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In the course of the development of the individual there are critical
phases which have the character of change points, or periods of rapid
transition. Less familiar perhaps, though nonetheless real, are the crises
which occur around the age of 35 — which I shall term the mid-life crisis
— and at full maturity around the age of 65. It is the mid-life crisis with
which I shall deal in this paper.

When I say that the mid-life crisis occurs around the age of 35, I mean
that it takes place in the middle thirties, that the process of transition
runs on for some years, and that the exact period will vary among
individuals. The transition is often obscured in women by the proximity
of the onset of changes connected with the menopause. In the case of
men, the change has from time to time been referred to as the male
climacteric, because of the reduction in the intensity of sexual behaviour
which often occurs at that time.

Crisis in genius

I first became aware of this period as a critical stage in development
when I noticed a marked tendency towards crisis in the creative work of
great men in their middle and late thirties. It is clearly expressed by
Richard Church in his autobiography The Voyage Home:

There seems to be a biological reason for men and women, when they
reach the middle thirtics, finding themselves beset with misgivings.
agonizing inquiries, and a loss of zest. Is it that state which the

medieval schoolmen called accidie, the cardinal sin of spiritual sloth? I
believe it is.

This crisis may express itself in three different ways: the creative career
may simply come to an end, either in a drying-up of creative work, or
in actual death; the creative capacity may begin to show and express itself
for the first time; or a decisive change in the quality and content of
creativeness may take place.

Perhaps the most striking phenomenon is what happens to the death
rate among creative artists. I had got the impression that the age of 37
seemed to figure pretty prominently in the death of individuals of this
category. This impression was upheld by taking a random sample of
some 310 painters, composers, poets, Writers, and sculptors, of
undoubted greatness or of genius. The death rate shows a sudden jump
between 35 and 39, at which period it is much above the normal death
rate. The group includes Mozart, Raphael, Chopin, Rimbaud, Purcell,
Baudelaire, Watteau . . . There is then a big drop below the normal death
rate between the ages of 40 and 44, followed by a return to the normal
death rate pattern in the late forties. The closer one keeps to genius in
the sample, the more striking and clearcut is this spiking of the death rate
in mid-life.

The change in creativity which occurs during this period can be seen
in the lives of countless artists. Bach, for example, was mainly an
organist until his cantorship at Leipzig at 38, at which time he began his
colossal achievements as a composer. Rossini's life is described in the
following terms:

His comparative silence during the period 1832—1868 (i.e. from 40 to
his death at 74) makes his biography like the narrative of two lives —
swift triumph, and a long life of seclusion.

Racine had thirteen years of continuous success culminating in Phédre at
the age of 38; he then produced nothing for some twelve years. The
characteristic work of Goldsmith, Constable, and Goya emerged between
the ages of 35 and 38. By the age of 43 Ben Jonson had produced all
the plays worthy of his genius, although he lived to be 64. At 33
Gauguin gave up his job in a bank, and by 39 had established himself
in his creative career as a painter. Donatello’s work after 39 is described
by a critic as showing a marked change in style, in which he departed
from the statuesque balance of his earlier work and turned to the creation
of an almost instantaneous expression of life.

Goethe, between the ages of 37 and 39, underwent a profound change
in outlook, associated with his trip to Italy. As many of his biographers
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have pointed out, the importance of this journey and this period in his
life cannot be exaggerated. He himself regarded it as the climax to his
life. Never before had he gained such complete understanding of his
genius and mission as a poet. His work then began to reflect the classical
spirit of Greek tragedy and the Renaissance.

Michelangelo carried out a series of masterpieces until he was 40: his
‘David’ was finished at 29, the decoration of the roof of the Sistine
Chapel at 37, and his ‘Moses’ between 37 and 40. During the next fifteen
years little is known of any artistic work. There was a creative lull untl
at 55, he began to work on the great Medici monument and then later
on ‘The Last Judgement’ and frescoes in the Pauline Chapel.

Let me make it clear that I am not suggesting that the careers of most
creative persons either begin or end during the mid-life crisis. There are
few creative geniuses who live and work into maturity, in whom the
quality of greatness cannot be discerned in early adulthood in the form
either of created works or of the potential for creating them: Beethoven
Shakespeare, Goethe, Couperin, Ibsen, Balzac, Voltaire, Verdi, Handel
Goya, Diirer, to name but a very few at random. But there are equally
few in whom a decisive change cannot be seen in the quality of thes
work — in whose work the effects of their having gone through a mi
life crisis cannot be discerned. The reactions range all the way
severe and dramatic crisis, to a smoother and less troubled transition —
Jjust as reactions to the phase of adolescent crisis may range from s
disturbance and breakdown to relatively ordered readjustment to m
and sexual adulthood — but the effects of the change are there to
discerned. What then are the main features of this change?

There are two features which seem to me of outstanding importance
One of these has to do with the mode of work; the second has to
with the content of the work. Let me consider each of these in turn
shall use the phrase ‘early adulthood’ for the pre-mid-life phase,
‘mature adulthood’ for the post-mid-life phase.

Change in mode of work

I can best describe the change in mode of work which I have in mind
describing the extreme of its manifestation. The creativity of the tw
and the early thirties tends to be a hot-from-the-fire creativity. It
intense and spontaneous, and comes out ready-made. The spont
effusions of Mozart, Keats, Shelley, Rimbaud, are the prototype. Most
the work seems to go on unconsciously. The conscious production
rapid, the pace of creation often being dictated by the limits of the ars
capacity physically to record the words or music he is expressing.
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A vivid description of early adult type of work is given in Gittings’
biography of Keats:

Keats all this year had been living on spiritual capital. He had. used and
spent every experience almost as soon as it had come into his posses-
sion, every sight, person, book, emotion or thought had been
converted spontaneously into poetry. Could he or any other poet have
lasted at such a rate? ... He could write no more by these methods.
He realized this himself when he wished to compose as he said
‘without fever’. He could not keep this high pulse beating and endure.

