OBITUARY   Salomon  RESNIK

The son of Jewish parents from Odessa (both of whom worked in the field of music), ever since he was a young child Dr. Salomon Resnik (Buenos Aires 1920 - Paris 2017) lived in a cosmopolitan city (a pole of attraction for later waves of immigrants from distant countries) infused with artistic and intellectual zeal. His early psychoanalytical and psychiatric training was thanks  to a propitious encounter with Enrique Pichón-Rivière, who represented in Buenos Aires classic French psychiatry integrated with a psychoanalytical thought and authentic interest for social groups. His other psychoanalysis teachers included Angel Garma, Luisa Alvarez de Toledo, Heinrich Racker, and Marie Langer, while his companions included David Liberman, Willy and Madeleine Baranger, Leon Grinberg, and Jorge Garcia Badaracco. When he was already a full member, he continued his training in London with Melanie Klein, Donald Winnicott, Herbert Rosenfeld, Wilfred Bion and Paula Heimann.

From the very beginning, his interest in child analysis (play and drawing) – cultivated together with Arminda Aberastury – and in the dream world in adult analysis (an inclination he shared with surrealist artists and poets) led him to study in greater depth the creative aspects of imaginative life as a bridge between internal reality and the environment. The geographic nature of the dream landscape, the composition of the terrain, the inanimate or animate character of the surrounding anthropic setting and the pre-verbal aspects of human communication were always a priority in his criteria of clinical relevance, reaching the general concepts of “taste” and “climate” that were close to the heart of psychopathological and psychiatric reflection of a phenomenological nature (Ludwig Binswanger, Herbert Tellenbach).

His encounter with Ronald Laing and the experience of the English “Therapeutic Community” encouraged him to favour the closest environmental setting that often silently accompanies the treatment of a psychotic patient, both when it takes place privately (therapy room) and in a health institution. Owing to the interest shown in his scientific contributions by the French “Psychiatrie de secteur” he left London for Paris, where he became part of the group of “Institutional Psychotherapy” (François Tosquelles), which was very active at the time in making hospital surroundings more humane and in introducing psychoanalysis in the training of psychiatric workers . It was this very interest that was to make him – at the beginning of the eighties – promote the creation of the Veneto Analysis Association for the research and training in Group Psychotherapy and Institutional Analysis (ASVEGRA).

In 1970 the French psychiatrists journal Information psychiatrique (vol. 46, no. 5), published some of his pioneering works on the analytical treatment of psychosis, which were then published in the book Personne et psychose (études sur le language du corps), published by Payot in 1973 before being published in Italy by Einaudi in 1976, also thanks to Italo Calvino’s efforts.

In the meantime the interest roused by his research had also reached Italy, where important legislative changes were underway. Indeed, his collaboration was sought after by some of the more up-to-date institutions, whether universities (Diego De Martis in Pavia, Leonardo Ancona in Rome) or hospitals (Diego Napolitani in Milan, Giorgio Sacerdoti in Venice). 

Confirmation of this prompt welcome in Italy at an institutional level was the two entries “Unconscious” and “Hysteria” for the Einaudi Encyclopaedia (1979), with classical contributions by Sigmund Freud and Melanie Klein as well as with more recent research by Ignacio Matte Blanco (who was also to be a teacher in Rome), and Joyce McDougall.

In these synthetic works, having at his disposal a comparative knowledge as regards the schools of thought of other countries (Spanish, English, French, Italian), Salomon Resnik was able to shape the emphasis of the national scientific contributions, emphasising those that showed greater originality.

From the early eighties (1982), the meetings organised by Fondazione Cini on the island of San Giorgio Maggiore in Venice, together with Vittore Branca and Carlo Ossola, proved to be the natural outlet for the gradual migration towards the lagoon city, as if it were the landing place for a cultural partnership that was to produce some of the most prestigious conferences in that period, such as I linguaggi del sogno [The languages of dreams] (Sansoni, 1984), Gli universi del fantastico [The universes of Imagination] (Vallecchi, 1988) e Dostoevskji e la crisi dell’uomo [Dostoevsky and the Crisis of  eMan] (Vallecchi 1991).

