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The Sublime in Everyday Life



Notions of the sublime are most often associated with the extraordinary, and include the intra-psychic, high-cultural and exceptional occurrences of elation and exaltation as part of the experience. Using psychoanalytic and aesthetic theories, this book aims to revitalise the sublime by re-evaluating its significance for contemporary life and, in a unique and fascinating endeavour, opens up a space that explores the sublime in the ordinary, everyday and quotidian.

Through the exploration of familiar (i.e. love, death, art and nature) and unfamiliar (pornography, education and politics) threads of the sublime experience, this book posits the sublime as invoking an ordinary human response which contains minute, inter-psychic, inclusive and even mass-media cultural elements, and carries within it therapeutic and political potential. It explores loving and caring, as well as hateful, traumatic and destructive encounters with the sublime, demonstrating how it can overflow and destabilise our psychological and social symbolic structures and expose their fictional and constructed nature, but also shows it as something we can engage with in order to re-create and heal ourselves, above and beyond what any 'given' form of reality can offer us.

Demonstrating the urgent need to understand the sublime as something that is immanent in our everyday life, a source of energy and inspiration that can be invoked to support our mental health and well-being, this book will be of great interest to psychoanalysts, psychotherapists and art therapists, as well as scholars and students of philosophy and popular culture.

Anastasios Gaitanidis is a Senior Lecturer in Counselling Psychology at Regent’s University London. He is also a Psychoanalytic Psychotherapist in private practice and has published several articles and books on psychoanalysis, sociology and culture.

Polona Curk works on intersubjective affective influence and mental health. She has published on autonomy, destructiveness and affective equality in intimate relationships, on the psychoanalytic concept of narcissism, and the notion of insight in mental health.




‘The sublime in everyday life, taken from different perspectives, is marvellously demonstrated in this book. Given my experience in the field of psychoanalysis for madness and traumas, I am impressed by the emphasis on unexpected moments of wonder, difficult to share and to name. To call them an encounter with the sublime is a great help which triggers here beautiful accounts of intense meetings experienced as sudden, amazing, and fugitive, beyond words, still opening a brand-new path for untold stories. Longinus, who lived in troubled times, should be delighted by the new use of his word in ours.’

—Françoise Davoine

‘Finding the sublime in the realness of the world is an act of great courage and humanity that has been beautifully held together by the editors, Anastasios Gaitanidis and Polona Curk. The wisdom achieved by neither capitulating towards a cold acceptance of death nor an unrelated pursuit of pleasure, but becoming poet-philosophers, is the gift that the authors provide those fortunate to be readers of this dazzling volume of ideas and emotions. I highly recommend it to poets, philosophers, and all seekers of the sublime.’

—Mark Gerald

‘The story of Odysseus’ encounter with the Sirens in the introduction to this book seems to capture the ambivalent space between mind and world when it comes to the sublime. We may wish to sublimate the world with our minds in a Kantian way but ultimately its mysteries lie beyond our mind’s grasp. This book explores many psychoanalytic, philosophical, critical, social and political perspectives on the sublime, with an overarching commitment to relocate the sublime somewhere between the extraordinary and the ordinary or to interweave the two. The origins of the word sublime seem highly suggestive of this ambivalence and intersectionality – given “sub” can mean both up to and under in Latin and the rest of the word is derived either from the Latin “limen” meaning threshold or “limus” meaning obscure. I hope this book will bring sublime enjoyment to many readers.’

—Isabel Henton
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Introduction

Anastasios Gaitanidis and Polona Curk



This book is first and foremost an attempt to honour the legacy and work of sublime friends, those who have initially dreamt it up as a possibility but could not materialise it as they are no longer with us (especially the exquisite Tessa Adams, our late friend and colleague) and those who have inherited this dream and toiled hard to turn it into reality (the editors and contributors of this book). In addition, this book is an attempt to substantiate the existing aesthetic and psychoanalytic, theoretical and clinical knowledge of the sublime by placing it within the context of everyday life, as well as an ongoing attempt to revitalise the world of our ordinary sensorial and interpersonal experiences by introducing the sublime as part of its mysterious, irreducible and open-ended texture.