By contrast, the creativity of the late thirties and after is a sculpted
creativity. The inspiration may be hot and intense. The unconscious work
is no less than before. But there is a big step between the first effusion
of inspiration and the finished created product. The inspiratic?n iFseif may
come more slowly. Even if there are sudden bursts of inspiration, they
are only the beginning of the work process. The initial inspiration must
first be externalized in its elemental state. Then begins the process of
forming and fashioning the external product, by means of working and
reworking the externalized material. I use the term sculpting because the
nature of the sculptor’s material — it is the sculptor working in stone of
whom I am thinking — forces him into this kind of relationship .with the
sroduct of his creative imagination. There occurs a process of mtf:rplay
between unconscious intuitive work and inspiration, and the considered
perception of the externally emergent creation and the reaction to u

In her note ‘A character trait of Freud’s’, Riviere (1958) describes
Freud’s exhorting her in connection with some psychoanalytic idea which
had occurred to her:

Write it, write it, put it down in black and white ... get it out,
produce it, make something of it — outside you, that is; give it an
existence independently of you.

This externalizing process is part of the essence of work in mature
sdulthood, when, as in the case of Freud, the initially externalized
material is not itself the end product, or nearly the end product, but is
rather the starting point, the object of further working over, modifica-
son, elaboration, sometimes for periods of years.

In distinguishing between the precipitate creativity of early adulthopd
and the sculpted creativity of mature adulthood, I do not want to give
the impression of drawing a hard and fast line between the two phases.
There are of course times when a creativé person in mature adulthood
will be subject to bursts of inspiration and rapid-fire creative production.



Melanie Klein Today: Other Fields of Work

Equally there will be found instances of mature and sculpted creative
work done in early adulthood. The ‘David’ of Michelangelo is, I think.
the supreme example of the latter.

But the instances where work in early adulthood has the sculpted ané
worked-over quality are rare. Sometimes, as in scientific work, there may
be the appearance of sculpted work. Young physicists in their twenties.
for example, may produce startling discoveries, which are the result of
continuous hard work and experimentation. But these discoveries result
from the application of modern theories about the structure of matter —
theories which themselves have been the product of the sculpted work
of mature adulthood of such geniuses as Thomson and Einstein.

Equally, genuinely creative work in mature adulthood may sometimes
not appear to be externally worked over and sculpted, and yet actually
be so. What seems to be rapid and unworked-over creation is commonly
the reworking of themes which have been worked upon before, or whics
may have been slowly emerging over the years in previous works. §
need look no farther than the work of Freud for a prime example of tha
process of books written rapidly, which are nevertheless the coming &=
fruition of ideas which have been worked upon, fashioned, reformulates
left incomplete and full of loose ends, and then reformulated once ag
in a surging forward through the emergence of new ideas for overcon
ing previous difficulties.

The reality of the distinction comes out in the fact that certain materiaks
are more readily applicable to the precipitate creativity of early adulthoad
than are others. Thus, for example, musical composition, lyrical poetsy.
are much more amenable to rapid creative production than are sculptisg
in stone or painting in oils. It is noteworthy, therefore, that whereas
there are very many poets and composers who achieve greatness in eashs
adulthood — indeed in their early twenties or their late teens — there
very few sculptors or painters in oils who do so. With oil paint
stone, the working relationship to the materials themselves is of in
tance, and demands that the creative process should go through the st
of initial externalization and working-over of the externalized prodme
The written word and musical notation do not of necessity have ¢
same plastic external objective quality. They can be sculpted and workes
over, but they can also readily be treated merely as a vehicle for e
immediate recording of unconsciously articulated products which

brought forward whole and complete — or nearly so.

Quality and content of creativity

The change in mode of work, then, between early and mature adulthe
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is a change from precipitate to sculpted creativity. Let me now consider
for a moment the change in the quality and content of the creativity. The
change I have in mind is the emergence of a tragic and philosophical
content which then moves on to serenity in the creativity of mature
adulthood, in contrast to a more characteristically lyrical and descriptive
content to the work of early adulthood. This distinction is a commonly
held one, and may perhaps be considered sufficiently self-evident to
require little explication or argument. It is implied, of course, in my
choice of the adjectives ‘early’ and ‘mature’ to qualify the two phases of
adulthood which I am discussing.

The change may be seen in the more human. tragic and less fictitious
and stage quality of Dickens’s writing from David Copperfield (which he
wrote at 37) onwards. It may be seen also in the transition in Shakespeare
from the historical plays and comedies to the tragedies. When he was
about 31, in the midst of writing his lyrical comedies, he produced Romeo
and Juliet. The great series of tragedies and Roman plays, however, began
w0 appear a few years later; Julius Caesar, Hamlet, Othello, King Lear, and
Macheth are believed to have been written most probably between the
ages of 35 and 40.

There are many familiar features of the change in question. Late adoles-
cent and early adult idealism and optimism accompanied by split-off and
projected hate, are given up and supplanted by a more contemplative
pessimism. There is a shift from radical desire and impatience to a more
seflective and tolerant conservatism. Beliefs in the inherent goodness of
man are replaced by a recognition and acceptance of the fact that inherent
goodness is accompanied by hate and destructive forces within, which
contribute to man’s own misery and tragedy. To the extent that hate,
destruction, and death are found explicitly in early adult creativeness,
they enter in the form of the satanic or the macabre, as in Poe and in
Baudelaire, and not as worked-through and resolved anxieties.

