
Bion’s Memoir of the Future - introduction to the film

This is an introduction to the film based on the autobiographies of Wilfred Bion, of which some 
scenes were shot in India in the winter of 1983. The script was written by Kumar Shahani (director) 
and Meg Harris Williams. First an brief introduction to Bion’s A Memoir of the Future is given; then 
the ideas behind the film are described, followed by a the chequered story of its making and why it 

was never completed. 

A short introduction to Bion’s A Memoir of the Future 

The Memoir was the first of Bion’s books that I read, in the mid 1970s when I was a student, and 
I was immediately fascinated by it. In the years since then I have regularly taught Bion’s ideas, 
mainly with reference to his theoretical writings and talks; but I still find the Memoir the clear-
est and deepest way to approach Bion’s model of the mind and his way of thinking, through this 
authentic presentation of his own self-analysis. 

The problem with the Memoir however is not only its length but its organization; it does not 
necessarily help to read the three books consecutively, as each one redigests the same material. 
In fact the general advice with Bion is to read the bits you like: some paragraphs or phrases 
jump out of the page as being brilliant, instantly finding their target audience; others seem 
entangled either in experimental rumination or in wordplay and not always successful meta-
phorical representation. In addition, at first the reader is bewildered by the sheer number and 
variety of voices that he includes in his so-called ‘novel’ that is really more like a never-ending 
radio play. He calls the cacophony of characters ‘Bedlam’, springing to mind from different 
places, times and situations and assaulting the dreaming mind. They represent different vertices 
of his thinking, and their significance lies in their links and tensions. Their goal is to achieve 
a ‘disciplined debate’ and to find creative links across the ‘caesuras’ of their differences, their 
points of emotional contact. The cast is inevitably larger than that in the film, and includes the 
author’s Self at various developmental stages from the somites who comprise the foetus in the 
womb to age nearly 80, and a variety of the fictional personages whom he says have always 
contributed to his mental health; Sherlock Holmes (a model for the practical investigator), his 
brother Mycroft, and their opponent Moriarty (Morality, the Devil himself); various other fig-
ures from fiction, history or mythology, including the Cheshire Cat from Alice in Wonderland; 
a microcosmic cross-section of Edwardian society in the form of Robin (the farmer-scientist), 
the upper-class couple Roland (farmer-sceptic) and Alice; their maid Rosemary, and Neander-
thal peasant-worker Tom with his primitive sexual instincts; together with Ghosts from the war; 
and a mysterious Voice which obtrudes from the somatic depths as from the Marabar caves in 
Forster’s novel A Passage to India.

As time goes on however we realise that actually many of these voices are variants of 
one another, like subsets: Scientist is also called Einstein or sometimes Robin and has links 
with his schoolfriend Heaton Rhodes; Priest is sometimes Paul or St Peter; Bion is sometimes 
Myself or P.A.; Rosemary has strong links with the Ayah of Bion’s childhood, and through 
the memory of her mother and her trials as a professional prostitute she manages to control 
the ungoverned instincts of both the lower and the upper classes. Their contrasting tones veer 
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between absur dity and revelation, vulgarity and sermonizing, incoherent ‘somitic’ ejaculation 
and formal solilo quy. 

What is clear from the very beginning is that all these characters form an internal group 
that inhabits one mind, that of the author, and that the author is by no means the leader of this 
group, but rather, helplessly subject to its unconscious permutations and combinations. The aim 
of the Memoir is to provide a barrier or screen which attracts like a magnet both pre-natal and 
post-natal voices. But initially, in the move between ‘science’ and ‘fiction’, Bion deliberately 
plunges previous cognitive landmarks (such as the ‘ver tices’ of L, H and K) into chaos: ‘Last 
night [the vertices] weren’t at all respectable; much more like farts  and gerks rushing up and 
down  alimentary canals.’

