays, Wil-

liams replied, “I think that all plays come out of some inner tension 

in the playwright himself.  He is concerned about something, and 

that concern begins to work itself out in the form of a creative ac-

tivity.”  Later in the interview, he added, “I think I write mainly 

from my unconscious mind” (Alfred J. Devlin, ed., Conversations 

with Tennessee Williams, 1986, 124, 129). 

 Williams‟ statement captures the central point of my essay: 

artists create out of their inner, most personal preoccupations and 

conflicts.  None of the commentators disagreed with that claim.  

The point made most frequently is that there is more besides the 

personal wellspring of creativity that I highlighted.  They asserted, 

and I could not agree more, that other factors, such as historical and 

ideological forces and personal experiences besides inner conflicts, 

also contribute to the creative product.  Commentaries such as those 

by Ken Fuchsman and Don Carveth supplement my focus on the 

basic psychological source of creativity. 

 Two of the commentaries in particular added to my explana-

tion of the psychology of creativity.  Alan C. Elms accepts that art-

ists make use of their inner concerns in their work and then present 

the function they accomplish by doing this.  He argues that they 

may be expressing, defending, or seeking restitution as they feed 

their personal conflicts into their works.  William Todd Schultz also 

accepts the validity of the psychological analysis of art and artists 

and then explains the value of this form of analysis. 
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My only major objection is with the use, by two commenta-

tors, of the disparaging term, reductionism.  My claim is that per-

sonal motivations fuel a work of art, but I neither state nor imply 

that the meaning of the work comes down to those motivations.  

Tobias Van Assche notes that “knowing Miller‟s life story” is use-

ful “as long as it is not presented as the only correct way to inter-

pret the play.”  I would go even farther.  I would say that Miller‟s 

life story does not give us any way of interpreting the play. 

Reductionism refers to the view that a work of art is not 

what it seems to be, that the fullness of the creative product may be 

ignored.  Rather, in this view, the work really means some simple 

formula that is not known to the artist but is known to the psycho-

analytic interpreter.  I never try to interpret The Crucible.  Instead, I 

was providing a framework for understanding the process of crea-

tivity.  I was arguing that the creator is energized, stimulated, and 

motivated by inner concerns.  Those concerns provide the fuel, but 

they do not give us an inner key to the work of art. 

Do All Artists Draw from Deeply Personal Sources? 
 Still, there is no question that I stated my position in a broad 

way: “In creating their work, artists rely on that which haunts, ob-

sesses, troubles, and moves them….What possibly could feed art-

ists‟ imagination except their inner concerns, conflicts, and preoc-

cupations?” 

Lisa Ruddick commented that in many instances, my per-

spective helps account for artistic creativity, but she questions if my 

framework applies to all artists.  She believes “that it is theoreti-

cally possible for an artist to produce outstanding work without in-

fusing it with his or her psychological conflicts.  This would espe-

cially be the case when the medium is an abstract one.”  In looking 

for an example of a work of art that lacks emotional meaning, she 

quotes a spare poem by William Carlos Williams about a cat climb-

ing over a jam closet. 

The easy answer would be to make a small emendation 

along the lines of what Tennessee Williams once said: “All work is 

autobiographical if it is serious.  Everything an artist produces is his 

inner history, transposed into another time” (Donald Spoto, The 

Kindness of Strangers: The Life of Tennessee Williams, 1985, 114).  
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The scribble of a poem about the cat might be seen as not being se-

rious. 

 Yet even with that poem, it does not seem far-fetched to 

speculate that the author‟s emotional dynamics might have moti-

vated it.  Ruddick quotes a blogger who comments, “The first time 

I read this poem, I BRISTLED with excitement, literally.”  The 

blogger‟s emotional reaction might mean that he has tuned into the 

psychological dynamics that fueled the poem; Williams may have 

felt that he was sometimes on the verge of falling if he did not walk 

carefully through life. 

 I cannot claim to know that all art, including painting and 

music, is fueled by the artist‟s inner concerns.  But what has struck 

me repeatedly is that, even in those areas, when I have had a chance 

to learn in detail about the artist‟s inner life, there is a vital connec-

tion between the work and the artist‟s personal dynamics. 

 Some years ago, an outstanding painter was in psychoana-

lytic therapy with me.  When she spoke about what she was aware 

of as she was painting, she talked about her attention to process, 

such as how she handled the edges of objects or how she made use 

of light and shadow.  But when we spoke in depth of a finished 

work, she could see each piece had a new psychological meaning to 

her.  One self-portrait, for example, expressed a feeling of sadness 

that she was not in touch with as she was painting. 

 David M. Terman, a psychoanalyst, has studied the life and 

work of composer Gustav Mahler.  I asked him whether he thinks 

that Mahler‟s works reflect his emotions.  Terman (in a private 

communication) replied: 

In that sense, he was the most autobiographical of 

composers. His longing for, and love pleas to, [his 

wife] Alma are all over his 6th, 9th and 10th Sympho-

nies.  His preoccupation with death is in many of his 

songs, for example, “Kindertotenlieder” and the 

third of the “Songs of a Wayfarer”….The dreadful 

blows of fate…are in the devastating last movement 

of the 6th Symphony.  Almost everything he wrote is 

impregnated with the experiences of his life. 
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Creative Collaboration 
 Noticing my emphasis on the individual artist, Monisha 

Pasupathi, Vimala C. Pasupathi, and Benjamin Armintor point out 

that many artworks are the result of collaboration.  They ask, “How 

does the collaborative aspect of authorship affect the claim of a 

work‟s reflecting the internal conflicts of a single individual?” 

 One approach would be to consider how the individual psy-

chology of each of the collaborators contributed to the final prod-

uct.  I looked into the creation of the classic film, Casablanca, 

when I taught a course on the psychology of film.  The screenplay 

resulted from the collaboration of a number of writers.  One of the 

reasons for the film‟s effectiveness is that it synthesizes a love story 

(between Ilsa and Rick, the characters played by Ingrid Bergman 

and Humphrey Bogart) with a political story (about the resistance 

of the French and their allies to the Nazis).  The screenplay under-

went many revisions.  The brother team of Julius and Philip Ep-

stein, in their rewrite, made the love story more engrossing by in-

creasing the appeal of Ilsa and making her a more sympathetic 

character.  Howard Koch, in his rewrite, improved the political 

story, especially by bringing Rick into this story.  In the play, he 

was just a disappointed lover; in the Koch version, he becomes a 

former freedom fighter who cares about the struggle against the 

Germans (Harlan Lebo, Casablanca: Behind the Scenes, 1992).  It 

may be that the love story resonated with the Epsteins because of 

personal reasons, and, therefore, they were motivated to and able to 

improve that part of the screenplay.  Similarly, it may be that Koch, 

for personal reasons, related to the political story.  I am hypothesiz-

ing that in a collaboration, the personal psychology of the artists 

moves them to make their individual contributions to the joint prod-

uct. 

It would be equally fruitful to consider how co-creators in-

spire and play off one another, as in the collaboration between com-

poser Giuseppe Verdi and librettist Arrigo Boito.  In creating two 

operas based on plays by Shakespeare, they inspired each other.  

Verdi respected Boito‟s understanding of Shakespeare and his abil-

ity to capture in Italian the power of Shakespeare‟s English.  Boito, 

though a composer himself, recognized that Verdi had a genius he 

did not possess. 
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Miller’s Jewish Background 

 “Professor Anderson‟s essay,” writes Irene Javors, “would 

be amplified by investigation into Miller‟s Jewish background.”  

Let us see what such an investigation in relation to The Crucible 

reveals. 

 In his autobiography Miller speaks about the pervasive in-

fluence of his Jewish background.  He had a bar mitzvah but had 

little interest in Jewish observance and was a non-believer from an 

early age.  Imbibing from those around him an assumption of Gen-

tile anti-Semitism, he felt as if he were living in “a beleaguered 

zone surrounded by strangers with violent hearts” (Timebends, 26).    

Some of his most powerful early memories involved sitting 

next to his loving great-grandfather in the synagogue.  On one 

magical occasion, his great-grandfather, after telling him to cover 

his eyes, went up to the Holy Ark that housed the Torah scrolls.  As 

Miller recalls, “I peeked through the fuzz of my eyelashes and saw 

the most astonishing thing—about fifteen old men, bent over and 

covered completely by their prayer shawls, all of them in white 

socks, dancing” (Timebends, 39). 

When Miller had the idea of writing about the Salem Witch 

Trials, he made a research trip to the Salem Historical Society.  He 

noticed an etching in which several girls are screaming and gesticu-

lating while a few men are “shrinking back in pious outrage.”  He 

recalled, “Suddenly it became my memory of the dancing men in 

the synagogue on 114th Street as I had glimpsed them between my 

shielding fingers, the same chaos of bodily motion.”  “In this pic-

ture, adults fleeing the sight of a supernatural event; in my memory, 

a happier but not less eerie circumstance.”  He concluded, “I knew 

instantly what the connection was: the moral intensity of the Jews 

and the clan‟s defensiveness against pollution from outside the 

ranks.  Yes, I understood Salem in that flash, it was suddenly my 

own inheritance” (Timebends, 338). 

Elsewhere he explained more about what he saw as the con-

nection between the Salem Puritans and the Jews of his childhood.  

“They were putative ur-Hebrews, with the same fierce idealism, 

devotion to God, tendency to legalistic reductiveness, and the same 

longings for the pure and intellectually elegant argu-
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ment” (Timebends, 42). 

What I make of these comments is that they reveal Miller‟s 

conflicted feelings about Judaism as he encountered it in his early 

years.  In some ways he felt attracted to it and admired it, and to an 

extent it was a part of him.  But his chief reaction was critical, as 

reflected in The Crucible; he saw the religious adherents as being 

dangerously destructive in their dogmatic belief that they had the 

truth.  The play further implied the same accusation against the 

zealous anti-communists of the early 1950s. 

Looking at Miller and Judaism gives me an opportunity to 

make a comment about the writing of psychobiography.  Javors 

makes an arresting speculation, noting that, in gaining possession of 

Marilyn Monroe, Miller “managed to surpass his father, brother, 

and all the gentile men—Monroe was the ultimate sexual conquest 

for Miller.  He had overturned the stereotype of the Jewish male 

who isn‟t supposed…to get the blonde.” 

In what I have seen (and I do not pretend to know all the 

material about Miller‟s relationship with Monroe), there is no evi-

dence that Miller‟s ability as a Jew to obtain a blonde Gentile was a 

major factor in his attraction to her.  Miller speaks candidly about 

Monroe‟s appeal to him.  He points to her great beauty, her over-

whelming sexual allure, and his sense that she needed to be taken 

care of and that she saw Miller as the person who could rescue her. 

In other words, Javors is right to point to the importance of 

Miller‟s Jewish background, and there is also value in a commenta-

tor speculating, as she does, on what the influence of Miller‟s Jew-

ishness might be.  However, psychobiographers are in a different 

position.  They may start with hypotheses, but they must be careful 

to interrogate the evidence and to let the evidence determine their 

conclusions. 

 James William Anderson‟s biography may be found on 

page 259.  
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Carol Bird Ravenal: Creative Connections 

Carol Bird Ravenal—American University 

Carol Bird Myers Ravenal was 

born in Brooklyn, NY, in 1926 and 

received her PhD in Art History 

from Harvard University in 1963.  

Dr. Ravenal is Professor Emerita at 

American University, where she 

taught art history, art education, 

studio, and design from 1968 to 

1997, after teaching previously at 

the Rhode Island School of Design 

and Rhode Island College.  She 

took courses in psychoanalysis and 

met regularly for five years with 

Division 39-Psychoanalysis of the 

American Psychological Associa-

tion.  She has presented and written numerous lectures and articles, 
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Maryland.  Some of her paintings may be viewed at www.flickr.com 

/photos/carolravenal/ and she may be contacted at cbirdie@aol. 

com.  A detailed question-and-answer dialogue by e-mail in sum-

mer 2011 with Bob Lentz resulted in a self-narrative for the Makers 

of Psychohistory Research Project, excerpts from which follow.  

Parents  

 As a pre-adolescent, I idealized my mother and father.  Lov-

ing notes were sent to my mother about her “aerial” quality, visual 

talents, and clear voice.  Birthday cards were written to my father 

as a most wonderful and strong daddy.  This was modified at ado-

lescence as dependence on their approval waned, particularly due to 

the ongoing interaction and empathetic mirroring of my identical 

twin, Amy. 

It appeared to Amy and me that our mother‟s erudition and 

language were so eloquent that we assumed anything we added to a 

discussion would pale by comparison.  Her intense desire to know 

our feelings, we felt, was a way of incorporating us, swallowing us 

whole.  She appeared to dissolve boundaries between herself and 

us.  However, when occupied with canvas and paint I experienced 

silence and fusion with the object, which freed me from being emo-

tionally swallowed by Mother.  The early reality of a brilliant, artis-

tic mother and the idealization of both parents allowed me to paint 

“joyous” paintings, even as they required privacy and solitude. 

Living until she was 92, Mother was alone for 18 years after 

our father died at 74.  We then sponsored her first travel to Europe, 

although she was legally blind.  There she sang uninhibitedly in the 

open-air café at San Marco, attracting new friends and admirers.  

We recall that among her last words were these from Robert Louis 

Stevenson: “The world is so full of a number of things, I‟m sure we 

should all be as happy as kings.”  A reason I chose the topic of 

other research was because of Mother‟s centrality in my own life.  

She was not only domineering; she was vital, talented, and impres-

sive. 

Identical Twin Amy  

 At birth Amy and I weighed about nine pounds together, 

with thin red skin.  I was 10 minutes older.  Since the hospital did 

not have incubators we were sent home “to expire.”  The family 
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myth is that Mother, magic rescuer, rubbed us with oil, warmed the 

oven, and made an improvised incubator at home.  We were then 

plucky little chickens, I guess!  However, we were unable to nurse, 

continued to lose weight, and received blood transfusions from our 

father at three weeks.  Mother, so proud of our survival and her 

place in it, wrote a short article for a refrigerator company for keep-

ing our bottles safe, although we never had one.  We were often on 

display in beautiful baby contests and at schools and were asked 

comparative questions.  Taught at an early age, we replied, 

“Comparisons are odious.” 

Sister Amy attended Brooklyn College a year after I did.  

Amy then attended Yale for an additional senior year in painting 

and received a Bachelor of Fine Arts.  With Yale connections and 

wonderful color studies under Josef Albers, she was hired by an 

architectural firm of “Yalies” headed by Walter Gropius.  Her three 

children are architects, who attended Yale, Rhode Island School of 

Design (RISD), and MIT.  Amy later received the prestigious Rad-

cliffe Institute for Advanced Study Fellowship for two years and 

was the invited speaker at the 25th reunion of Radcliffe alumnae. 

After six years at RISD, I taught at Rhode Island College, 

miles from home.  This necessitated learning to drive.  Amy proved 

an inspiration as I thought, “If Amy can do it, so can I.”  We are not 

competitors as much as models.  One takes a step and the other fol-

lows.  

The extent to which Amy and I were both similar and differ-

ent because of birth order, weight, maternal attention, disposition, 

college history, my psychoanalysis, coping mechanisms within 

marriage, and reflection in our art, has been an ongoing study.  One 

of the fascinating things revealed in my five-year analysis was how 

the seeming surface similarity of art content, when probed, revealed 

the extent of the similarity as well as differences in personality and 

style with that of Amy.  These can be anticipated in the early infant 

photographs.  I presented an early version of these observations 

some years ago at the annual International Psychohistorical Asso-

ciation (IPA) meeting. 

I saw my struggle with my twin, Amy, in many simple 

paintings I made of fruits with a sharp knife.  The underlying con-
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tent of a halved fruit on a table with a sharp cutting knife dividing 

the halves finally revealed itself as the entire convoluted story of 

twinning.  I saw myself as struggling to become a separate person 

who need not feel guilty with separation.  I was not joined at the 

hip.  My more vulnerable twin, who had suffered scarlet fever, 

rheumatic fever, and whooping cough, which I escaped, is now 

blinded in one eye from a cataract operation.  I knew that even if 

taller, stronger, perhaps more resilient, I could identify with and 

love her. 

My artistic twin and I, from our frail beginnings, will be, to 

our delight and utter amazement, 85 years old this November.  Amy 

in Massachusetts and I, in daily calls, exchange empathetic advice 

and information about our activities and gardens, and feelings about 

children and spouses.  The creative life has sustained both of us, as 

it has the artists I studied. 

Early Academic Life, Marriage, and Children  

 As an undergraduate, I attended Brooklyn College, a long 

healthy walk from home.  I was enamored of the Design Depart-

ment and its chairperson, Robert Jay Wolff, Yale graduate, articu-

late, attractive, and aesthetic.  I wished he were my father, my 

friend.  He became my mentor; encouraged me in my personal art 

pursued at home, nominated me for Phi Beta Kappa, and recom-

mended me for a teaching position at Smith College at graduation.  

In 1959, Professor Wolff invited me to replace a faculty member on 

sabbatical.  As I was employed at Rhode Island School of Design 

and had three children, it was not possible. 

A few months after moving to Providence, a former room-

mate at Harvard introduced me to a younger, 23-year-old, brilliant, 

Harvard Summa graduate, concert violinist, and business man, Earl 

C. Ravenal.  His family lived in Providence and their old stone cot-

ton mill factory was in Fall River, Massachusetts.  He had just com-

pleted his two years of army service in Japan, basically on the ski 

team. When he walked in the door, handsome and with a brilliant 

smile, and took me to dine at an Italian restaurant, after months of 

eating frozen dinners, I felt he was just fine.  His family had the 

stable financial attributes missing in mine.  (I don‟t believe artists 

belong to a social class, though someone once said I was “haute 

Bohemian.”)  I thought Earl far surpassed me intellectually.  I could 
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not outshine him as my mother did my father.  When clouded by 

loving feelings we may not take into account family history, or 

wonder about a remote father, a mother suffering from angina, or a 

dysfunctional sibling.  We do not attempt as much research about 

marriage compatibility as we might in consulting Consumers Re-

port for a dishwasher.  But that was the age before Google.  I 

proved hasty in important areas.   

 Earl and I married seven months after meeting.  With a 

wedding gift of $10,000 from his parents, we purchased a small Co-

lonial house at the crest of the hill overlooking the city.  Three chil-

dren were born in the next four-and-a-half years.  I continued to 

teach full time.  Cornelia Jane was born March 12, 1957, during my 

first year.  The chairman informed me that “If you do that again, 

you will not be rehired.”  I planned more carefully.  John Brodhead 

was born August 1, 1959, and Rebecca Eliza, September 5, 1961.  

Returning to teaching a week after her birth, I was exhausted by 

walking the hill to nurse and back to class.  Cornelia is now a play-

wright, script writer, film producer, and composer.  John is the Syd-

ney & Frances Lewis Family Curator of Modern and Contemporary 

Art at the Virginia Museum of Fine Arts.  Rebecca has been mak-

ing pottery for over 20 years and teaching ceramics for the past six 

years. 

A Thesis Topic, Ye Gods: The Modest Architectural Mode, An 

Analysis of Five Domestic Dwellings in Providence, Rhode Is-

land, c. 1780-1812 

I had expected to write my PhD thesis on a 19th-century 

French painter, but the option of travel to Europe was no longer 

available after the birth of my children.  While searching for a new 

thesis topic in Providence, one rose up under my nose, or eyes.  As 

I walked down the hill to RISD along Benefit Street, I passed a row 

of 18th-century derelict houses.  After Brown University destroyed 

wonderful Colonial houses to build imitation dorms, one grand 

dame, Mrs. Chace, purchased those on Benefit Street, determined to 

save them.  I followed the restoration of five houses from the Colo-

nial to the Federal periods over five years, photographing each step, 

conversing with workmen, salvaging great strips of 18th- and 19th-

century wallpaper, scrutinizing 18th- and 19th-century paint ads, col-

lecting paint fragments which I sent to a commercial paint company 
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to determine modern equivalents, and tracing the origin of style in 

18th- and 19th-century carpenters‟ pattern books.  I connected all the 

dots from wills to windows to economic conditions at the time of 

these five vernacular houses.  The thesis was finally completed as I 

traced the evolution of a simple pediment entryway from 18th-

century Providence to Italian Renaissance Palladio and thence to 

Roman Vitruvius.  When invited back to Harvard to “discuss” the 

thesis, I was faced with a long table full of professors.  I did not re-

alize this was actually the defense.  Excited about the topic, I knew 

every detail and could answer any question.  I was awarded the 

PhD degree in 1963.  This was the first year degrees were conferred 

by Harvard rather than Radcliffe.  An article on my life and thesis 

work was then published in The Providence Journal. 