The spirit of early adult creativeness is summed up in Shelley’s
Prometheus Unbound. In her notes on this work, Shelley’s wife has written:

The prominent feature of Shelley’s theory of the destiny of the
human species is that evil is not inherent in the system of the Creation,
but an accident that might be expelled ... God made Earth and Man
perfect, till he by his fall ‘brought death into the world, and all our
woe’. Shelley believed that mankind had only to will that there should
be no evil in the world and there would be none. ... He was attached
to this idea with fervent enthusiasm.

This early adult idealism is built upon the use of unconscious denial and
manic defences as normal processes of defence against two fundamental
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features of human life — the inevitableness of eventual death, and the
existence of hate and destructive impulses inside each person. I shall try
to show that the explicit recognition of these two features, and the bring-
ing of them into focus, is the quintessence of successful weathering of the
mid-life crisis and the achievement of mature adulthood.

It is when death and human destructiveness — that is to say, both
death and the death instinct — are taken into account, that the quality and
content of creativity change to the tragic, reflective, and philosophical
The depressive position must be worked through once again, at a qualita-
tively different level. The misery and despair of suffering and chaos
unconsciously brought about by oneself are encountered and must be
surmounted for life to be endured and for creativity to continue. Nemesis
is the key, and tragedy the theme, of its recognition.

The successful outcome of mature creative work lies thus in construe=
tive resignation both to the imperfections of men and to shortcomings i=
one’s own work. It is this constructive resignation that then impars
serenity to life and work.

The Divine Comedy

I have taken these examples from creative genius because I believe the
essence of the mid-life crisis is revealed in its most full and rounded fors
in the lives of the great. It will have become manifest that the crisis
a depressive crisis, in contrast to the adolescent crisis, which tends to &=
a paranoid-schizoid one. In adolescence, the predominant outcome
serious breakdown is schizophrenic illness; in mid-life the predomi
outcome is depression, or the consequences of defence against depresswe
anxiety as reflected in manic defences, hypochondriasis, obsessions
mechanisms, or superficiality and character deterioration. Works
through the mid-life crisis calls for a reworking through of the i
depression, but with mature insight into death and destructive imps
to be taken into account.
This theme of working through depression is magnificently expres
in The Divine Comedy. This masterpiece of all time was begun by D
following his banishment from Florence at the age of 37. In the opes
stanzas he creates his setting in words of great power and tremendess
psychological depth. He begins:

In the middle of the journey of our life, I came to myself within 2 &
wood where the straight way was lost. Ah, how hard it is to =2
that wood, savage and harsh and dense, the thought of which
my fear. So bitter is it that death is hardly more.
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These words have been variously interpreted; for example, as an alle-
gorical reference to the entrance to Hell, or as a reflection of the poet’s
state of mind on being forced into exile, homeless and hungry for justice.
They may, however, be interpreted at a deeper level as the opening scene
of a vivid and perfect description of the emotional crisis of the mid-life
phase, a crisis which would have gripped the mind and soul of the poet
whatever his religious outlook, or however settled or unsettled his exter-
nal affairs. The evidence for this conclusion exists in the fact that during
the years of his early thirties which preceded his exile, he had already
begun his transformation from the idyllic outlook of the Vita Nuova (age
27—29) through a conversion to ‘philosophy’ which he allegorized in the
Convivio written when he was between 36 and 38 years of age.

Even taken quite literally, The Divine Comedy is a description of the
poet’s first full and worked-through conscious encounter with death. He
s led through hell and purgatory by his master Virgil, eventually to find
his own way, guided by his beloved Beatrice, into paradise. His final
zapturous and mystical encounter with the being of God, represented to
him in strange and abstract terms, was not mere rapture, not simply a
being overwhelmed by a mystical oceanic feeling. It was a much more
mighly organized experience. It was expressly a vision of supreme love
and knowledge, with control of impulse and of will, which promulgates
the mature life of greater ease and contemplation which follows upon the
working-through of primitive anxiety and guilt, and the return to the
srimal good object.

Dante explicitly connects his experience of greater mental integration,
and the overcoming of confusion, with the early infantile relation to the
srimal good object. As he nears the end of the 33rd Canto of ‘Paradiso’,
#e climax of his whole grand scheme, he explains:

Now my speech will come more short even of what I remember than
an infant's who yet bathes his tongue at the breast.

But the relationship with the primal good object is one in which repara-
son has been made, Purgatorio has been traversed, loving impulses have
some into the ascendant, and the cruelty and harshness of the superego
sxpressed in the inferno have been relieved. Bitterness has given way to
somposure.

In Dante, the result of this deep resolution is not the reinforcing of
sanic defence and denial which characterizes mystical experience fused
with magic omnipotence; but rather the giving up of manic defence, and
sonsequent strengthening of character and resolve, under the dominion of
love. As Croce has observed:
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What is not found in the ‘Paradiso’, for it is foreign to the spirit of
Dante, is flight from the world, absolute refuge in God, asceticism. He
does not seek to fly from the world, but to instruct it, correct it, and
reform it ... he knew the world and its doings and passions.

Awareness of personal death

Although I have thus far taken my examples from the extremes of
genius, my main theme is that the mid-life crisis is a reaction which not
only occurs in creative genius, but manifests itself in some form in
everyone. What then is the psychological nature of this reaction to the
mid-life situation, and how is it to be explained?

The simple fact of the situation is the arrival at the mid-point of life.
What is simple from the point of view of chronology, however, is not
simple psychologically. The individual has stopped growing up, and has
begun to grow old. A new set of external circumstances has to be met
The first phase of adult life has been lived. Family and occupation have
become established (or ought to have become established unless the
individual’s adjustment has gone seriously awry); parents have grows
old, and children are at the threshold of adulthood. Youth and childhood
are past and gone, and demand to be mourned. The achievement of
mature and independent adulthood presents itself as the main psyche=
logical task. The paradox is that of entering the prime of life, the stage
of fulfilment, but at the same time the prime and fulfilment are dated
Death lies beyond.

