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CHAPTER ONE

Mário and his stories

Mário was referred to me aged eleven years and nine months, and his treatment lasted around seven years, monitored over most of that time by Donald Meltzer, with a review of the case eighteen years later. The following narrative will demonstrate the steps taken toward building an analytical relationship with the boy, and testify to the analyst's emotions in the face of the difficulty of establishing a link that could evolve into a growth relationship. When Mário came to me for analysis, I knew that he had severe difficulties in getting in touch with reality and a strong learning disorder and, when he was almost two years old, presented with autistic behaviour, according to a clinical assessment made by a neurologist at the time.

Mário's developmental history

From the very beginning of his life Mário's fragility in his object relations was clear: he had difficulty in taking his mother's nipple, took too long to suck; his mother had the impression that he didn't like feeding until at two years of age, he started to be fed with a bottle. During the first three months, he cried his eyes out, day and night, apparently due to colic. Then he would calm down and wherever his mother placed him he stayed calm, provided she was close to him. His mother reports that she didn't hold him on her lap except at feeding time, so that he wouldn't get in the habit of expecting her to carry him around. At ten months, he started speaking some words: “dada”, “mummy”, “pooh”; imitated his father saying “get out”, and tried to say a girl's name, “Heia”. He was never a happy child. He started walking at thirteen months. At eighteen months, playing hide-and-seek with his uncle, he was startled by his uncle appearing suddenly, and began to cry and laugh. From that moment his behaviour changed; he stopped speaking and wouldn't look at his mother or other people. He was very restless and kept walking all day long, moving his arms a lot, sometimes so he hit his ears. He was not interested in any toy, and looked like a puppet that walked and ate.

Whenever he was upset (for instance, when he was prevented from fiddling with the knobs of the cooker) he hit his head on the wall, turned round and round, opened and closed doors, and shook his body when he listened to music.

He became completely indifferent toward people and even at feeding time he made no contact with his mother. He developed an attachment to certain objects, holding them all day long. First there were cans, then a tape measure, the blender lid (he kept taking out and repositioning the small central cap), and magazines which he even slept with. That habit lasted until he was almost nine and, after that, he always kept his hands busy with something: fiddling with his shirt hem, buttons, etc.

At twenty-two months, he was taken to a neurologist, diagnosed as autistic and medicated. At thirty-eight months, when his brother was born, his parents noticed another change: “he began to revive”, began to show a certain attachment to his brother, mother and father. He started trying to eat on his own, to communicate through gestures, and displayed a lot of concern with his brother who became “his own property”. In that period, he insisted that his parents and brother were always together, even hand in hand, especially when the family was out of the house. He did not like, though, to be held on anyone's lap, or to be hugged or kissed.

He developed an interest in figures, letters and pointed at them for his mother to name them. It seemed that he already knew the names of the months, of the weekdays, colours and numbers up to 50. Yet he still didn't speak. He resumed speaking at five years and two months of age. At seven and a half, he started kindergarten. At eight and a half, he started attending a special school (CIAM) where he stayed until he started analysis. At that point his diction was still problematic, his buccal development very impaired. He had difficulty in cutting, painting, using a knife, etc. However he could read and write very well.

His sociability was “peripheral”, he just watched other children play; he set himself apart and told stories in a sort of theatre of his own.

The preceding data, tests and other assessments were such that I began to see him four times a week, with the purpose of exploring his dynamic and structural condition.

The first sessions

When I first saw Mário, his demeanour was limp and disjointed. His eyes stared at me but seemed to droop, his mouth seemed unable to hold anything, his tongue was loose in his mouth, his arms and legs disjointed as if he were an uncoordinated puppet. His speech was an unmodulated drawl. He looked like a mentally disabled child, slow in making contact, who doesn't hear and doesn't understand. As soon as he entered the room, he asked me: “Is it already 3.15?” (the time for the appointment). He looked at me, smiled and sat down. He inspected the box and asked if he was going to stay until four o’clock and if he could play with the toys in the box. Then he got close to the box and started grabbing one toy at a time, naming them and saying: “Now I’m going to take the pencil, now the rubber, now…”, and so on. After noting and naming everything, he put them back one by one in their place. He named the objects without using them, without giving them meaning, without connecting them.

