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First Interview and one Session with ‘Ana’

Elias M. Da Rocha Barros
I would like to present here the material from the first interview of a patient and then a

session that took place a few months later. The material of the session reflects a very
important aspect of this patient's mental functioning, which was present, in general lines, in
the relationship established with me during the first interview, although much less clearly.
My objectives are to show how interpretations are constructed using the patient's material
and what happens when I interpret.

This patient, whom I will refer to as Ana, started her analysis some years ago. One day I
received a telephone call from a person who asked for an interview with me as soon as
possible. She sounded pleasant but, at the
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same time, anxious. She said she needed to see me urgently but we soon discovered that her
schedules did not coincide with mine. She told me she belonged to an artistic organisation
whose name she mentioned and that her schedule problems were due to her professional
commitments. Even so, she insisted very nicely and anxiously on the urgency of making
contact with me. Because of her insistence, but I also think because of her pleasant way of
talking, I ended up offering her an hour that was not especially convenient for me but was the
only possible time for the two of us. On the telephone she sounded a little embarrassed and
talked with me as if it were obvious that I had already heard of her.

On the arranged day I found myself face to face with a very attractive, well-dressed,
young woman. She was very pleasant and captivating, but was, at the same time, firm in her
way of expressing herself. She thanked me in a sincere tone of voice for my efforts in seeing
her.

She began the interview by telling me that she had held important roles in several art
performances and mentioned the name of the opera company to which she belonged, which,
in fact, was a company of great prestige in the musical world. She then told me that her
problems began right there. From an objective point of view she was obviously a successful
person, with her family and emotional life in good order. In spite of this, however, she felt
uncontrollable despair, a feeling of great failure. Her despair was so great that she
sometimes thought of killing herself. At this point she told me that besides her main artistic
activity she also engaged in writing and mentioned that, although she was not sure whether
she had talent or not, this was the only part of her life in which she felt a real interest and
which gave her pleasure. She said that, as a writer, she frequently felt like a fraud. Her
literary production was sizeable although it had circulated up to now only in very limited
editions. She also mentioned that her relationship with her children gave her great pleasure.

Of her family history she said that her family had a certain social and financial prestige,
and for this reason she had always had a good number of social commitments, and that long
ago she had become used to being treated as someone ‘special’. But, as a child, she could
never understand what was so special about her. After becoming an adult, she began to
consider this special treatment as nothing but flattery. Her father, a very cultured man with
broad intellectual interest and with whom she still maintained close contact, was a very
important person in her life. Because of his commitments related to his social and financial
position, however, he could not dedicate himself to culture, as he would have liked. She also
said that she believed that her father delegated to his children the intellectual success that he
could not have. I was also told that she had other brothers and sisters and that her
immediately older brother had suffered a serious accident when he was 14, which had
changed the course of his life. Up to that time he had been considered a very talented boy,
was dedicated to music and had won some very important international prizes. In the
accident he had cut some tendons of his fingers, and this had ended his career. Today, this
brother is a successful man in an area related to culture but which has nothing to do with
music. Although she is not certain of this opinion, she feels that this brother was her father's
favourite and that after the accident she was destined to fill his place.

I would also add a few other items to these facts brought up in the initial interviews. Her
mother appears very little and is described as a person less lively ‘in the midst of so many
colourful figures’, she says with a certain hesitation. The way that she found me also
occupies a central part of her story. She spoke of a group of persons who had given her my
name, and emphasised that this group was composed of people who were recognised artists
and writers, and that she would like to be in analysis with a person like me. Although many
other points were brought up
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during the interview, for my objectives here I would like to limit myself to those mentioned.
Due to her professional commitments we arranged a special schedule for her analysis,

with four sessions a week, at hours somewhat different from my normal ones.
The session that I intend to describe took place on a Monday, a few months after the first

interview.

The Session
The patient began the session very irritated, telling me that she was going to have to travel

once again because of her professional commitments. This naturally implied that she would
have to miss some sessions. She said that she felt a slave to her work, that it demanded too
much of her, but that she depended on it and she didn't think she could resist the pressure of
the group with whom she worked. (All this was said with a certain tone of despair, and my
first reaction was to sympathise with her.)

She went on, still irritated, saying that she has always made great efforts to organise her
life, especially her frequent trips and those of her husband, in such a way that her work
would not interfere with her family life. She commented that she did not like to be separated
from her husband and she did not think that he liked to be far from her either, and that was
why she planned everything so that this would happen as little as possible. She also said that
she organised everything with her children in mind so that there would always be someone
with them, but she complained that her husband did not have the same concern. She said that
when she told him that she was going to have to travel he said, ‘That's too bad because I have
to go out of town, too.’ She didn't know anything about this trip of his. In fact, she did have
some vague idea that he was planning a trip but she didn't know exactly when it would be.
She felt that her husband did not have the same consideration for her that she had for him, and
felt that, in spite of appearances, maybe he did not like her as much as she had thought. It was
not hard for him to be separated from her and maybe he didn't even miss her. When she told
him that she was unhappy about this, he embraced her, but without much affection, and she
had felt uncomfortable about the way he had held her. There was something erotic,
completely inappropriate to her emotional situation, so she pushed him away. With a certain
amount of sadness, she thought that he might be devoted to her only for the use that he makes
of her. She added that she felt that he lives in competition with her, that maybe he really
doesn't have talent and that he stands out because of her, since he is known as ‘Ana's
husband’.