I believe, and shall try to demonstrate, that it is this fact of the entrs
upon the psychological scene of the reality and inevitability of one’s ows
eventual personal death, that is the central and crucial feature of the mid-
life phase — the feature which precipitates the critical nature of
period. Death — at the conscious level — instead of being a ge
conception, or an event experienced in terms of the loss of someone
becomes a personal matter, one’s own death, one’s own real and a
mortality. As Freud (1915) has so accurately described the matter:

We were prepared to maintain that death was the necessary outc
of life. ... In reality, however, we were accustomed to behave as if &
were otherwise. We displayed an unmistakable tendency to ‘sh
death, to eliminat~ it from life. We tried to hush it up. ... That is o=
own death, of course. ... In the unconscious everyone is convinced

his own immortality.

This attitude towards life and death, written by Freud in another co
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aptly expresses the situation which we all encounter in mid-life. The
reality of one’s own personal death forces itself upon our attention and
can no longer so readily be shelved. A 36-year-old patient, who had been
in analysis for seven years, and was in the course of working through
a deep depressive reaction which heralded the final phase of his analysis
some eighteen months later, expressed the matter with great clarity. ‘Up
tll now’, he said, ‘life has seemed an endless upward slope, with nothing
but the distant horizon in view. Now suddenly I seem to have reached
the crest of the hill, and there stretching ahead is the downward slope
with the end of the road in sight — far enough away it’s true — but there
is death observably present at the end’.

From that point on this patient’s plans and ambitions took on a
different hue. For the first time in his life he saw his future as
crcumscribed. He began his adjustment to the fact that he would not be
able to accomplish in the span of a single lifetime everything he had
desired to do. He could achieve only a finite amount. Much would have
to remain unfinished and unrealized.

This perspective on the finitude of life was accompanied by a greater
solidity and robustness in his outlook, and introduced a new quality of
earthly resignation. It reflected a diminishing of his unconscious wish for
immortality. Such ideas are commonly lived out in terms of denial of
mourning and death, or in terms of ideas of immortality, from notions
of reincarnation and life after death, to notions of longevity like those
expressed by the successful 28-year-old novelist who writes in his diary,
1 shall be the most serious of men, and I shall live longer than any man’.

Unconscious meaning of death

How each one reacts to the mid-life encounter with the reality of his
own eventual death — whether he can face this reality, or whether he
denies it — will be markedly influenced by his infantile unconscious
relation to death — a relationship which depends upon the stage and
=ature of the working through of the infantile depressive position, as
Melanie Klein discovered and vividly described (1940, 1955). Let me
zaraphrase her conclusions.

The infant’s relation with life and death occurs in the setting of his
survival being dependent on his external objects, and on the balance of
sower of the life and death instincts which qualify his perception of those
obiects and his capacity to depend upon them and use them. In the
depressive position in infancy, under conditions of prevailing love, the
good and bad objects can in some measure be synthesized, the ego
Secomes more integrated, and hope for the re-establishment of the good
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object is experienced; the accompanying overcoming of grief and regain-
ing of security is the infantile equivalent of the notion of life.

Under conditions of prevailing persecution, however, the working
through of the depressive position will be to a greater or lesser extent
inhibited; reparation and synthesis fail; and the inner world is uncon-
sciously felt to coptain the persecuting and annihilating devoured and
destroyed bad breast, the ego itself feeling in bits. The chaotic internal
situation thus experienced is the infantile equivalent of the notion of death.

Ideas of immortality arise as a response to these anxieties, and as a
defence against them. Unconscious phantasies of immortality are the
counterpart of the infantile phantasies of the indestructible and hence
immortal aspect of the idealized and bountiful primal object. These phan-
tasies are equally as persecuting as the chaotic internal situation they are
calculated to mitigate. They contain omnipotent sadistic triumph, and
increase guilt and persecution as a result. And they lead to feelings of
intolerable helplessness through dependence upon the perfect object
which becomes demanding of an equal perfection in behaviour.

Does the unconscious, then, have a conception of death? The views of
Melanie Klein and those of Freud may seem not to correspond. Klein
assumes an unconscious awareness of death. Freud assumes that the
unconscious rejects all such awareness. Neither of these views, taken at
face value, is likely to prove correct. Nor would I expect that either of
their authors would hold to a literal interpretation of their views. The
unconscious is not aware of death per se. But there are unconscious
experiences akin to those which later appear in consciousness as notions
of death. Let me illustrate such experiences.

A 47-year-old woman patient, suffering from claustrophobia and a
variety of severe psychosomatic illnesses, recounted a dream in which she
was lying in a coffin. She had been sliced into small chunks, and was
dead. But there was a spider’s-web-thin thread of nerve running through
every chunk and connected to her brain. As a result she could experience
everything. She knew she was dead. She could not move or make any
sound. She could only lie in the claustrophobic dark and silence of the
coffin.

I have selected this particular dream because I think it typifies the
unconscious fear and experience of death. It is not in fact death in the
sense in which consciously we think about it, but an unconscious phan-
tasy of immobilization and helplessness, in which the self is subject to
violent fragmentation, while yet retaining the capacity to experience the
persecution and torment to which it is being subjected. When these phan-
tasies of suspended persecution and torture are of pathological intensity,
they are characteristic of many mental conditions: catatonic states,
stupors, phobias, obsessions, frozen anxiety, simple depression.
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A case of denial of death

In the early adult phase, before the mid-life encounter with death, the
full-scale reworking-through of the depressive position does not as yet
necessarily arise as a part of normal development. It can be postponed.
It is not a pressing issug. It can be put to one side, until circumstances
demand more forcibly that it be faced.