This book is not in any sense a rejection of the philosophical and psychoanalytic tradition surrounding the notion of the sublime. It is a plea that the existing philosophical and psychoanalytical perspectives on the sublime acknowledge their rootedness in the same world that we all engage in our everyday lives – that, for all their theoretical and clinical refinements, the various philosophical and psychoanalytic explanations of the sublime remain an expression of, and hence must be guided by, the world of our common human experience.

We now turn to the emergence and development of the notion of the sublime in philosophy and psychoanalysis in order to show how this legacy is taken up and transformed in the manner that endowed the present book with a particular power and relevance for the personal, interpersonal, cultural and political questions that confront us in the 21st century. By proposing a more ‘grounding’, ‘ordinary’ way of speaking and thinking about the sublime, we hope that we will be able to reinvigorate the sensuous, mysterious and ‘sacred’ ways we experience our everyday encounters with the world and each other.

‘Aesthetics was born as a discourse of the body’, Terry Eagleton (1990, p. 13) declares in his The Ideology of the Aesthetic. In the 18th and 19th century, a number of philosophers realised that if post-Cartesian Reason was to retain its legitimacy, it should not leave outside its rule ordinary lived experience, the whole of our likes and dislikes, affections and aversions, of how the world strikes the body on its sensory surfaces – what Immanuel Kant (1914) euphemistically called the ‘rabble’ of the senses. The material, sensorial underbelly of philosophical thought needed to be revealed and illuminated in its excluded otherness – but only so as to be gradually integrated back into its fold. Aesthetics as the inferior sibling of Reason was thus brought into existence and taxed with the task of creating a cognitive map of the life of the body in order to reconcile philosophical thought with its somatic other.

The birth of Aesthetics therefore signified both a creative turn to the sensuous body, which gave rise to a genuinely emancipatory force, as well as providing the ideological cover for Reason’s imperialistic expansion and control. It functioned both as the Master’s emissary and the conspirator against him. Aesthetics contained within it a promesse du bonheur, a promise that could be fulfilled if the disenchanted, instrumental world of Reason could be transformed into something beautiful or sublime. However, this promise was also deeply ideological as it ‘aesthetised’ away the legitimate frustrations of the subject in the modern capitalist world. The latter, as Eagleton (1990) argues, was required to perform within an isolating and cruel competitive environment as well as consent to being grouped under a form of state power organised around the notion of formal equality. Aesthetics, as ‘the discourse of the body’, provided the needed model for a projected ideal of subjectivity. Like the work of art, the ideal modern subject would be ‘autonomous’ and consent to regulate her/his emotional life whilst at the same time submit her/himself to an environment that was ruled by the antagonistic and unforgiving principles of exchange value.

This requirement for both consent and submission becomes evident in the account of Aesthetics provided by the 18th Anglo-Irish philosopher and politician, Edmund Burke. Both of his main categories of the aesthetics, the beautiful and the sublime, contain elements of submission and consent. The beautiful enchants us with its harmonious, smooth features and produces within us spontaneous consent – we want to submit to it and become its servants because we want to pleasurably imitate it and thus acquire/possess its qualities. On the contrary, for Burke, the sublime is the effect of the threat of terror or violation that culminates in the experience of pleasurable pain or painful pleasure. The terror of witnessing a wild thunderstorm or a tempest at sea, crushes us into submission but, assuming we remain safe, there is delight in being made to feel insignificant (see Burke, 1990).

The theme of submission is also adopted and developed by Kant (1914) in his description of the sublime. One can best understand Kant’s account of the sublime if one uses the tale of Odysseus’ encounter with the sirens as an example. Odysseus derives a painful pleasure, a kind of masochistic joy out of the sirens’ song without endangering himself as he has tied himself to the ship’s mast. In order to overcome the terror of nature’s sublime call, he had to allow his mind to dominate his own nature/body. Thus, Kant argues, the immediacy, disorder and danger of the natural sublime are overcome by the extreme – almost sadistic (see Jacques Lacan’s (1989) Kant with Sade) – effort of the mind to assert its autonomy and superiority over nature. Crucially, in this sublime experience Odysseus’ subjectivity validates itself in the process of becoming aware of its relationship to nature (inside and outside). However, in a Kantian moment of transcendence, the object of the sublime feeling not only makes him realise that he is subject of (and to) nature, but it also makes him aware that he has the capacity to be more than nature by asserting his freedom from its threatening immediacy and making it submit to the mastery of his reason.