(I continued to feel sympathetic towards her but I felt that I was automatically agreeing
with her criticism of her husband. At this point, however, I was beginning to wonder if I was
right in doing so and, as I examined my feelings, I felt as if I was being forced to take her
side, even though I felt very uncomfortable about this. Nevertheless, I still felt very
sympathetic towards her.)

She talked about how she had thought a great deal of the relationship she had with her
husband. She said that she realised that she contributed to this situation, but she also thought
that her husband might not be very capable intellectually, and that this was a problem for her.

She felt embarrassed on many occasions when her husband was present because, in her
opinion, he commits faux pas in the intellectual circles that they frequent. (This depreciated
version of her husband is not dominant in her material, although it does come up from time to
time.) She also said that she felt appreciated more for her beauty than for her talent. She
frequently felt like a fraud and thought that people were false when they showed admiration
for her. She thought that people were enchanted with her because she was attractive and
charming. She said that she didn't know what she wanted because
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when someone criticised a performance of hers, she also became unnerved. ‘It seems that I
need to be admired all the time for me to feel good. I don't think that is the way that it should
be but I behave as if this were the only way to exist. I want criticism and I need it, but when
it comes …’

(At this point I felt irritated with her, without knowing why. What she said sounded quite
reasonable, but the irritation in her voice persisted and it bothered me more and more.)

She returned to the subject of not having any way to refuse the professional engagement
demanded from her by her boss, and said that she would have to travel, that we would have
to find new times so that she wouldn't miss much of the week's sessions; but organising a new
schedule with me was not suggested with precise times or possibilities. (This was said as
something that had no other solution: I would have to adapt to her. But she said this in a tone
of voice that sounded slightly seductive.)

She felt, she stressed, a slave to the group she worked for. There was no way to resist
them, my patient said emphatically. Finally, she added that the worst thing was that they
wanted her not for her talent, but because she is good for the box office. She gets her roles by
recommendation from the marketing department and not by indication from the artistic
department. (At that point she is referring ironically to the fact that she is invited to
participate in things because of her beautiful face and not for her talent.) At this point she is
almost crying.

After examining my feelings and the atmosphere created in the session and after having
reflected on the situation that she has described, I think I have understood some aspects of the
material and decide to intervene.

On examining my feelings I feel that there is something seductive in my patient, something
captivating in her way of speaking, which becomes evident when associated with the fact of
her being very attractive. But her seduction produces not just attraction. There is something
else in the atmosphere that brings with it the obligation for things to be the way she wants
them to be, and for people to think as she does. I believe that the irritation I felt was
associated with this control. She sounds as if she is being abandoned, and this rapidly
changes to despair. I feel that her anxiety at missing her sessions, unless I rearrange my
schedule, is genuine, and I am inclined to give in, although feeling a bit uneasy at doing that. I
wonder at this point whether I had, on many occasions, offered schedule arrangements that
were uncomfortable for me in order to please her and whether I had treated her at times in a
special way. I think I recognised in myself an inclination to treat her in a special way,
stimulated by her helplessness and also, very likely, by her ‘charming way’ of asking for
things she wanted. At the same time, however, I consider all our schedule arrangements have
been made to accommodate her concrete professional circumstances. I could not help feeling
a certain uneasiness associated with the idea that it was not right to treat her as a ‘special’
patient. When I think of the new arrangements that I was invited to make to accommodate her,
I now feel uncomfortable, irritated and under enormous pressure, feeling there is no way out.

I believe that the patient, through what she tells me, communicates a basic dilemma. She
wishes to be respected as a human being for her intellectual qualities but she thinks that
everybody loves her for her beauty, that is, for her superficial qualities. She has an
unbearable feeling of being unprotected and helpless, so she has no other choice than to
appeal to seduction through her beauty, charm and sweet manners. When people give in to
her, she is happy on the one hand. On the other, however, her belief that she is incapable and
untalented is reaffirmed and she ends up disdaining the person she feels she has seduced. In
this way a vicious circle is set up.

Following this line I think then in what
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way, if any, is this material associated to the transference situation? What can I tell her, from
what I observe happening in me, of the feelings I observe in her and of the things that she tells
me? Is there a way to translate her narrative into an interpretation that will make connections,
which are now inaccessible to her?

The answer that occurred to me was (all that happens very quickly and most of what I am
saying might result from a work of reconstruction) that her material refers simultaneously to
several different moments in time. She talks about feeling unprotected and helpless in the
present if she misses a few sessions. But there was another similar situation in our
relationship in the very recent past, namely, our recent separation over the weekend, as the
session described took place on a Monday. She experienced this separation as a sign of my
lack of interest in her. In the transference I represent an object that abandons her out of lack
of interest and that does not really like her. She might feel that I stay with her only for my
self-promotion. This she achieves by seducing me, her object, with her physical beauty and
charm. Can these temporal cuts be articulated into an interpretation?