Simultaneously, from my French window overlooking the 

city, I had been drawing and painting (acrylic) small-scale works of 

the scene below.  When Amy left Yale, I had purchased the portfo-

lio of prints assembled by her eminent professor, Josef Albers, on 

“The Interaction of Color.”  I completed each color study independ-

ently.  Based on all these works and my small paintings of the city 

below, I had exhibits in museums and galleries and wrote the re-

view of the annual art exhibit for The Providence Journal. 

Washington, DC, and American University  

 We moved to Washington, DC, in 1969, when Earl started 

to work in the Defense Department as Director of the Asian Bureau 

of Systems Analysis.  After examining military bases in Taiwan in 

small aeroplanes, his ears, already impaired from childhood prob-

lems and later the noise in his family‟s factory, were affected and 

he became hearing impaired.  This resulted in the next years in his 

almost total deafness.  As a concert violinist, this has exacerbated 

his isolation and impacted our lives considerably. 

I took courses at the Corcoran School of Art and at Ameri-

can University (AU) with the vertical stripe artist, Gene Davis, 

Washington Color School painter.  Hired at AU the next year to 

head Art Education, I trained student teachers.  I learned and taught 

crafts, design, and theory for K-12.  After seven years, art and mu-

sic were dropped from public schools and from AU‟s department.  

The next assignment at AU included art history, painting, color, and 

design.  I operated “on all cylinders.” 
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As I moved from Brooklyn to the next four locations, each 

evoked a different response.  On weekends in Washington I put my 

easel, canvas, and paints in the back of the station wagon, parking 

wherever I could find a likely scene and space along the Potomac 

River.  Weaning myself from the reality of greens, I moved towards 

exploration of intense color relationships, rather than painting based 

primarily on observation.  After the purchase of Wilderness Farm I 

had a wide world and river to navigate. 

Most germane to my development during my sabbatical 

year, 1978-79, was joining a women‟s art group.  Among other is-

sues, we identified and discussed the most critical person in our 

lives.  Regardless of the immediacy of the present with husband, 

children, work, or lovers, to my surprise it was for each of us pri-

marily our mothers.  Under the supervision of a Swedish mask ex-

pert, and with some trepidation, we made plaster moulds of our 

faces.  From these, we made a variety of expressive masks.  After 

the death of my mother-in-law, her elegant dresses, ball gowns, 

hats, and shoes were sent to me.  Members of the group chose an 

outfit complete with shoes, hat, and gloves.  Inexplicably, our 

masks and poses identified with the apparel.  Wearing them we en-

joyed riding a carousel, shopping in the supermarket, and photo-

graphing spectators studied disregard or amusement.  An exhibit 

was held in the Folger Shakespeare Library, and an enthusiastic re-

view on TV and in the Washington Post followed. 

Identification with Edvard Munch  

 At this time I had a one-person exhibit at Hood College in 

1978.  Two of my recent landscape paintings were stolen.  I was 

deeply depressed and made masks with expressions which indi-

cated this extreme dismay.  These paintings were my children, too.  

The intensity of feeling was allowed, rather than repressed, by iden-

tification with Edvard Munch.  The year before, I had received an 

American University summer travel grant to Norway to study this 

artist who wanted the world to experience his personal angst.  

Studying his paintings I came face to face with his raw nerve end-

ings and their impact on millions of people through his multiple 

prints.  Amplifying their meaning were his reactive notes, plays, 

and poems. 

Fortuitously, I had been working with a psychiatrist friend, 
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Dr. Harold W. Wylie, Jr., for two years on Munch.  We had access 

to the extensive Munch print collection and library of Sally Epstein.  

Dr. Wylie and I had jointly given a paper, “Edvard Munch: A Study 

of Narcissism and Creativity,” to the American Psychoanalytic As-

sociation annual meeting in New York City in December 1976.  

During the next few years we each acquired some skill in the area 

of the other.  He knew a little about art history, and I wished to re-

late the surface style and themes of art to the underlying motiva-

tion.  Courses in psychoanalytic theory had provided me with basic 

knowledge.  With our periodic discussions, my Norwegian study of 

hundreds of paintings in the Munch Museum in Oslo and those 

rarely seen in the underground stacks, and the translation of the 63 

loose-leaf books of notes in old German by the daughter of the Nor-

wegian counsel in the U.S., I was able to expand and relate mani-

fest meaning to latent meaning, surface to depth.  (See more com-

ments on Munch later in this narrative.) 

Analysis: 1980-85  

 Working in a collegial manner with Dr. Wylie, I became 

more acutely aware of issues in my marriage around isolation, in-

ability to share or listen, fear of intimacy, and conflicting political 

and social values.  The combination of factors precipitated my deci-

sion to enter analysis at age 53.  This occurred in an aesthetically 

challenged room five days a week for five years.  My analyst, Paul 

Gray, was the éminence grise of the Washington-Baltimore Psycho-

analytic Institute.  His ideas were published in a series of seminal 

journal articles over 40 years.  His 1994 book, The Ego and the 

Analysis of Defense, had a profound effect on psychoanalysis. 

Since my long-experienced angst had precipitated my jour-

ney into analysis, I harbored the fantasy of immediate alleviation.  

As I look back on my notes of 25 years ago, I note my repetition of 

the same dilemmas over and over, and Dr. Gray‟s kind, non-critical 

listening to these vicissitudes of daily life.  His interest lay in my 

way of thinking, in reminding me of the possibilities of alternate 

ways of being, of thinking.  I was not completely aware at first of 

the importance of this careful listening to dreams, fantasies, and 

memories, and wished then for more overt empathy, a passion and 

expressiveness that might match mine.  His interest in the capacity 

of the ego‟s self-observing potential often felt to me as neutrality, 
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when I needed empathy.  However, I became more analytical in my 

hour, understanding the relationship with my twin, the guilt I might 

have felt had I believed I surpassed her in any way, given an advan-

tage of size and health, and my identification with and therefore 

anger with the irrational behavior of my spouse. 

Analysis and Creativity  

 What did I achieve in analysis?  Did I become more or less 

creative?  Was there a stylistic breakthrough or did I simply under-

stand more clearly the roots of creative and personality structure?  

There was the fascination and challenge of seeking out the latent 

meaning of the collage of dreams.  I developed a psychoautobiogra-

phy on twinship and a course on Munch, Gauguin, and Matisse 

from a psychobiographical viewpoint, which was taken by students 

from all departments of the university.  I reviewed texts on Mary 

Cassatt and John Gedo, and by Andrew Brink, among others.  

Could analysis of photographs from birth to the present, too, 

reveal personality?  It was an approach I used first in my article on 

Edvard Munch in decoding the gestures, glances, and expressions 

of a family portrait of children brought together by the mother‟s 

anticipated death.  I poured through our childhood photos, noting 

the active and more passive body positions of each, the interplay of 

Amy and me always as close as could be, one leg over the other 

lying on a couch, even as adults.  The impact of a domineering 

mother could be balanced by the interdependence on the twin. 

How, most importantly, did art, the creative visual ability I 

had inherited from Mother‟s family, sustain me?  I believe it was 

the understanding of the psyche, the mind, to entertain alternatives, 

to fly, that was encouraged and amplified.  It then became the twin 

of the observing and piercing eye. 

Creative Activity  

 My art is a merging of spirit, eye, and mind with the object 

world.  My eye and internal world react viscerally to a landscape 

framed by a window or a still life of tomatoes from our garden.  My 

heart beats quickly as I squeeze out blobs of color on my palette.  

With large arm movements the entire composition is given tentative 

and spontaneous form.  Then I step back and see what the hand has 

wrought.  I spend many hours assessing, calibrating, adjusting rela-
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tionships, making whole.  I evaluate surface composition deci-

sively.  According to my daughters I remain too visually judg-

mental. 

As a formalist, I remain wedded to the capture and reformu-

lation of the object world.   I realized through analysis that I am in-

volved with visual and emotional boundaries.  I long for resolution 

of chaos, and construction of beauty, making “one of opposites” in 

my way.  The coalescence of opposites of dark/light, figure/ground, 

near/far, open/closed, freedom/order, and complementary colors 

corresponds unconsciously to internal states.  I extend the idealiza-

tion learned at my mother‟s feet to the world of form. 

My art is life-enhancing and sustaining.  Visual awareness 

and sensitivity is a blessing and a misfortune.  Judgments about 

friends, the environment, what color dish I use for the fruit in the 

morning—all are based on what the eye deems most beautiful.  It 

has sustained me in bitterest moments, by either reflecting feelings 

in paintings of anguish or replacing chaos, irrationality, and a world 

without emotional intimacy by activity, involvement, pleasure, and 

beauty.  Aesthetic transformation is a prime defense.  As Tosca 

sings, “I live my life for art, Love gives meaning to life” (Act II).  I 

am constantly surprised, yet confirmed, when viewers say my art is 

joyful. 

Problems in the Art World and the Future of Creative Activity 

 The course on aesthetics at Harvard was dropped many 

years ago, the word itself considered blasphemy.  It has returned 

slowly as some ask, Why is this better than the other?  How can I 

know?  Many art historians, even 50 years ago, lacking visual sen-

sitivity, had no basis for judgment.  In that class, when faced with a 

decision on quality between a Rembrandt, a follower, or a copier, 

even with a list of criteria, most students could not identify the au-

thentic.  So, eventually, as art historians and curators, they turned to 

other disciplines to supplement their disadvantage: history, litera-

ture, politics, gender studies, or semantics.  Or, the important critics 

of the 1950s, such as Clement Greenberg, became the arbiter.  If he 

determined philosophically that art is in linear development from 

realism to abstraction, then abstract abstraction is the premier art 

form. 
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Some edgy performance art appears to be a bid for one-shot 

fame.  One may think it is removed from the expression of the pub-

lic, the era, and the environment.  Or, just the opposite, exhibition-

ist art is an excellent reflection of the contemporary chaos and dis-

association.  It provides instant gratification, is regressive, totally 

egocentric, a product of an era of sexual promiscuity, socially re-

vealing networks, wars, despair, financial chaos, irresponsibility, 

rejection of group interests, and personal and national boundary 

dissolution.  However, there is wonderful innovative dancing, writ-

ing, poetry, and music, which unite discipline and art.  Some mani-

fest only through groups, others are solitary.  Perhaps future classes 

in the arts can be a combination of unfettered individuality with the 

spirit and group solutions of the more interactive classrooms on the 

best educational Web sites. 

We must find another way of seeing America and ourselves 

in the immediate future.  We must upgrade exponentially, face the 

dilemmas of the globe.  Perhaps the creative, energetic artist, or en-

trepreneur, such as Steve Jobs, founder of Apple, will identify the 

future direction and lead the way. 

At the farm now in mid-August, I look out and see four men 

tying together the broken limbs of an old pink crepe myrtle tree 

struck last night by lightening, trying to make it whole.  That‟s 

about it for nature, for art, and for life. 

Edvard Munch (1863-1944), Norwegian Symbolist/

Expressionist  

 Ironically, although creative activity is often based upon the 

dual pivots of good genetic inheritance and nurture, conversely it 

may be driven by illness and insufficient childhood interaction and 

empathetic response.  Loss, rather than abundance, can be the trig-

ger.  The desire to re-play disappointing experiences, to revisit 

them from multiple viewpoints stylistically, would seem to be 

counter to the healing process.  It may be similar to the analytic 

hours/years à la Woody Allen, never to end. 

Tension is present when faced with the multiple tasks of 

engineering a form from conception to fruition.  There may follow 

a surcease of repressed energy in the birthing release of form.  Once 

released, the tension, the visual or narrative issues that were its 
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genesis, returns and must be released time and again.  The resolu-

tion of much creative endeavor is the construction, or development, 

of a time-curtailed gratifying self-object. 

Edvard Munch‟s iconic work, The Scream, has been heard 

around the world.  It begged for understanding of its genesis.  The 

critical importance of the earliest caregivers on the development of 

his personality and his future relationships with women was funda-

mental.  Specifically the multiple and chronic childhood depriva-

tions—loss of loved ones, his mother‟s tuberculosis when married 

and early death shortly after the birth of her fifth child, his adoles-

cent sister‟s death, his own illness, and his elderly physician fa-

ther‟s morbid pietism—were given symbolic and expressive form.  

He felt born with the seeds of madness: “The angels of fear, sor-

row, and death stood by my side” (in Sue Prideaux, Edvard Munch: 

Behind the Scream, 2005, 2).  The development of an iconography 

of a tripartite division of women—Madonna (mother), Medusa (all 

seductive women), and Martyr (mother and aunt)—and subsequent 

inability to trust a woman for fear of loss and abandonment was 

inevitable.  In the early idealization phase of a relationship, entered 

with enormous apprehension, the new sexually appealing woman 

might be seen as a sexualized mother/Madonna but soon trans-

formed into a decapitating/castrating Salome.  The longing for 

Munch was for reunion with his dead mother.  

I published “Three Faces of Mother: Madonna, Martyr, Me-

dusa in the Art of Edvard Munch” in the Journal of Psychohistory 

13(4), Spring 1986, 371-412.  Perhaps my most incisive summaries 

in public lectures on Edvard Munch were at the Kreeger Museum in 

Washington in 2009 and at a large Osher Lifelong Learning Insti-

tute lecture for retirees at AU in January 2011. 

Paul Gauguin (1848, Paris-1903, French Polynesia), French/

Peruvian Symbolist  

 My eye and exploration turned to the lifelong search for 

unity of religions and genders in the curious androgynous figures of 

the Symbolist painter Paul Gauguin.  In my May 1988 lecture 

“Running to Paradise: Quest for Sexual Identity in the Art of Paul 

Gauguin” to the Washington Chapter of the Institute of Psychohis-

tory, I reviewed this search.  Again, childhood origins and family 

fantasies generated this need and capacity. 
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Paul Gauguin was born in France to a literary Creole mother 

of Spanish Peruvian ethnicity and a Parisian journalist father.  Es-

caping the political turmoil of Paris, they embarked on the long 

voyage to Lima, Peru, where his mother believed she should inherit 

the fortune of an elderly uncle.  Tragically, her husband died en 

route, but she and Paul were well received by the uncle and resided 

with his family four years.  The longed-for fortune was never forth-

coming.  Returning to Paris, Paul joined the merchant marines at 

17.  Upon his return, he married a robust Danish woman, Mette 

Gad, by whom he had five children. 

He became a Sunday painter after his weeklong profession 

as a stockbroker.  Following a financial downturn he focused his 

abundant imagination and energy on painting full time, which led to 

marital and family breakdown.  Artists from Cezanne to van Gogh, 

with whom he lived for a short time in Arles, influenced him.  

Styles from impressionism to Japanese prints and places from 

Breton to Tahiti were instrumental in his development.  As a theater 

lover he also wrote reviews of the popular plays on androgyny.  

These he signed as a woman author.  As his mother and father had 

done, he reacted and acted on his convictions. 

In some paintings in France, Gauguin identified themati-

cally with the crucified Christ, assuming the visage of a dual Saint/

Satan tempted by the apple hanging above his head.  In Tahiti he 

fantasized that the dark natives among whom he lived had direct 

contact with their earth gods and the spirits of the universe.  Gau-

guin sought an authentic voice, although intellectually contrived, in 

his flight from civilization.  He roamed the countryside from Breton 

to small villages in Tahiti awaiting an epiphany. 

Seeded as a child traveling from France on the unrewarding 

voyage to Peru, in years sailing around the world in the merchant 

marines, and as an adult traveling back and forth from France to 

various villages in Tahiti, he had been a searcher for unification: 

the commonality of Christianity and purer primitive religions.  In 

his art gender differentiation was diffused, reversed.  Female fig-

ures are often large, sexless, and strong, their feet flattened as they 

rise from the ground; men are supple and young.  At the end of his 

life, suffering from the last stages of syphilis, passed on to his teen-

age “wife,” impotent, he fashioned the posts of his wooden house 
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into phallic symbols as replacements for lost virility.  

What then was the purpose of his life as an abandoning 

wanderer?  Was it to find that elusive fortune: the unification of 

father/mother in a single universal being, androgynous, imbuing the 

solitary life with ultimate meaning and value? 

Henri Matisse (1869-1954): French Fauvist/Formalist  

 As an infant Henri was barely expected to survive the first 

winter in the bare-earthed two-room home of his grandparents.  

When frail Henri was about two years of age, a second male was 

born but died just before his second birthday when Henri was four.  

Two months after this death, another male child was born.  Matisse 

was probably given incomplete, or erratic, nurturing, as his mother 

went through a series of emotional upheavals.  A passive young 

adult, wishing to please, he succumbed to his father‟s wish that he 

study law.  Although he passed the bar, he remained despondent at 

the boring practicing.  Returning home with severe appendicitis and 

recurrent stomach ailments, he spent two years recuperating in bed.  

His mother, now encouraging, gave him a coloring book.  He leapt 

at it as a lover, or in his words, “a beast,” discovering his first af-

fair.  He had found his life‟s calling.  Against his father‟s wishes, 

he traveled to Paris to study art.  Over the years he developed his 

infatuation through a number of contemporary colorful styles from 

naturalism, fauvism, and pointillism, to his unique interpretative 

formalism. 

All themes were linked to the object world.  Many were based 

on a series of models, expressly required as essential visual stimula-

tion.  Some of these women became, as may have been usual in the 

artist/model unit, his lovers.  His intellectual, professionally encourag-

ing, long-suffering wife Amélie, who bore him two boys, Pierre and 

Jean, later adopted his daughter Marguerite by his first model, Caro-

line.  Through financial, political, and personal upheavals he aban-

doned Amélie periodically for travel to private, exotic, or warmer 

sites.  These trips were to find the external stimuli he required.  He 

may have had the attachment to her and his family of which he was 

capable, but he was described as self-centered, cold, remote, and un-

able to stop for a moment from his true sustaining love: art. 

Matisse‟s versatility was expressed in a range of mediums 
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as well as styles.  These included not only his marvelous joy-filled 

paintings, but book illustrations, wall-sized murals, paper cutouts, 

and stained glass windows.  Among his last works were large reli-

gious wall drawings on “The Stations of the Cross.”  These were 

for the intimate scaled chapel in Venice.  They were drawn when 

confined to bed or a wheelchair with duodenal cancer.  As Renoir, 

whom he knew and admired, had his painting brush tied to his se-

verely arthritic fingers, Matisse worked on sketches from bed, hold-

ing a long bamboo pole with drawing implement attached.  

When his adored artistic nurse, Sister Jacques-Marie, at-

tended him in the hospital he was emotionally devastated if he 

thought he had ignored her in any way.  He begged, like a child, for 

forgiveness, or he could not sleep.  These were, perhaps, moments 

of regression as with his original caretaker.  

In his art and the major portions of his life Matisse had 

turned from passive to assertive, dependent to independent, and de-

pressed to alternatingly melancholic and joyful.  With Picasso as 

friendly competitor, he became one of the leading artists of the 20th 

century.  He continues to fill our lives with the beauty of his ener-

getic, exuberant, color-saturated paintings of flowers, plants, por-

traits, interiors, figures, landscapes, and reconstructed harem 

scenes.  Worldwide accolades sustained him, replacing his mother‟s 

divided attention when he was a frail infant. 

