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An earlier edition of this book was published in 1998 by The Free Association Press under the title Psychoanalytic Aesthetics: the British School, author Nicola Glover. Although the work was never printed in hard copy, it has been available on the Free Associations internet site (http://www.human-nature.com/free-associations/glover/index.html) and there is a facsimile of it in The British Library (http://catalogue.bl.uk:  Glover, Nicola).
Glover says in the Introduction that she wants to show that the British School’s approach to aesthetics is unique in that it constitutes a broadly humanistic and democratic view of artistic work. She states that the British School “…has the capacity to yield insights unobtainable in any other way.”, and British psychoanalysis “…seems to yield the most possibilities in tackling both the intra-psychic processes involved in creativity and the way these are implicated in the formal structure of art.” (p. xxiii)
In Chapter One Glover reviews Sigmund Freud’s essays on Leonardo da Vinci and Michelangelo. She criticises Freud for interpreting the content of their works in the light of their developmental issues and psychological conflicts. Glover argues that Freud’s approach was deficient in not addressing either the formal properties of these art works or their aesthetic value.

Chapter Two focuses on Melanie Klein’s theories of infant mental life. Glover believes that Klein’s theories about early infantile phantasy life lay the foundation for understanding the structural properties of works of art. The paranoid-schizoid position is the stage where an infant projects good and bad internal “objects” into its mother’s body, splits its mother into a good and bad mother, and phantasies it has omnipotent control over the mother. The depressive position is characterised by the infant experiencing its mother as a whole person, feeling anxiety about harming or destroying its mother, and being driven to repair or restore her if she is harmed or destroyed. Klein’s colleague, Hanna Segal, thought achieving the depressive position was necessary for artistic creativity. Segal believed an artist overcomes his or her anxieties of a damaged or lost mother through the production of a work of art that symbolically repairs the damaged mother or restores her. Thus, the artist enables the viewer to overcome their personal anxieties regarding their own lost or damaged mother.
Glover devotes a major section of the chapter to the art critic, Adrian Stokes, who was analysed by Klein. She discusses in detail his theory of carving and modelling as applied to the creation of works of art and to their critical appreciation. Carving is seen to be restorative, bringing the inner object to life from within the physical material; modelling is an attack on the material, forcing the artist’s internal objects into it. Carving is linked to the depressive position and phantasies of reparation; modelling is linked to the paranoid-schizoid position and phantasies of omnipotence.

The work of Wilfred Bion and Donald Meltzer are discussed in Chapter Four. Bion put forward a theory of how the infant learns to attach symbolic meaning—termed ‘alpha elements’ to the chaotic, unconscious sensations it experiences—called ‘beta’ elements. He saw this process as similar to what the artist does when he creates a work of art out of unconscious experience. Meltzer extended Bion’s views by arguing that all artistic creativity is based on the presence of an unconscious image of a couple engaged in sexual relations, embodied by the presence of a penis (e.g. the paint) contained inside a vagina (e.g. the canvas).

In Chapter Five, Glover looks at the work of the art educator and writer Anton Ehrenzweig. She feels his views are highly significant because he puts forward the theory that there is a creative logic to unconscious mental processes that cannot be grasped by the rational, reality oriented conscious mind. Instead of being seen as a reservoir of chaotic, regressive, primitive elements, unconscious processes are seen to be a constructive source of imagination, metaphors, and ideas.

The writings of Marion Milner (pen name Joanna Field) and Donald Winnicott are taken up in Chapter Six. Milner experienced her creativity as ‘sinister’ because the act of painting or drawing involving taking part of the world into oneself as if devouring one’s loved objects, and then bringing these parts back into the world in an act of rebirth. Donald Winnicott was a paediatrician who undertook psychoanalysis and developed a highly influential view of the mother-child relationship. Winnicott used the term ‘transitional object’ to denote how the infant learns to symbolise its experience in a ‘potential space’. The good enough mother facilitates this development by mirroring the infant’s creative productions.

In the final chapter of the book, Glover looks at the work of the art critic Peter Fuller and the philosopher Richard Wollheim. Fuller sees the abstract paintings of Robert Natkin and Mark Rothko’s as creating an illusionary space which is an expression of the stage of development where an infant is unable to differentiate between self and not-self; inside the skin and outside; and before and after in time. Wollheim believed the material painting is metaphorically the artist’s body or some part of the artist’s body, whether or not the content represents anything figuratively. Pictorial meaning is grounded in the artist’s ability to arouse in the viewer an experience that is isomorphic with the artist’s experience.