By the time we have reached Book 3, The Dawn of Oblivion, the internal Group has become 
stream lined, as the post-natals learn to speak for the pre-natals, and perceive through ‘disci-
plined debate’ the ‘underlying pattern’ of their present experience. The idea of a ‘disciplined 
debate’ is an aesthetic one in which all the elements – characters or voices – contribute to a 
harmonious orchestration. This doesn’t mean they all agree, or merge their individual distinct-
ness; it just means that each element plays a constructive part in the whole. Yet as Bion ruefully 
admits (in the voice of P. A.) it would really require a Shakespeare to express the real turbu-
lence; and sometimes disciplined or civilized rational talk comes at the expense of losing some 
of the vivid richness of the dreams that initiated the debate.

Bion’s view is always very much that the truth is cleverly resisted by the personality and 
has difficulty in slipping in between any rough gaps in existing knowledge. It has to find a way 
into the mind almost by stealth or trickery, or else by reversing the usual way of looking, rather 
as we may look at the light trapped by a sculpture rather than at the sculptured form in itself. 
He asks himself whether he is managing to find a ‘new language’ for his emotional situation, 
through all these voices, or just a collection of ‘ghastly puns’. We remember he always stresses 
observation as the single most useful and most difficult function of the psychoanalyst – the 
observation of internal or unconscious phantasy movements. ‘The nearest that the psycho-ana-
lytic couple comes to a fact is when one or the other has a feeling.’

The Memoir is his attempt to give the facts of feeling a voice, and in the absence of Shake-
speare he suggests the only alternative is to listen to the internal voices and allow them unre-
stricted access to the tools of the conscious or postnatal mind which normally has such a tyran-
nical control over modes of expression. Thought has to begin from ‘lowly glandular origins’, 
allowing different parts of the personality that could never normally ‘speak’ to one another to 
see one another’s point of view:

Somite Twenty-four: If I had known I would grow a soul I would have remained a fetus.

Twenty-five Years: If I had known I had such an ugly somitic ancestor I would not have tried to cultivate 
a soul.

Eighteen Years: I don’t think I knew your somitic friend, but I had my suspicions and thought a soul 
would be an asset, not an excrescence.

At the same time this unrestricted vocalization brings dangers with it. The birth of thought, 
or of a new thought or idea within the personality (or within the larger group, or society in gen-
eral), fills all the group members with catastrophic anxiety: 

Roland: Somebody – Man has already said it – is going to get shot.

Robin: Something is going to be born ...

P. A.: What an ugly monster it is ... What saurian engendered thought? ... The product becomes cap able 
of independent existence.
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The temptation is to enclose the personality in an exoskeleton, an illusory protection like 
the tank of the war. The foetus who is approaching Term warns his younger self: ‘If you borrow 
an exo-skeleton you will never get out of it.’ 

In Book 2 an interesting character named Du appears (German for ‘thou’) claiming that he 
is the germ of a foetal idea that is trying to find a place in the mind, and inevitably associated 
with the idea of the alien or enemy: ‘I am an idea of yours… you can abort me… I can kick 
myself out of here’. In Book 3 this character seems to metamorphose into Em-mature the matur-
ing embryo and his various somatic elements. 

The alternative to birth is death of the idea; as P. A. says: 
 P.A.: A foetal idea can kill itself or be killed and that is not a metaphor only. Metaphors can be the 
ghosts of ideas waiting to be born, and not only, as Berkeley said to Halley, ‘ghosts of departed quantities’.

Yet the idea itself, or the capacity to contain ideas, is itself dangerous and possibly lethal, a 
fear expressed in a dialogue between the two dinosaurs Stegosaurus and Tyrannosaurus:

Adolf: What’s that tiny little thing you’ve got up there?

Albert: A rudimentary brain.

Adolf: Hmmm ... I don’t like it.  Mark my words, it will burst your head  open! Chacun à son gout.  Ow! 
What’s that?  You’ve shoved your thoughts into me, you vile creature.

Every confrontation or encounter between characters arouses this catastrophic anxiety of 
mutual destruction. In this way their problem is gradually formulated: of how to allow a thought 
to take possession of the mind and expand it structurally, without exploding it like the atom-
bomb wielded by the Devil. The ‘meaning’ does not seem to ‘penetrate’ – whether from you to 
me, or from me to you’. Yet growth is only achieved by modulating these encounters: trying to 
turn antagonistic confrontations into creative linkages.