In the ordinary course of events, life is full and active. Physiologically,
full potency has been reached, and activity — social, physical, economic,
sexual — is to the fore. It is a time for doing, and the doing is flavoured
and supported to a greater or lesser degree — depending on the emotional
adjustment of the individual — by the activity and denial as part of the
manic defence. _

The early adult phase is one, therefore, in which successful activity can
in fact obscure or conceal the operation of strong manic defences. But the
depressive anxiety that is thus warded off will be encountered in due
course. The mid-life crisis thrusts it forward with great intensity, and it
can no longer be pushed aside if life is not to be impoverished.

This relationship between adjustment based upon activity in the early
adult phase, and its failure in mid-life if the infantile depressive position
is not unconsciously (or consciously, in analysis) worked through again,
may be illustrated in the case of a patient, Mr N, who had led a
successful life by everyday standards up to the time he came into
analysis. He was an active man, a ‘doer’. He had been successful in his
career through intelligent application and hard work, was married with
three children, had many good friends, and all seemed to be going very
well.

The idealized content of this picture had been maintained by an active
carrying on of life, without allowing time for reflection. His view was
that he had not come to analysis for himself, but rather for a kind of
tutorial purpose — he would bring his case history to me and we would
have a clinical seminar in which we would conduct a psychoanalytic
evaluation of the case material he had presented.

As might be expected, Mr N had great difficulty in coping with
ambivalence. He was unconsciously frightened of any resentment, envy,
jealousy, or other hostile feelings towards me, maintaining an attitude of
idealized love for me and tolerant good nature towards every attempt on
my part to analyse the impulses of destructiveness, and the feelings of
persecution which he was counteracting by this idealization.

When we finally did break through this inability to cope with
ambivalence — indeed a pretty complete unfamiliarity with the experience
— it emerged that, in all his relationships, his idealization was inevitably
followed by disappointment — a disappointment arising out of failure to
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get the quality of love he was greedily expecting in return, and nursed
by the envy of those whom he idealized.

It was out of the analysis of material of this kind that we were able
to get at the reflection in the analysis of his early adult mode of adjust-
ment. He admitted that he was ill, and that unconscious awareness of his
illness undoubtedly was the main reason for his seeking analysis. Being
active, and overconcerned for others, were soporifics, to which he had
become addicted. Indeed, he confessed, he had resented my analysis
taking this defensive addiction away from him. He had secretly enter-
tained ideas of stopping his analysis ‘because all this thinking about
myself, instead of doing things, is no good. Now I realize that I have
been piling up my rage against you inside myself, like I've done with
everyone else’.

Thus it was that during the first year of his analysis, the patient lived out
many of the techniques which had characterized his early adult adjust-
ment. It was with the onset of the Christmas holiday that the
unconscious depressive anxiety, which was the main cause of his distur-
bance in mid-life, came out in full force. It is this material that illustrates
the importance of the depressive position and unconscious feelings about
death in relation to the mid-life crisis.

He had shown definite signs before the holiday of feelings of being
abandoned, saying that not only would he not see me, but his friends
were to be away as well. Three days before the end of the holiday, he
telephoned me and, in a depressed and tearful voice, asked if he could
come to see me. I arranged a session that same evening.

When he came to see me, he was at first afraid to lie on the couch.
He said that he wanted just to talk to me, to be comforted and reassured.
He then proceeded to tell me how, from the beginning of the holiday,
a black gloom had settled upon him. He yearned for his mother to be
alive, so that he could be with her and be held and loved by her. ‘I just
felt completely deserted and lost’, he said. ‘I sat for hour after hour,
unable to move or to do any work. I wanted to die. My thoughts were
filled with suicide. Then I became terrified of my state of mind. That’s
why I 'phoned you. I just had never conceived it as even remotely possi-
ble that I could lose my self-control like this.” Things were made
absolutely unbearable, he then explained, when one of his children had
become nearly murderously aggressive towards his wife a few days
before. His world seemed to have gone to pieces.

This material, and other associations, suggested that his wife stood for
the bad aspect of his mother, and his son for the sadistic murderous part
of himself. In his fear of dying, he was re-experiencing his own
unconscious phantasies of tearing his mother to pieces, and he then felt
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abandoned and lost. As I interpreted on these lines, he interjected that the
worst thing was the feeling of having gone to pieces himself. ‘I can’t
stand it’, he said, ‘I feel as though I'm going to die’.

I then recalled to him a dream he had had just before the holiday,
which we had not had time to analyse, and which contained material of
importance in the understanding of his infantile perception of being dead.
In this dream he was a small boy sitting crying on the kerb in his home
town. He had dropped a bottle of milk. It lay in jagged shattered bits
in the gutter. The fresh good milk ran away, dirtied by contact with the
muck in the gutter. One of his associations to the dream was that he had
broken the bottle by his own ineptness. It was no use moaning and
crying over the spilt milk, since it was himself, after all, who had caused
the damage.

I related his dream to his feeling of being abandoned by me. I was the
bottle of milk — containing good milk — which he destroyed in his
murderous rage because I abandoned him and went dry. He
unconsciously felt the Christmas holiday as losing me, as he felt he had
lost his mother and the good breast, because of his ineptness — his
violence and lack of control — and his spoiling me internally with his
anal muck. He then felt internally persecuted and torn to pieces by the
jagged bits of the bottle, representing the breast, myself, an.d tht? analysis;
as Klein (1955, p. 313) has expressed it, ‘the breast taken in with hatred
becomes the representative of the death instinct within’.