 When I completed the five-year psychobiography of Ma-

tisse, “Matisse: Love as Art” published in the Annual of Psycho-

analysis (November 1995) ten years after I terminated analysis, I 

dedicated it to Dr. Paul Gray.  

Creative Lives: Psychobiographical  
Approaches—Part 1 

 

My Mother and My Art 

Krystyna Sanderson—Blanton-Peale Graduate Institute 

I have been a painter and a fine art photographer for over 30 

years.  Three years after the end of World War II, I was born in Po-
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land.  At age three, I started to draw and loved to draw colorful pic-

tures in elementary and high school.  Fairy tales fascinated me, and 

I would draw princesses in beautiful gold and crimson dresses and 

their castles.  My notebooks were decorated with intricate decora-

tive motifs.  I loved beauty; I loved paintings, drawings, and objets 

d‟art that I often viewed at museums and galleries.  Art provided 

me with an idealized world in the face of the drabness and devasta-

tion that followed the war. 

The war profoundly affected not only my family, who ex-

perienced it directly, but also me.  In the bombing during the War-

saw Insurrection in 1944, my mother suffered a concussion and was 

unconscious for days.  Her mother, my grandmother whom I never 

knew, died in the same bombing.  My father worked in a German 

work camp.  The trauma of six years of German occupation had a 

catastrophic psychological effect on both my parents.  As a young 

child, however, I knew nothing of these traumatic events.  I knew 

that my mother loved and adored me, and that I loved and adored 

her.  For the first four years of my life, she was happy.  After my 

sister was born, my mother changed—she became unhappy and an-

gry.  The family went through financial difficulties, and my mother 

and I couldn‟t connect emotionally.  From that time on, I longed to 

go back to the first four years of my life.  Instinctively, I became 

aware of the need to take care of myself.  Art brought me enjoy-

ment, pleasure, and security that I couldn‟t find at home.  Art made 

me feel special, became my salvation, and brought me solace. 

My mother, I believe, was narcissistically wounded.  She 

was wrapped up in herself.  She adored me but could not separate 

herself from me: I was an extension of her.  She attempted to be a 

perfect mother and required me to be a perfect daughter.  It would 

have been a blow to her narcissism if I were a separate, independent 

person. 

I knew in my heart that it would be dangerous for me to be 

separate from my mother.  She would not approve of it, and if it 

was possible, she would not have allowed it.  It would have made 

her angry.  We had to be connected in order for her to feel safe.  I 

perceived my mother as an all-powerful figure, omnipotently con-

trolling.  I was frightened of her, and art became my secret world.  

It was my own world, separate from my mother.  I could enter it 
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anytime to warm myself from the cold environment of my home. 

Longing for a better world became part of my psyche.  I 

longed for the first four years of my life, as well as for life before 

the war.  My parents would speak of how things were “przed wo-

jną”—before the war.  The 1930s seemed to me like a fairyland.  

My father‟s mother, Grandmother Henryka, lived in what seemed 

to me like opulence.  She had attended a boarding school for girls, 

spoke French, played the piano, and had maids.  My mother had 

lived in the countryside.  She told me of riding in horse-drawn car-

riages and going for boat rides on the Vistula.  In my mind, every-

one from those times lived in luxurious houses, attended balls, and 

was constantly happy.  My parents and I longed for those magical 

pre-war times.  The fairytale was cut short by a destructive, brutal 

World War II.  The unprocessed trauma of the war plagued my par-

ents all their lives.  It was left to me to process that trauma for both 

our generations through psychoanalysis and art. 

By the time I turned 18, I had come to realize that my 

mother was not omnipotent.  This awareness was a tremendous 

blow to my ego.  I wanted her to be omnipotent and to take care of 

me, and when she couldn‟t do it, I became resentful towards her.  I 

decided to separate myself from my mother and, at the age of 21, 

left for the United States.  For the first time in my life I felt free, but 

I also felt guilty, leaving my admiring and loving mother, whom I 

also loved and admired. 

For the next 40 years, I would process this separation.  I 

feared that my separation from my mother was destroying her.  She 

was never able to separate from me as I became her idealized fan-

tasy object.  She felt she had to be a perfect mother, dedicated to 

me.  My mother continued to write letters, bought me expensive 

gifts, and longed to see me.  For me, it was a long and painful sepa-

ration-individuation process. 

One way I tried to process that separation and longing and 

to reconnect with my mother was to create my photographic series 

Painted Childhood.  I created the new series as I was starting my 

psychoanalytic training.  My own intense psychoanalysis dealt 

mainly with my relationship with my mother.  I was processing my 

separation-individuation.  Painted Childhood was based on black 
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and white vacation photographs that my father took in the 1940s 

and early 1950s.  They show me, my mother, and my father (my 

mother took those) against a backdrop of the Polish countryside, 

where my mother was born and where I spent many summer vaca-

tions.  These were the first four years of my life, when my mother 

was happy. 

To create Painted Childhood I worked with pastel crayons 

over blowups of my parents‟ photos printed on large sheets of wa-

tercolor paper.  I recall my childhood in strong, brilliant, surrealistic 

colors.  That water was not just blue but pure ultramarine; that sand 

was not yellow but brilliant gold; those trees were not just green but 

a deep, luminescent emerald green.  These places symbolize the 

magic and innocence of childhood.  All sensations and feelings, 

whether of joy or pain, were more intense.  It was a psychological 

trip to when I was three-year-old child, before my mother became 

unhappy and angry.  Through coloring the oversize images with 

pastels, I entered and owned the moments they record.  Seeing 

them, I re-experienced that joy of life and that delight in beauty on 

a conscious level. 

Painted Childhood was a journey into the past through my 

art.  In both my psychoanalysis and my artwork, I was working on 

my relationship with my mother.  The colorized photographs ex-

pressed fantasies, as well as conscious and unconscious thoughts.  I 

saw tension between my perceptions and the memory.  I saw the 

process of internal fantasies and external realities interpenetrate and 

co-construct.  My mental images of the past became externalized by 

means of artistic expression. 

During the last 10 years of my mother‟s life, I came to ac-

cept that she was not omnipotent, and I accepted her and forgave 

her for not being so.  For the first time, I was able to approach her 

as an equal human being and to receive love and nurturing from 

her.  From being a fantasy mother, she became a real one, and I be-

came real, too.  At the same time, in the course of my training, I 

became a mother-psychoanalyst able to nurture both my patients 

and myself.  D.W. Winnicott wrote of the “good-enough mother” 

who is attentive and sensitive toward her child.  I seek to be a good-

enough psychoanalyst, attentive to my clients and sensitive toward 

their needs. 
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My mother died in January 2010.  My longing for the per-

fect past, the perfect childhood, perfect love, and connection with 

my mother continues.  I acknowledge that longing in my heart, and 

I express it in my art.  The process of separation-individuation con-

tinues. 

 Krystyna Sanderson, MFA, PsyD, LP, is a psychoanalyst 

practicing at the Blanton-Peale Counseling Center in New York 

City.  She brings both spirituality and visual arts into her work as a 

psychoanalyst.  She is also a faculty member at the Blanton-Peale 

Graduate Institute and is a contributing author of the Encyclopedia 

of Psychology and Religion.  With an MFA in painting and photog-

raphy, Krystyna has exhibited her photographs widely in the United 

States and abroad.  She is the author of the book of photographs 

and meditations, Light at Ground Zero: St. Paul‟s Chapel After 

9/11 (2003).  Dr. Sanderson‟s Web site is at www.krystynaphotogra 

phy.com and she may be contacted at ksandersonbp@att.net.  

Behind the Mask: The Fascist Heroism of 

Romaine Brooks’ Portraits 

Cassandra Langer—Art Historian/Critic/Writer and Artist 

 All meaningful art is a mystery.  Elusive, it escapes our abil-

ity to capture it.  I make no claims to being a psychoanalyst, psy-

chotherapist, or even a psychohistorian.  Even so, I have developed 

a nose like a bloodhound on the scent of a missing person for what 

hides in plain sight.  Of the subjects I have tracked throughout my 

50-year career, none has been as hard to find as the American expa-

triate painter and lesbian Romaine Goddard Brooks (1874-1970). 

 Creativity, as Julia Cameron notes, is like human life itself 

and begins in darkness.  In Brooks‟ case, it also ends in darkness.  

Brooks believes that within her family she survived numerous at-

tempts to annihilate her.  True or not, this is her interior world. 

 In her unpublished memoir, No Pleasant Memories, she 

constructs a heartbreaking written portrait of her childhood.  She 

was abandoned by her alcoholic father when she was under a year 

old; her mother beat her, dressed her in her brother‟s castoff 
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clothes, and left her with a laundress in the slums of New York 

City.  Romaine‟s Irish nanny sanctimoniously read her a heart-

breaking letter from the wife of her mother‟s lover, begging her to 

send him back to his family.  Romaine‟s mother took her to Europe 

and slapped her into a prison-like Italian convent, where Romaine 

attempted suicide.  It is no wonder Romaine believed her mother 

hated her. 

 Further, Romaine‟s terrifying older brother likely sexually 

molested her.  She also mentions that her sister‟s husband violated 

her and a patron tried to rape her.  This abuse underlies her art and 

her feelings of vulnerability. 

 Brooks‟ memoir is Kafkaesque.  Rilke suggests, in his poem 

Requiem für eine Freundin, the uncanny power of the voices of 

dead artists to haunt us and to linger in the land of the living long 

after their physical presence has gone.  At the end of her long life, it 

is the voices of her dead mother and brother that still haunt this art-

ist, so much so that well into her 80s she commented, “My dead 

mother gets between me and life.”  Romaine Brooks is a ghost-

ridden child who ends up nobody‟s friend or lover; an old outsider 

dying in a black-curtained room overlooking one of the most beau-

tiful views in the city of Nice.  During the last two years of her life, 

Brooks refuses to correspond with her lover of 50 years, Natalie 

Barney, and is heard by the servants talking with the ghosts of her 

unloving mother and crazy brother. 

 Her images intrigue and haunt us with their longing, incon-

solable pain and defiance.  If I were to image Romaine‟s perception 

of her world, it would be through her drawing entitled The Imped-

ers (1930).  In this pencil drawing, now in the Smithsonian Ameri-

can Art Museum in Washington, DC, the threads of life burst out of 

every confine.  Brooks‟ Pegasus is pulled down by grasping mon-

sters as she attempts to fly free.  (View The Impeders and other 

Brooks art at http://americanart.si.edu/.) 

 One of her finest early works, The White Bird (L‟ Oiseau 

Blanc, 1906-7), depicts a solitary young woman, dressed in white.  

Tellingly, her right hand hovers protectively over her pudenda.  

There‟s a white bird, a white flower arrangement, and a mirror 

where we see a white cloth and a towel.  The symbolism of wash-
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ing or purifying is multivalent.  The mirror may represent the eye of 

God observing; the spotless mirror may refer to the Holy Virgin‟s 

Immaculate Conception and purity. 

 Shortly after moving to Paris in 1905, Romaine fell for the 

Princess Edmond de Polignac (Winnaretta Singer) (1865-1943), 

who “was an implacable lesbian with sadistic tastes” (Michael Hol-

royd, A Book of Secrets: Illegitimate Daughters, Absent Fathers, 

2011, 183).  Brooks admired Princess Winnie‟s intelligence and her 

wonderful salon peopled by musicians, artists, dancers, and writers.  

Her infatuation comes as no surprise given her approach/avoidance 

relationship with her pitiless mother.  Romaine, despite her declara-

tions to the contrary, was dependent on others for emotional nour-

ishment throughout her life. 

 Romaine and Italian proto-fascist Gabriele d‟Annunzio be-

came reacquainted in 1909 in Paris when they were seated together 

at a dinner and art show.  But for a casual remark, they might never 

have become seriously involved.  D‟Annunzio suddenly leaned 

over to Brooks and whispered, “And to think how much can be ex-

pressed without any color at all!”  That line so perfectly embodied 

Brooks‟ artistic philosophy of subtly conveying the deepest emo-

tions that she impulsively invited him to see her work.  It was the 

beginning of a complicated friendship that lasted for nearly three 

decades.  Based on my studies of the letters between them, it ap-

pears that at the age of 36, Brooks was incredibly vulnerable and 

longed for unconditional love.  She writes, “He [d‟Annunzio] 

changed the world about me and lifted me from a state of deep de-

spondency.”  

 In Au bord de la mer, her 1912 self-portrait, Brooks paints 

herself in shades of black and gray, the sea dashing against the wall 

that preserves her.  She looks directly at the viewer with a face of 

stone that simultaneously provokes and defies interpretation.  

Clearly, her exaggerated sense of self speaks to her childlike need 

to idealize and emotionally “sink into” and identify with an ideal-

ized and admired other.  It suggests that Romaine needs to have her 

self-worth mirrored by another.  Her heroic portrayals are a form of 

self-soothing and she creates ideal self-objects protecting her vul-

nerable real self. 
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 Brooks emerges as a hero of her own making and a woman 

of action engaged in an aesthetic combat in an elite social and cul-

tural world—a male dominated world.  Now she begins to make 

observably theorizing images with an emphasis on a stunning as-

sortment of grays.  Her gray palette is all about damping down her 

deepest emotions and not letting them control her. Knowingly and 

shrewdly, she creates a palette that is both neutral and nebulously 

between black and white, metaphorically suggesting a blurring of 

gender. 

 In discovering what lies behind Brooks‟ mask, though, it is 

crucial to take into account her belief in suffering and sublimation 

as the basis for creating a noble personality, as well as her notion 

that “the female homosexual is ennobled by her perseverance and 

courage in the face of society‟s condemnation” (Whitney 

Chadwick, Amazons in the Drawing Room, 2000, 13). 

 Self-Portrait (1923, http://americanart.si.edu/)—near static, 

almost abstract—conveys an air of aloofness that contrasts sharply 

with the solidity of her dressed in the height of contemporary fash-

ion.  Brooks stations herself within the devastated ruins of a city.  

In her stylish and theatrical self-portrait, her dark eyes glitter under 

the brim and capture ours, and her mouth turns up in a sardonic half 

smile.  Her top hat usurps masculinity and re-presents it in favor of 

an enticing sexual ambiguity.  Brooks‟ painted echo emphasizes her 

aristocratic privilege and refined sensibilities.  Her “projection” of 

an idealized self can also be located in a letter to D‟Annunzio, in 

which she calls herself “elect of the Gods” (in Meryle Secrest, Be-

tween Me and Life, 1974, 236). 

 For Romaine, the advent of World War II was deeply dis-

turbing and brought up old insecurities.  Her relationship to fascism 

is complex and ambiguous.  Most art historians and critics shy 

away from this aspect of her art.  However, I can see fascist aesthet-

ics in her work. Her admiration for aspects of fascism is embodied 

in her second portrait of d‟Annunzio, Il Commandante Gabriel 

d‟Annunzio (1916), as a national hero.  Her identification appears to 

stem from the ideas put forth by d‟Annunzio; the anti-socialist jour-

nal, L‟Action Françoise; and the royalists who defined democracy 

as a doctrine of ultra-individualism.  Romaine‟s identification with 

the solitary individual defying bourgeoisie conformity stems back 
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to her early childhood trauma and her identification with the lapide 

(those stoned to death).  It reflects her identification with suffering 

outsiders and a feeling of martyrdom, as well as a need for order 

and control when faced with chaos, and for identification with a 

male authority figure—hence her sympathy for fascism.  Moreover, 

it underscores her drive to function in a masculine dominated pro-

fession that she transforms by creating a feminized space for future 

female artists to carry forward. 

 As an artist and a person, Brooks‟ engagement with fascism 

is on the level of the imagination, not of ideology.  Charles Henri 

Ford, a writer/editor whom I interviewed in New York City in 2007 

shortly before his death, explained that neither Brooks nor her lover 

Natalie Barney had the slightest interest in or understanding of poli-

tics.  The fascist desire for mimetic aesthetics leads to an emphasis 

on nature, which manifests itself in the art of Brooks and other art-

ists searching for authenticity inspired by the individual‟s submis-

sion to “suprahistorical forces,” whether these are nation, God, or 

simply the acknowledgment of suffering as the ultimate reality 

(Erin G. Carlston, Thinking Fascism: Sapphic Modernism and Fas-

cist Modernity, 1998, 70). 

 There is nothing opaque about Romaine Brooks‟ quest for 

emotional control once you understand her need to calm the trou-

bled waters of her interior ocean.  Her monochromatic palette and 

subtle aesthetics mask her vulnerability and her lack of self-

assurance. Her perceptions of her abusive childhood led her to con-

struct an idealized self-image to insulate her from her own sense of 

helplessness.  In her obsession to find a defender, a hero, an author-

ity to protect her, Brooks turned a blind eye to what was happening 

to her Jewish friends and seemingly forgot that in order for power 

to be enduring, it must have a moral basis. 

 Cassandra Langer, PhD, is a former senior fellow of the 

Smithsonian American Art Museum in Washington, DC, and author 

or co-author of six books, many articles, and numerous catalogs 

and essays.  Dr. Langer is currently working on a critical study of 

Romaine Brooks, All or Nothing.  She authors (as DocNoir) the Ro-

maine Brooks: Epitome of Elegance Web site at 

www.romainebrooks.com.  Dr. Langer can be contacted at cassan-

dralanger@gmail.com.  
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The Quest for Containment and Assertion 

in the Art of Louise Bourgeois 

Carol Lachman—Private Practice 

There is a photograph of the artist Louise Bourgeois (1911-

2010) in what appears to be a joyful emotional state, holding above 

her head a smaller version of one of her iconic spiders; Bougeois‟ 

stance and expression convey a sense of triumph, as if to say, “I can 

master the danger within and outside of myself.”  The art and psy-

choanalytic worlds are very fortunate to have so much information 

about her; since she was a girl, Bourgeois kept notes and diaries 

about her memories, thoughts, and feelings.  She would use past 

and current writings to “exorcise” painful memories as she made 

her paintings and, most of all, her sculptures.  As Louise Bourgeois 

reached her 80s and 90s, she exposed more about herself in inter-

views with people whom she trusted, such as Donald Kuspit, the 

well-known art critic (Kuspit, An Interview with Louise Bourgeois, 

1988). 

Influenced by the Old Masters that were part of her educa-

tion, by the mythical figures in the tapestries that she helped her 

parents restore, by the art movements of her day such as Cubism, 

particularly by Ferdinand Legere, by innovative architecture, and 

by her husband‟s interest in African art, Louise Bourgeois experi-

mented with different materials and form, to reflect her pressing 

concerns and her own and humanity‟s struggles.  As an older 

woman, she told Kuspit that she preferred working in marble be-

cause it was the most resistant material.  She stated that she thought 

her liking of marble‟s resistance was that she herself felt 

“unlovable.”  In other words, she had to fight to get something; it 

was just not given to her. 

Louise Bourgeois was the third girl born to her parents 

(though one of the girls died in infancy).  Louise‟s father had 

wanted a boy and made that known.  Therefore, she felt unwanted, 

not valued, and was often demeaned by him.  In the most recent 

autobiographical movie called The Spider, The Mistress, The Tan-

gerine and Myself (2008), Bourgeois recounts that one evening at 

the dinner table, which was the site of her father‟s self-aggrandizing 
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stories and humiliation of other family members, he told Louise 

that she was like the inside of a tangerine after the pulp had been 

removed.  No doubt this statement was a reference to the absence of 

a penis in her, which was humiliating enough, but also could reso-

nate in her mind as her being nothing, having no self or identity.  

The pain of this memory obviously never left Bourgeois, as it is 

both in the title and discussed in the movie  It is therefore no sur-

prise that many of Louise Bourgeois‟ sculptures are phallic-like 

projections and protuberances as if to assert her presence and 

power. 