In the following sessions, he enacted stories with the dolls, or would lay them aside and start performing in the middle of the room, standing up, gesturing, clapping his hands disjointedly and walking, like an actor speaking to the audience:

Mário: Everything began in prehistory. Their adventure began in prehistory. Then God created the world. Then Adam and Eve's time began. The old man was a ploughman and the old woman just cooked. Then Noah's time began. Then after that, the old man started another job. He had to collect fire, to make fire, as in prehistory. Then after that, Abraham's time began. Then the old man went back to being a ploughman of the earth. Then Jesus Christ's time began. And then Europe was discovered. Then that old man and that old woman spoke other languages like Portuguese, Spanish, Dutch, Swedish, French, English and Russian. Then the Ancient times began. Then the old man and the old woman wanted to have a baby that they'd never had, even in the time of prehistory. Then the old woman gave birth to a son. That boy lived a hundred years. Then he died and the old man and the old woman got very sad. And that's the end!” (Pause.) “And then began the times of other discoveries in Europe. The old man and the old woman spoke not only seven languages but started speaking other languages. Then the times of Independence began. Then the old man and the old woman started to have complete freedom. Then the time of the Republic began. Then the old man started being more polite and stopped abusing the old woman.

Analyst: Why did he abuse her?

Mário: Sometimes he abused her! And after that son they didn't have another child. (Pause.) I want to know everything that happened in 1966!

Analyst: You want to know your story, the story of your birth.


It seems that he doesn't hear what I say and lies down warbling: “Who is the highest bidder for one John Doe…Who dares to believe a guy…”.

He breaks wind and lies down until the end of the session.

Mário's storytelling-sequences – a step towards a relationship

As the analysis develops, the biblical voices yield to fables, radio performances, and sleeping during some parts of the session. On awaking Mário would seek for snug physical contact with the couch, the cushions and the walls. He would touch my shoes, grab my arm to see the time on my watch. I tell him that when he stops speaking in his speaker's voice, there emerges a small boy who feels many things here with me and doesn't know how to express them. He smiles, as if in answer. During his performances, he demands that I keep listening without interrupting, as if I'm someone in the audience. He gets restless, swinging arms and legs in movements similar to those of a puppet being set in motion by strings.

He would broadcast his “radio show”, using up the whole session. I had to remain a controlled object, the prey of his words. It is hard to remain in that role, I feel useless and, when that feeling becomes intense, I react. This is what happens, for instance, in the session I describe below.

Session of May 4th, 1978 – “The interruption”

Mário enters the room, his face congested by a cold. I look him straight in the eyes to establish contact. He starts the usual series of singsongs in the middle of the room, facing the door and turning his back to me: “They say my friend is deaf…it seems absurd to be spanked so much…Tambourine, no, Bass Drum, that's my name – Tambourine doesn't eat, but can be spanked…”.

Sitting on the chair, I realize I am expecting that Mário is going to do his usual performance, while I wait for him to contact me directly after he has finished. Then I become aware that he has tied me up in this expectation, and keeps all my sensuous attention occupied with his enactment. So I interrupt him, getting up and placing myself in front of him, in the middle of the room, saying that now I will tell him a story. He says not now, only after he's finished. I tell him it must be now, otherwise I will forget later, and, very reluctantly, he lets me begin, but next, lying down on the couch, he roars and hits with his fist, saying that we shouldn't do that then.