I would conclude that he had unconsciously attempted to avoid depres-
sion by paranoid-schizoid techniques of splitting and deflecting }'xis
murderous impulses away from me, through his son against his wife.
These techniques had now begun to fail, however, because of previous
analytical work with respect to his splitting and denial. Whereas he 1}ad
been able to deny what in fact turned out to be a pretty bad situation
in his home, by perceiving it merely as the product of his own projec-
tions, he now became filled with guilt, anxiety, and despair, as he began
to appreciate more that in reality the relationships at hop}e were
genuinely intolerable and dangerous, and were not just a projection of his
own internal chaos and confusion.

During the succeeding months, we were able to elaborate more fully his
attitude towards death as an experience of going to pieces.

A connection between his phobic attitude to death and his escape into
activity was manifested, for instance, in his recalling one day a.slogan
that had always meant so much to him — ‘Do or die’. But now it came
to him that he had always used his own personal abbreviation of the
slogan — simply ‘Do’. The possibility of dying just did not consciously
exist for him.
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On one occasion he demonstrated at first hand how his fear of death
had caused him always to retreat from mourning. A friend of his died.
The patient was the strong and efficient one, who made all the necessary
arrangements, while friends and family stood about helplessly, bathed in
tears and paralysed with sorrow. He experienced no feeling — just clear-
headedness and a sense of action for the arrangements which had to be
made. He had always been the same, had done the same when his father
and his mother had died. More than that, however, when I interpreted
his warding-off of depression by means of denial of feeling and refuge
in action, he recalled an event which revealed the unconscious chaos and
confusion stirred within him by death. He remembered how, when 2
cousin of his had suddenly collapsed and died a few years before, he had
run back-and forth from the body to the telephone to call for a doctor,
oblivious of the fact that a small group of people had gathered about the
body, and not realizing that everyone but himself was perfectly aware
that his cousin was quite dead, and had been for some time before he
arrived upon the scene.

The chaos and confusion in the patient in connection with death, I would
ascribe to his unconscious infantile phantasies equivalent to death — the
phantasies of the destroyed and persecuting breast, and of his ego being
cut to pieces.

Mainly, I think, because of the love he got from his father, probably
reinforcing his own innate good impulses and what he has had described
to him as good breast-feeding in the first five weeks with his mother, he
had been able to achieve a partial working through of the infantile
depressive position, and to develop his good intellectual capacities. The
partial character of his working through was shown in the extent of his
manic denial and activity, and his excessive use of splitting, introjection
and projection, and projective and introjective identification.

During the period of early adulthood — the twenties and early thirties
— the paranoid-schizoid and manic defence techniques were sufficiently
effective. By means of his apparent general success and obsessional
generosity, he was able to live out the role of the good mother
established within, to nurture the good part of himself projected into
others, to deny the real situation of envy and greed and destructiveness
expressed by him as his noxiousness, and to deny the real impoverish-
ment of his emotional life, and lack of genuine love and affection in his
behaviour as both husband and father.

With the onset of mature adulthood in his mid-thirties, his defensive
techniques began to lose their potency. He had lost his youth, and the
prospect of middle age and of eventual death stimulated a repetition and
a reworking-through of the infantile depressive position. The
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unconscious feelings of persecution and annihilation which death
represented to him were re-awakened.

He had lost his youth. And with both his parents dead, nobody now
stood between himself and the grave. On the contrary, he had become
the barrier between his children and their perception of death. Acceptance
of these facts required constructive resignation and detachment. Uncon-
sciously such an outlook requires the capacity to maintain the internal
good object, and to achieve a resigned attitude to shortcomings and
destructive impulses in oneself, and imperfections in the internal good
object. My patient’s unconscious phantasies of intolerable noxiousness,
his anxieties of having polluted and destroyed his good primal object so
that he was lost and abandoned and belonged nowhere, and his
unconscious phantasies of the badness of his internalized mother as well
as his father, precluded such detachment and resignation. The psycho-
logical defences which had supported his adjustment in early adult life —
an adjustment of a limited kind, of course, with a great core of emotional
impoverishment — failed him at the mid-life period when, to the
persecutory world in which he unconsciously lived, were added his
anxieties about impending middle and old age, and death. If he had had
a less well established good internal object, and had been innately less
constructive and loving, he might have continued his mature adult life
along lines similar to his early adult type of adjustment; but if he had,
[ think his mid-life crisis would have been the beginning of a deteriora-
tion in his character, and bouts of depression and psychosomatic illness,
due to the depth and chronicity of his denial and self-deception, and his
distorted view of external reality.

As it has worked out, however, the positive factors in his personality
make-up enabled him to utilize his analysis, for which he developed a
deep sense of value and appreciation. The overcoming of splitting and
fragmentation first began to show in a session in which, as out of
nowhere, he saw two jagged edged right-angled triangles. They moved
together, and joined to make a perfect square. I recalled the dream with
the broken bits of bottle to him. He replied, ‘It's odd you should
mention that; I was just thinking of it. It feels like the bits of glass are
coming together’.

Evasion of awareness of death

One case history does not of course prove a general thesis. It can only
illustrate a theme, and the theme in this instance is the notion that the
circumstances met by this patient at the mid-life phase are representative
of a general pattern of psychological change at this stage of life. The
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extent to which these changes are tied up with physiological changes is
a question I am not able to tackle. One can readily conjecture, however,
that the connection must be an important one — libido, the life-creating
impulse, represented in sexual drive, is diminishing, and the death instinct
is coming relatively more into the ascendant.

The sense of the agedness of parents, coupled with the maturing of
children into adults, contributes strongly to the sense of ageing — the
sense that it is one’s own turn next to grow old and die. This feeling
about the age of parents is very strong — even in patients whose parents
died years before there is the awareness at the mid-life period that their
parents would then have been reaching old age.