Bourgeois had an enormous retrospective of her work at the 

Tate Gallery in London in 2007.  For the catalogue and book that 

was published as an outgrowth of this exhibition, Bourgeois con-

tributed a glossary, where she gave her verbal associations to the 

various letters of the alphabet.  For the letter “A” she wrote: 

“Abandonment; I want revenge for having been born; I want apolo-

gies for what was done to me.  To be born is to be ejected.  To be 

abandoned, from there comes the fury.”  As she explains later in the 

book, a great deal of her fury comes from her father‟s affair with 

her governess.  She rightly lashes out angry feelings about this kind 

of betrayal right under her nose by all the adults in the household, 

including her mother, who put up with it. 

It is likely that much of Bourgeois‟ childhood pain bubbled 

up in her as she went through her roles of wife and mother.  She 

married an American art historian, Robert Goldwater, and moved to 

New York City to be with him; they had three children.  Before her 

marriage, in France and after studying art, Bourgeois operated her 

own art gallery in Paris.  Initially after her marriage, Bourgeois was 

involved in the rearing of her sons and meeting many influential 

people in the art world, mainly due to her husband‟s career.  During 

this period, Bourgeois reports suffering from insomnia and fortui-

tously discovering the therapeutic aspects of drawing, no doubt a 

needed expression of her conflicts and struggles. 

It was in the late 1940s and early 1950s that Bourgeois 

turned mainly towards sculpture as her means of expression.  How-

ever, she began with the paintings called Femme Maison, which 

later became sculptures to reflect the struggles of the woman.  

Some of both the sculptures and the paintings show a nude woman 
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with a house covering her head and neck with a feather-like form 

coming out of the top of the house.  It is likely that the house cover-

ing the woman‟s head communicates the sense that the woman has 

no other identity than the duties of the household; she is not indi-

viduated and is weighed down by the household responsibilities.  

The feather might be a bit of irony that the household is a feather in 

the woman‟s cap.  Femme Maison was a theme in Bourgeois‟ 

sculpture until close to the end.  Though not an avowed feminist, 

she was attuned to the struggles of women, primarily in identifica-

tion with her mother, who had to keep family and business in tow.  

Bourgeois did not receive much recognition until she was in her 

70s. 

Bourgeois would say the success in art was not in the final 

product or the recognition.  It was in the process of creation and the 

strength obtained after working on a piece.  Perusing her art and her 

comments, it appears that her creative products are like a good psy-

choanalysis, where the patient recognizes repressed and traumatic 

feelings and overcomes them with insight.  Freud said success in 

analysis involves “where id was, ego shall be.”  For Bourgeois, one 

could say, “where id was, sculpture would be,” as she transformed 

pain and gained insight visually and muscularly.  For example, 

there is a sculpture that she made when she was in her late 30s 

called The Blind Leading the Blind.  She said that the making of 

this sculpture was triggered by the memory of her and her brother 

under the kitchen table, when they were quite small, as their parents 

were making lunch.  She recalls feeling quite frightened, small, and 

vulnerable, not knowing “what my place was in the family.”  Her 

younger brother was behind her and she felt as if she had to lead 

him somewhere.  Though feeling vulnerable is endemic to child-

hood, one wonders if the household atmosphere—with the father‟s 

explosiveness and affairs—led to feeling fear of obliteration more 

intensely.  The sculpture is a series of what looks like table legs 

five-feet high stretching across about five feet.  The height of the 

legs gives an idea of how small Bourgeois felt as a child in relation 

to the adult world.  When Bourgeois was in her 60s, she made a 

sculpture of latex, plastic, and mixed media that she entitled De-

struction of the Father.  Here we can surmise that the artist is turn-

ing from passive (as fear was expressed in The Blind Leading the 
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Blind) to active, as Anna Freud described some of the child‟s de-

fenses, particularly identification with the aggressor.  Bourgeois 

says that the latter sculpture was based on her memory of the fan-

tasy she had as a child at the dinner table of her and her brother dis-

membering the father and eating him.  The aggressive, cannibalistic 

aspects of this fantasy appear incorporated in the sculpture itself.  

The material looks somewhat like flesh, with part of it having 

small, sharp-looking projections that appear like teeth.  Bourgeois 

was very versatile and experimental, and erected room installations 

which she indicated held certain memories, some of them being 

dark and foreboding, and other rooms in richer reds, suggesting 

more sensuous states.  

This brief look at some of Bourgeois‟ work and context of 

inspiration hopefully illustrates the artist‟s daring in plumbing the 

depths of her emotional experience and memories, while at the 

same time expressing its importance and universal value. 

 Carol Lachman, PhD, is a clinical psychologist in private 

practice in New York City.  Dr. Lachman may be contacted at 

lachcpsych@aol.com.  

Inside a Tightly Closed Balloon:  
Construction, Reconstruction, and  

Transformation in the Figurative Work of  

Magdalena Abakanowicz 

Maxine Nelson—Private Practice 

In 1989, Polish sculptor Magdalena Abakanowicz wrote the 

following: 

I am in time, as if I were inside a tightly closed bal-

loon.  With me, strange events I went through and 

others which I conceived.  Longings, disappoint-

ments, and fears teach me how to build their shapes.  

My imagination makes a choice.  I move along the 

vision groping detail by detail—until I feel the 

whole shape.  I stay with it.  I fit the shape of my 
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body to it.  And again I move along the imagined.  I 

examine it.  I compare it to known objects.  Finally, 

in tension and haste I transform the vision into the 

real.  Astonished by the result I reject it—I accept it.  

Independent of me, it follows me, as another piece 

of the past, inside of my balloon (in Barbara Rose, 

Magdalena Abakanowicz, 1994, 164). 

This evocative statement brings to bear many questions 

about historical versus narrative truth; in particular, how we might 

think about an artist‟s history in relation to their creative process.  

My paper will explore the ways in which Magdalena Abakanowicz 

has constructed, reconstructed, and transformed the traumatic 

events of her childhood into monumental sculptural environments 

around the globe.  I will also consider a parallel process taking 

place in the viewer, which facilitates identification with the artist‟s 

internal world, including an unconscious reliving of the artist‟s ex-

perience of the creative process. 

My paper is comprised of three parts.  The first part will 

deal briefly with the artist‟s developmental history, along with a 

summary of the development of her work.  Then I will consider dif-

ferent ways of looking at art through a psychoanalytic lens, con-

trasting two approaches: one taken by Freud and the other by 

Hanna Segal.  Next, I will discuss the strengths as well as the limi-

tations of Segal‟s original ideas on psychoanalytic aesthetics.  I will 

conclude by considering Abakanowicz‟s 2006 piece, Agora, 

through an extension of Segal‟s original ideas. 

The Artist and Her Work 

In 1930, Magdalena Abakanowicz was born into privileged 

existence as the child of Polish aristocrats who lived on a large, 

wooded estate east of Warsaw.  According to what the artist has 

shared in her own words, the emotional security afforded to her and 

her older sister as a result of their parents‟ status was offset to some 

degree by the social isolation which accompanied it.  Thus, rather 

than attending primary school with her peers, Magdalena was tu-

tored at home and spent many hours of her early childhood in soli-

tude, wandering the family estate and immersing herself in the 

natural world which surrounded her.  In addition to her study of na-

ture, Magdalena was intrigued with animism—the belief that natu-



Psychobiographies of Creative Lives       Page 327 
 

 

ral objects, natural phenomena, and the universe itself possess 

souls—as embodied in the peasants who attended to her.  Accord-

ing to the artist, it would be these two forces, nature and animism, 

which would provide a foundation for the model of the world which 

later came to define her art. 

Unfortunately, Magdalena‟s idyllic childhood came to an 

end in September 1939, when Poland was invaded by the German 

army.  In 1943, when she was 13, Magdalena witnessed her mother 

get shot in the arm by a drunken soldier.  She has stated that this 

event abruptly ended the innocence of her childhood and irrevoca-

bly changed her.  Years later, the adult Magdalena would state that 

the loss of her childhood home, including the surrounding forest, 

caused her to feel “hollow,” this sense of hollowness becoming one 

of the major visual themes in her artwork. 

It is particularly difficult to discern what constitutes histori-

cal truth and what is myth when it comes to understanding Abaka-

nowicz‟s life.  I believe that this is because she presents herself in a 

direct and straightforward manner while, at the same time, remain-

ing remarkably private in terms of where her personal history ends 

and where the mythology which has been built up around her be-

gins.  For example, Abakanowicz is both appreciated and admired 

for having survived the violent destructiveness of both the Germans 

and the Russians and having continued to create art in her native 

Poland despite the repressive Communist regime which remained 

in power for most of her adult life.  However, there have been some 

questions about possible compromises Abakanowicz might have 

made to have been able to perpetuate this felicitous arrangement.  

These issues are discussed in Joanna Inglot‟s book, The Figurative 

Sculpture of Magdalena Abakanowicz: Bodies, Environments, and 

Myths (2004), the only academic work, among literally hundreds of 

books, exhibition catalogues, and magazine and newspaper articles, 

which has been published about the artist.  This disparity between 

narrative history and personal mythology is also true for a number 

of other European artists born either before or shortly after World 

War II who have, like Abakanowicz, used the experience of the war 

and its aftermath as subject matter for their work.  Included in this 

group are German artists Joseph Beuys and Anselm Kiefer as well 

as French artist Christian Boltanski. 
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Abakanowicz‟s years at university, 1950-1954, coincided 

with some of the harshest assaults made on artists by the Soviet 

leadership under Stalin.  Utilizing the doctrine of “Socialist real-

ism,” all art forms in Soviet-occupied nations were forced to adhere 

to strict guidelines and limitations that subordinated the arts to the 

needs and demands of the state.  This meant that realist depictions, 

based on 19th-century academic traditions, were the only form of 

artistic expression acceptable in Poland at the time.  Following this, 

as the most important artistic institution in Poland, the Warsaw 

Academy of Fine Arts, where Abakanowicz completed her studies, 

came under special scrutiny from the Ministry of Art and Culture, 

which administered all major decisions in the arts. 

It is my contention, then, that, at least partly as a statement 

of resistance to the political climate of the time, Abakanowicz be-

gan creating woven pieces because she believed that they might be 

less likely to draw the attention of the Soviet censors than the ab-

stract drawings and paintings which were uniformly banned.  Later, 

being one of a very few artists permitted to travel outside of Poland 

following the death of Stalin, Abakanowicz gradually became a 

“citizen of the world,” and over the next five decades, she has had 

solo exhibitions and executed permanent installations in Poland, 

Italy, Israel, South Korea, Japan, Portugal, Morocco, France, Ger-

many, Lithuania, and Canada, as well as completing a number of 

sculptural installations in the United States.  In 2005, when she was 

75, Abakanowicz received a Lifetime Creative Accomplishment 

award granted by the Polish Ministry of Culture, as well as a Life-

time Achievement Award bestowed by the International Sculpture 

Center in New York.  Her most recent exhibitions were in Paris and 

Madrid in 2009, and at the Marlborough Gallery, her longtime New 

York dealer, in 2010.  Abakanowicz‟s Web site, with many photos 

of her work, is at www.abakanowicz.art.pl. 

Abakanowicz named her first figurative pieces the 

Abakans—a series of large-scale, three-dimensional woven forms 

that were begun in 1965.  They could be folded or stacked, but 

when fully opened, they became immense free-standing shapes that 

could be hung in groups to create an all-encompassing indoor envi-

ronment, evoking a kind of arboreal fantasy.  The “tribe” of 

Abakans was developed by the artist until the late 1970s.  In Black 
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Environment (1970-1978; see a photo at www.flickr.com/photos/

nettarefrizzante/3717396654/), one can see the introduction of the 

three themes integral to Abakanowicz‟s work—the hollow shape; 

the multiplicity of forms, becoming a crowd; and the richly detailed 

surface made by the artist‟s own hands.  Although abstract, the 

Abakans hint at the human figure and became a transition to the 

artist‟s signature style of cast figures which emerged in the 1970s 

and have continued to evolve into the present, culminating with Ag-

ora (2006), which is permanently installed in Grant Park, Chicago. 

Contrast of Psychoanalytic Approaches to Art 

Based on this brief bit of history about the artist, one might 

be tempted to try to “analyze” Abakanowicz‟s artwork in terms of 

her early trauma, but, instead, I propose that we use the lens of psy-

choanalytic aesthetics to try to understand her work as well as our 

reactions to it. 

Beginning with his study of Leonardo da Vinci, Freud at-

tempted to write about psychological problems expressed either in 

specific works of art or with specific artists, using a methodology 

which has come to be known as psychobiography.  For me, this ap-

proach is reductive at best, because it assumes that we can know 

why an artist expresses herself the way she does; and, more to the 

point, this methodology becomes particularly problematic when 

one is attempting to write about a living artist.  In contrast to Freud, 

Melanie Klein‟s ideas about the creative impulse and its sublima-

tion, as well as her focus on unconscious phantasy, offered a differ-

ent possibility, prompting psychoanalytic writers beginning with 

Hanna Segal to ask an alternate set of questions.  Instead of asking, 

“What is the artist like?” and “What does she express?”, the ques-

tions became: “Can we isolate in the psychology of the artist spe-

cific factors which enable her to produce this particular work of art?  

If we can, will that further our understanding of the aesthetic value 

of the work of art, and of our aesthetic experience as viewers?”  I 

will now contrast these two different approaches to linking psycho-

analysis and art: that of Freud and that of Hanna Segal. 

Freud 
I believe that although Freud was always interested in art 

and wrote quite a bit about it over the course of his life, he was ac-

tually quite ambivalent about its value and meaning as a human en-
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deavor.  What is apparent is how Freud‟s ideas about the meaning 

and value of art shifted over the course of his theoretical develop-

ment.  Initially, Freud expressed a rather optimistic view about art 

and culture, describing art as a “harmless and beneficent…

illusion” (Freud, New Introductory Lectures on Psycho-analysis, 

SE 22, 1933, 160).  Freud goes on to elaborate on the functions of 

art and culture, conceptualizing the pursuit of beauty and omnipo-

tence as an attempt at “reconciliation” between the pleasure princi-

ple and the reality principle.  Adela Abella, a Swiss analyst who has 

written numerous papers on art and psychoanalysis, believes that 

Freud moved from “an initial admiring and appreciative attitude 

towards art‟s contributions to a later wave of fatigue and disillu-

sionment” (“Contemporary Art and Hanna Segal‟s Thinking on 

Aesthetics,” International Journal of Psychoanalysis, 91, 2010, 

165).  This seemed to be particularly relevant to Freud‟s attitude 

towards the visual arts, and Abella quotes from a 1914 letter to 

Ernest Jones in which Freud states, “Meaning is but little with these 

men, all they care about is line, shape, and agreement of contours.  

They are given up to the pleasure principle” (166).  I will return to 

this very pivotal point later when I write about contemporary art. 

A further limitation on Freud‟s understanding of art, unin-

tentional but self-imposed, was related to the fact that most of his 

writing about art occurred during the “second phase” of his model 

of the mind, from 1897 through 1923, coinciding with his topog-

raphical model.  Although Freud had introduced the idea of uncon-

scious phantasy by that time, he persisted in using the same tech-

niques to understand art that he had written about in The Interpreta-

tion of Dreams, that is, translating images into words with the ob-

jective of making the unconscious conscious, thus tipping the scale 

in the direction of the reality principle. 

Despite these significant limitations in Freud‟s application 

of psychoanalysis to theories of aesthetics—his emphasis on its 

value as sublimation of infantile repressed desires as well as his 

tendency to value art almost exclusively in terms of its verbal 

equivalency—Freud was the first theorist to appreciate the possibil-

ity of a parallel process which occurs between artist and viewer.  

This is a concept which later was picked up on by Hanna Segal.  

Consider the following statement from Freud‟s 1914 paper, “The 
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Moses of Michelangelo”: “In my opinion, what grips us so power-

fully can only be the artist‟s intention, in so far as he has succeeded 

in expressing it in his work and in getting us to understand it.  I re-

alize that this cannot be merely a matter of intellectual comprehen-

sion; what he aims at is to awaken in us the same emotional atti-

tude, the same mental constellation as that which in him produced 

the impetus to create.” 

Segal 

Although Hanna Segal (1918-2011) wrote widely on many 

aspects of psychoanalytic theory and practice, I believe that her ma-

jor contribution to the world of psychoanalysis may very well lie in 

the area of aesthetics.  Segal‟s seminal paper, “A Psycho-analytic 

Approach to Aesthetics,” was the first paper she presented to the 

British Psychoanalytic Society, in 1947.  After it was published in 

1952, she subsequently wrote two books on art: Dream, Phantasy 

and Art in 1990 and Delusion and Artistic Creativity in 1991.  Ac-

cording to Betty Joseph in her forewrd to Segal‟s Dream, Phantasy 

and Art, Segal‟s original paper was to have a very important influ-

ence not only on analysts but also on people engaged in creative 

work—specifically, writers and artists—who had little or no knowl-

edge of psychoanalysis.  On the occasion of Segal‟s 90th birthday, 

she spoke in a published interview about becoming interested in 

psychoanalysis by way of literature.  Specifically, she stated that it 

was during her adolescence in Geneva that she made the two im-

portant connections which had guided her life ever since: the first 

was reading Proust and the second was reading Freud. 

In her 1952 paper on psychoanalytic aesthetics, when Segal 

states that “the task of the artist lies in the creation of a world of his 

own,” she is describing what, in my view, we encounter in a fully 

realized work of art, that is, a sense of internal order and complete-

ness.  She also suggests that the creative impulse is related to the 

achievement of the depressive position (in which good and bad as-

pects of the same object, originally the mother, are integrated) in 

that the artist recreates what she experiences in her internal world.  

We recall that Klein described the hallmark of the depressive posi-

tion as the beginning of a whole-object-relationship in which con-

cern is the result of a confluence of love and hatred towards the 

same person (object), who possesses both “good” and “bad” as-
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pects.  Herein, I believe, lies the power of art and makes the link 

between artist and viewer possible through the universality of vis-

ual language.  At the same time, however, I believe that this way of 

reducing the meaning of an aesthetic experience to its being an ex-

pression of the depressive position, makes it difficult to consider 

the application of Segal‟s ideas in approaching contemporary art.  

For the purpose of this paper, what I am calling 

“contemporary art” is any art created since 1960 which considers 

the viewer as an integral part of both the creative process and the 

aesthetic experience.  A recent (2010-11) exhibition at the Museum 

of Contemporary Art in Chicago, “Without You I‟m Nothing: Art 

and Its Audience,” underscores this point.  In this exhibition, artists 

as diverse as Carl Andre, Bruce Nauman, Richard Serra, and Mag-

dalena Abakanowicz transform what we traditionally think of as 

sculpture by removing the work from its pedestal and allowing it to 

enter into the “real space” of the viewer. 

Segal makes several additional points.  First, she proposes 

that true reparation, in contrast to manic reparation, must include an 

acknowledgement of aggression and its effect.  Thus, there can be 

no great art without aggression, the containment of which allows 

the artist to eventually move from an un-integrated to an integrated 

state.  One only needs to think of a painter executing his first mark 

on a blank canvas to verify that this is so.  This concept of the 

movement from un-integration to integration was elaborated on by 

philosopher and educator Anton Ehrenzweig, who was also a mem-

ber of Klein‟s circle, in the last book published before his death, 

The Hidden Order of Art (1967). 

Second, Segal says that aesthetic pleasure proper—the 

pleasure derived from a work of art and unique in that it can only 

be obtained through a work of art—is due to an identification we 

make with the work of art as a whole and with the internal world of 

the artist as represented by her work.  She then goes on to say that 

she believes all aesthetic pleasure includes an unconscious reliving 

of the artist‟s experience of the creative process.  My hypothesis is 

that, in order to move us deeply, the artist must have embodied in 

her work some deep experience of her own, the complete beauty of 

the work allowing us to feel both ecstatic joy and exquisite pain 

simultaneously.  Segal ends her paper by quoting from Rilke‟s Du-
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ino Elegies: “Beauty is nothing but the beginning of terror that we 

are just able to bear, and we are so awed because it serenely dis-

dains to annihilate us.”  This is a profound statement and describes 

an experience I believe all of us have had at times of tearing up in 

the presence of a work of art that unexpectedly moves us; that is, 

when we feel we are communing with the artist—through her 

work—in a deep, unconscious way. 