Late 20th-century developments in the discourse of the sublime, such as certain applications of sublimity in the context of postmodernity, attempt to avoid Kant’s glorification of self-sufficiency and the mastery of reason as an expression of the modern subject’s character structure, and align themselves more with the Kantian emphasis on the limits of representation which the object of sublime feeling underscores. Jean-Francois Lyotard, for instance, is less interested in exploring the sublime from the perspective of how our response to it enables us to control our relationship with the external world, but focuses instead on the sublime as an aesthetic experience of the paradoxical presentation of the unpresentable (see Lyotard, 1994). For Lyotard, the sublime is primarily an ephemeral experience of shock or surprise, suggesting that something ‘happens’ in a moment deemed uncontrollable and resistant to communicative rational discourse. The sublime is an inescapable, unpreventable ‘event’ whose both presence and the instance of its ‘happening’ remain beyond understanding. Lyotard’s reading of Kant thus conceives the sublime not only as a challenge to the imagination but as an invitation to embrace both reason’s limits of representation and, ultimately, what brushes itself against them, i.e. the sublime as an unpresentable presence, an immaterial materiality.

However, for early 20th-century Critical Theorists, especially Theodor Adorno, the sublime is neither an example of reason’s triumph over the overwhelming impact of external natural events (as in Kant) nor an opportunity to welcome the immaterial materiality of these events against the limits of rational comprehension and communication (as in Lyotard), but rather a ‘return to nature within the subject’. The major effect of the sublime is described as a ‘shudder’. Shudder is of course a physical sensation, belonging to the realm of the body, but for this sensation to be more than self-identical and operating within the body, it needs to remove itself from the experience of nature’s threat and attach itself to the process of artistic objectification, i.e. the process of crystallisation of the compositional and formal elements of the artwork. It is through this process that, for Adorno, the sublime relocates itself from nature to the work of art (see Adorno, 1997).

In addition to the process of objectification, art expresses our own and external nature’s suffering and pain through a process of mimesis: ‘Because the spell of external reality over its subjects and their reactions has become absolute, the artwork can only oppose this spell by assimilating itself to it’ (Adorno, 1997, p. 31). If authentic art is the ‘negative imprint of the administered world’ (ibid.), it also has the power, through its negativity, to point beyond the world in a gesture of utopian semblance and offer a mode of transcendence that appears in an instant in our encounter with the artwork. Art therefore is both a reflection of the current state of the world and how it could be otherwise.

Perhaps with differing levels of awareness, it is likely that people still experience physical reactions to direct or indirect violence within their environments: a knot in the pit of their stomach when they hear that refugees are treated as illegal aliens, a pain in their lower back when they experience someone complaining that s/he is a ‘customer’ and needs to receive a particular service, acid reflux when they see people flaunting their privilege without any consideration for its effects on their fellow human beings, and losing breath when they can only find scraps of time to spend with their friends and families as they are overwhelmed with useless, mind-numbing administrative tasks. Perhaps, we have all become veritable hysterics! However, unlike the hysterics of Freud’s era, we do not have the time to reflect on and process this physicality which, as a consequence, becomes fleeting and transitory. Through certain works of art that manage to arrest this transitoriness and express suffering in ways that we cannot escape from or ignore anymore, we can re-gain the opportunity to encounter it in a different form and process it more effectively.

Apart from works of art, psychoanalysis (and any form of radical psychotherapy) also serves the same aesthetic function – it cultivates a science of sensibility that attends to the suffering mind–body and the current shocks inflicted on it by the totally administered world. It is important, therefore, to understand the psychoanalytic notion of sublimation, whether in its cultural or therapeutic dimension, not only as a defensive, repressive process (which is one of the ways that Freud (1905) conceived it) but also as a transformative one (as it is often portrayed in the work of Bion – see Civitarese, 2014). Sublimation can thus serve not only to harmonise the requirements of the social structure to the body by repressing our ‘lower’ bodily urges, pains and affections and turning them into ‘higher’ cultural and artistic pursuits, mystifying thus the modern subject into ‘mistaking necessity for freedom and oppression for autonomy’ (Eagleton, 1990, p. 8), but it could also help us to give form to the body’s everyday suffering so as to transform it into a powerful critique of the social systems that oppress us.