In the early adult phase of life, contemplativeness, detachment, and
resignation are not essential components of pleasure, enjoyment and
success. Manically determined activity and warding off of depression may
therefore — as in the case of Mr N — lead to a limited success and
pleasure. Splitting and projection techniques can find expression in what
are regarded as perfectly normal patterns of passionate support for
idealized causes, and equally passionate opposition to whatever may be
felt as bad or reactionary.

With the awareness of the onset of the last half of life, unconscious
depressive anxieties are aroused, and the repetition and continuation of
the working through of the infantile depressive position are required. Just
as in infancy — to quote Klein again (1940) — ‘satisfactory relations to
people depend upon the infant’s having succeeded against the chaos
inside him (the depressive position) and having securely established his
“good” internal objects’, so in mid-life the establishment of a satisfactory
adjustment to the conscious contemplation of one’s own death depends
upon the same process, for otherwise death itself is equated with the
depressive chaos, confusion, and persecution, as it was in infancy.

When the prevailing balance between love and hate tends more
towards the side of hate, when there is instinctual defusion, there is an
overspill of destructiveness in any or all of its various forms — seli=
destruction, envy, grandiose omnipotence, cruelty, narcissism, greed —
and the world is seen as having these persecuting qualities as well. Lowe
and hate are split apart; destruction is no longer mitigated by tenderness.
There is little or no protection from catastrophic unconscious phantasies
of annihilating one’s good objects. Reparation and sublimation, the
processes which underlie creativeness, are inhibited and fail. And in the
deep unconscious world there is a gruesome sense of invasion and habita~
tion by the psychic objects which have been annihilated.

In primitive terms, the process of sculpting is experienced partly as 2
projective identification, in which the fear of dying is split off amd
projected into the created object (representing the creative breast). Undes
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the dominance of destructiveness the created object, like the breast, is felt
to

remove the good or valuable element in the fear of dying, and to force
the worthless residue back into the infant. The infant who started with
a fear that he was dying ends up by containing a nameless dread (Bion
1962).

The conception of death is denuded of its meaning, and the process of
sculpted creativity is stopped. It is the experience of a patient who,
having created a work of art by spontaneous effusion, found that ‘it goes
dead on me; I don’t want to have anything more to do with it; I can
never work on it further once it is outside, so I can never refine it; it
completely loses its meaning for me — it’s like a strange and foreign
thing that has nothing to do with me’.

The ensuing inner chaos and despair is unconsciously phantasied in
terms akin to an inferno: ‘I came to myself within a dark wood . . . savage and
harsh and dense.’ If this state of mind is not surmounted, hate and death
must be denied, pushed aside, warded off, rejected. They are replaced by
unconscious phantasies of omnipotence, magic immortality, religious
mysticism, the counterpart of infant phantasies of being indestructible
and under the protective care of some idealized and bountiful figure.

A person who reaches mid-life, either without having successfully
established himself in marital and occupational life, or having established
himself by means of manic activity and denial with consequent emotional
impoverishment, is badly prepared for meeting the demands of middle
age, and getting enjoyment out of his maturity. In such cases, the mid-
life crisis, and the adult encounter with the conception of life to be lived
in the setting of an approaching personal death, will likely be experienced
as a period of psychological disturbance and depressive breakdown. Or
breakdown may be avoided by means of a strengthening of manic
defences, with a warding off of depression and persecution about ageing
and death, but with an accumulation of persecutory anxiety to be faced
when the inevitability of ageing and death eventually demands recogni-
ton.

The compulsive attempts, in many men and women reaching middle
age, to remain young, the hypochondriacal concern over health and
appearance, the emergence of sexual promiscuity in order to prove youth
and potency, the hollowness and lack of genuine enjoyment of life, and
the frequency of religious concern, are familiar patterns. They are
attempts at a race against time. And in addition to the impoverishment
of emotional life contained in the foregoing activities, real character
deterioration is always possible. Retreat from psychic reality encourages
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intellectual dishonesty, and a weakening of moral fibre and of courage.
Increase in arrogance, and ruthlessness concealing pangs of envy — or
self-effacing humbleness and weakness concealing phantasies of omni-
potence — are symptomatic of such change.

These defensive phantasies are equally as persecuting, however, as the
chaotic and hopeless internal situation they are meant to mitigate. They
lead to attempts at easy success, at a continuation on a false note of the
early adult lyricism and precipitate creation — that is, creation which, by
avoiding contemplation, now seeks not to express but to avoid contact
with the infantile experience of hate and of death. Instead of creative
enhancement by the introduction of the genuinely tragic, there is
emotional impoverishment — a recoil away from creative development.
As Freud incisively remarked: ‘Life loses in interest, when the highest
stake in the game, life itself, may not be risked.” Here is the Achilles heel
of much young genius.

Working through the depressive position

When, by contrast, the prevailing balance between love and hate is on the
side of love, there is instinctual fusion, in which hate can be mitigated
by love, and the mid-life encounter with death and hate takes on 2
different hue. Revived are the deep unconscious memories of hate, not
denied but mitigated by love; of death and destruction mitigated by
reparation and the will to live; of good things injured and damaged by
hate, revived again and healed by loving grief; of spoiling envy mitigated
by admiration and by gratitude; of confidence and hope, not through
denial, but through the deep inner sense that the torment of grief and
loss, of guilt and persecution, can be endured and overcome if faced by
loving reparation.

Under constructive circumstances, the created object in mid-life is
experienced unconsciously in terms of the good breast which would in
Bion’s (1962) terms

moderate the fear component in the fear of dying that had beem
projected into it and the infant in due course would re-introject a now
tolerable and consequently growth stimulating part of its personality.

