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On the seashore of endless worlds children meet.

The infinite sky is motionless overhead and the restless water is boisterous. On the seashore of endless worlds the children meet with shouts and dances.

They build their houses with sand, and they play with empty shells. With withered leaves they weave their boats and smilingly float them on the vast deep. Children have their play on the seashore of worlds.

They know not how to swim, they know not how to cast nets. Pearl-fishers dive for pearls, merchants sail in their ships, while children gather pebbles and scatter them again. They seek not for hidden treasures, they know not how to cast nets.

The sea surges up with laughter, and pale gleams the smile of the sea-beach. Death-dealing waves sing meaningless ballads to the children, even like a mother while rocking her baby’s cradle. The sea plays with children, and pale gleams the smile of the sea-beach.

On the seashore of endless worlds children meet. Tempest roams in the pathless sky, ships are wrecked in the trackless water, death is abroad and children play. On the seashore of endless worlds is the great meeting of children.

Rabindranath Tagore
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Foreword

Lesley Caldwell

In this collection, which grew out of a workshop series under her coordination, Annette Kuhn makes a plea for the revitalisation of cultural theory through the exploration and utilisation of object-relations, particularly the work on transitional objects and transitional phenomena of the psychoanalyst and paediatrician Donald Winnicott. Little Madnesses brings together critics, curators, artists, academics and clinicians concerned with the understanding of cultural texts, of those who consume them as viewers and readers, and of those who produce them. In so doing, it provides testimony to the wealth of ideas originating in a serious engagement with a major figure of British psychoanalysis who was dedicated to bringing psychoanalytic ideas to wider audiences. To work on cultural and aesthetic experience in this tradition is to raise the common ground between the infant and the mother/first caregiver and the baby’s dependence on that relationship for survival and growth. The contributors to this volume show the potential of this approach in their engagements with a range of diverse material, brought together by Winnicott’s own questions about the unconscious links between body, mind and cultural experience established in a mental space that emerges simultaneously with the materialisation of the earliest sense of self.

In proposing that the sources of imaginative production and pleasure reside in the mind’s ongoing encounters with others – both real and imaginary – in a space he termed ‘potential’, Winnicott linked the human ability to inhabit such a space, to be there, to the early emotional life of the infant. ‘What are we doing’ he asks, ‘when we are listening to a Beethoven symphony or going to a picture gallery and what is a child doing when sitting on the floor playing with toys under the aegis of the mother? And where are we (if anywhere at all) when we are doing what in fact we do a great deal of our time, namely enjoying ourselves?’ (Winnicott 2005f: 142). These questions are located in an account of emotional development that reverses the primacy of the drives of the Freudian legacy, arguing that the first task of the infant is the establishment of a separate self: only then can the baby recognise his or her own desire as his or her own. That is, an awareness of self and other involves the establishment of a state of mind that allows ‘creativity as a colouring of the whole attitude to external reality (Winnicott 2005c: 87). Through the temporal dimension of ‘going on being’ provided by the mother, a spatial dimension that is both conceptual and psychical emerges: its existence facilitates the baby’s separateness, and later the ordinary satisfactions of the adult (Winnicott 2005a).

One of the areas discussed in this book is that of being a cultural producer. This involves putting something personal and specific into a general arena (culture) to be shared, used and commented upon by others. It is the ‘place’ where these artefacts exist – its shape and delineation, and how it is characterised for the individual – that is psychoanalytically significant. What might be involved in the capacity to make and to make use of these artefacts, and how their use enables the person to be ‘with’ himself or herself, is increasingly identified by Winnicott as central to the aims of psychoanalysis and to what it means to be alive. Winnicott makes producer and consumer equivalent inasmuch as they use and make use of something in different ways. What consumer and producer share is the capacity to draw upon an internal place where each can put a symbolic object imbued with the creativity of the one and simultaneously eliciting the other’s wish to engage with it. The space created for the reader/viewer partakes of the space belonging to, and initially used by, its creator. Something of personal significance has a more general resonance. For Winnicott, creative work involves the way psychic location and mental space shape relations with self, with others, in memory and in the work of culture. This is part of what the idea of transitional space develops.

Discussion of transitional objects and transitional phenomena and what they offer links a clinical theory and practice which emphasises Winnicott as the pre-eminent psychoanalyst of health and of what it means to be a healthy individual, a perspective often lacking in psycho-analysis’s concern for treatment modalities and the understanding of the mind in difficulty. But if Winnicott stressed the normality of the transitional object, he also acknowledged its availability for pathological use, and its relevance to the clinician in conditions like addiction, obsessionality and perversion. A close reading of the two published versions (Winnicott 1953; 2005a) of ‘Transitional objects and transitional phenomena’, together with the transcript of the original 1951 paper held in the Wellcome Library’s archives, reveals the author’s ongoing debate with himself and his revisitings and revisions of these ideas on the basis of continuing clinical experience and wide response from the psychoanalytic community. Playing and Reality (first published in 1971), whose first chapter is substantially a reprinting of the earlier version, nonetheless revises it and gestures towards some possible shifts of emphasis in the account of the transitional object. Neither of the two clinical examples included in this 1971 version supports the non-pathological use of a transitional object: their inclusion is strangely unsatisfactory, an inconclusive response to the complexity of this, Winnicott’s best-known contribution.