As the nightmarish vision of Michel Foucault’s (1977) panopticon has become an all too frightening reality, and new walls are constantly being erected both between and within us, we, as fellow prisoners, need to find spaces where we are not being externally and internally surveilled so as to develop through a process of emancipatory sublimation a new kind of solidarity which encourage us to believe that this is not the only possible reality. Psychoanalysis could provide this emancipatory, transformational space, as it encourages us to collect the scraps and fragments of broken messages that we secretly and subterraneously pass to each other in our ordinary everyday life – which usually fall by the wayside – and attempt to put them together into personal and collective songs of freedom, redemption songs, that still have the ability to surprise us and the structures, social, economic or otherwise, that try to control us.

This book is perhaps an attempt to collect these songs of freedom, these ‘scraps and fragments’ of the sublime in everyday life and give them importance by highlighting their power to move and change us. In the Kantian and Burkean perspectives mentioned above, notions of the sublime have been referring to the topic areas of extraordinary, intra-psychic and high-cultural, the notion of the sublime as something exceptional that comes from outside the experience of the everyday and unsettles it. However, in this book, we argue that the sublime also resides within and permeates our everyday life. Whilst still locating the sublime at the intersection of psychoanalysis and aesthetics that share the task of finding a way to represent the unrepresentable, this book aims to offer a more broad understanding of our encounters with the sublime, where the latter is understood to include ordinary, inter-psychic, everyday inclusive, and even mass-media cultural experiences. It is suggested that the sublime can emerge, for example, in the production and exchanges between individuals and popular cultural products as a particular way of sharing in the body social (not unlike Freud’s ‘oceanic feeling’) as well as a similar immersion in nature and solitude. It underlies deep relational experiences of love as well as aspects of trauma, terror and pain.

The sublime can overflow and break down the psychological and social symbolic structures, and yet it is also what can put the human subject back together; it can be, in other words, therapeutic, just as therapy can be a source of the sublime. It can be a source of psychological crisis, but also a catalyst for renewal and transformation. The book aims to provide an understanding of various encounters with the sublime in our everyday lives and share insights on the ways in which we partake in these encounters; that is, how we author, survive and engage with them in order to make meaning, re-create and transfigure ourselves, above and beyond what social and symbolic structures can arguably do for us.

As various threads regarding the sublime in the everyday are interwoven in different, multi-disciplinary ways in all the chapters, we have decided not to divide the book into sections but to have one continuous flow of interrelated themes/perspectives running through the book, starting with an artistic/historical perspective and ending with a contemporary, political one.

The first chapter is written by the late Tessa Adams (and edited, finished and prefaced by Anastasios Gaitanidis) to whose memory this book is dedicated. In this short chapter, Adams warns that the psychoanalytic (i.e. Kleinian and post-Kleinian) and analytic psychological (i.e. Jungian) understanding of the sublime is too prone to subjective interpretation, being able to see artefacts only as either regressive or purposely transformational. This, she argues, is a ‘psychological fiction’ of the sublime – another attempt, we may add, to understand in a way that masters, determines, controls, rather than leaving art and the artist’s role open to engaging with something not otherwise representable. Adams’ argument is perhaps that the artist is a vehicle for a (collective) part of psychic life rather than a self-serving individual whose purpose and intentions can be determinedly analysed. Adams strives to keep the sublime at the border of the subjective and the social, imbued by the artist’s everyday experience, yet not determined by it. Adams’ sublime not only collects from but also extends into the collective psyche in ways that cannot be fully analysed.

In this sense, the sublime cannot be limited by certain structures or people, as various ideologies would often have it. The first attested use of the sublime in history stems from Longinus’s treatise written in 1st century AD. His work would seem to be precisely opposed to the idea that sublimity is connected with the everyday. Unpacking Longinus’s claims that the sublime pertains merely to the grandeur of literature and even requires a sufficiently sophisticated reader, Justin Murray explores the contradictions in Longinus’ text to expose the return of the ‘repressed’ everyday. He exposes how, even in that seemingly most decidedly ‘non-everyday’ theory of the sublime, everyday experiences such as nature, theatre, or togetherness, inevitably underpin the sublime experience. Inevitably, too, Murray shows, the views of the sublime are wrapped up in and in turn support the prevalent political ideologies of the time.