The story is that once upon a time there was a boy called Mário, who, when he met Dr Marisa, got so scared that, in an effort to feel better and more reassured, brought with him a long story to relate, which he already knew from start to end. And while he was telling that story, he could, hiding behind it, watch Dr Marisa and himself a little bit when they were together. Protesting violently, weeping, he lets me finish, as if I had spoiled his toy.

I stop speaking and he gets up to go on with his enactments. But he gets dizzy and leans on the wall. I get up saying that if he had listened to me, he would have noticed what is going on in him and couldn't pretend that everything remained the same. He is whining a bit, yelling a bit, trying to prevent me from continuing and saying that I have spoiled everything.

I tell him that he feels scared and unprotected as if I had taken a pacifier, teddy bear or little worn-out comforter away from him. That he feels that he can keep growing up here if I let him use his pacifier-performance. He resumes his usual play-enactment, but in another state of mind, with his face and eyes lively, keeping in touch with me through his look. I point out the change to him.

The session came to an end before he had finished the broadcast and he left still talking.

After that experience, I was moved to find another way to connect with him, interrupting him and pointing out to him the structure of the relationship he maintained with me, which consisted in “tying me up” with his storytelling sequences and preventing me from “interfering”. Among his resources for maintaining that mode of relationship, he would establish a schedule for the entire session with the bombardment of his unremitting, sometimes very loud talking, enacting the characters as if in a theatre inside which he seemed to feel emotions apparently caused by the unfolding of his own stories. Another resource was an activity in which he named, grouped or made endless lists, from the beginning to the end of the session, an activity that I considered void of meaning and emotion. Confronted by these types of behaviour, I often felt I didn't have the tools to respond to him analytically, and my countertransference feelings, sometimes, were of discouragement, or even of a desire to get rid of that bombing. I tried to get closer to him, placing myself inside his stories, or enacting and verbalizing the role he assigned to me in the transference (baby, student, listener), but those were intermittent efforts that I soon relinquished, for his response was to ignore my presence, and I needed a response to move forward.

Little by little, it was established that I was the representative (in the transference) of a baby who had no place to stay, who couldn't be heard, who couldn't move, all alone, with no-one to rely on. That aspect in him of destitution and dereliction, and its counterpart, of a tyrannical reporter-commentator for that baby, now became very clear. Since the storytelling sequences he enacted were the defence mechanisms he resorted to in order to refrain from getting in touch with his mind when he was with me, it was unclear how to work through the non-contact and non-bonding situation that they covered. There were some escapes from it, in the form of gestures, touches, movements during the performances, which, like Freudian slips, could indicate unconscious elements showing through the gaps, produced by the transference relationship.

There were also, within the storytelling sequences, some flashes of apparent meaning. On the one hand, I thought it wasn't appropriate to pay attention to the contents, which were anyway very difficult to follow, and resulted in me in getting into the game of making out the meaning of his words. On the other hand, I questioned whether the best procedure was just to focus on the relationship structure of his defence and not to use the material he communicated during his stories.

The fact is that the material he communicated was very obscure to me, and I often thought it had the function of blocking me up. In addition, there was the difficulty of withstanding the sensorial bombing of his enactments – his loud and ceaseless talk. It was mainly the “escapes” during the enactments that gave me the chance to get in touch with the other Mário – the one who, for instance, while the speaker discussed the most recent world events, was clinging to a cushion, touched the room doors and his anus, displaying preoccupations very different from the commentator's. From time to time, there suddenly emerged verbalizations in his stories that seemed to allude to a current emotional state, to his life circumstances – such as, reference to “accident”, or to his mental disorder.

I now turn to a session three months after the previous one I have related.

