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Two people sit alone in a room. One talks and talks, revealing intimacies. The other listens intently, offering up an occasional comment or query. They might be lovers, though they never quite touch despite the presence of a couch. They might be parent and grown child. Or they might be patient and analyst.

 The technology of the talking cure that Freud invented over a hundred years ago is in one sense a simulacrum of a love affair. Attentiveness to every aspect of the other, freedom to say anything that comes into your mind without incurring judgment, revelations about the self and the past seen or lived afresh through another’s eyes, secrets teased out, projections onto the other of versions of love learned in childhood, the hope of transformation – these are common to both kinds of scene. So, too, are flashes of hatred, of ‘passion’, and a resistance to the views the other may have of one. 

 All this has made the ‘cure through love’, like love, itself, a fertile terrain for fiction and drama. Hitchcock’s Spellbound, the first film to have a psychoanalyst as a script consultant, collapses love and the cure into one: Ingrid Bergman plays both nurturing shrink and lover to Gregory Peck’s amnesiac patient, travelling the road into the past to unearth the buried secrets which will restore him to his better self. She has her own analyst – one who comes with an accent and name which, like Dr Feldmann’s in Duet for One, stand-in for the wisdom of central Europe. 

 Philip Roth’s famous Dr Spielvogel, shrink to his heroes Portnoy and Tarnopol, is cut from similar cloth. For all that Roth’s writer- narrators may contest Spielvogel’s interpretations, just as Nabokov’s Humbert Humbert liked to play havoc with the minds of his psychiatrists, the shrink remains the (counter) expert on the human soul: he who is ‘supposed to know’. Whether he knows better or more than his artist-patients is part of the drama or comedy of what is always a combative encounter. Truth, after all, and particularly in our post-modern times, is hardly single or absolute or reducible to one of the many permutations on an Oedipal theme, whatever its attractions.  

 Recent fictional versions of the shrink have carried far less authority, let alone certainty, than their earlier counterparts. Whether they’re of the medicalizing psychiatric variety or of the softer psychotherapeutic kind, they emerge as fallible and are more affected than their older kin by what goes on in the therapeutic hour. Hanif Kureishi’s Jamal in Something to Tell You is himself in the throes of depression. Alastair Campbell’s psychiatrist in his debut novel, All in the Mind, suffers a breakdown, while the therapist in the hit American television series, The Treatment, succumbs to the ‘cure through love’ mistaking it, against all the rules, for the real thing. Any single ‘truth’ about the self to be garnered through the work of analysis is displaced in these latter-day encounters by a sense that the best therapy can offer up is a good-enough story about the self: one that the patient can live with fruitfully.
 First performed at the Bush Theatre in 1980 and moving on for a long West End and then Broadway run, before becoming a film with Julie Andrews in the lead, Tom Kempinski’s Duet for One harks back to an older model of the therapeutic relationship. Inspired by the tragic fate of the great cellist Jacqueline du Pré whose career was cut short by multiple sclerosis, the play revolves around six therapy sessions between the violinist, Stephanie Abrahams and her psychiatrist, Dr. Feldmann. The latter may claim he is not an analyst, may prescribe anti-depressants during the first session and see his patient only at long intervals. Yet, he also asserts that ‘it is very important for you to discover your true feelings about your position’. He proceeds to use their sessions to excavate her buried past in a way that may enable her to understand and live with her present. Throughout, he is the wise, all-seeing doctor, caring, paternal, cultured. Their duet is one in which he, by prompting, pointing and querying, conducts a virtuoso performance of the self that is painfully and heroically hers.     

 Stephanie has more to bear than many women on the verge of a nervous breakdown. Her crippling condition defies cure. At the very peak of musical success, her ability to play her violin, make the music which has been her life, is at an end. Her disease carries a life-sentence. Despite her initial insistence that she has come to terms with her state and everything is under control, Feldmann’s intuition, like the audience’s, is that she is walking or rather guiding her wheelchair along a precarious tightrope from which she may fling herself or fall at any moment unless she can muster the resources for a new balancing act. 

 Freud once wrote that there is no time in the unconscious. It behaves as if it were immortal. Yet consciously, biological creatures that we are, we all know that we are condemned to death. Stephanie, whatever her immediate illness, is in that sense, akin to everywoman. One of Feldmann’s aims seems to be to bring her to that very realization. The crisis in her life has robbed her of both direction and desire. The very music, which ordered her days, her marriage, her destiny, has turned against her. And the character she shaped in order to become a virtuoso violinist can no longer serve.  Feldmann provokes her back into earlier childhood versions of herself to lay bare her choices and uncover other strategies for living.  

 The journey, here compressed by dramatic need into a mere six sessions, is hardly a straightforward one, whatever the coping pills Feldmann can provide. Stephanie resists, at first Feldmann’s general assumption that anything at all is wrong with her or in her relations with her composer husband. She resists his drugs and his various leads. In that game of hide and seek which is part of the therapeutic process, she argues against his interpretations of her childlessness, of her relations with a mother who died too young and a father who never believed in her (mother’s) music. All the while, she reveals herself to him, to us, and sometimes to herself. 
 One of her ways of fighting back is also an acknowledgement of the process. She allows herself to go to pieces: in a sense Feldmann’s very presence has given her the permission to do just that. Dangerous as it is, the breakdown marks the turn. It is a recognition of the real. Old pain breaks through to converge with more recent shocks and Stephanie begins to speak in a new voice, one that carries a more truthful, less brittle note. 

 Feldmann, too, breaks through, though in a manner which Stephanie herself, knowing as all post-Freudian patients are,  judges hardly ‘analytic’. Impassioned on her behalf, he leaps across the bounds of the analytic game, to become the quintessentially good doctor. He inveighs against the enemy, the dark forces of the unconscious which will bring her down. He urges her to do battle with him. The Duet for One becomes by the end a duet for two.
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