My mind went to her husband appearing as a depreciated figure, as the result of a
projective identification. She projects her depreciated self into her husband who becomes
then intellectually incapable; identification with him follows and immediately she despises
him.

I address my interpretation to the following points: first, as an adult she experiences the
interruption of the analysis over the weekend as a natural occurrence. On another, perhaps
more childish level, she reacts to this interruption by feeling unprotected. This feeling is
made stronger by the prospect of having to miss a few sessions this and the following week.

Second, she wants me to do something to avoid her missing some sessions, in order to
avoid intensifying her feelings of helplessness. However, she does not believe I will do this
because I recognise her needs or because I am interested in taking care of her, but for what
she awakens in me. She feels that I might want to stay with her due to her seductiveness and
because I do not want to lose her as a patient who, being so beautiful and important, brings
me prestige. This feeling is confirmed by her feeling that the previous concessions that I
made to her concerning schedules were due to her success in seducing me.

I convey these ideas to her by articulating them in two or three concise sentences.
She listens and, after a brief silence, says, ‘I felt terrible over the weekend. I couldn't

even get dressed right, I didn't jog as I do every day, I didn't do physical exercises and I
couldn't work. I couldn't even comb my hair right. I felt like trash and I felt locked in. All
those ideas I mentioned here on Friday about that short story that I was going to write
disappeared during the afternoon. On Saturday morning I sent out everybody: husband,
children, dog … and … nothing happened! I couldn't get out a line and the sad thing is that the
story was so clear in my mind before. On Friday I left here and I told Mariana [a very good
friend of hers] the story I was planning to write and she liked it. I was cheerful and
enthusiastic and, little by little, during the afternoon my nice feelings went away. Ah! That
idiot “Paul” who was supposed to meet me to talk about publishing my last set of short
stories didn't show up. I thought, I'm going to telephone him and ask him to go to the movie,
just to see if he wouldn't go … [She says this ironically, suggesting that “Paul” was not
interested in her work, but would be interested if he were to go out with her, to date her.]
Idiot! Silly thing! Oh! Things got worse at night. I had to go out to a party and I was looking
for a beautiful blue dress that I adore and is very comfortable, but I couldn't find it. My maid
had already gone home so I couldn't ask her where it was. I was very irritated and sad. I went
to tell my
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husband John and the fool said, “[she imitates him using a seductive voice] that's too bad,
you look so beautiful in that dress, so attractive” and he came over to “hug” me trying to take
my clothes off. I almost hit him! He didn't understand anything! The dunce has no sense of
timing either. Sometimes I think he is stupid, a poor fool! You know, that confirms what I
have already said to you: he has no real love and besides that he is a little coarse in his
feelings, a little bit blunt and a little stupid. I got so nervous! I was completely frustrated
when I went to him for consolation.’

(All this is said with less irritation and despair.)
‘Oh! I even dreamed about that damned dress or, I should say, the dream was about blue

things. [“Blue things” in Portuguese also means something peaceful, good.] I dreamed I had
a beautiful, blue Chinese vase. It was in the centre of a table and there was a party going
on. Everybody was looking at the vase. I kept watching. The people moved around during
the party, focusing on the vase; it even looked like they were moving around as if
entranced by the vase. I tried to understand why and I thought that it was so they wouldn't
bump it or break it. I tried to talk with the people. I had some papers in my hand and
nobody paid any attention. It was terrible!

‘I think the dream was because of the dress that was blue and was made of silk. The vase
is known as “blue de Chine”! The silk also comes from China.’

(I have two blue Chinese pieces in my office. One of them is a ginger vase that I use as a
lamp. The couch is covered with a blue material and the ceiling is painted blue.)

My interpretation was on the following points: first, I had the impression that she felt that I
relate to her in the same way that I relate to my Chinese vases. She is a kind of Chinese vase
for me, very beautiful but serves only as a decoration.

Second, in this way I am like her, to the extent that she feels that she lives for what people
believe that is her beauty and charm as objects of decoration to hide her fragility, like the
Chinese vase in the dream. Her fragility leads her to appeal to seduction. I become in her
mind then as weak as her as I adapt to her schedule as a response to her seduction.

Third, she feels that she lost the comfort she had here in her analysis—stripped of the blue
that she likes and that gives her comfort—and she felt frustrated. (She has identified with an
uncaring object me and acted out this carelessness by not taking care of herself over the
weekend.)

(I thought to myself: stating these ideas from the psychodynamic point of view, I would
say that in the transference I am this worthless husband who becomes so as a result of Ana's
projecting her feelings of worthlessness into him/me. In the external world she projects her
feelings of intellectual incapacity into this husband and this might be reconstructively related
to feelings of not being able to satisfy her father in his aspirations, identifying him with her.
This is all the more important because it creates guilt and persecution, because being a
successful intellectual is associated with repairing her father's image.)

She looked very surprised at my Chinese vases, to the blue couch, saying, ‘I can't
believe!’

The session ended.
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