The turmoil and also the heightened anticipation of the atmosphere at points of catastrophic 
change is expressed in the Memoir by the ‘Party of Times Past’ that takes place in Book 2, 
accompanied by a dance called the ‘Resurrection Blues’, at which Bion and others fatally 
wounded in some sense during the war, or invalided out with shellshock (‘going sane before 
the war was over’) are given the opportunity to confront their Ghosts – their other selves, the 
feeling (foetal) aspects of personality (one of his puns) that were stifled or killed by the military 
exoskeleton. At the Party, P.A. sheds his ‘armour-plated mind’, his ‘hero dress’ uniform, and 
faces his ghost:

P.A.: I hardly recognised him – it’s my ghost.

Ghost of P.A.: I died at English Farm and I’ve been working through Purgatory since. I feared I might 
become like P.A. You only saw me wearing my Hero dress. I was afraid you’d see me – as I saw poor Gates. 

It is a recognition scene that, as is traditional, conveys the possibility of growth from the 
ruins of a previous catastrophe. Meanwhile one of the metaphors in the Memoir for expressing 
the anxiety of growth, that has clear roots in a childhood memory, is the ‘otter hunt’ related in 
Book 3 (and also in The Long Week-End). Here the point of developmental change is the reluc-
tant transition from latency to adolescence, which is presented in the form of a comic-realistic 
scene in which the ‘golden boys and girls’ in their ‘silly boring old garden’ (of Eden), organize 
an ‘otter hunt’ to victimize the Cat and imprison it in a ‘flower pot’.  The scene is narrated 
from the dual point of view of the children’s play and dialogue, and the Cat’s soliloquizing; it 
shows their mutual desire to reverse the growth-process – the process of becoming ‘distended’ 
by absorbing something new.  Thus the ‘flower pot’ is confused with a `pregnant pot’, the chil-
dren’s mockery of the idea of pregnancy, which they smash with a croquet mallet to release the 
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Cat from inside. The Cat wishes that the childish ‘hell hounds’ would themselves be chucked 
out of their mother’s womb:

 Cat: These devils can’t tell the difference between a flowerpot and a pregnant pot.  ‘What a pot!’, the Boy 
said to his aunt.  In fact it was the only scientific observation he had made, but his Mummy said it was 
rude.  

The children prove they are ‘impossible to teach’ and in their shaken omnipotence they take 
revenge on their own first  `caesura’. The voices that interpret the episode (a ‘Container’ and 
P. A.) see it as a typical example of the mind’s hatred of learning because it makes it ‘swell up’ 
and become ‘distended’, so prematurely the container is smashed. As Moriarty had said in The 
Past Presented, ‘They think they are going to break down if there is a chance of hatching out’. 
Inevitably this premature revenge rebounds on the childish mind in a nightmare, in which the 
Cat metamorphoses into the Tiger of William Blake and the Boy says: 

 Boy: Gd-ni ... (sleeps) Tibs, you are a spoiled cat.  No, it’s no good you saying you are a Tiger.  If you 
are a tiger you are really a spoiled tiger – a cat that has been spoiled and has turned into a pussy cat.  Cyril 
laughs when he says ‘pussy’.  He says it’s a gross word.  Now don’t you turn into a gross cat Tibs.  That’s 
German.  I hope I’m not getting afraid of an unspoiled great Kat.  Tiger . .. Tiger ... we learnt in school…
 burning bright.  Please sir! Its eyes sir - what dread hands question mark and what dread feet?  A stop sir?  
Yes sir, a proper pause.  If the wine don’t get you the women must.  It rhymes with dust.

The degraded sexuality – the ‘gross pussy’, the ‘spoiled tiger’ – opens, on the other side of 
the diaphragm of consciousness, into the fearful, awe-ful, devouring ancient God.  The Tiger’s 
dread eyes, feet and hands are associated by the Boy with the power of  ‘women’, which is in 
turn inseparable from the fear of death – the military/ schoolboy rapping commands already 
prophesying the ‘gross’ fires of the German army.