Glover’s book is ambitious and there is much of value in it. Her main purpose is to call attention rightly to the positive contribution of unconscious mental activity in artistic creativity and to argue against the view that unconscious processes are necessarily primitive and regressive. The primary failing of the book, however, is to deny the importance of historical, cultural, contextual, and stylistic influences in both the creation and appreciation of works of art.

One immediate issue is that Glover does not mention her earlier work published on the internet since 1998. I think she should have acknowledged in her Introduction that her book is an edited version of an earlier work that was available on the internet and in the British Library at the time of writing this review, and she ought to say in what ways it has been revised for the present edition.

A diverse range of artistic works are not covered in the book; Glover’s focus is almost entirely on drawing and painting. Whenever works of literature, poetry and drama are described in the book, they are used to support the theoretical views of the psychoanalyst being discussed. Because the book does not have any illustrations, plates, or reproductions of any works of visual art, it is impossible for a reader to see how these abstract theories apply to a specific work. Surrealism, the approach to painting that explicitly bases itself on psychoanalytic theories of unconscious mental processes and dream life, is not discussed at all in the book. The only writers who discuss works of art by known artists are the non-psychoanalysts—Stokes, Ehrenzweig, Fuller, and Wollheim.
A more serious issue arises in Glover’s detailed discussion of Stokes. In some cases, verbatim material is used from an essay, which is a version of the 4th William Townsend Memorial Lecture, originally delivered by Richard Wollheim at the Slade, University College, London. This paper can be found in its entirety on the Adrian Stokes website (http://adrianstokes.com/). The high degree of similarity in content and style between Wollheim’s essay and Glover’s discussion of Stokes suggests that they stem from the same source. Since Wollheim’s lecture and essay on Stokes dates back to around 1973 and was a tribute to Stokes following his death in 1972, it appears that Glover has taken material from Wollheim’s earlier essay regarding Stokes without either citing Wollheim or quoting him.

Creativity is discussed throughout the book in a highly generalised, abstract fashion. References in the book to the paintings of Segal’s patient ‘A’, Milner’s own paintings, Titian’s Annunciation, and Jones’s Houses in Naples are discussed as if they were all comparable creative acts expressing universal unconscious phantasy life. Despite her criticisms of Freud, Glover never addresses what these psychoanalysts might believe makes for greater or less aesthetic value in a work of art.

The mother-infant relationship is privileged throughout the book. I do not think Glover believes that conceptualising artistic creativity as stemming from rage, depression, and envy in the early mother-infant relationship is problematic. The traditional Freudian view of the importance of the father in family, group, and cultural life is totally ignored. Male figures, in the role of teachers, mentors, or masters in handing down a tradition of artisanship and craft through emulation and apprenticeship are completely neglected. The book reads as a highly gendered account of artistic creativity that privileges female and maternal influences over the male and paternal factors in the development of the artist.

Is there universal meaning stemming from the earliest phantasy life of infants present in artistic works? Possibly. However, I think the case has to be made using reasoned argument and providing objective evidence open to debate. Current research on the child’s development of a theory of mind casts serious doubt on the views of Klein and Segal regarding infant mental life. Imagery of a couple in sexual intercourse and phantasies about the inside of the mother’s body as a container are themselves developmentally achieved metaphors and symbols of creativity and are not a source or explanation of creativity.

Glover does not evaluate critically the fact that the aesthetic views of art critics who have undergone psychoanalytic therapy and who are imbued with psychoanalytic theory is not necessarily a gold standard. Psychoanalytic theories bias what is perceived in paintings as much as any other strongly held position. Psychoanalysts and art critics who adhere to Klein’s theories of infant mental life will perceive paintings through schemata and expectations arising from her theory. Many of the interpretations of paintings presented in the writings of Stokes and Wollheim are original, sensitive, challenging and insightful. However, many of their interpretations of a painting appear to be generated more by a need to perceive Klein’s theory in the painting than in responding to the painting in its cultural and historical context in an open, objective, and comprehensive fashion. For example, Wollheim’s interpretations of Jones’s paintings of old buildings in Naples as “reviving the infant’s perception of the body…close up, palpable, taken in through the eyes of desire or destruction.” (Painting as an Art, p. 345) and the foliage in the pictures as assuming “…the quality of fine-spun hair, curling against the body” (ibid, p. 340) may be one way of viewing these paintings, but neglect other more plausible interpretations of Jones’s style and artistic intentions.
In the Introduction Glover contrasts her views of the British School’s approach to aesthetics with her understanding of French psychoanalysts, such as Lacan, and French post-structuralist intellectuals, such as Barthes, Derrida, and Foucault. She asserts that  these French thinkers are radically anti-humanistic in regarding the Self as being constructed through the desire of others and linguistic usage.(p. xxii and xxiv) However, given her assertion that the British School puts forward a unique ‘corporeal’ view of artistic creativity, the absence of any acknowledgement of the work of Merleau-Ponty seems rather parochial.