Notions of the everyday tend to be relegated to regions characterised by messiness, the mundane and an attendant lack of lofty ideals and ideas, but it is precisely the misaligned usage of the everyday sublime which is uncovered, realigned and explored in the chapters within this collection.

From the perspective of a dramatherapist, Anna Seymour explores how the sublime is rooted in and contingent on both the individual’s existent and emergent capacity to experience difficult feelings and the communal, material and cultural/political dynamics people are located in. In these circumstances, the realisation is that the sublime lies in the messy unevenness of life, its unfairness, unpredictability and imperfections, rather than transcendence or the fantasy that one is in possession of omnipotent control – indeed, such attempts to control can lead to farcical, comedic moments. Such moments are manifested in the form of theatre that involves active participation. Exploring the ideological, material and spiritual underpinnings of what can constitute the experience of the sublime, Seymour discloses communal rituals re-enacted in theatre and intrinsically linked with the rituals of everyday life.

It is the active participation at the core of dramatherapy that encourages the creation of sublime moments by letting oneself be present in the experience. Such ‘surrender’ allows for the shift in perspective and is one of the most often mentioned characteristics of the sublime.

In the next two chapters, Onel Brooks and Joseph Newirth, make sense of sublime moments by weaving experiences from the everyday and their therapy work. Brooks skilfully highlights how patient, continuous attentiveness and thought can transform even the most mundane and minute experiences into an aesthetic object, one that can support a healing gesture towards the representation of loss and love. Newirth uses personal experiences of sublime encounters with nature, and with the self in nature, as a bridge to encounters in clinical work that similarly felt both timeless and beyond speech, gesturing towards the limits of personal subjectivity but also allowing for the identification with larger experiences of being.

It makes sense that exploration of the sublime in everyday life would also include experiences around love. In a sense, all the chapters in this edited collection touch on a longing for connection, acceptance and love. The following three chapters explore these ideas more explicitly.

Anastasios Gaitanidis reflects on love as a sublime event, creating bonds with people that life gives and takes away without one’s choosing, forcing one to face loss as well as one’s own helplessness and mortality. Rather than making sense of mortality by finding a way ‘to learn how to die’ as a lover of truth (i.e. a philosopher), or by surrendering oneself to ‘addictive’ love as a true lover (i.e. poet), Gaitanidis argues that it is essential for truth to meet love (in the figure of the poet-philosopher) so as to be able to acquire wisdom through desire and come to terms with pain and pleasure, loss and happiness. In the next chapter, Polona Curk considers the topic of love in seemingly small everyday moments, highlighting the idea of how the act of playing and wondering with the other, is a conduit through which the sublime can be experienced and created in relationship with the other, if one is indeed prepared to surrender oneself in this way. Accepting that the meaningful cannot be controlled – even in the sense that it cannot be captured in ordinary language – one can sometimes discover in letting oneself go in play or make believe that a certain truth about life and oneself emerges. Agnieszka Piotrowska’s chapter provides us with another angle on love, exploring love’s influence as depicted in the art of cinema. When the ‘everyday’ is constructed as difficult, prejudiced and discriminatory, retaining a scope for the sublime requires openings of a different order, including encounters of the trans-gender, trans-cultural, trans-species and trans-disciplinary kind. Analysing two films depicting, ultimately, reactions to love and loss, the first one finds the sublime in the commitment to one’s desire and submersion in music, whilst the second one ends the search in destructive sexual fulfilments.

Perhaps cinema, in opposition to therapy and our personal relationships, is adept at creating sublime moments that one can reflect on as a spectator from a distance: being in and (safely) out of the experience simultaneously, situated at the border between immersion and distance, it can educate one in specific ways. In the next chapter, Girish Jivaji presents sublime moments that are ever-present in ‘ordinary’ educational experiences. From the moment an individual is situated within socio-cultural, educational contexts, these contexts work to shape and create identities, and one’s ambivalent relation to them. These available identities are presented as sublime, ideal objects one should aspire to. Jivaji explores the absurdity within this, and the veiled but immanent presence of shame that any such system deploys to enforce compliance.