Summarizing the contrasts between the contributions of 

Freud and Segal, Abella states: “Whereas Freud linked art mainly 

to sublimation of sexual desires, Hanna Segal stressed the repara-

tive processes.  She thus grants a fundamental role to aggression in 

artistic endeavor both indirectly—as an element arousing repara-

tion—and directly…Secondly, whereas Freud insists almost solely 

on art‟s ideational contents, Segal stresses the importance and psy-

chic meaning of its formal aesthetic aspects” (“Contemporary Art,” 

167). 

This distinction is quite important, again, particularly in 

terms of how we experience contemporary art.  We are reminded of 

Freud‟s lament to Jones in 1914: “Meaning is but little with these 

men, all they care about is line, shape, and agreement of contours.”  

Because of when it was written, I suspect that Freud was referring 

here either to cubism or to other early abstract art where, similar to 

art made today, the “line, shape, and agreement of contours” not 

only constitute the content of the art, but, as such, they are integral 

to its meaning. 

Segal’s Limitations in Considering Contemporary Art 

Despite the originality of Segal‟s ideas in her 1952 paper, 

one can also identify ways in which her ideas created a sort of 

“closed system,” which, to my mind, were better suited to litera-

ture—an area to which she has made substantial contributions—

than to visual art.  Thus, one might say that the idea of reparation is 

more easily understood in the work of Proust or Melville—both of 

whom Segal wrote brilliant essays about—than in the work of most 

contemporary visual artists.  Having stated this, however, it must 

also be said that Segal was able to extend and elaborate her own 

ideas in later papers.  Thus, she states the following in Dream, 

Phantasy and Art: “…form, be it musical, visual, or verbal, can 

move us so deeply because it symbolically embodies an uncon-
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scious meaning. In other words, art embodies and symbolizes and 

evokes in the recipient a certain kind of archaic emotion of a pre-

verbal kind” (89).  Although, to my knowledge, Bion didn‟t address 

aesthetic issues explicitly, we are in the territory here of his ideas 

about L, H, and K (love, hate, and knowing) in terms of thinking 

about art as a potential for learning and transformation.  In addition, 

I believe that Segal did incorporate Bion‟s ideas about symboliza-

tion and emotional meaning-making when, in her later writings, she 

focused on the importance of psychic truth as the primary bearer of 

aesthetic meaning.  Stated a bit differently by one of Abaka-

nowicz‟s contemporaries, Christian Boltanski, “Art making is not 

about telling the truth but making the truth felt” (in Robert C. Mor-

gan, “Magdalena Abakanowicz: Allegories of Time,” Sculpture, 30

(3), 2011, 36). 

Approaching Agora 

Let us now return to Abakanowicz‟s Agora with an under-

standing—albeit brief—of the artist‟s history but also, hopefully, 

the ability to grasp the possibility of the transformative power of art 

through a communication of the artist‟s internal world in terms of 

psychic truth.  Abakanowicz describes the creation of Agora as 

having been a joint collaboration between the City of Chicago, the 

Polish Ministry of Culture, and herself.  Chicago has special mean-

ing both for Abakanowicz and, also, for the placement of this piece.  

Not only does Chicago have the largest Polish population outside of 

Warsaw, but the Museum of Contemporary Art in Chicago was the 

first museum in the United States which exhibited Abakanowicz‟s 

work in the 1960s.  (See photos of Agora at http://

www.abakanowicz.art.pl/permanent/agora.php.) 

The 106 hollow forms that comprise Agora are nearly nine 

feet tall, each of them individually cast in iron.  Abakanowicz spent 

two years building the models out of resin—further elaborating 

them by hand so that each figure would have its own particular 

character—before she cast them in Srem, near Poznan, Poland.  The 

figures were then loaded into containers and shipped by boat to 

Chicago, where they arrived at the beginning of 2006.  After their 

arrival, an irregularly shaped concrete pad was built at the south 

end of Grant Park, and the artist, along with four assistants includ-

ing her engineer husband, carefully moved the individual figures 
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with a crane to create the current configuration.  I believe that 

Abakanowicz successfully created a sense of maximal movement: 

the individual figures seeming to simultaneously be moving to-

wards and away from the center of the piece.  The installation was 

completed in the fall of 2006. 

Forty years after first introducing her tribe of Abakans, 

Magdalena Abakanowicz has created a monumental, emotionally 

resonant piece, which recapitulates the themes she has followed 

throughout her career: the hollow shape; the multiplicity of forms, 

becoming a crowd; and the richly detailed surface articulated by the 

artist‟s own hands.  Encountering this evocative piece makes me 

feel as if it has always existed right here, in this very space, and 

that it gracefully, but powerfully, expresses the accumulation of 

losses and longings associated with what it means to be human.  In 

a recent issue of Sculpture magazine (“Magdalena Abakanowicz: 

Allegories of Time,” Sculpture, 30(3), 2011, 30-6), Robert C. Mor-

gan speaks about the theatrical quality of this piece: “Through these 

configurations, the powerful, abstract presentness of the figures es-

capes the banal circumstances of our everyday techno-rituals, 

thereby allowing us to reflect on them as a form of absence, that is, 

in terms of what we are and of what they are not…Through the 

illimitability of space and time, her resulting mise-en-scène has 

conceptually transformed sculpture into a type of theater.  Viewers 

and passersby are invited to enter the space and to experience 

time—in essence, to become connected to her work.” 

Abakanowicz has said that she chose the title Agora because 

it evokes the ancient Greek sense of civility, of a space in the city 

where people would gather to discuss their thoughts and ideas, 

whether about philosophy, poetry, or law.  More than anything, I 

believe, the piece conveys the potential for civility, its form and 

scale allowing us to enter into the artist‟s inner world while simul-

taneously inviting us to contemplate what it means to be human in 

the external world of today.  Walking through the piece, I feel a 

sense of safety and communion, quietly surrounded by these gentle 

giants whose surfaces evoke that of the trees of Magdalena‟s child-

hood.  Although at first appearing uniform—and, even, anony-

mous—on closer inspection, it is clear how each figure is unique in 

terms of its surface detail.  Just as the young Magdalena fit her 
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body to the surface of the trees in the forest surrounding her home, 

we, too, by a process of introjective identification, are able to ex-

perience those powerfully animate forms which were so important 

to Abakanowicz‟s early development before being lost to her when 

her family was exiled from their home.  In this way, using her two 

hands as well as her mind, Abakanowicz has transformed personal 

experiences which were painfully traumatic into something tran-

scendent.  Agora allows us to recognize our humanity, to borrow 

the words of the philosopher Husserl, “in the act of perceiving our-

selves perceiving” (in “Allegories,” 35). 

The artist Paul Klee has said, “To achieve vital harmony a 

picture must be constructed of parts themselves incomplete brought 

into harmony at the last stroke” (in Segal, Dream, Phantasy and 

Art, 93), and it is a hallmark of contemporary art (and not classical 

art) that each piece becomes “completed” by each viewer, at the 

moment of encounter.  In other words, we complete the work inter-

nally and, although a piece such as Agora speaks to such universal 

themes as merger versus separateness, it also has the capacity to 

speak individually to each viewer about the state of his or her inter-

nal world, what Abakanowicz refers to as her “tightly closed bal-

loon.” 

I have always believed that artists, in order to create, need a 

real or imaginary partner (a muse, or the audience in their minds) 

whose presence indicates the triangular, and therefore oedipal, na-

ture of their creative activity.  If this is so, it follows that the reverse 

is true as well, suggesting that an oedipal relationship also exists 

within the aesthetic experience—first between viewer and work of 

art but, ultimately, on a deep unconscious level, also between 

viewer and artist.  This way of conceptualizing the creative process 

is also applicable within the analytic couple, but that will have to 

wait for another paper.  I am profoundly grateful to Magdalena 

Abakanowicz for allowing us to enter into a relationship with her 

through her work. 

Maxine Nelson, LICSW, has been a psychotherapist for 25 

years since completing her Master‟s in Social Work (MSW) at the 

University of Washington in 1986.  Her approach in the clinical 

relationship reflects her training in psychoanalysis, psychodrama, 

and group psychotherapy and is informed by the theories of post-



Psychobiographies of Creative Lives       Page 337 
 

 

Call for Papers  

on the Contributions and Lives of 

Peter Loewenberg and 

Robert Jay Lifton 

Forthcoming Special Issues 
 

The extraordinary and unique contributions of these two 

outstanding scholars in the fields of political psychology and 

psychohistory will be our focal points.  

<><><> 

Articles of 500-1,500 words are welcome, as well as two longer  

articles of up to 3,000 words.  A symposium article is also a possibility. 

Due Date for the Loewenberg Special Feature: April 1, 2012  

Contact Editor Paul Elovitz at pelovitz@aol.com 

Due Date for the Lifton Special Feature: July 1, 2012  

Contact Guest Editor David Lotto at dlotto@nycap.rr.com 

 

Freudian British Object Relations, including the ideas of Melanie 

Klein, Wilfred Bion, Francis Tustin, and Donald Meltzer.  She be-

came a psychotherapist after a long career as a visual artist and 

has worked in various media, including painting, photography, 

video, installation art, and, most recently, ceramic sculpture.  She 

also has a long-standing interest in film and co-developed the psy-

choanalytic film series “Luminous Psyche: Selected Films of Max 

Ophuls” (2003) and produced a second series, “Luminous Psyche 

2005: Selected Films of Bernardo Bertolucci.”  This article is 

based on a paper presented at the 2009 International Psychoana-

lytical Studies Organization (IPSO) Congress in Chicago.  Maxine 

Nelson practices psychotherapy and psychoanalysis in Bellevue, 

WA.  Her Web site is at www.maxinenelson.com and she may be 

contacted at maxinenelson1@gmail.com.  
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Creative Lives:  
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“Repair Theory and Creativity” 

“Freud and Leonardo: Clash of the Titans” 
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Frederick Law Olmsted: Tormented Genius 

Nancy C. Unger—Santa Clara University 

 Review of Justin Martin, Genius of Place: The Life of Fre-

derick Law Olmsted: Abolitionist, Conservationist, and Designer of 

Central Park (Cambridge, MA: De Capo, 2011), i-xiv, 461 pages, 

ISBN 978-0-306-81881-3, Hardcover, $30.00. 

Frederick Law Olmsted (1822-1903) is best known as the 

father of landscape architecture, with Central Park in New York 

City being his greatest achievement.  Olmsted did more, however, 

than “just” design some of America‟s greatest parks (as well as 

model suburbs, the grounds of the U.S. Capitol and other public 

spaces, Stanford University, and the Biltmore Estate).  Justin Mar-

tin, journalist and author of the best-seller Greenspan: The Man 

Behind Money (2000) and Nader: Crusader, Spoiler, Icon (2002), 

provides a life study that is as lively as it is comprehensive of the 

troubled man who left an indelible imprint on the country‟s social 

and political landscape. 

Martin, whose notes detail his meticulous research, devotes 

considerable time to Olmsted‟s formative years and long string of 

careers, some ill-fated.  Olmsted experienced misery as a sailor, 

failure as a farmer, and frustration as a gold mine supervisor as well 

as success as a journalist and as leader of the United States Sanitary 

Commission during the Civil War.  For the psychohistorian and 

psychobiographer, Genius of Place is of particular interest for two 

very different reasons: it is the story of how Olmsted significantly 

shaped the American psyche and the darker story of the demons 

that simultaneously fueled and sabotaged his personal and profes-

sional life. 

Martin declares on page one that “Olmsted may well be the 

most important American figure that the average person knows 

least about” and makes a compelling case for this assertion.  Cer-

tainly, Olmsted worked aggressively, and successfully, to influence 

the way people thought and lived.  Like many antebellum Northern-

ers, Olmsted was a gradualist, believing that slavery should be 

phased out over time.  In 1852, the newly launched The New York 

Times hired Olmsted to provide a factual, non-emotional assess-
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ment of the arguments implicit in the best-selling Uncle Tom‟s 

Cabin and its imitators.  Olmsted travelled through the South, ad-

miring its natural beauty but gradually coming to see the complete 

inefficiency of slavery: “Whites didn‟t value work because work 

was fit only for slaves.  Slaves—lacking incentive—didn‟t do much 

of it either” (85).  He became, in the words of one of Martin‟s chap-

ter titles, “a red-hot abolitionist.”  In a series of Times dispatches, 

Olmsted appealed to reason rather than emotion to bolster his argu-

ments that the South‟s culture as well as its economy was suffering 

from the region‟s Peculiar Institution.  His articles not only helped 

change the mindset concerning the South for untold Northerners, 

but when updated and published as The Cotton Kingdom in Britain 

in 1861, they, according to Martin, helped bring about a shift in 

loyalties, contributing to the British decision to withhold from the 

South any further military support and to refuse to recognize the 

Confederacy as a legitimate government. 

Olmsted was also a pioneering environmentalist, serving as 

a catalyst for the early efforts to preserve both Yosemite and Niag-

ara Falls.  Preservation and conservation were foreign concepts to 

most Americans, who still celebrated their nation as one of limitless 

land and resources.  It was again Olmsted‟s rational arguments, 

based in extensive study, rather than emotional claims and predic-

tions, that led to his success.   

Olmsted grasped early the psychological need for spaces 

dedicated to recreation in crowded cities designed only for work 

and housing.  Parks offered the masses an emotional safety valve: a 

place to play, to meditate, to commune with others and with nature.  

Parks were vital to healthy urban living.  Olmsted was particularly 

proud of the fact that the tens of thousands who visited Central Park 

every day came from all walks of life.  He termed Central Park, like 

the other public spaces he designed, “a democratic development of 

the highest significance” (153).   

During the Civil War, Olmsted witnessed soldiers so demor-

alized by poor diet, miserable conditions, and exhaustion that they 

were suffering from what he called “mental disease” (189).  As the 

leader of the United States Sanitary Commission (forerunner of the 

American Red Cross), he insisted that the government recognize 

that to be successful, soldiers needed healthy food, rest, and proper 
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medical care as much as winning military strategies.  Overseeing 

the relief efforts at Antietam, Olmsted was immensely gratified to 

see that his persistence paid off in the form of dry goods, food, and 

medical supplies.  Colleagues praised his integrity and talent for 

organization but feared his “impracticable temper [and] his irritable 

brain” (216).  

For all his brilliance concerning mass psychology, Olmsted 

suffered enormously when it came to his own emotional life.  His 

mother died when he was four.  Martin devotes only five para-

graphs to this event and its aftermath.  The official cause of death 

was an accidental overdose of laudanum (an opium-based pain-

killer).  Martin speculates that Charlotte Olmsted might have been a 

suicide, the result of either post-partum depression (Frederick Olm-

sted‟s younger brother had been born six months earlier) or self-

doubt and recrimination following a religious revival.  As for the 

effect of this death on her four-year-old son, Martin notes only that 

Frederick Olmsted immediately “began working to blot out the 

memory” of the scene of his mother‟s deathbed, and for the rest of 

his life refused to discuss it.  The fact that the second wife of Olm-

sted‟s father was the daughter of a druggist does not figure into 

Martin‟s assessment of young Olmsted‟s somewhat strained rela-

tionship with his rather puritanical step-mother.  Martin treads 

lightly when it comes to assigning childhood influences to Olm-

sted‟s later character.  Although Martin uses the term “bi-polar dis-

order” only once in his assessment of Olmsted, most of his writings 

suggest that Martin sees Olmsted as suffering from problems in-

duced by his brain chemistry more than the dynamics of early rela-

tionships. 

After many women spurned Olmsted‟s affections (Martin 

suggests they were as turned off by “his foibles, his quirky behav-

ior, [and] his wild notions” as they were by his inability to settle 

into a lucrative profession), he married the widow of his beloved 

brother.  They suffered the deaths of two children—one died at 

three months from cholera only eight days after being in a carriage 

accident (Olmsted fell asleep at the reins, sustaining a leg injury 

that left him permanently crippled).  Suffering from what Martin 

terms similar to today‟s post-traumatic stress syndrome after wit-

nessing some of the horrors of the Civil War, Olmsted was treated 
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with mercury for his nausea and perpetual ringing headache.  He 

soon developed jaundice, furious itchiness, and became hypersensi-

tive to both exertion and excitement.  

Martin calls Olmsted “a bouillabaisse of symptoms,” which 

included periods of frantic activity followed by bouts of depression, 

a sequence recognized today as the hallmark of bipolar disorder.  

Olmsted‟s pettiness and tendency to pick fights and nurse hurts ex-

hausted and exasperated even his friends and family, as did his pen-

chant for working non-stop for days.  Insomnia plagued Olmsted.  

A doctor who specialized in nervous disorders noted that Olmsted‟s 

“over-exertion does not produce the sensation of fatigue” (379).  

Instead, Olmsted‟s mind raced, and he found it nearly impossible to 

focus on any single project for long.  “His energy level was stagger-

ing,” notes Martin, making what he was able to accomplish “quite 

simply amazing,” but he also became “increasingly prone to both 

despondency and panic” (206).  He suffered periodic breakdowns, 

including a bout of hysterical blindness. 

 As he aged, Olmsted suffered increasingly from what Mar-

tin terms “Alzheimer‟s or some other kind of senile demen-

tia” (392).  Olmsted‟s father had been a director of an insane asy-

lum, and it was Olmsted‟s worst fear that he end up in such a place.  

That fear was realized in 1898 when his family committed Olmsted, 

then in his 70s, to the McLean Asylum in Belmont, Massachusetts, 

whose grounds he had designed. 

 “Tormented genius” has become something of a cliché.  Re-

sisting the jargon of armchair psychology for the most part, Martin 

reveals the terrible beauty of the truth of this term in conveying a 

life that was equal parts torment and achievement. 

 Nancy C. Unger, PhD, is Associate Professor of History at 

Santa Clara University.  She is the author of Fighting Bob La Fol-

lette: The Righteous Reformer (revised edition, 2008) and serves on 

the Editorial Board of this publication.  Her book Beyond 

“Nature‟s Housekeepers”: American Women in Environmental 

History is under contract with Oxford University Press.  Professor 

Unger may be contacted at NUnger@scu.edu.  
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Schultz’s Arbus: Psychology  

Trumps Artistry 

Paul Salstrom—Saint Mary-of-the-Woods College 

Review of William Todd Schultz, An Emergency in Slow 

Motion: The Inner Life of Diane Arbus (New York: Bloomsbury, 

2011), 247 pages, ISBN 978-1-60819-519-0, Hardcover, $25. 

William Todd Schultz‟s description of the childhood of 

American photographer Diane (born Nemerov) Arbus (1923-71) 

brings to mind some lines from Rilke‟s Notebooks of Malte Laurids 

Brigge: “You come, you find a life ready-made, you just have to 

slip it on. … There were Things that were sad, once and for all, and 

there were pleasant Things, and a great number of incidental ones.  

And if a joy was arranged for you, it was in fact a joy, and you had 

to behave accordingly.  All this was basically very simple, and once 

you got the knack of it, it took care of itself.  For everything entered 

into these appointed boundaries” (in Stephen Mitchell, trans., 1982, 

9, 100-101). 

Schultz shows us Arbus as a sensitive child in a wealthy and 

straight-laced mid-Manhattan family—the middle child of a self-

absorbed mother and a busy executive father.  Schultz uses John 

Bowlby‟s attachment theory for purposes of psychological interpre-

tation, identifying Arbus‟ childhood governess, “Mamselle” (a 

young French woman), as the person to whom she primarily sought 

proximity.  Arbus‟ brother Howard, three years older, was someone 

with whom she felt closely allied and compatible.  The family‟s 

other child, Renee, was five years younger than Diane and not as 

important in her emotional life. 