The Cat however, after putting its tormentors back in the ‘looney bin’ (its version of the 
flower pot, the false womb), reflects on how all these humans begin life in the ‘looney bin’ and 
consequently are ‘blockheads’, yet nonetheless there is a  possibility of a ‘digestion time’ (liter-
ally, feeding time) when there can be found a ‘language that penetrates – in both directions – 
the barrier of sense; the sense that is born then is common’. ‘Digestion time’ across the gut, as 
across the diaphragm, symbolizes a genuine meeting of realities, a language which penetrates in 
both directions, which Bion denotes (with a characteristic pun) ‘commonsense’, very different 
from the basic assumption mentality normally implied by the term and that as P. A. warns  ‘can 
resort to common arms’ – is mutually destructive rather than mutually enriching.

 Later in Book 3 we have instead of the otter hunt a further development in the mind’s 
digestive potentialities, namely the escape from the tank, which demonstrates an unconscious 
linking with somatic realities in a way that preserves life. The escape from the tank is is related 
in different forms in both The Long Week-End (which gives the literal account) and in the 
Memoir, which gives a dream-account, that is, one which expresses the emotional meaning, if 
not at the time of the actual event, then later on when the meaning finally ‘got through’. In the 
Memoir, Twenty-one loses his tank in the context of a mysterious confusing disease, a ‘pyrexia 
of unknown origin’ - a kind of ‘brain fever’ or ‘shell shock’.  The moment is recounted by P.A. 
(‘When I was Twenty-one . ..’); and the fact that the tale is being told by another voice or char-
acter, itself suggests some digestion or interpretation of the experience, on the road towards 
aesthetic form, ‘disciplined debate’:

As 1 scrambled and tripped in my drunken influenza to catch up with the tank, in the shadow of which 
I had ordered my crew to remain sheltered, my ice-cold reality revealed a fact: The tank, in perfect order, 
with guns, ammunition and its 175 horse-power engines, was delivered into the hands of the enemy.  
Alone, I alone, had done this thing!  My pyrexia left to rejoin its unknown origin.



www.artlit.info - writings and artwork © Meg Harris Williams/ The film of Bion’s Memoir 5

As Tyrannosaurus had complained, his tank-like armour plate made him a ‘sitting target’ in 
the ‘invasion’.  Here, the tank-commander is torn out of his psychical shell by an alien force, a 
force he had forgotten lay inside him; he suffers an ‘eruption of clarity’, an ‘outbreak of sanity’, 
despite his knowledge that he could be court-martialled for abandoning his tank. Meaning has 
penetrated the diaphragm.  On the literal level, he saves the lives of himself and his men from 
society’s common-sense, common-arms madness: escaping not only from the German guns but 
from the British military exoskeleton which was equally an enemy to life.

 On another level, the Blakean image of the officer shooting out of the burning tank, bap-
tized in flames, becomes - in the context of the book - a metaphor for the birth of thought, like 
Athene springing from the skull of Zeus.  The fictional image stimulates, and develops, other 
hypotheses in the book: such as ‘thought’ being a ‘by-product of glandular activity’, or Rose-
mary’s suspicion that ‘Post-natal Souls may get together and a mind will be generated’, ‘Like 
maggots in the warmth of a rotting dung heap’.  The ‘preservative’ function of ‘the shell’ as 
postulated by Priest has been completed, without resulting in ‘the death of the idea’ within it.  A 
saurian has engendered thought with ‘independent existence’, like a butterfly from a chrysalis; 
finding a vehicle for its reception amidst the catastrophically destroyed carcass of the dino saur.

What is the ‘idea’ that is trying to get born by Bion’s writing of the Memoir? The unnamed 
‘idea’ is, in a sense, the meaning of the entire Memoir, the message of the life-cycle of Em-mature.  
It is left unnamed not only because it is unnameable (in the sense of ‘labelling’ the choices), 
but also because its reality, or meaning, is dependent upon the involvement of the reader - who 
has, all along, been an unnamed participant of the Group.  Bion is determined that the observer 
shall not escape unobserved; that the reader should be, not a voyeur, but an ‘austere critic’, 
making the diaphragm or caesura between himself and the Memoir not into a peephole, but into 
a science-fiction, objective-subjective, artistic receiving-screen, across which ‘ideas’ can pene-
trate both ways.