Chris Vlachopoulos’s chapter engages with the notion of the ‘absurd’ even more explicitly, relating it to one’s obsessions with making sense in a way that would master or regulate uncertainty. He highlights how the absurd can be used as a literary device that allows for an encounter with the sublime by activating our core values, rather than meaningless, bureaucratic, or artificial rules that various institutions subject us to. Vlachopoulos wonders how we could deploy a cross-examination of psychoanalysis and post-modern fiction to interrogate and break the lens through which we view these rules, even if that means a disruption of one’s comfort zones.

In the last chapter of the book, we return to the sublime in the political sphere. Examining the sublime as a challenge of the ordered division between ‘reality’ and ‘fiction’, Daniel Rubinstein enquires into how the idea of the sublime still relates to our experience of living in the 21st century, where conventional versions of our understanding of the sublime seem to fail. Rubinstein suggests that what is needed is a break with the Enlightenment paradigm and neo-liberal ethics, as the glitches in the symbolic order expose the fictional, ideological and constructed nature of this ‘reality’. The sublime is evoked to help us find a response to the state of affairs where we and the world are ‘under siege’ (even when perhaps the siege is self-inflicted), but this will have to be an alternative response to the ‘given’ form of reality. Rubinstein deploys the figure of Diogenes the Cynic to remind us that in irrational times, rational responses can be limiting, offering scant possibilities of thought. Diogenes exposes the simulacrum of conventional ‘choice’ as the only possible option and looks to uphold something more specifically human: the ability for producing, truth-telling, imagining difference. Rubinstein’s argues that the sublime can be formed as an everyday therapeutic-political agency.

To sum up, the contributors to this collection have touched on many differing themes around the notion of the sublime: some were expected – i.e. love, death, art, nature – and some were more unexpected, such as pornography, education, and openness to encounters of a trans-category kind. The authors have described minute, moving experiences that reveal implicit, buried personal truths as well as immense, overwhelming experiences that render one without words. The contributors have engaged with themes of the sublime that took place in contexts that were personal/political, private/public, and social/cultural. Some authors argued that the sublime allows the possibility to see things anew by illustrating the absurdity of old and cherished ideals. Others demonstrated that the sublime has the power to engage us with otherness, revitalising our sense of awe at the enigmatic power of our interpersonal encounters. In this respect, the sublime teaches us not to be afraid of exiting our ecstatic isolation and encourages a leaning out into the open of meeting the other.

Most importantly, however, all of the contributors in this book attempted to problematise how the sublime relates to the ordinary and the everyday. Within the existing literature, the sublime and the everyday are presented either in opposition or as separate points on a spectrum. One of the main goals of this book was not only to recognise the existence of this spectrum, but also to challenge these predominant notions and offer up a critique in order to recontextualise, revitalise and reduce the distance between the everyday and the sublime. It is our sincere hope that this book has offered multiple passages to the sublime in which privilege is not only given to extraordinary, distant notions of the sublime, but also to the intricate, nuanced, everyday and proximate encounters of the sublime, with their inherent possibility for connection, love, and imagination.
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Chapter 1


Psychoanalytic fictions of the creative sublime

Tessa Adams and Anastasios Gaitanidis






Editorial note/letter: a sublime friend – the life and works of Tessa Adams

I would like to preface this chapter with a brief introduction to the life and works of my truly ‘sublime’ friend, colleague and mentor, Tessa Adams. Tessa was a remarkable, unique woman. Determined and obstinate, when needed … gentle and caring, when her friends needed her. Her spirit was indomitable and her outlook towards life always youthful. She was 65 when I first met her, but I hadn’t experienced anyone as ‘young’ as her. I often find myself thinking of my first encounter with her: I felt as if I was in the middle of a tornado. Her life force was simultaneously exhilarating and exhausting. But when she got to know me better, her power was transformed into this trans-liminal caressing force which protected me from the world’s mindless violence. Her magnanimous soul became a port in the storm, a shelter from life’s adversities.