In the sculpting mode of work the externally created object, instead of
being experienced as having impoverished the personality, is uncom=
sciously re-introjected, and stimulates further unconscious creativeness.
The created object is experienced as life-giving. The transformation of
the fear component in the fear of dying into a constructive experience
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is forwarded. The thought of death can be carried in thinking, and not
predominantly in projective identification, so that the conception of death
can begin to find its conscious realization. The reality-testing of death
can be carried out in thinking, separated partly from the process of
creating an external object. At the same time the continuing partial iden-
tification of the creative sculpting with the projection and re-introjection
of the fear of dying gives a stimulus to the sculpting process because of
its success in forwarding the working through of the infantile projective
identification with a good breast.

Thus in mid-life we are able to encounter the onset of the tragedy of
personal death with the sense of grief appropriate to it. We can live with
it, without an overwhelming sense of persecution. The infantile depres-
sive position can be further worked through unconsciously, supported by
the greater strength of reality-testing available to the nearly mature
individual. In so reworking-through the depressive position, we
unconsciously regain the primitive sense of wholeness — of the goodness
of ourselves and of our objects — a goodness which is sufficient but not
idealized, not subject to hollow perfection. The consequent feeling of
limited but reliable security is the equivalent of the infantile notion of
life.

These more balanced conditions do not, however, presuppose an easy
passage through the mid-life crisis. It is essentially a period of purgatory
— of anguish and depression. So speaks Virgil:

Down to Avernus the descent is light. But thence thy journey to
retrace, there lies the labour, there the mighty toil by few achieved.

Working through again the infantile experience of loss and of grief gives
an increase in confidence in one's capacity to love and mourn what has
been lost and what is past, rather than to hate and feel persecuted by it.
We can begin to mourn our own eventual death. Creativeness takes on
new depths and shades of feeling. There is the possibility, however, of
furthering the resolution of the depressive position at a much deeper
level. Such a working through is possible if the primal object is suffi-
ciently well established in its own right and neither excessively idealized
nor devalued. Under such circumstances there is a minimum of infantile
dependence upon the good object, and a detachment which allows con-
fidence and hope to be established, security in the preservation and
development of the ego, a capacity to tolerate one’s shortcomings and
destructiveness, and withal, the possibility of enjoyment of mature adult
life and old age.

Given such an internal situation, the last half of life can be lived with
conscious knowledge of eventual death, and acceptance of this knowledge,



Melanie Klein Today: Other Fields of Work

as an integral part of living. Mourning . for the dead self can begin,
alongside the mourning and re-establishment of the lost objects and the
lost childhood and youth. The sense of life’s continuity may be
strengthened. The gain is in the deepening of awareness, understanding
and self-realization. Genuine values can be cultivated — of wisdom,
fortitude and courage, deeper capacity for love and affection and human
insight, and hopefulness and enjoyment — qualities whose genuineness
stems from integration based upon the more immediate and self-
conscious awareness and acceptance not only of one’s own shortcomings
but of one’s destructive impulses, and from the greater capacity for
sublimation which accompanies true resignation and detachment.

Sculpted creativity

Out of the working through of the depressive position, there is further
strengthening of the capacity to accept and tolerate conflict and
ambivalence. One’s work need no longer be experienced as perfect. It can
be worked and reworked, but it will be accepted as having shortcomings.
The sculpting process can be carried on far enough so that the work is
good enough. There is no need for obsessional attempts at perfection,
because inevitable imperfection is no longer felt as bitter persecuting
failure. Out of this mature resignation comes the serenity in the work of
genius, true serenity, serenity which transcends imperfection by accepting
it.

Because of the greater integration within the internal world, and 2
deepening of the sense of reality, a freer interaction can occur between
the internal and the external worlds. Sculpted creativity expresses this
freedom with its flow of inspiration from inside to outside and back,
constantly repeated, again, and yet again. There is a quality of depth in
mature creativity which stems from constructive resignation and detach-
ment. Death is not infantile persecution and chaos. Life and the world go
on, and we can live on in our children, our loved objects, our works, if
not in immortality.

The sculpting process in creativity is facilitated because the preparation
for the final phase in reality-testing has begun — the reality-testing of the
end of life. For everyone, the on-coming years of the forties are the years
when new starts are coming to an end. This feeling can be observed to
arise in a particularly poignant way by the mid-forties. This sense of
there being no more changing is anticipated in the mid-life crisis. What
is begun has to be finished. Important things that the individual would
have liked to achieve, would have desired to become, would have longed
to have, will not be realized. The awareness of on-coming frustration is
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especially intense. That is why, for example, the issue of resignation is
of such importance. It is resignation in the sense of conscious and
unconscious acceptance of inevitable frustration on the grand scale of life
as a whole.

This reality-testing is the more severe the greater is the creative ability
of the individual, for the time scale of creative work increases
dramatically with ability. Thus the experience is particularly painful in
genius, capable of achieving vastly more than it is possible to achieve in
the remaining years, and therefore frustrated by the immense vision of
things to be done which will not be done. And because the route
forward has become a cul-de-sac, attention begins its Proustian process
of turning to the past, working it over consciously in the present, and
weaving it into the concretely limited future. This consonance of past and
present is a feature of much mature adult sculpting work.

The positive creativeness, and the tone of serenity which accompany
the successful endurance of this frustration, are characteristic of the
mature production of Beethoven, Goethe, Virgil, Dante, and other giants.
It is the spirit of the ‘Paradiso’, which ends in words of strong and quiet
confidence:

But now my desire and will, like a wheel that spins with even motion,
were revolved by the Love that moves the sun and other stars.

It is this spirit, on a smaller scale, which overcomes the crisis of middle
life, and lives through to the enjoyment of mature creativeness and work
in full awareness of death which lies beyond — resigned but not defeated.
It is a spirit that is one criterion of the successful working through of
the depressive position in psychoanalysis.
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