Schultz writes that attachment psychologists identify three 

childhood patterns: secure attachment, anxious attachment, and 

avoidance of attachment.  The circumstances of Diane Arbus‟ 

childhood and the record of her youthful behavior point to anxious 

attachment, Schultz tells us—adding that “an impressively massive 

amount of experimental research exists concerning the life out-

comes of these three main styles…What Shaver and Mikulincer 

have convincingly shown is that anxiously attached children be-
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come hyperactivating adults” (61). 

So far this is plausible, even though Arbus in her adult life 

didn‟t typically exhibit the kind of behavior that Schultz calls typi-

cal of hyperactivating adults, behavior such as helplessness and 

clinginess.  But perhaps such traits were ameliorated in Diane when 

Allan Arbus slipped within the rigid boundaries of her sheltered life 

at age 13.  He was an 18-year-old employee in the advertising de-

partment of her family‟s business and was also soon a budding pho-

tographer.  Since the attraction between Diane and Allan was mu-

tual, she throve under his dependable and loving mentorship.  They 

married when she turned 18 (in 1941), and after Allan‟s World War 

II service, Diane‟s father hired them to work together as fashion 

photographers for the family‟s department store.  Diane and Allan 

started their own family (two daughters) and gradually they also 

gained assignments from fashion magazines like Glamour, Vogue, 

and Seventeen. 

In the mid-1950s, Diane grew tired of fashion photography 

and began taking portraits of unusual and marginalized people, 

which she continued to do the rest of her life.  Occasionally she was 

paid to take such pictures, first in 1959 (the year her marriage broke 

up) when Esquire hired her to create a feature about New York City 

people, but usually she photographed simply for personal reasons.  

She discovered herself drawn to people who were born different 

and who accepted, perhaps even took pride in, their differences.  I 

recall her telling me, in Haight-Ashbury in the summer of 1967, as 

she first walked through the spectacle that Haight Street had be-

come, “These aren‟t freaks, Paul, they‟re imitators.”  While she was 

there for a couple weeks, a Newsweek editor phoned at least twice 

in hopes of getting Haight-Ashbury photos from her, but she didn‟t 

call him back and didn‟t seem to take any pictures at all in that part 

of San Francisco, despite lodging there. 

What Schultz writes about Arbus psychologically makes 

sense, but his considerable speculation about how her inner life re-

lated to her art strikes me as speculative and sometimes reduction-

ist.  In regard to psychology, Schultz utilizes theory, but on the sub-

ject of art he seems bereft of theory.  Rather than pondering why 

great Arbus photos are great, he seems preoccupied with what he 

thinks they are not—not empathetic, not loving, and not even re-
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spectful.  Schultz writes, “Because Arbus was traumatized, so were 

her sitters.  Her sitters were made to show the same isolation, sad-

ness, blankness, and confusion that she herself felt” (91).  Later he 

reiterates that “she made her subjects look as angry and alone and 

depressed and anxious as she was.  They recorded her feelings.  She 

created a visual world that reflected her and, in the process, con-

soled her” (183).  Again, “She aggressively seduced her sitters, 

dominated them, made them look how she wanted them to.  They 

wound up feeling manipulated, confused, betrayed—„Arbused.‟  In 

short, they say they were deceived” (184-185).  According to 

Schultz, “When subjects complained of having been „Arbused,‟ 

what they were objecting to was being made to look like Arbus felt.  

Their expressions weren‟t their own, they were the photographer‟s.  

It was her secrets on display, not theirs” (55).  These four quoted 

passages are among scores which similarly reflect the absence of a 

theory of art in Schultz‟s book, and in fact contradict the very na-

ture of photography.  

Occasionally chinks open in Schultz‟s “denial.”  He ad-

vances a promising hunch that “Arbus pursued a supplemental life, 

an abundance of selves instead of the one she‟d been stuck 

with” (19).  But, this promising hunch remains an undeveloped 

throwaway line.  Later, regarding her portraits of “freaks,” Schultz 

writes that “the pictures were thoroughly about her but not about 

her at the same time” (81).  Again, this hunch could have led 

Schultz toward pondering the role of inter-subjectivity in the dy-

namics of Arbus‟ portraiture, but he doesn‟t pursue it.  Rather than 

pondering portrait art‟s ambient dynamics, Schultz claims instead 

that Arbus somehow “projected” herself into her portraits of peo-

ple.  He continues: she “identified, but did she empathize?  I don‟t 

believe so, not to the extent most people think…She wasn‟t finding 

other people‟s secret selves; she was finding her own, over and 

over” (96-7).  Near the end of his book, Schultz concludes that 

“Arbus looked in, and when the artist looks in, takes what‟s there, 

and uses it, it‟s never anything but a refinding” (205). 

This sounds reductionist.  Schultz labels Arbus a “maker,” 

but actually no photographer with only the technology of her day 

was simply a maker.  Photoshop and Illustrator didn‟t exist.  

Schultz writes that “Arbus kept dipping into her subjective well” 
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and “….then transposing what she saw there into images” (205), 

but such a transposition was not actually possible.  Instead, the fas-

cination exerted by the best known Arbus portraits is intimately re-

lated to something about the persons they portray—something to 

which she was receptive—as well as to something about herself. 

Granted that painters and poets could work solely from 

within, and many did so, but the work of photographers was find-

ing.  Rather than somehow “making,” photography recorded, and, 

in Arbus‟ most compelling portraits, it also recognized.  As Arbus 

in 1960 wrote to her close friend, the painter Marvin Israel, “You 

invent what I discover” (in Elisabeth Sussman and Doon Arbus, 

Diane Arbus: A Chronology, 2011, 26).  In her era of the 1950s and 

„60s, the recognition of an image to preserve and enlarge generally 

occurred while pouring over contact sheets.  Then came the test of a 

larger print, a blow-up.  What Arbus clearly sought, as Schultz 

sometimes implies, was entrance into some aspect of a subject‟s 

inner life which resonated with some aspect of her own inner life. 

This seems related to Arbus‟ psychotherapy, which Schultz 

finds lacking.  “It‟s shocking,” he writes, “how unaverage the ther-

apy was at its core.  No presenting problem, no goals, no interpreta-

tion, no seeking of insight, no attempt to link up a subterranean, 

powerful past with a present way of being, and finally, no explicit 

or even implicit pursuit of the cloaked why” (150).  To me, this 

sounds like Arbus‟ therapist, Helen Boigon, understood the danger 

of “objectifying” an artist‟s inner life instead of nurturing it—which 

again brings Rilke to mind, since Rilke declined psychotherapy as 

likely to dissolve his creativity.  What led to Arbus‟ suicide proba-

bly had almost nothing to do with her photography but more to do 

with her hepatitis relapse, her money problems, an unusually pro-

longed spell of depression, and, most of all, taking an unreliable 

anti-depressant, Vivactil, which her therapist steadfastly opposed 

(174-175, 183-184). 

Finally, I also differ with Schultz regarding the value of the 

2003 book Revelations, a large tome filled photos and writings by 

Arbus.  Schultz rhetorically asks, “What revelations did Revelations 

contain?”, and answers, “Not a great number” (15).  But his own 

book cites Revelations 78 times, more than any other source.  Less 

reassuring, he also cites 62 times a source which I personally know 
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to be unreliable: Patricia Bosworth‟s 1984 book, Diane Arbus: A 

Biography. 

Overall, William Todd Schultz has helped illuminate Diane 

Arbus psychologically but perhaps it will take a photographer/

writer—perhaps a fellow portraitist—to illuminate Arbus‟ artistry. 

 Paul Salstrom, PhD, teaches history at Saint Mary-of-the-

Woods College near Terre Haute, IN.  He was a friend of Diane 

Arbus and may be contacted at psalstrom@smwc.edu.  

A Dialogue on the Impact of a Mother on 

Her Son Barack Obama 

Paul H. Elovitz—Clio’s Psyche 

Ken Fuchsman—University of Connecticut 

Our exchanges continue between two psychological histori-

ans researching, presenting, and writing on the influence of Barack 

Obama‟s childhood and family dynamics on his decision making 

and presidency.  In the December 2009 issue of this journal, we 

published “A Psychohistorical Exchange on Barack Obama‟s Fam-

ily Background,” (163, 302-316), and  illustrated how two col-

leagues using almost the same materials could come to rather dif-

ferent conclusions.  Since then, we have done much more work and 

both benefited from Janny Scott‟s A Singular Woman: The Untold 

Story of Barack Obama‟s Mother (NY: Riverhead Books, 2011), 

additional publications, and observing the President in action.  The 

venue for this dialogue once again was the Psychohistory Forum‟s 

Research Group on the Childhood, Personality, and Psychology of 

Presidents Panel of the International Psychohistorical Association 

at its meetings at Fordham University on June 9, 2011.  Ken 

Fuchsman (KAF) and Paul Elovitz (PHE) each made a presenta-

tion under the general topic of “How Obama‟s Personality and Po-

litical Values Shape His Responses” and then had a dialogue fol-

lowed by questions, answers, and comments from the audience, 

which we responded to in sequence.  This publication is based on 

that and subsequent exchanges. 
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Presentation Abstracts as Background 

PHE:  I start with the ways in which Ann Obama‟s (also known as 

Stanley Ann Dunham, S. Ann Dunham, Ann Soetoro, and Ann Su-

toro) style of parenting prepared Obama both to run for chief ex-

ecutive and deal with the challenges of the presidential office.  

Then, I turn my focus to what his mother taught Barry (the name he 

answered to until sometime in his second year of college) and what 

he learned by following her example.  Of course, because of the 

limits on our knowledge, it is often hard to distinguish between 

these two forms of learning.  Finally, I examine the ways in which 

Obama specifically sought to be different than his mother and to 

lead a very different type of life.  The President, with a laugh, an-

swered Scott‟s question regarding his mother‟s expectation of him 

as follows: “You know, sort of a cross between Einstein, Gandhi, 

and Belafonte, right?  I think she wanted me to be the man that she 

probably would have liked my grandfather to be, that she would 

have liked my father to have turned out to be.”  He then added, 

“You know, somebody who was strong and honest and doing 

worthwhile things in the world” (Scott, 194).  He has more than 

fulfilled Ann‟s expectations, yet he bears a burden of guilt, as re-

flected in his adding to the 2004 preface of Dreams from My Fa-

ther, “that had I known she would not survive her illness, I might 

have written a very different book—less a meditation on the absent 

parent, more a celebration of the one who was the single constant in 

my life.”  He concludes with, “what is best in me I owe to 

her” (xii).  

KAF:  Barack Obama‟s response to his mother is almost as am-

bivalent as to his father.  Without his mother disciplining him, 

praising him to the skies, and promoting his education, the ex-

tremely intelligent Obama would likely not have developed the 

confidence, drive, and focus to achieve his ambitions.  On the other 

hand, her son felt abandoned by his mother and that she was unreli-

able and rootless.  He has spoken to a number of reporters about 

how difficult it was for him to be sent away from his mother in In-

donesia when he was ten to live with his maternal grandparents and 

attend prep school in Hawaii.  As an adolescent, Obama identified 

himself as African American rather than biracial.  His mother saw 

this decision as a rejection of how she raised him.  Obama has also 
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sought throughout his adult life the domestic stability that he says 

he did not get from his mother.  Another legacy from his mother is 

that she signaled to him regularly not to directly express negative 

emotions, such as hostility or frustration.  If he did so, his connec-

tion with his mother was undermined.       

Dialogue  

PHE:  As someone who is psychoanalytically trained, I am trou-

bled by the term “negative emotions.”  Although academic and be-

havioral psychologists use the term, emotions are what they are, 

and if we stigmatize them as negative then we discourage their ac-

knowledgement.  Yes, it was “No Drama Obama‟s” containment of 

frustration and anger that his mother did her best to encourage.  The 

lack of public expression of anger has had considerable impact on 

his presidency.  When he was running for office, I raised the ques-

tion, “How would a low key intellectual fare as president of a coun-

try which likes its commander-in-chief to voice its anger?” (“A 

Comparative History of McCain and Obama,” in the Fall 2008 is-

sue of the Journal of Psychohistory).  Unfortunately, my concern 

has been borne out.  Had he been able to and quick to publicly ex-

press his anger, he might have directed it at the financial industry, 

which did so much to bring on our current financial crisis, and thus 

preempted much of the anger mobilized by the Tea Party wing of 

the Republican Party.  Ever since the 2010 Gulf Oil Spill, there has 

been enormous pressure on the President to express anger.  In the 

national debt ceiling negotiations with House Speaker Boehner, 

when this Republican leader walked away from the negotiating ta-

ble on July 21, Obama showed very direct frustration and anger.  

But this is far from his default position.   

Ken, what are some of the other ways in which you see the 

transformation of Obama‟s childhood issues influencing his presi-

dency?  

KAF: First, on the issue of negative emotions.  Psychologist Paul 

Ekman lists seven universal emotions including disgust, contempt, 

and fear (Emotions Revealed, London: Weidenfeld & Nicolson, 

2003, 58).  One would be hard pressed not to describe disgust and 

contempt as negative emotions.  In Obama's childhood, the stigma 

of certain emotions comes from how he internalized his mother's 

directives.  Ann communicated to her children that expressions of 
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anger and hostility were not to be tolerated, and I liked that you 

pointed out in your presentation that the President's sister says nei-

ther she nor her brother were allowed to be “mean,” “rude,” or 

“arrogant” (Scott, 130).  On an occasion when Ann heard Barry's 

friends complain about their apartment, without him saying any-

thing, she jumped in to tell him she was “not putting up with any 

snotty attitudes" (Dreams, 75).  As a child dreading abandonment, 

with a mother who was often quick on the trigger, Barry may have 

learned to accommodate his mother.  As President as well, I see 

him as a conciliator in domestic affairs and that connects to a para-

dox in Obama‟s presidency (Fuchsman, “Obama the Conciliator,” 

2011, Clio's Psyche, Vol. 17, 4, 355-359).  On one hand, he often 

takes his lead from others and is responsive rather than setting the  

agenda.  As president, Obama has not developed enough of what 

Theodore Roosevelt called the “bully pulpit,”  or used his position 

to try to refute the ideology of opponents.     

That is one side of his presidency; on the other hand, there 

has been more important legislation passed in Obama‟s first two 

years as president than almost any other president you can think of 

outside of Woodrow Wilson, Franklin Roosevelt, and Lyndon 

Johnson.  This includes the stimulus package, health care, the GM 

bailout, credit card reform, Wall Street regulation, a fair pay act, 

tobacco regulation, and food safety, among others.  While the pas-

sage of this legislation is a major accomplishment, as many have 

pointed out, neither the Wall Street regulation nor the stimulus 

package effectively addressed the problems at hand, probably be-

cause there has been too much compromise with special and finan-

cial interests.  Even in these instances Obama has often played the 

conciliator.  So, he‟s initiated and achieved a great deal, but at the 

same time has let others take the initiative, and economic problems 

continue to haunt the country.  In the last year, he has often yielded 

center stage to the Republicans.  During the debt ceiling crisis, an 

angry Obama told Congressional leaders to bring him a proposal, 

casting himself again as a mediator rather than decisive leader.   

Obama‟s domestic legacy has been contradictory.  What has hurt 

him as president is that he has let others set the agenda, often 

passed halfway measures, and conceded too much to the other 

party.  If he expresses himself openly too much, that jeopardizes 
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him. 

PHE: I agree, but you need to keep four other factors in mind.  

First, I don‟t think that, as an African American, he would have 

been elected without appearing to be conciliatory and quite reason-

able.  Second, part of Obama‟s success in the impressive achieve-

ments you list has to do with his ability to get the Democratic lead-

ership of Congress to take ownership of policies, precisely by let-

ting them take the lead in crafting legislation  rather than sending it 

on high from the White House.  Three, you have the normal am-

bivalence of the public after making a decision, especially when it 

comes to handing the presidency and both houses of Congress to 

one political party.  This explains why midterm elections usually 

decrease the power of a newly elected president.  

Finally, I would add that being in Indonesia with a mother 

fascinated by Javanese culture, who was taking an anthropological 

approach to the culture even before she formally went there on her 

doctoral field work, was also significantly influential.  Although 

Obama‟s mother could be quite opinionated (far more in most re-

spects than her son), when wearing her anthropological hat, she 

stood apart as she empathetically and patiently listened to her sub-

jects.  Indonesians normally kept women in subordinate positions, 

but she had a special position as a white, blue-eyed foreigner, 

standing a head taller than the populace.  While Ann didn‟t abide 

by many of the rules of Indonesian society, she was inclined to de-

fer to local custom; her attitude was referred to as “ameliorative” by 

an associate of the period (Scott, 204).  We‟ve both written about 

Obama being a conciliator and his experience as an outsider, and 

observing and learning from his mother is one of the roots of this 

behavior.   

Janny Scott argues that in Java, you listen very politely and 

bring people together rather than asserting yourself.  Her  seventh 

chapter is titled “Community Organizing,” although she hedges 

when she describes Ann as “like a community organizer” (207).  

Not surprisingly, once Obama became a famous person, different 

people began to make claims that their societies influenced the 

President.  In Hawaii, for example, the claim is that Obama has that 

typical Hawaiian laidback quality.  Clearly, this quality is an impor-

tant part of Obama‟s personality.   
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Whatever its origin, I observed him in the early days of his 

administration bending over backward to reconcile the electoral 

split between the political parties.  He not only appointed a signifi-

cant number of Republicans to important positions in his admini-

stration, but he carefully listened to moderate Republicans, making 

concessions in a vain attempt to get them to take ownership of leg-

islation.  The courting of Senator Olympia Snowe and some other 

moderates failed mostly because the opposition party decided to 

stonewall him.   

The Republican leadership correctly calculated that they 

didn‟t have to fear Obama, so they disassociated themselves from 

most of the administration‟s legislative efforts and threatened the 

ready-to-compromise Republican moderates who might undermine 

their position.  This is because moderates in both political parties 

are usually the key to change, since the decisions for the country as 

a whole incline to be made in the center, rather than at the ex-

tremes.  In political games of “chicken,” the side likely to compro-

mise usually loses, which is what the staunch Republican conserva-

tives are counting on.  So, his inclination to compromise certainly 

hurt him, as in the debt ceiling negotiations, and he‟s been an easy 

target for the opposition, as both you and I have written.  But his 

opponents may yet overplay their hand, making his moderation 

look better. 

KAF: I want to back up a little.  I think that Ann Obama found her 

identity in Indonesia, where she lived beginning in 1967 and off 

and on for most of the rest of her life.  She‟d been a mathematics 

undergraduate major at the University of Hawaii, but her experi-

ence in Indonesia led her to decide on a career as an anthropologist.  

Obama was clearly influenced by Indonesia, but I am doubtful that 

his mother‟s anthropological outlook had much impact on him.  He 

was there with his mother from 1967 to ‟70, but then she sent him 

back to Hawaii where he went to a fancy prep school.  She began 

graduate school in ‟72, so when Ann was doing her anthropological 

work and developing rapport with the Indonesians, Barack was not 

around much; he was mostly in Hawaii.  Once Ann began her field 

work in 1976, he only seems to have spent one summer in Indone-

sia.  You say Ann was taking an anthropological approach, what-

ever that is, before she became an anthropology student.  I do not 
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know how you know that.  The source you mention dates from after 

she was in the field and had her professional education.  As a pro-

fessional anthropologist, Ann certainly developed skills and under-

standing of various Indonesian cultures.  But because Obama was-

n‟t physically present much when she was practicing  anthropology, 

I‟m not sure that he was influenced as much by that side of her.   

PHE: Scott thinks he was influenced!  Ann also brought her kids 

with her when she did field work; this is spelled out mostly clearly 

in the case for her daughter Maya, who herself became an anthro-

pologist.  Ann—at a distance—was a dedicated, involved mother.  

Young Barry was in her thoughts, so she wrote him a paragraph or 

so on a daily basis, mailing her letters frequently, but not every day.  