Session of September 13th, 1978 – “The bogeywoman”

Mário: Good afternoon. We're going to present “The Yellow Woodpecker Ranch”,i in the series The Bogeywoman Will Catch You, and “The Start of the Saci Chase”.ii Pete, Miss-Cute-Little-Nose, Emily and the Viscount went to Uncle Barnaby's home, and he told them the Saci story and asked if they were willing to chase the Saci. Then, they started chasing the Saci and called Short-Tail. Then, during the chase, Pete felt a wind so strong that it seemed like a hurricane. Then everybody fled and then they didn't have the courage to chase the Saci anymore, for more or less ten days. Now I'm going to present “Your Request is Worth Prizes.” First request made by Sonia Regina, from Rio Bonito. It's the Saint-Exupéry ensemble “C’est la vie”. (He sings the song.) Now, the last request: made by Claudio de Almeida Bastos from Santo Amaro. With Roberto Leal: “Maria's Country.” (He sings the song.) Bye, guys! Talk to you next week!

He finishes and sits on the couch. There is a pause.

This is one of the moments when he allows space for some direct contact, sometimes for talking. The first part of the session, when he is performing, singing, I must keep quiet. I am the audience watching him, sitting at my place, and, little by little, while he tells stories, he is able to look at me, to watch me. This way, an aspect of his mind emerges, communicating through movements of the arms, eyes, when opening the cupboards, tapping the doors, etc., which all seem to be escaping from the performance that constitutes his defence.

The stories now have a structure, a sequence, logic, an evolution of content. Each time they are less chimerical and clearer. In the first part of the session, he “shoves me to a corner” in order to have a large space for himself. He seems to need to act this way, to keep his distance, and little by little (we aren't able to achieve it in every session) he gets closer, close enough for me to feel that I'm with someone in the room, to feel that I can hear him and he hears me, and both of us are aware of it. I am more able to follow his performances. Still, on countless occasions, I feel that I don't have anything to do in the context of the isolation in which he places me at those times. Many times, I try to get close by assuming one of the roles in the enactment game. Mário is always the narrator, the owner of the stories or the teacher of geography, history, etc.

I take an actual part in his performance, pretending to be the student who takes notes of what he is telling and repeating aloud what he is saying. My way of being with him is arguable, it's a probe planned to scrutinize his response and to know if it is useful to mark the boundaries of my presence in a material way. Maybe it would be more useful if I fought for room by trying to overcome feelings of helplessness brought on by that relationship.

To return to the session:

Mário pauses and sits down. He asks me to lend him Veja, a magazine belonging to the waiting room, saying that he will return it tomorrow. I ask him what he wants with a magazine for grownups. He says he likes to read the titles of the topics. I tell him that it's odd to like Veja at his age. Is it so he can feel like a grownup? Why?

 He says that he can't read it, only the titles. It is as if he didn't eat food but just looked at it.

Analyst: Tell me something that you like to eat.

Mário: Apple.

Analyst: So! Imagine that you think you've eaten an apple when, in reality, you have only stared at it?

(Mário is amazed and smiles.)

Analyst: So, if you don't get close to it, take it and bite, chew and swallow it, you don't take it inside. You don't get strong. You don't grow up.

Pause. He has listened to me all the time, sitting still, staring at me. Then, Mário plays a game. He takes the box of the Ludo board game which is next to him on the couch and says:

Mário: I pretend that the box is a car. The car is in the garage. He had lunch and now the guys, the family went out. He went out. He was going to travel. (He pushes the box up to the other end of the couch.) Then the truck came and crash! Then the fire started and all the family died…he died. Then, the car wasn't useful anymore and was all torn to pieces. End of the accident story.

He returns the box to its place. Then, he takes the cushion and tries to squeeze it his arms and lips, licks and sucks it, spits on it, throws it away, on the floor. Now, with his feet on the wall, he keeps staring at me and stroking the wall.


Mário (cunningly): Will you lend me Veja?

Analyst (laughing): Oh yeah! For you to show at home that you are the person in charge of keeping my things!

Mário smiles and pushes my chair with his feet. End of the session.

Throughout the following months, Mário's stories showed content that sometimes seemed to be connected to the “here and now” of the analytical relationship and sometimes seemed to be an externalization of his “thoughts” about
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