She knew how to ‘believe’ – she realised very early on in her life that trust is a religious affair, not a scientific one. And she took a leap of faith in me. She gave me my first academic job, my first taste of Whitstable – the place she loved so much and inspired her artwork – and handed me the responsibility of finishing this book which was originally meant to be a joint project but was abruptly interrupted by the onset and rapid development of her dementia. She made me believe in hospitality and generosity … She was the exception to the rule, to the ugliness that condemns most people to a kind of a perpetual miserliness. They are enamoured with it …

And she hated ugliness: her life itself was a testament to the power of the ‘aesthetic’. The beautiful and the sublime were categories she wrestled with as they carried a quasi-ethical dimension for her. ‘Aesthetics is the ethics of the future’ she used to say. She believed that works of art convey a sublime, sacred message that could be the basis for a moral re-evaluation of the world. That is why she adored religious rituals – this is where the beauty of the sacred song, image and act meet the transcendental, transformative realm of the ethical.

I remember driving on the motorway with her … There were roadworks everywhere. We were unnecessarily delayed. I was irritated. She said: ‘Look, Anastasios! Just look! Aren’t they beautiful?’ ‘What is beautiful Tessa? I don’t understand’. ‘The road works, you silly. What else?’ And she went on to describe the exceptional symmetrical arrangement of the pylons and traffic cones that made the whole artificial landscape so aesthetically pleasing. I was struck by her ability to not simply observe, but to look – really look – and find what is beautiful even in the most mundane (and, frankly, deeply frustrating) aspects of everyday reality. I thought she was blessed with a vision that could make the world sacred again. From that moment onwards, all road works delighted my senses as they were baptised in the pool of a sanctified gaze that could discern the extraordinary in the ordinary, the sublime in the everyday …

The beautiful, the sacred, the sublime … and mountains. Tessa loved mountains or, more accurately, mountains loved her. These anarchic perturbations of earth, rock and lava, these awe-inspiring, imposing structures were an unending source of inspiration to her. She enjoyed climbing them but, mostly, she loved painting them. Once I asked her to explain her attraction to them, why she felt so compelled to include them in most – if not all – of her paintings. She said:


Isn’t it obvious? They stand tall and alone, but they’re also intimately connected with everything around them. Violent subterranean movements created them but nothing could currently move them. When a storm hits you, you don’t want to be in the middle of a turbulent sea; you need to be in the midst of a peaceful mountain. Actually, you need to ‘become’ the mountain as you will be able to withstand, and not be destroyed by the force of the storm.


I learned to like mountains, but mountains never liked me. I could never replace the blue of the sea with the grey of a Rocky Mountain. I was, and always remain, too Mediterranean. Mountains are a source of sublime terror for me. My Odysseus could have never visited the Himalayas … Edmund Hillary would have never been his companion.

But I admired Tessa’s love for them. I could see why they were so important to her. They were the only thing that could remain solid after everything melted into thin air. Nothing else could survive. Mountains became the symbol of her resilience, the measure of her ability to initially survive the assaults of her mother and then the devastating losses of her twin sister and her beloved father. And she was still able to carry on being thrilled by the sublime nature of life and love in spite of everything.

Yet, there was an assault she couldn’t survive … The assault of this insidious disease on her brave and beautiful mind. She fought against it in the same way that the majestic lions fought against their royal hunters in the Assyrian reliefs exhibited in the British Museum. But it was only a matter of time before she was injured and captured. I felt the intensity of her pain when she finally admitted her defeat to me: ‘It is so horrible, Anastasios. I don’t want to believe it but I am losing my mind’. I couldn’t deceive her: ‘Yes, Tessa, it is horrible. But I and your friends will be here for you’.

And most of her friends were there for her. They took good care of her during this turbulent time, as she used to take good care of them when they were fragile and vulnerable. But at the end, I wasn’t there for her as much as I wanted to. The gradual deterioration in my late wife’s condition and her unavoidable death almost five years ago made it impossible for me to witness and withstand the progressive worsening of Tessa’s condition too. Yes, I should have been less scared. I should have become a ‘mountain’ – but I felt more like a soft rock cliff being gradually eroded by the relentless, unending assault of the sea waves and the constant bombardment of the elements.

But I am here now, keeping my promise to Tessa by finishing this book with the help of another good friend, Polona, and all my friends who have generously contributed to the creation of this book – including Tessa herself who wrote the first chapter, although she never managed to properly finish it and I had to do it on her behalf.

I would never forget my interminable conversations with Tessa about our patients … how I admired the depth of her care for them, her fearless, creative interventions.
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