I hear your point, but clearly, I think the influence of his mother‟s 

anthropological approach—even before she formally became an 

anthropology graduate student—and the influences of Java on him 

are more important than you have thus far made explicit.  As best I 

recollect, Barack flew to Java for some summer vacations.  On the 

basis of your questioning, I will research the issue some more and 

let you know if the evidence supports your position or mine.  By an 

“anthropological approach,” I mean to convey that she saw herself 

as more of a keen observer of the society she was visiting, rather 

than an active participant in it.   

KAF: I do think that Obama‟s initial experiences in Java from the 

time he was six to ten were highly influential on him, and in com-

plex ways.  Obama has told both David Remnick and Janny Scott 

that it was very unsettling for him to be separated from his mother, 

especially when she sent him back to live in Hawaii to go to prep 

school while she remained in Indonesia.  Three years later, another 

separation was looming: after two years back in Hawaii, Ann was 

to return to Indonesia for her graduate level field work.  Obama re-

fused to go, thus insuring another disruption of his time with his 

mother.  

 One reason he did so was his own experiences as a child in 

that country.  While much of it was enjoyable, and broadened his 

horizons, other parts were dark and painful.  In Indonesia, Obama 

discovered that the “world was violent, unpredictable and often 

cruel.”  He writes that his mother‟s “knowledge of floods and exor-

cisms and cockfights left much to be desired” (Dreams, 37-38).  
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Ann also underestimated the impact of cruelty and racism on her 

son.  As Barry was perceived as black, he would be stoned and har-

assed.  As you pointed out in your presentation,  Ann witnessed In-

donesian children throwing stones at Barry and did nothing to stop 

it, letting him avoid the pelting, but not otherwise directing him to 

defend himself (Scott, 107).  The young Barack learned about vio-

lence and cruelty in Indonesia, and that his mother had insufficient 

knowledge of their meaning in general and for him in particular.  

Her son may have learned more by enduring racism and being 

pelted by Indonesians than from any anthropological doctrine of 

appreciation for cultural diversity Ann may have promulgated.                     

A desire for stability and a distaste for disruption is of cen-

tral concern for Obama, and is a reason why he is conciliatory to 

Republicans today.  When his mother was ready to go back to Indo-

nesia to do her anthropological field work in the 1970s, Barry was 

13, and she wanted him to come along.  However, he said no; he 

was tired of having to go through being “new” again.  Think about 

that: for the first six years of his life, Obama had at least five differ-

ent residences.  If somebody feels abandoned, like an orphan, he 

may want to avoid further  disruptions.  But the odd part of 

Obama's seeking consensus with Republicans is that he has actually 

ended up making things more complicated for himself, because the 

Republicans have been able to set the agenda.  He has ended up en-

couraging more disruption. Now Obama has to play a catch-up 

game, whereas before, when he got elected, the Democrats had ex-

traordinary majorities in both houses of Congress.  The loss they 

suffered in 2010 was the biggest loss any single party had suffered 

since before World War II.  The way he handled this drive to have 

stability and consensus has actually strengthened his opposition.  

That‟s one of the dilemmas that I talked about a couple of years ago 

(see “Barack Obama and the Cycle of American Liberalism” Jour-

nal of Psychohistory, 2009, 37, 2, 145-159).  American liberals in 

power do as much to strengthen their opponents as they do to 

strengthen their allies.  You could write a whole book just about the 

compromises Obama has made that have actually strengthened 

those forces which he campaigned against in 2008. 

PHE: Agreed, but remember that you have also pointed out that he 

accomplished an enormous amount in his first year.  Obama has 
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tried on many occasions to set the agenda, but when he talks, the 

country often does not appear to be listening; it often has tuned him 

out.  He tends to give endless speeches addressing a great variety of 

issues that the media only briefly mentions, dismisses out of hand, 

or even ignores.  Even Democrats say, “Why didn‟t he speak about 

this issue or that issue?”  Behind this is the fact that Obama usually 

doesn‟t convey the type of passion that resonates with the public; 

he speaks in too intellectual of a manner.  He‟s speaking, but most 

of the nation is not listening or not hearing, because this country 

tends not to like, especially in periods of stress, intellectualized 

presidents.  So it‟s not that he‟s ignored things, as much as he has 

so often been ignored or simply denigrated by the Right or, of late, 

by the Left.   

 Also, I think an impossible burden is put on a president.  

Imagine what it is like as president.  You get up in the morning, 

you check what‟s happening in the world, and you are expected to 

focus on whatever problems there are and are held responsible for 

anything that goes wrong in the world—from the perspective of the 

Americans you lead.  The agenda changes day to day.  Meanwhile, 

Americans overwhelmingly immerse themselves in our celebrity 

consumer culture rather than pay attention to the intricacies of 

Washington politics and provide popular support for particular poli-

cies.  My students don‟t even know the name, with rare exceptions, 

of the Affordable Healthcare Act because they call it “Obamacare,” 

as it was dubbed by its opponents.   

This is the classic problem of the intellectual president be-

ing unable to do what Ronald Reagan did, which was to have very 

clear-cut enemies at home and abroad and then work out compro-

mises during pleasant, behind the scenes sessions with the Democ-

ratic Congressional leader, Tip O‟Neill.  Reagan was a master at 

both being the teflon president and at helping direct the emotion of 

the country, whereas this president is very poor at it, for reasons 

that you‟ve stated.   

KAF: It seems to me that Obama is less a conciliator in foreign 

than domestic policy.  He is willing to intervene both diplomati-

cally and militarily in other countries‟ internal affairs.  But I am not 

sure if I see roots of his interventionism in his response to his 

mother or not.  Do you agree he is interventionist and if so, do you 
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see origins for this in his childhood experiences with his mother?  

PHE: Obama is certainly less conciliatory in foreign than domes-

tic policy.  He has a far more internationalist focus than most of his 

fellow Americans, partly because of his mother‟s influence in mar-

rying an African and Indonesian and leading an expatriate life.  His 

foreign focus is also centered in Africa and Asia, rather than on 

Europe, as has been the case with internationalist presidents prior to 

the second George Bush.  His college friends included Pakistanis.  

Ann did so much to direct her son to the world, especially that of 

black and brown people, but he reports, that the word “Power…. 

fixed in my mother‟s mind like a curse” (Dreams, 45).  But power 

had taken her son, and in foreign policy Barack can exercise power 

with fewer obstructions than in domestic policy.  As an aside, al-

though his mother died so long before his presidency, it was two 

women, the Secretary of State and ambassador to the UN, who 

were credited with persuading Obama to become involved in the 

Libyan Civil War—in my view a serious mistake.   

KAF:  Obama has carried on the interventionist tradition of Ameri-

can presidents since the beginning of the Cold War.  Oddly enough, 

Obama has embraced regime change in Egypt and Libya, though 

without the use of ground troops used by the second President 

Bush.  I can see where Obama might derive internationalism from 

his parents‟ background and experiences, but I still do not know if 

his active interventionism can be traced back to the influence of his 

mother.   

PHE:  The President was shaped  by his mother while very deliber-

ately wanting to lead a very different type of life than she.  Your 

question brings up so many issues, since our mothers create the 

world in which we live.  I will limit my response to several issues. 

Just as his mother did, Obama listens carefully to others and is in-

clined to be a conciliator.  This both helped him win the presidency, 

has provided more space for his opponents to fill, and has resulted 

in many seeing him as weak, which is not the case.  Ann was deter-

mined and tough and taught her only son to be the same, behind his 

ready smile.  While loving, she also spanked him; indeed she is re-

ported to have used a belt when he did not do his homework.  Al-

though a White House spokesman said he never was raised with 

corporal punishment, my inclination is to believe the story of the 
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houseboy who lived in their tight living space in Jakarta and dis-

miss the presidential public relations statement (Scott, 130).  He has 

struggled against being a dreamer like her and her father (called 

“Gramps”).  As you have noted, she declared she was “from Mars,” 

but Ann raised her son to be much more grounded than she was.  

His mother was very methodological in much of her work, but took 

a very long time to complete her doctoral degree, unlike Barack, 

who is quicker to get things done.  

KAF: Obama's responses to his mother are an inextricable mixture 

of identification and counter-identification.  She was his model and 

lifeblood, then again part of why he developed his sense of himself 

as black rather than biracial is in reaction to what she failed to give 

him.  How would you connect the positives and negatives of 

Obama‟s relationship with his mother to his strengths and weak-

nesses as President?  

PHE:  The President writes that he gets his values of concern for 

the poor, “fairness,” “honesty,” “independent judgment,” and 

“straight talk” from his mother (Dreams, 49), but there is not space 

available to us here to determine to what extent he really lives by 

these values as a political leader or how he attempts to implement 

them.  Whether they strengthen or weaken his presidency is an even 

more complex issue.  I will conclude by noting that we have high-

lighted the personality and impact of his mother and somewhat nar-

rowed the differences between our two approaches to Obama. 

 Ken Fuchsman, EdD and Paul H. Elovitz, PhD, both have 

related articles forthcoming in the Journal of Psychohistory in 

2012.  They may be contacted at ken.fuchsman@uconn.edu and 

pelovitz@aol.com.  

On the Psychoanalytic Sociology  

of Eli Sagan 

Donald L. Carveth—York University 

 In his specific contribution to psychoanalytic theory, Freud, 

Women and Morality: The Psychology of Good and Evil, Eli Sagan 

(1988) addresses and corrects a serious deficiency in Freudian the-
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ory.  Freud considered conscience one of the functions of the super-

ego (the others being self-observation and maintenance of the ego 

ideal) and viewed the superego as coming into being around five 

years of age with the shattering of the Oedipus complex due to the 

fear of castration by the rival.  But according to Paul Bloom, “The 

Moral Life of Babies,” New York Times Magazine (May 5, 2010), 

we know, now even in light of empirical infant research that con-

science has its roots much earlier than this. 

 Although the work of Melanie Klein is not central to Sa-

gan‟s theorizing, her work, and that of her colleagues, supports his 

general argument.  Kleinians have long distinguished persecutory 

guilt, which amounts to self-torment, from depressive guilt which 

instead of being all about the self (as in shame and self-

persecution), is about caring for and making reparation to the other.  

The dating of the move from the paranoid-schizoid and narcissistic 

position into the depressive position and the capacity for concern is 

controversial, but there is no doubt that conscience, as depressive 

position concern for the other, arises far earlier than the Freudian 

superego.  As Sagan points out, it is difficult to comprehend how a 

mental function such as the superego—which is about aggression—

turned back against the self under the threat of castration and that 

operates, in Freud‟s words, “like a garrison in a conquered city” can 

be the seat of conscientious concern for others.  Whereas the super-

ego is fueled by hate, the conscience is grounded in attachment and 

love. 

 Sagan beautifully illustrates the distinction between con-

science and superego by pointing to “Huck‟s dilemma,” referring to 

Mark Twain‟s The Adventures of Huckleberry Finn.  His superego 

demands that he turn his runaway slave companion Jim in to the 

authorities, while his conscience demands that he protect him.  As 

Sagan explains, the superego, in addition to being about aggression 

turned against the self, is formed through internalization of the cul-

ture and the culture that is internalized is often racist, sexist, hetero-

sexist, etc.  Drawing on Robert Lifton‟s work on the Nazi doctors, 

Sagan points out that they were, for the most part, not psychopaths 

but severely misguided idealists: they did their work “under the 

banner of the superego.”  In my 2010 article “Superego, Con-

science and the Nature and Types of Guilt,” found in Modern Psy-
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choanalysis, 35,1, I have elaborated on these issues. 

 In addition to the important distinction between superego 

and conscience, Freud, Women and Morality contains many other 

important corrections to standard Freudian theory, such as the point 

that only a few Freudian analysts (such as Hans Loewald) have 

grasped: that the healthy resolution of the Oedipus complex is not 

renunciation out of fear of castration but rather finding a sublimated 

way to “kill” the rival and possess the desired loved one (“object” 

in psychoanalytic terminology).  Sagan points out that even Freud‟s 

own case history of “Little Hans” makes this clear: Hans is freed 

from his phobia when he gets a symbolically bigger and better pe-

nis than his father‟s and has babies with his mother.  Sagan‟s 

(1974) first book, Cannibalism: Human Aggression and Cultural 

Form, one of the very few psychohistorical studies of the currently 

neglected concept of sublimation, describes the progressive cultural 

development from cannibalism (oral devouring), to head-hunting 

(anal collecting), and on to slavery and other forms of (phallic) 

domination.    

 Cannibalism is followed by The Lust to Annihilate: A Psy-

choanalytic Study of Violence in Ancient Greek Culture (1979), At 

the Dawn of Tyranny: The Origins of Individualism, Political Op-

pression and the State (1985), The Honey and the Hemlock: De-

mocracy and Paranoia in Ancient Athens and Modern America 

(1991) and Citizens and Cannibals: The French Revolution, the 

Struggle for Modernity, and the Origins of Ideological Terror 

(2001).  Following the lead of Talcott Parsons and his student 

Robert Bellah and elaborating on their work, Sagan has developed a 

psychoanalytically informed theory of the stages of social evolu-

tion: from primitive (hunter-gatherer and tribal society organized 

through kinship), to what he calls complex society (kingdoms such 

as those that existed in Buganda, Hawaii, and Tahiti), to the archaic 

civilizations of Sumeria, Babylonia, Egypt, to the classical civiliza-

tions of Athens and ancient Israel (Parsons‟ “seed-bed” societies), 

to the early Modern monarchies and finally the emergence of Mod-

ern democratic societies.  

 In all this Sagan, like Hegel, sees in history the gradual evo-

lution of the spirit of liberty and extension of human rights, not just 

to the narrowly defined citizens (as in Athens, where the slaves and 
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women were excluded) but to an ever-widening group of people; he 

views this as an attempt to transcend the paranoid position and to 

sustain and develop the miracle of democracy which is based on the 

remarkable capacity of some people to regard the opposition as 

loyal, not as evil aggressors to be eliminated.  This is progress, but 

it induces such anxiety that periodic severe regressions (Stalinism, 

Nazism) occur.  Sagan sees the modern world as intensely ambiva-

lent: on one hand, we appear to want to carry the democratic project 

to its natural conclusion, but we are stalled by the anxiety such lib-

eration evokes and by the forces of reaction.  The incapacity of De-

mocrats and Republicans in America today to even speak to each 

other, and such phenomena as the Tea Party, are evidence of such 

ambivalence.  The 1960s youth counterculture displayed both of 

these characteristics: an impulse toward generosity, peace, love, 

play, pleasure and democracy, on one hand, but also severely re-

gressive tendencies toward paranoia, narcissism, sexism and au-

thoritarianism on the other. 

 Returning to the themes of Freud, Women and Morality, we 

might think of this contradiction precisely as conflict between a 

progressive, humanistic conscience and a regressive and reaction-

ary superego.  In 1925, Franz Alexander defined the goal of psy-

choanalysis as elimination of the superego; two years later, in 1927, 

Sandor Ferenczi agreed.  But confusing the superego with con-

science, most psychoanalysts feared elimination of the former 

would entail destruction of the latter and amount to the promotion 

of psychopathy.  While Alexander and Ferenczi posited mature mo-

rality as a rational ego function involving thinking through the con-

sequences of one‟s actions for others and oneself, Sagan recognizes 

with Jean-Jacques Rousseau that conscience arises not from reason 

but from feeling, from what Rousseau called “pity,” by which he 

meant empathy or fellow-feeling.  Since learning in Philosophy 101 

that “one cannot deduce an ought from an is,” that science is de-

scriptive not prescriptive and, therefore, limited to the field of fact 

not value (the fact/value disjunction), I have recognized with Pascal 

that “the heart has reasons, reason cannot know.”  Eli Sagan under-

stands that whereas the superego arises through identification with 

the aggressor and operates essentially in accordance with the talion 

law of revenge (“an eye for an eye”), conscience arises through 



       Cunnington on Bullying in Schools      Page 361 

identification with the nurturer and operates through an analogous 

reciprocity, only one in which one feels called upon to return love 

for love received. 

Donald Carveth‟s biography may be found on page 262. 

[Editor‟s Note: In this journal Sagan was interviewed by the editor 

in June 2001, and in December 2008 there was a small symposium 

on his evolutionary theory.  Presently, a Psychohistory Forum co-

sponsored conference on Sagan‟s work is being planned by Profes-

sor Carveth, tentatively scheduled for mid-September 2012.]   

A Culture of Bullies: An English Boys’ 

Boarding School Experience in the 1930s  

Ray Cunnington—Ontario Community College 

When my elder brother introduced me to sex when I was 

ten, we shared a guilty secret that bonded us together, but caused 

me also to feel ashamed.  He had been introduced to sexual explo-

ration at English boarding school.  I must admit I made little objec-

tion to his actions at the time, which seemed like fun.  I had no no-

tion it had lasting consequences, or that some years later, when I 

followed him to the same school, I was to some extent already 

marked for discovery by masters who liked little boys.   

The institution I attended was a modest but traditional pri-

vate school founded on non-conformist Christian principles to teach 

middle class values to young people who were expected to achieve 

great things in later life.  Theoretically free from the dogma and 

high church customs of Catholics and the Church of England, it still 

focused much effort on upholding religious belief.  Like many other 

aspects of the school, the services conducted on Sunday were not 

exempt from double standards; they often seemed particularly 

hypocritical since the professed love, truth, and charity they 

preached were seldom to be found the moment Chapel was over. 

By the time I arrived, there seemed to be a single educa-

tional belief that all authorities agreed upon: children are born with 

an evil nature for which the only correctives are discipline and pun-

ishment.  Since our school prided itself on turning boys into men, it 
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prescribed military-style parades, widespread corporal punishment, 

and a constant emphasis on competitive sports.  

An immediate concern of mine, as a new recruit, was the 

school‟s system of fagging.  Each of the youngest new boys was 

assigned as a fag, or servant, to one of the senior students.  On Sun-

days after Chapel, I had to cook and serve high tea (a full breakfast) 

to my adolescent master.  If the fags did not do as we were told, we 

were routinely sworn at, roundly criticized, and given a few whacks 

with a cane for any clumsiness or hint of complaint.  Cruelty was 

one of the first lessons we had to accept.     

The attitude of many of the teachers was also a puzzle, as 

they gave us messages we found contradictory.  On the one hand, I 

was told how lucky I was to belong to a superior class and to be 

attending one of the best schools in the country, but at other times I 

was publicly humiliated before my peers and sometimes beaten.  

Such acts were generally justified as “making a man of us” or 

“because we deserved it.”  Even the few masters who did not rely 

on corporal punishment would put us down in other ways; they 

would frequently address us as “miserable sinners,” or assume we 

were lazy or stupid.  

Despite these attempts, the boys‟ personal conduct was not 

easily controlled in the dormitories at night.  In those days, the 

school authorities seemed to believe that sexual ignorance was the 

ideal state.  Sex was not to be mentioned, explained, or discussed.  

Sex was dirty; sex was sin.  Though sexual ideas crowded the 

minds of the pubescent students, the teachers were uncomfortable 

talking about it and refused to answer questions.   

I found one senior master who seemed genuinely different, 

however.  Unlike the majority of teachers, he held degrees in both 

science and classics, and I truly believe he cared deeply for the 

young people he tutored.  It was his kindness that attracted me to 

his inner circle.  He treated us with the utmost respect, and his 

study provided a welcome refuge against the loud, bullying ethos of 

the rest of the school.  I had no idea this highly respected man 

would be a pedophile in modern terms.  But if he did damage, he 

also did good.  Here I have to say something positive for at least 

some of the men who love boys.  Boys need love.  If boys are un-
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naturally confined within all-male institutions, so they can neither 

receive female love nor express loving yearnings in return, some 

will find solace where they can.  We never received any instruction 

on how to treat women, or how to become sensitive husbands and 

fathers in preparation for living normal lives.  Considering the in-

fluence men exert on their partners and children, I believe ours was 

a seriously dysfunctional education.  

