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THE ROLE OF THE BODY EN ROUTE 
TO BUILDING THE BIONIAN CONTAINER:

 INTEGRATING SOMATIC EXPERIENCE 
AND PSYCHODYNAMIC PSYCHOTHERAPY

HILA ELYAKAM AND DEVORA ROSNER-WACHS

Despite Freud’s (1856-1939) belief in the centrality of the body as the 
germinus or source of mental life (Freud 1923), psychoanalytic theory over 
time has evolved towards relating to the body as a metaphor, investigated and 
appreciated by exploring fantasies about the body and by achieving heightened 
levels of symbolic meaning of the body (Ben Atar Cohen, 2017). Contemporary 
psychoanalysis, both clinical and theoretical, show renewed interest and 
recognition of the importance of the body and bodily sensations in therapeutic 
work, particularly with patients who suffer from early, often preverbal psychic 
trauma and developmental pathologies that involve a lack of integration between 
sensory experience and symbolic processing. 

This evolution has encouraged the search for ways to work with experience 
that has not been mentalized. This focus is concerned with experiences that lack 
mental representation, or that are encrypted in very poor mental representations, 
experienced in the earliest stages of life before the development of language or 
mature thought. Early psychoanalysts such as Ferenczi (1873-1933) and Winnicott 
(1896-1971), each in their own language, claimed that such memories were 
nevertheless registered and stored in the body waiting a time when they might 
experienced and known (Winnicott 1958; Ferenczi 2013). Other analysts related 
to such early unformed experience, referring to it with different nomenclature: 
Wilfred Bion’s (1897-1979) beta elements (1962), the unthought known (Bollas 
1987), unmentalized experience (Mitrani 1995), unformulated psychic experience 
(Stern 1997) and unfigured mental activity (Botella & Botella 2005).

Recent developments in neuroscience have provided a neurological basis 
for the above phenomena by applying the important distinction between implicit 
memory and explicit declarative memory (Lazar & Zohar 2010). Explicit 
memory, primarily responsible for conscious memories, is mediated in the brain 
by the hippocampus which reaches full maturity at the age of a year and a half. 
Implicit or tacit memory, organized in the brain by the amygdala, is present at 
birth (Joseph1995). It is widely accepted among psychoanalysts that implicit 
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memory is an unconscious, sensory-bodily memory system that registers our 
earliest sensory experiences and relationships. Mancia (1929-2007) referred to 
this range of experience as the ‘unrepressed unconscious’ (Mancia 2006) and 
they are expressed through body behavior and in certain kinds of dreams. Carla 
De Toffoli (1938-2011), in her essay “The living body in the psychoanalytic 
experience,” writes that we must recognize “in somatic and sensory elements 
and in body functions the potential for meaning …appreciating their status as 
precursors of representation” (De Tofoli 2011, p. 597).

Despite the recognition that these kind of raw experiences often manifest in 
sensory and nonverbal ways in both the patient as well as the analyst (Gaddini 
1987; McDougall 1989; Rik 2014), analytic work still tends to privilege talking 
about the body rather than addressing and working with the body sensations 
themselves. The current essay advocates the inclusion in psychoanalytically-
oriented psychotherapy of knowledge and tools derived from the treatment of 
P.T.S.D. that focus on bodily experience. In particular, we describe the trauma 
technique developed by Peter Levine (1942- ) referred to as Somatic Experiencing 
(Levine 1997) that focuses on how trauma is registered in the body and throughout 
the nervous system. We are aware that we seeking to connect and integrate two 
very different theoretical models, yet we believe that these models have always 
had inherent theoretical points of contact, and that their integrated implementation 
is clinically efficacious. Specifically, we try to create a bridge between somatic 
experiencing (henceforth: S.E.) and the conceptual world of Bion and his student 
Antonio Ferrari (1924-2006). In our mind, S.E. can be effective in deepening 
analytical work with patients who suffer from early pathologies and traumas by 
aiding in accessing and processing memories that predate conscious thought as 
well as later traumatic experiences that were defended against via dissociation.

The essay offers a brief description of S.E. and reviews its basic methods. 
Levine asserts that traumatic symptoms result from a disrupted, unbalanced 
autonomic nervous system. In situations of extreme stress, the human body 
employs defensive responses of “flight, fight… or freeze.” Massive physical 
energy must be enlisted by the nervous system to carry out the chosen response. 
Mammals are equipped with the ability to regulate and discharge this energy, 
returning to equilibrium once the threat ceases. Yet in many instances—that we 
refer to as traumatic in retrospect—the intensity of the situation, qualitatively, 
quantitatively and dimensionally, is too powerful or ongoing and the enlisted 
energy cannot be discharged (or is perceived as ongoing, such as in complicated 
mourning and P.T.S.D., and thus as not yet allowing for discharge!). 