But his commitment to the wider arena of potential space, the predominant emphasis adopted in Little Madnesses, is attested by his claim that it is Playing and Reality in its entirety that constitutes a sustained reflection on transitional phenomena and their importance for clinical psychoanalysis and a psychoanalytic investigation of cultural experience. The project of Playing and Reality contains the distillation of a lifetime of clinical work, and it is Winnicott’s interest in patients who cannot play or occupy the transitional arena that informs it. The papers on playing, creativity, psychical location and the split-off male and female elements to be found in men and women lend themselves to debates about aesthetic experience in ways that extend beyond Freud’s reductionism in cultural matters. They are themes embedded in theoretical advance and discussions of clinical technique in which psychoanalysts are still engaged. The papers on ‘The use of an object’ (Winnicott 2005d) and ‘The mirror role of mother and family in child development,’ (Winnicott 2005g), significant contributions respectively to a psychoanalytic theory of aggression and to the widening implications of the infantile acquisition of selfhood, also offer much to understanding cultural encounters and transitionality.

Playing as a creative experience in the space-time continuum is most thoroughly described, because to arrive at a first rudimentary capacity to inhabit the transitional area, then to play, later to dream, and later still to engage in an analysis, involves those processes of illusion and disillusion that, for Winnicott, form the basis of the child’s earliest contacts. Playing involves a relation with, and a care of, the self, it is a form of living well (Winnicott 2005b), and a mature capacity for playing depends on an ability to distinguish reality from fantasy and past from present; to give a space to the creative imagination which is neither delusional nor literal. In condensing both first symbol and first possession, the baby’s transitional object gathers together a material object and a framework for thinking about it. This leads on to its implications for adult cultural life.

A psychoanalytic investigation of cultural experience and a revaluation of ordinary life and ordinary satisfactions that draws on Winnicott involves an interrogation of the existence of a sustaining self, a self able to engage with and make use of the world, of relationships with persons and things located in ‘the potential space between the individual and the environment,’ a space of ‘maximally intense experiences’ (Winnicott 2005e: 138). Christopher Bollas’s paper, ‘The transformational object’ (Bollas 2011) develops the idea of the mother’s provision of a continuity of being as the condition of separateness and the illusion that enables it: in emphasising the first ‘environment mother’ as a process (from the point of view of the baby), Bollas ties her/this process to ‘cumulative internal and external transformations’ (2011: 2). A ‘transformational object’ is first experientially identified by the infant with processes that alter self-experience at Winnicott’s ‘relating to an object’ stage (what Bollas terms a ‘recurrent experience of being’).

The mother’s holding facilitates a ‘coming into being’ and then a ‘going on being’ – both processes of transformation. Bollas extends this to adult life, where an object is sought for its ‘function as a signifier of transformation’. Here, the object forms part of a psychic inventory of refinding or further elaborating the early processes through which the self emerged. Art continues these infantile transformational experiences in what it offers of the pleasures of self development, enjoyment and knowledge. The early mother-infant dyad remains as a memory trace shaping the adult’s encounter with the object-world. With Winnicott, Bollas maintains the object’s potential for hope: even in conditions of emotional difficulty, the search is for the traces of an early self embedded in the relation with the mother. In this account, compulsive behaviour is the symptom of a search for something that was there, and then withdrawn or lost: this hinges on a particular kind of understanding of deprivation as a wish to mend the ego structure. Bollas illustrates this by a discussion of both the artwork and the clinical situation. Winnicott relates the object’s becoming an object – its recognition as external and independent – to the active nature of the drive, which carries a ruthlessness that instantiates the existence of the world of the subject and of external reality. His proposal of the creation of the object through its being placed beyond the self, beyond the infant’s control, through the very same process that creates the infant as itself a separate unit through the loss of the external object as a subjective object is the theoretical advance of Winnicott’s great 1968 paper, ‘The use of an object and relating through identifications’ (Winnicott 2005d).

The ability to use the creative basis of destructiveness and the necessary aggression that forms part of the creativity of everyday life and of the work of art was initially dependent on the non-retaliatory response of the mother, that is, the actual role of the external object. This is vital to the process of ‘being found instead of placed by the subject in the world’. The ‘I’ of the infant subject, constituted along with the subjectivity of the object, the real mother who survives, is the guarantor of the continuing existence of an alive internal object. The otherness of the object and of external reality, created out of the infant’s destroying it, makes the child’s destructiveness of the (internal) object as the infant’s omnipotent creation an agent of transformation that continues in unconscious fantasy. But only the healthy individual can sustain these inevitably conflictual aspects of the psychical apparatus. An undeveloped internal relationship with fantasised subjective objects, a failure to develop the internal spaces that facilitate negotiation with otherness, may keep the person safe from an encounter with the world, but at the cost of really being alive. Winnicott develops the essential place of internal conflict established in the second Freudian model. Being able to use that conflict is the mark of the healthy individual and of the creativity he argues for as a common capacity of cultural producer and consumer.

In Little Madnesses, the interest in space and frame and in the changing forms of media and art and how these may be understood sit alongside a consistent attention to the kinds of interstitial skills deployed by cultural users and makers. The aim of Little Madnesses is to extend discussion of the person and the experience of being alive through research into cultural practices and cultural forms not traditionally considered psychoanalytic, by drawing on the psychoanalytic account deriving from Donald Winnicott. In so doing, Winnicott’s work may
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