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There is no ideal muse, but rather as
many variations on the theme as there 
are individual women who have had the 
luck, or misfortune, to find their destiny
conjoined with that of a particular artist. 
Now then, psychotherapy is, amongst 
other things, the art of healing the soul’s 
suffering. The attraction of the Muse is her
power of longing. How then can a Muse 
– and I remember the study by Francine 
Prose, The Lives of the Muses (2002) – be a 
therapist herself? Longing, even be-longing, 
is an intense emotion. To imagine a Muse 
as Therapist promises to be an intense
experience. Muses as we all know, come and 
go. They actively inspire their artist. Great
poetry is truth telling; this is true for one of 
the great mythic poets, Ted Hughes, and the 
truth must be as much in the telling as in 
the authenticity of the vision. The paradox
of poetry is, that it works through words 
like a biological healing process. Hughes 
ones said: It seizes on what is depressing and 
destructive, and lifts it into a realm where it
becomes healing and energizing. And to reach 
that final mood of release and elaboration is
the whole driving force of writing at all. 

The writing force of Heward Wilkinson,
well versed in both poetry and philosophy, 

was his early reading of that prosaic 
depicter of human folly and madness, 
William Shakespeare. Apprehending those 
dramas such as Hamlet, King Lear and 
Macbeth, enabled our author to face that 
awesome paradox of soul making and the 
poetic relationship with the world that we 
happen to find ourselves living in. Poets,
like psychotherapists, walk the fault-lines, 
the cracks and the black alleys of human 
borderlands. In his very interesting, dense 
and demanding book, Wilkinson concerns 
himself with poetic processes and how we 
might be rhymed towards health. The words
spoken in the realm of psychotherapy are 
more poetic than prosaic. The inner sense
of sensibilities is condensed in words. 
One of Wilkinson’s aims is to place poetic 
methodology and our way of thinking about 
psychotherapy on a secure foundation. He 
wants to make the extraordinary power of 
creativity – and the powerful methodology 
of insight involved in it – of great literature 
available for psychotherapy, psychotherapy 
which sometimes persists in using an unduly 
narrow experimental and cultural base for 
its exploration. Firstly, he writes about his 
own unexpected personal journey to the 
heart of psychotherapy as a healing art. He 
gains his insights from poets like Keats, and 
daringly proclaims therapy as poetry. Let 
me bring in Keats in his own words: (Letter 
to Reynolds 31.1.1818)

There’s a sigh for yes, and a sigh for no,
And a sigh for “I can’t bear it” –

O what can be done, shall we stay or run
Or cut the sweet apple and share it?

Do we want poetry of existence? Is this really 
a juxtaposition that can be solved by bringing 
in many a philosopher and have them go 
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into an imaginative dialogue with absent 
poets? Given this choice, I would prefer to 
run, rather than stay. The ground which
each generation must cover, so it seems, has 
been laboured on by many a learned scholar, 
and Wilkinson is another of them.

When he introduces Heidegger, I was 
surprised by the absence of any reference 
to Medard Boss’ Existential Foundation 
of Medicine and Psychology, that was 
extensively revised and edited by his 
philosophical mentor. This lack makes
me wonder how rooted in any specific
healing tradition is Wilkinson’s claim on 
a new poetic paradigm for our profession. 
Realising this, he prepared the ground 
for his central masterpiece, so I chew 
this philosophical bite and turn the pages 
to his fourth chapter entitled; Reality, 
Existence, and the Shakespeare Authorship 
Question: King Lear, Little Dorrit, and the 
Man Who Was Shakespeare. He is using 
psychotherapeutic methods in exploring 
the dispute, if Shakespeare was the man 
who wrote his dramas, or if, as some people 
assert, it was the 17th Earl of Oxford. Am 
I the man I say I am, or am I ruled by the 
unconscious? Wilkinson leads us through 
a labyrinth of arguments, looking over his 
shoulder to see if we can follow (just) and 
saying, at the heart of the plays, there is 
more than one way out. Remember that: 
“we are such stuff as dreams are made on,
and our little life is rounded with a sleep.” 
The poet is no liar, as he affirms nothing.

I needed his findings in the chapter on
Poetic Enactment and Propositional Truth: 
Poetry and Objectivity to find my way out
of his maze of literary imagination that he 
exposes to us, his readers. Here, his voice 
gets really going, in the chorus of many 
another, like Shelley, Barth, Heidegger, 
Lacan, Freud, Groddeck, Jung, Derrida, 
Kant and other greats. Despite all the fine
scholarly information, this metalogue left
me somewhat embarrassed: I am afraid that 
I just did not get it the first time round: I
needed at least another reading to get the 

gist of his overwhelmingly complicated 
arguments. So, I was glad when I eventually 
reached the epilogue of the poetry and 
politics of psychotherapy. Therefore, let me
close with the words of the author: 

Finally I, in effect, returned to
psychotherapy by showing, or trying 
to show, that by elucidating the nature 
of textual enactment philosophically, 
passing through Kant’s philosophical 
conception of imagination, we eventually 
reach the recognition of an existential-
cosmological conception of the temporal 
self in its several foldedness, which 
draws developmental psychology, as 
traditionally conceived, into itself, 
within the framework of an existential 
conception of the self as totality. This at
the same time encompasses the range of 
psychoanalytic insights as a reservoir of 
valuable frameworks. (p. 232) 

Here is a vision of the interconnected 
wholeness of life, where literary 
imagination is totally independent of the 
psychotherapist’s and his or her patient’s 
self-conscious ego, embedded deeply 
in a poetic universe, which serves us 
therapeutes – the recipients of healing 
– rather well. Wilkinson is walking us in a 
somewhat challenging fashion through his 
tightrope between philosophical rhetoric 
and poetic reason. A wee bit more poetry 
and poets’ voices regarding the actual 
healing context would have refreshed us, 
as readers. Nevertheless, Wilkinson shares 
his bounding enthusiasm for the language 
of the soul, his immense capacity for the 
muse’s delights with us, and is to be thanked 
for this fantastic effort.

Fie, fie upon her! There’s language in
her eye, her cheek, her lips; Nay, her 
foot speaks: Her wanton spirits look out, 
At every joint and motion of her body. 
(Troilus and Cressida, IV.v.5)
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