During these encounters Resnik’s relations encouraged discussion among the various speakers, resulting in the elements that would connect humanistic-literary tradition (Jean Starobinski, Elémire Zolla, Francesco Orlando, Ezio Raimondi, Andrea Zanzotto), the psychopathology of figurative arts (Henry Maldiney, Maurizio Bonicatti) and psychoanalytical thought (Cesare Musatti, Didier Anzieu, Christopher Bollas).

His collaboration with the Boringhieri publishing house in Turin went on to be particularly fruitful for the publication of his clinical research, which was divided into Il teatro del sogno [The Dream Theatre] (1982), L’esperienza psicotica [The Psychotic Experience] (1986) and Glaciazioni [Glaciations], (2001); the latter is a collection of studies that were close to his heart on the phenomena of the petrifaction and glaciation in chronic psychosis.

His iconology studies, on the other hand, were published in the two volumes Sul fantastico [On Imaginative World] (1993 and 1996), several years later in Turin by the publishing house Bollati-Boringhieri, with his research on the psychoanalytical understanding of drawing and painting from a humanistic perspective.

His tendency to combine pictorial works with the author’s biography (see also his later studies on Egon Schiele and Vincent van Gogh) was never a foregone conclusion, as is often the case in psychoanalytical studies of this kind; this was because he was able to identify the underlying correspondence between details of their pictorial portrayal and the author’s distant childhood memories.

The Venetian institution where he taught with the greatest continuity in his last years was CISPP (Centro internazionale studi psicodinamici della personalità, directed by Enrico Levis [International Centre of Psychodynamic Studies of the Personality]; it was here that Resnik profusely expressed his passion as a teacher to the very end, transmitting to both pupils and friends his original and creative way of understanding clinical observation and the need to cultivate, by each and everyone, one’s own personal style. His understanding of the hallucinatory and delusional world of patients, also those who were seriously ill, tended not to dissociate the depth of clinical intuition that differentiates and discerns from the intentional plea that tends to maintain the unity and the attunement characterising the approach towards every human encounter.

In his last years he often said that Venice suited him perfectly as a habitat as it was, in certain ways, similar to his particular need for nearness: both, as he would say, because it allowed him to concentrate and write better than elsewhere, and because when he was not writing, he could wander through the narrow streets (“calli”) of the Dorsoduro district, and talk amicably with the locals or the foreigners (“foresti”) he would meet.

His perception of the city was anything but “liquid”; it was almost as if he could perceive the conjunctions between the deep woodland supporting it (the piles) and the ethereal evocation of the arcades of Gothic architecture. Confirmation of this comes from a recent Conference entitled Sogno o son desto? [Am I awake or am I dreaming?] (published by FrancoAngeli, 2011) in which he offers a testimony (p. 115) that is a true personal epitome: “Personally, above all I owe the “revelation” of the logic of dreams to my analysis in London with Dr Herbert Rosenfeld who, with remarkable skill, was able to transform the space of the session and thus of the transference into a different scene (skené) in which he often identified with some of the characters in my dreams, and seemed to dramatize the voice of my internal objects. He was so convincing that I could vividly see myself as a child or adult, male or female. Owing to empathy, this infantile transference between us was extremely vital and it was with him that I learned how to enter and exit the dream world.”

The distant season he spent in London with the Kleinian group was the underlying theme that he managed to keep alive until recent years: testimony of this are the English translations of works that were initially published in Europe, which Resnik reviewed and expanded until the end: The Theatre of the Dream (Tavistock, 1987), The Delusional Person (with an introduction by Horacio Etchegoyen, Karnac, 2001), and The Logics of Madness (with an introduction by Stefano Bolognini, Karnac, 2016).

The dialogue he maintained throughout his life with contemporary philosophy is expressed most explicitly in Ferite, cicatrici e memorie [Wounds, Scars and Memories] (Borla, 2009), with a preface by his friend philosopher Aldo Giorgio Gargani. This text can be considered the conclusive summary of the combination of his “migratory” autobiography and a general reflection of a humanistic nature. It revisits the Cartesian theme of the origins of modernity, and foreshadows his critical essays on the world today, for the excessive influence of the technological objects that is a feature of current globalisation (Vedo cambiare il mondo: metafisica del macchinismo e le passioni dell'anima [I can see the world changing: metaphysics of machinism and passions of the soul], Mimesis 2015).
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