Glover distances herself from the position that artistic creativity is determined by prevalent style, social context, and historical period. She dismisses the significance of tradition, apprenticeship, craftsmanship, trial and error, and technical skill in artistic activity. In contrast to her view, studies of successful, creative people highlight the importance of persistence, direction, focus and preparation in their work. Glover states that the question of how painting has come to be an art and more than a mundane copy of the world “…is one that the British Psychoanalytic tradition has been able to address perhaps more effectively than many other approaches to the visual arts.” (p. 229) However, many painters, when interviewed about their work, stress how much they are trying to represent the life, nature, and reality through the faculty of visual perception. Lucian Freud has stated, “Painters who use life itself as their subject-matter, working with the object in front of them, or constantly in mind, do so in order to translate life into art almost literally, as it were.” (“Some Thoughts on Painting”, Encounter, 111, No. 1, July 1954, pp. 23-24.)

The Kleinian approach to aesthetics is aligned with the philosophies of Plato and Kant. I think Glover’s understanding of Plato and Kant is confused. Plato saw art as part of the world of appearances from which we need to turn away in order to find Universal Forms. In The Republic, Socrates argued that the painter imitates life, which only has a secondary reality; pictures are second-hand, unreal, and tell us nothing about life. Kant, in his Critique of Judgement, called attention to the influence of both nature and artistic tradition and craftsmanship:  “By this the artist, having practised and corrected his taste by a variety of examples from nature or art, controls his work and, after many, and often laborious attempts to satisfy taste, find the form which commends itself to him.” (Section 47, The Relation of Genius to Taste) I do not think Glover sees that viewing art as imbued with infantile phantasies of bodily parts and functions is hardly a convincing argument for what she calls transcendental Truth or humanistic values in the British School.

Glover’s view of what she refers to as academic approaches to art also seems to be confused. It is not clear what ‘academics’ she is attacking in her conclusion when she states that academic approaches show “…no awareness of a distinction between sign systems and symbolic forms....” (p. 229) Moreover, they talk “…about the art symbol as if it were the [sic] merely the outcome or manifestation of ideological forces, the “basic assumptions” of society….”  (p. 229) Positivism is scorned as barren, and structural-linguistic approaches are attacked because they “…do not distinguish between explanation and description or between symbols and signs, or have any conception of psychic change and growth.” (p. 228) The repeated impugning of analytical and linguistic approaches to aesthetics as devaluing and anti-humanistic, instead of engaging with them in rational debate, is out of keeping in a book that seeks to be read as a serious scholarly study.

The overall style of the book makes for difficult reading and it could have benefited from more careful editing. The same abstract, theoretical ideas are repeated over and over, often using the same words and phrases. Chapters often begin discussing the views of a particular theorist, but in the middle of the discussion Glover digresses to go back over the views of a person already discussed, then refers to chapters later in the book where further discussion of the person being discussed will take place, and finally returns to finishing the discussion of the original person. The book is also marred by poor editing; for example:  the reference to the section on Stokes on Page 11 ending in ??, the misspelling of Bruegel as Brugel on Page 94, the existence of two Note 1’s on Pages 134 and 135, and a non-existent footnote 7 on Page 229.

In summary, I think that Glover’s goal of showing that the British School is humanistic, democratic, and sensitive to aesthetic value, and her resistance to social, historical, and conceptual approaches to art prevents her from seeing the limitations and biases of the Object Relations psychoanalytic approach to art. I think she was caught up in trying to depict the British School’s work on aesthetics in the most favourable light in order to refute the traditional criticism that psychoanalysts view artistic creativity as the product of neurotic conflicts or that unconscious mental activity is regressive and primitive. However, I feel what is needed is a more sophisticated discourse that seeks to integrate multiple interpretations of art stemming from art critics, art historians, and the actual artist, as well as psychoanalytic interpretations of symbolic form and content.
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