Artistic Creativity and the Healing Process

ANNA ORNSTEIN, M.D.

After a brief review of the literature regarding the healing potential inherent
in creative activities, the article focuses on art that was created in concentra-
tion camps during the Second World War. The healing potential appears to
be related to the vitalizing selfobject functions that creative activity and the
writing of memoirs provide. The discussion of post-Holocaust literature is
divided between authors who survived the camps and nonsurvivor authors
with attention to fictionalized documentaries, a point at which historical
truth and artistic imagination meet.

(44 RITTEN IN PENCIL IN THE SEALED FREIGHT CAR” IS THE TITLE OF
*a poem by the Israeli poet, Dan Pagis (1996):

Here in this transport

[Eve

and Abel my son

if you should see my other son
Cain son of man

tell him that1 ... [p. 29].

Here the sentence breaks off. The incomplete sentence symbolizes
brokenness, a void created by the people headed for extermination in a
sealed freight car. A poem with its formal aspects—title and form—delivers
a more powerful message than could the same content expressed in a
simple, descriptive language.

Anna Ornstein, M.D. is Professor Emerita of Child Psychiatry, University of Cincinnati
and Lecturer in Psychiatry at Harvard University.

386



CREATIVITY AND HEALING 387

I am introducing this article with a poem because I intend to discuss the
manner in which art and literature, the products of artistic creativity, help
contain, and possibly master, mental agony.

Artistic Transformation of Individual Suffering
and Transformation of Traumatic Memories

Kay R. Jamison (1993) convincingly documented the relationship

between “artistic temperament” and manic-depressive illness in many of

our best known and most productive writers, poets, playwrights, and com-

posers. It is in these instances that one can see particularly clearly how the

creative act itself and art as a medium of communication may stem the
~ tide of some of the most destructive forces in the mind.

Though I shall speak of artistic creativity, I don’t consider only the gifted
to be creative. However, it is in relation to art and literature that have univer-
sal appeal that it becomes apparent how the creative process may provide
vital selfobject functions for the artist as well as for the consumers of art.

Of course, mental suffering alone does not guarantee good art. The
mystery of artistic creativity has not been—and many say, could never
be—solved, though, ever since Freud, more and more people in the mental
health field have taken up the topic for closer analytic scrutiny (Kris,
1939; Kohut, 1985; Kligerman, 1972; Bollas, 1978; Gedo, 1979; Rose,
1987; Esman, 1988; Rotenberg, 1988; Hagman, 2000).

Ever since Freud’s (1910) essay on Leonardo and a seeming connection
between a manifest mental illness and creativity, psychoanalytic theorizing
has been dominated by the use of a “pathographic” method. Esman (1988)
thought that it would be unfortunate for psychoanalysts to continue to use
this method for the interpretation of art. Indeed, the pathographic method
has more recently been replaced by methods in which the complex dialec-
tic between the artist and his or her work, on the one hand, and the relation-
ship between the artwork and the audience, on the other, are under scrutiny.
For example, M&Mmdemd the process of the creative work

to provide vitalizing and confirming (selfobject) functions for the artist.
Unarticulated feelings and ideas are externalized and in the process of their

“articulation (whether in words, or visually in form and color, or in music)

the creative work itself s “supposed to validate the artist’s not fully con-

“scious 11_1£§_rl_t_19ns The post ~Holocaust artist Samue] Bak (2001) describes
this process well in his autobiography. Working as an abstract painter, Bak




























