School did provide me with a practical education which has 

helped me to obtain relatively good jobs.  However, its excessive 

use of punishment had a perverse effect: many of us were develop-

ing a false sense of being okay.  On the surface we seemed to be 

strong, bright, well-adjusted young men.  But underneath we were 

becoming deceitful.  In order to escape humiliation, most of us be-

came excellent liars and a code of silence prevailed much of the 

time.  Rules were normally obeyed only when someone in authority 

was around.  If caught in some misdemeanor, the boys tried to es-

cape punishment by lying or by inventing ingenious excuses.   

Unknown to me, this exposure to an unfeeling environment 

created subtle changes in my thinking which lasted long into my 

later life.  Our school not only sanctioned bullying, it modeled it.  

Its whole sense of authority was based on controlling dissent 

through threats, punishment, and retribution.  While I resented all 

the hitting and unfairness at the time, I didn‟t understand that the 

constant exposure to threats and violence was fueling an anger that 

undermined our sense of decency.  Some boys obviously enjoyed 

exerting power over others, but even the gentlest youngsters who 

started out as fags soon turned into bullies; and the constant need to 

defend ourselves against unprovoked attacks affected our self-

esteem.  Many suffered dark periods when they felt worthless and 

depressed.  Deep down we wanted to hurt others as we had been 

hurt ourselves.   

Since a tight lid was generally kept on the youthful emo-

tions being suppressed by this system, a good deal of subversive 

energy was directed against the school.  Breaking the rules without 

being detected was a recognized way of gaining prestige.  Since 

many believed the only serious crime was that of being caught, 

those who rose to the challenge had to plan covert actions with the 

utmost caution.  In fact, as I reflect on these memories, I can see I 
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was lucky not to have been discovered by those in power.  My re-

bellious spirit was making me a deviant.  Although I only commit-

ted mischief, I shudder to think how easily I could have become 

entangled in the penal system‟s net.   

It is easy to dismiss this brutalizing treatment as just another 

tale about the trials of schooldays.  But memories of this kind are 

not easily erased.  Internalized feelings of shame and guilt have 

kept me silent all my life.  Although I am over 90, I am still afraid 

of being judged for past events.  

As I ponder my personal reaction after all these years, I am 

forced to think more broadly.  If these events had such a powerful 

influence on me, surely they must have affected many others.  The 

more I have studied the role of punishment, the more certain I have 

become that it distorts truth and confuses pain with justice.  It robs 

young people of their ability to think straight and leads to the adop-

tion of false beliefs.  Of course, oppressive schools like mine were 

not confined to Britain, nor was brutality confined to the upper 

classes.  Brutal schools were the norm in many parts of Europe and 

its colonies.  This bullying culture, which believed in the suprem-

acy of military force, not only helped justify the domination of dis-

tant nations, but also concealed how much of Europe‟s wealth was 

gained at other people‟s expense.  I do not think it is an exaggera-

tion to suggest that the collective grievances of suppressed popula-

tions helped spawn two world wars and even the Holocaust.   

If society is to move beyond a constant pattern of wars and 

violence, the historical role of punishment needs to be addressed 

within the whole framework of international justice.    

 Ray Cunnington was born and raised in London.  As a 

pacifist in World War II, he volunteered to serve as a medic in the 

Royal Air Force.  He has made his living as a publicist in the film 

industry, in advertising, and teaching and administering in a tech-

nical community college.  In 1953 he emigrated to Canada, where 

he is married with two children, five grandchildren, and two great-

grandchildren. He has worked with violent men in a federal jail 

and has been devoted to understanding social issues while promot-

ing conflict resolution, non-violence, restorative justice, and peace.  

He may be contacted at ray.c@cogeco.ca.  
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An Additional Response to Beisel 

Why the Blind Spots?  

Daniel Rancour-Laferriere—U. of California, Davis 

David Beisel has offered food for thought about seemingly 

disparate phenomena.  In principle it does not matter, he suggests, 

what historical period, which part of the world, or which historical 

actors (powerful individuals or large collectives) come under the 

scrutiny of the psychohistorian who examines “unconsciously moti-

vated blind spots,” for they are “scattered across the historical land-

scape.”  Limiting himself, however, to examples from just the past 

century, Beisel argues that blind spots had a role to play at certain 

crucial points, such as the German invasion of the Soviet Union in 

1941, the Japanese attack on Pearl Harbor in the same year, and the 

9/11 terrorist attack on the United States in 2001.  In the first in-

stance it was Soviet dictator Iosif Stalin who was blind, in the sec-

ond it was American president Franklin D. Roosevelt, and in the 

third it was “the Bush administration” and “most Americans.”  As-

suming these assertions are true, it is natural to ask why.  Stalin had 

abundant information from multiple, independent sources about 

Hitler‟s impending attack on the Soviet Union, but why did the 

“Genius of Mankind” fail to prepare the Soviet Union for the Nazi 

onslaught?  FDR expected the Japanese to attack in the Pacific, so 

why indeed did the American president not alert commanders at 

Pearl Harbor?  Why did Bush and so many other people turn a blind 

eye to warning signs of a coming terrorist attack on the U.S. in 

2001? 

Beisel is primarily concerned with establishing the fact that 

there have been blind spots, not with explaining why.  An exception 

is the 9/11 attack, where he proposes a potentially testable psycho-

logical hypothesis.  “Most Americans” were, in Beisel‟s opinion, 

“escaping any anxiety they may have felt about them [the warning 

signs] in the manic 1990s by obsessive discussions about the ex-

traordinary growth of their stock portfolios.”  But I doubt that most 

Americans had stock portfolios, although those who did may have 

been in a better position to act on warning signs than those who did 
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not.  Yet if the “manic 1990s”—presumably a documented phe-

nomenon of collective psychology—involved preoccupation with 

stock portfolios, then why did investors not demonstrate sensitivity 

to the warning signs of a terrorist attack which might, among other 

horrors, damage their own stock portfolios? 

Another potentially testable hypothesis is the idea that, since 

Pearl Harbor, the U.S. has experienced a series of suspiciously 

similar “attacks” that seem to have been “unconsciously ar-

ranged”—not by the attackers, but by the victims, Americans sup-

posedly reliving the original trauma of Pearl Harbor.  This is a 

grand, outlandish, and interesting notion.  Too grand, for just how 

the onset of the Korean war, the Cuban missile crisis, the Iranian 

hostage crisis, and a few other “attacks” all relate to one another, 

and to the Pearl Harbor attack, is a matter requiring much more ex-

tensive documentation and in-depth scholarly exploration than is 

possible in a journal like Clio’s Psyche. 

 I see each of the seven proposed events as deserving a sepa-

rate chapter in a book.  In the chapter on the Iranian hostage crisis, 

for example, it would have to be shown that individual members of 

the State Department who refused to close down (or beef up secu-

rity for) the American Embassy in Teheran were thinking—

consciously or unconsciously—in terms of the proposed sequence 

of lapses going all the way back to Pearl Harbor.  Ditto for Presi-

dent Carter, when he caved in to pressure from Kissinger and 

Rockefeller to give refuge to the Shah of Iran.  One can easily 

imagine the scholarly effort which would be required to track down 

all the relevant communications within the State Department at the 

time, in the diaries kept by individual diplomats, in recorded inter-

views, and in any other relevant records.  Would Carter agree to be 

interviewed on this by an interviewer who is not disclosing Beisel‟s 

hypothesis? 

Beisel begins his article with an example which does not 

seem to illustrate his thesis, namely, Göring‟s forceful denial of the 

reality of increasing U. S. fighter presence in German air space dur-

ing 1943.  Beisel observes that, “when things started going wrong 

for the Wehrmacht,” Hitler received “almost always sanitized” in-

formation at military briefings.  True enough, and Beisel notes that 

people like Göring who were doing the sanitizing had their own 
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motives as the Reich moved toward predictable disintegration.  On 

the other hand, unlike Göring, the Roman Catholic Hitler was not 

blind.  He fancied himself an “Aryan” Christ and he foresaw his 

own crucifixion.  In a 1933 speech he invited Germans to crucify 

him (mich kreuzigen) if he did not fulfill his duty before the Ger-

man people.  As one well-dressed gentleman said of the crucified 

Christ at a 1934 performance of the Oberammergau Passion Play, 

Es ist unser Hitler.  

But here I must stop.  Again, only an in-depth scholarly 

study of the evidence can substantiate a hypothesis of any psycho-

historical magnitude. The aforementioned quotations and the other 

extensive relevant evidence may be found in my 2011 book, The 

Sign of the Cross: From Golgotha to Genocide (203-243).  Like-

wise for my old hypothesis about why the otherwise paranoid Stalin 

failed to act in the face of Hitler‟s impending attack: Stalin‟s identi-

fication with the aggressor, by (Anna) Freud‟s definition, blinded 

him to the possibility of Hitlerite aggression against him in 1941 

(see my 1988 book, The Mind of Stalin: A Psychoanalytic Study, 51

-56, 76-87).  To speak in terms closer to pop psychology, Hitler had 

a Messiah complex, while Stalin suffered from Stockholm syn-

drome. 

Daniel Rancour-Laferriere, PhD, is Emeritus Professor of 

Russian at the University of California, Davis and a prolific author 

applying psychoanalysis to culture and history.  He may be reached 

via his Web site, http://Rancour-Laferriere.com. 

[Editor‟s Note: Due to a technical problem, this essay for the Sep-

tember 2011 Symposium on Military and Diplomatic Blind Spots 

and Traumatic Reliving was omitted and is now published.]  
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Eigen on Object-Relations 

Dan Dervin—University of Mary Washington 

 Review of Michael Eigen, Madness and Murder: Eigen in 

Seoul, Volume 1 (London: Karnac, 2011), ISBN-13:978-1-85575-

819-3, 92 pages. Paperback, $26.00. 

 This slender but exceedingly rich and provocative text con-

sists of three seminars which the noted American psychoanalyst 

and author Michael Eigen (debut work: The Psychotic Core, 1986) 

delivered on consecutive days to an analytic community in Seoul in 

2007.  A second volume of follow-up sessions in 2009 is forthcom-

ing. 

 While Eigen has ventured far into the terra incognita of se-

vere mental disorders and cognate early developmental issues, his 

home field is the English object-relations school.  Thus, the semi-

nars explore major themes in those analysts‟ work.  After duly an-

choring his discourse on Freud‟s view that the (early) ego is a 

“hallucinating wish-fulfilling organ” (3), Eigen locates elements of 

madness in the other psychic systems of id and superego as well, 

confirming the axiom that the ego is not master of its house.   

 He begins with Melanie Klein, who addresses the destruc-

tive import of these warring agencies.  For her, the primary anxiety 

is dread of annihilation, and the two ways people go crazy is by be-

coming schizophrenic or depressed.  She then turns these condi-

tions into defenses against annihilation and situates them in early 

development as the paranoid-schizoid and the depressive phases, 

the latter leading to reparative gestures and subsequent adaptations. 

 Recalling that as a young man he had tried out primal 

scream therapy, Eigen allows for its meeting needs to a limited de-

gree, and next turns to D.W. Winnicott‟s approach wherein “it‟s not 

the patient screaming” but “hearing and feeling and coming in con-

tact with the scream within” (27).  In infancy, the scream is a com-

munication, a cry against the terror of helplessness, the specter of 

disorganization, the prospect of hopeless withdrawal.  The scream 

may become accessible in analysis when processed through pa-

tients‟ dreams. 
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  Wilfred Bion enters via a clinical vignette: a patient is in-

dulging a pleasant mood in a restaurant when the waitress refills his 

cup only halfway; that does it for him, he couldn‟t go forward after 

that (41).  From this not uncommon experience, Bion developed the 

themes of “wounded nourishment” and the “wounding nour-

isher” (44).  “In psychic logic in the psychotic mode, half empty 

means more than totally empty,” Eigen comments; as a baby, the 

“patient was fed wounds” and “ate its own or another‟s wounds to 

nourish its psychophysical being” (45).  Sometimes this flawed 

nourishment is associated with a scream.  The patient is hopelessly 

signaling, “Catastrophe in progress.  Catastrophe in progress.  I‟m a 

catastrophe.  Life is a catastrophe.  Help me!  Help me!” (47).  For 

Eigen, “psychotic language is an SOS in progress” (48). 

 Eigen‟s own contribution to this maddening state of affairs 

is Toxic Nourishment, and his final seminars round to the theme of 

murder, drawing on two of his other texts, The Sensitive Self and 

Emotional Storm.  Here, the theme is the ingrained destructiveness 

in relationships, notably (drawing on Winnicott) how the other sur-

vives our destructiveness and how destructive drives can feed on 

themselves, like an infant who cannot stop screaming (60).  Of 

course, Eigen is also addressing how we handle others‟ negativity.  

These dynamics he anchors in the ways a mother might respond to 

her infant‟s robust alive-and-kicking energies.  She can enjoy and 

affirm these vital energies, short of letting herself be hurt, or she 

can feel threatened and withdraw, defending herself with a moralis-

tic response—kicking is bad; it is wrong (60).  The first mother pro-

motes communication, mutual surviving, and forgiving; the second 

mother in her fixed omniscience of always knowing best under-

mines the baby‟s trust in itself as well as in her and most likely will 

not survive intact her empathic failures. 

 Ultimately, it is Eigen‟s seasoned insights that reveal useful 

ways these analysts complement and reinforce one another.  All 

well and good, one may say; so much for the psyche, what about 

the history?  Speaking of which, these texts appeared decades ago: 

we‟re in a new millennium with a host of new issues to contend 

with.  That was then, this is now. 

 True enough, but neither time nor history follows a simple 

chronology.  As psychohistorians we want to be tuned into cultural 
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differences and historical changes, but on a scale running from cul-

tural relativism to universalism, we cluster around the latter.  We‟re 

not inclined to blow off genital mutilation or child abuse as simply 

religious or cultural practices.  Not surprisingly, in Anna Geifman‟s 

review of Charles B. Strozier, et al., The Fundamentalist Mindset, 

this mindset is taken as a “universal phenomenon” (Clio’s Psyche 

[Dec 2010]:17:3:248). 

 Moreover, most of our writing in the field is validated, clari-

fied, and assigned a degree of authority by recourse to a body of 

theory with claims to universality.  When available, empirical and 

clinical data can be marshaled to reinforce, or at times complicate, 

prevailing psychohistorical hypotheses and conclusions.  Our 

choices tend to be pragmatic and serendipitous; David Beisel, for 

example, deploys family-systems theory to explore parallels with 

the Hitlers and the European family of nations leading up to World 

War II (The Suicidal Embrace, 2003).  I have relied heavily on 

Lloyd deMause‟s historical evolution of parenting modes, which 

uses empirical data to trace gradual improvements in child-care 

(supported by decreasing rates of infant mortality).   

 Within psychoanalysis, others, along with myself, have got-

ten a great deal of mileage from classical psychoanalytic accounts 

of the Oedipus complex as the so-called nuclear conflict underpin-

ning cultural evolution and ongoing generational striving.  It en-

compasses the myth of the primal horde, incest taboos, exogamy, 

and tools for dismantling the patriarchy.  Margaret Mahler‟s narra-

tive of early child development as spanning the mother-infant dual 

unity of symbiosis to separation-individuation, stopping at the 

threshold of the oedipal period is invaluable for tracing early nor-

mal development.  Although the universality of the Oedipus com-

plex has been debated at length while simultaneously being taken 

over as axiomatic by wide-ranging media, Mahler‟s scenario is less 

sensational but also less contestable: every child must to a degree 

separate from primary caregivers and individuate into a relatively 

autonomous center of self-initiative. 

 All of which is by way of proposing Eigen‟s synthesis of 

object-relations theory as a paradigm for filling in a certain void: a 

zone of elusive hazards, miscues, and traumas which derail infants 

and toddlers from the prescribed paths of good-enough develop-
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ment prior to the high cultural visibility of oedipal realities.  These 

early crises do not simply fall by the wayside but can persist to im-

pact adult life in various oblique ways and eventually are displaced 

onto history.  In practical terms, much of our psychohistorical work 

presumes a prior splitting in the self—resulting in we vs. them posi-

tions, hate groups vs. victim groups, and idealized leaders delegated 

to dispense a boundless supply of goodies to the electorate.  But 

evoking a self-in-formation prior to splitting, along with reconstruc-

tions of the forces propelling the split, may reveal something about 

the form, direction, and tenacity of this inevitable and irreversible 

split as the individual inevitably stumbles onto the historical stage. 

 Dan Dervin, PhD, is a prolific psychohistorian and literary 

scholar who may be contacted at ddervin@umw.edu.   

BULLETIN BOARD 
CONFERENCES:  Invitations to Psychohistory Forum Work-

In-Progress Seminars will be sent by email to members as plans 

are finalized.  At the suggestion of Don Carveth, the Forum is 

planning to jointly sponsor a Toronto meeting of the Toronto Psy-

choanalytic Society devoted to the work of Eli Sagan.  The Forum‟s 

Psychology, Childhood, and Personalities of Presidents Research 

Group is planning a presentation by Herbert Barry, Paul Elovitz, 

and Ken Fuchsman at the International Psychohistorical Associa-

tion‟s (IPA) June 8-10, 2012 35th annual meeting at New York Uni-

versity.  On July 6-9, 2012, the International Society of Political 

Psychology (ISPP) is holding its annual conference in Chicago,   

NOTES ON MEMBERS:  We welcome new member Marcie 

Newman.  At the Association for the Psychoanalysis of Culture and 

Society‟s (APCS) Rutgers conference on November 4-5, 2011 

Marilyn Charles, Alice Maher, and Howard Stein presented pa-

pers.   OUR THANKS:  To our members and subscribers for the 

support that makes Clio’s Psyche possible.  To Benefactors Herbert 

Barry, David Beisel, David Lotto, and Peter Petschauer; Patrons 

Andrew Brink, Peter Loewenberg, Alice Maher, Jamshid Marvasti, 

and Jacques Szaluta; Sustaining Members George Brown, Eva 

Fogelman, Ken Fuchsman, and Nancy Unger; Supporting Members 

Dick Booth, Sander Breiner, John Hartman, Allan Mohl, Marcie 

Newman, and Lee Solomon; and Members Molly Castelloe, Geof-
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Call for Papers 

The Psychology of Human-Animal Relationships 
The June 2012 Special Issue 

 

Insights on the Anthropomorphizing of Animals and the Psychology of: 
 

The domestication of the wild and the human-animal bond 

Fear (zoophobia) & loathing of animals  

Animals as food: changing fantasies about and historical changes in taste; 

explorations of the eating & killing of animals, and the rejection of both 

Animals as companions, curiosities, food, pests, surrogates, totems, etc. 

Companion animal end of life issues & rituals, loss and bereavement  

Why different owners choose certain pets 

Animals as family members we love enough to pick up their feces 

Childhood relationships to animals: stuffed animals, fantasy and mythical 

animals (unicorns, centaurs), perceptions of pets in childhood compared to 

later in life (fantasy vs. reality), circuses or 4-H clubs and fairs 

The healing power of pets and animal companions, & animal-assisted 

therapy 

When pets assume the role of children for childless couples & empty nesters

Control & power in human-animal interactions: obedience training, etc.  

Ethology: what we learn about humans from the scientific study of animals 

Working dogs for the disabled, military, and police

Freud and his dogs (Chow Chow Jo-Fi, etc.) in the therapeutic setting 

Psychological correlations between exotic (extreme) pets (snakes, spiders/

insects, small mammals) and the personalities of their owners 

Observing elusive animals in the wild 

Animals in circuses, laboratories, photos, workplaces, or zoos 

Extinction in fantasy, history, psychology, and science  

From killing to saving animals: Darwin, Theodore Roosevelt, et al. 

Historical & religious views on animals 

Reviews/review essays on books (The Vindication of Brutes, 1792), exhibits, 

films (Black Beauty, Sea Biscuit), plays (War Horse), shows, or Web sites 
 

 

Due April 1, 2012  

Articles of 500-1,500 words are welcome.  One article of up to 4,000 words 

for a possible symposium would need to be submitted by March 1, 2012.  
  

Contact Bob Lentz at lentz@telusplanet.net 
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