Levine claims that trauma puts the primitive brain into a state of constant 
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STUDIUM AND PUNCTUM IN 
PSYCHOANALYTIC WRITING

DANA AMIR

French philosopher and semiotician Roland Barthes’s (1925-1980) slim but 
pithy classic Camera Lucida (1980) investigates the process of observation itself. 
The various chapters accompany him as he leafs through his personal photo 
album. But rather than considering the nostalgic or aesthetic context and content 
as such, he reflects on how his own gaze in fact constitutes these pictures and 
their meaning. 

The present paper focuses on the link between Barthes’s reflections on 
photography and the essential characteristics of the psychoanalytic writing of 
case histories, reports or stories, in an attempt to clarify what is it that is deleted 
from the picture that psychoanalytic writing is trying to take, and what thereby 
becomes emphasized to the point of special significance. The relation between the 
‘cultural context’ and the freedom to puncture and undermine this context, both in 
the art of photography and in psychoanalytic writing, is discussed here, utilizing 
Laplanche’s (1924-2012) concept of translation, Bion’s (1897-1979) concept of 
the saturated versus the unsaturated thinking, and Donald Meltzer’s (1922-2004) 
concepts of carving and envelopment. The argument is further illustrated through a 
fresh reading of Georges Perec’s (1936-1982) W, or the Memory of Childhood and 
via two clinical vignettes reported by Ronald Britton (1932- ) and Michael Eigen  
(1936- ). 

In my essay, I adopt the view that the clinical case story, like the photograph, 
seeks to take hold of something nearly intangible; concretely, the photograph is 
“of a thing,” but it is more importantly of an idea, an experience, an essence. So, 
too, the case story attempts to capture in time, space and language, something 
whose dynamic presence remains elusive. Paradoxically, in fact, the very attempt 
at ‘capturing’ this object often strips it from its essence. Case stories may often 
be thoroughly accurate on the face of it while at the same time evoking the 
unpleasant sense that they have ‘deadened’ their object, and hence their purpose, 
in the process. Like the object of the photograph, the object of the psychoanalytic 
case study shifts as a result of the act of documentation: from being a subject it 
becomes an object, and therefore runs the risk of being annihilated during the 
very process of being written about. If Barthes is correct that a true photograph 
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belongs to, aspires to and enriches its subject, and becomes part of the history 
of the subject, we immediately understand that many case “photographs,” full as 
they may seem, manage somehow to not belong to the subject, nor to the analyst. 

What makes the clinical case study an even more complex genre is that its 
object is the therapeutic act; e.g., a vivid, dynamic process rather than a single 
well-defined figure. Often the reader finds him- or herself witnessing the ghost 
of the therapeutic process rather than the living event, or, alternatively, discovers 
himself entangled in a plethora of types of mummification of the therapeutic act 
that are the result of the artificial or forced attempt to capture its essence.

In the paradoxical process of looking at a photograph—in Barthes’s view, as 
the spectator contemplates the spectrum—the following two essential elements 
play a role. The first Barthes calls the studium. This is our cultural domain, the 
vantage point from which we observe the photograph as such. Here are assembled 
all the different types of familiar knowledge by means of which we are able to 
‘name’ the contents of the photograph and which enables the stimulus we perceive 
communicates itself to us, entering a recognizable context. The function of the 
second element, which Barthes calls the punctum, is to ‘prick,’ wound or puncture 
the studium. In psychoanalytic terms, I would argue that the studium contains 
the ‘declared’ temporal or ‘factual’ portrait of matters, mute or immovable by 
virtue of a certain repetitious pseudo-familiarity. It is the “this is,” of human 
experience, with one temporal direction. But the stadium is also actionable, it 
is potentially open for meaning. The punctum, by contrast, is always of the here 
and now, the instantaneous, but it is new, never familiar. It is the act of pointing 
at something that happens right now, shatters the existing categories and regular 
order of things by making a “hole” or a “wound” in the observer—rousing him 
or her from the studium’s familiar territory to an alien and exposed region within. 
The stadium is suddenly—though always retroactively—given new structure and 
significance by the principle of deferred action (Nachträglichkeit) that is effected 
by the punctum moment or insight. 

Put differently, basically studium is the element that creates general interest 
in a photographic image. It shows the intention of the photographer only in 
the mildest, easily nameable sense. However, the observer, or at least one who 
would show sustained, informed interest—who would love the photograph and 
not simply like it, as Barthes says—is prepared to experience the photograph, 
as with the clinical moment, in reverse. For the photographer thinks of the idea 
(or intention), and whatever about it he can be conscious of, and then presents 
it photographically, whereas the spectator must act in the opposite way—to see 
the photograph and then discern or interpret the ideas and intentions behind it. 