Psychoanalysis itself is such an idea. It existed Platonically, in Bion’s view, as an example 
of a thought which, before Freud existed to think it, was ‘without a thinker’. Like the Sleeping 
Beauty, it awaited discovery by a mind or mental configuration suited to receive it. Yet when 
the question comes up, ‘Who created or owned the idea?’, Priest answers by means of another 
question: ‘Who owned the owner – God or man?’ P. A. had said earlier that it is not ‘only a 
metaphor’ to speak of the life of ideas. Ideas have a life of its own, but are not necessarily avail-
able for use without their ‘thinkers’, who mediate the shadow of their future: 

  Thus, when the character Bion is accused (yet again) of being ‘fanciful’, he replies:
Bion: Fancy? Or fact? Just fancy, if there was something about ideas which might make them ‘generative’!  
The transmission of ideas may not follow the biological laws of sex, or the Mendelian laws of inheritance.  
Alice may fear ... the movement of a ‘phenomene’ in her mind.  When an ‘idea’ is created there is, in 
addition to the actual creation, a series of reactions to the created idea .  

The ‘idea’ which Bion transmits is, essentially, his own process of ‘becoming’, his own 
achieve ment of growth in the face of catastrophic change, still continuing after nearly 80 years 
of the terminal illness called life.

Hence the final scene of the film is called ‘The Becoming Dance’. Bion’s heroine Rose-
mary, who has throughout been obsessed with her feet, using them as an instrument to control 
the men, finally recognizes the disorientation yet joy of being ‘danced with’, despite her fear of 
childbirth.

‘I let my mind make me up’ announces Rosemary proudly, as she dismisses the use of eye-
shadow – her metaphor for cosmetic forms of education. Then to her surprise, she finds she is 
‘danced off her feet’ by Man, her equilibrium upturned, and confesses to ‘feeling awful’ – a 
word which is always tinged with the sense ‘full of awe’:
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Rosemary: I feel awful; I can’t even faint.

Man: You have to be tough; you are dancing as well as ever.  I felt upset when I first killed a man and saw 
how surprised he looked. He never realised he had been killed. Shooting isn’t at all bad when you get used 
to the shock.

Rosemary: It’s a ‘shock’ to dance with someone – as if you didn’t realise you would be ‘danced with’.  I 
suppose P.A. would say it was ‘sexual’.  Priest would say it was religious, like Saint Paul being ‘con-
verted’….

Man: Your feet are dancing all right.

Rosemary: They are dancing me; I don’t mean it to happen.

So at the Party of Time Past she takes the lead in shedding the coverings of cosmetics and 
field dressings in order to ‘let my mind make me up’ – a new kind of shell-shock under the aegis 
of internal objects. This new sexual-religious conjunction of internal parts ultimately leads to 
the blush on the walls of the uterus and the birth of a ‘phenomene’ that is imagined by the post-
natal Group at the end of the Memoir – the embryonic constituents of a new idea.

Description of the film and its ideas

Bion’s pioneering early work on Experiences in Groups (derived from his position as an army 
psychologist during the Second World War) was followed by his famous formulation in math-
ematical terms of the evolution of thought-processes, ‘The Grid’, during the middle section of 
his career.  In his later years (most of the last 10 spent in California), both these preoccupations 
converged into his mature metaphoric mode of thinking about thinking, which he expressed 
through his characteristically stimulating but mystifying mode of lecturing, and through semi-
fictional studies of his own inner world and self-analytic method.  These latter works are steeped 
in imagery from his childhood in India, amalgamated in a rich and startling way with memories 
of the First World War and of public school.  These primordial founts of imagery and childhood 
experience constitute the material of his private dream-life, which in turn is the foundation for 
his metaphysical speculations about the nature of the mind.

The film-sequences make use in particular of these later imaginative and artistic works: 
both the fantasy Memoir of the Future and the more straightforward autobiographical narra-
tive The Long Week-End, now seen as among the First World War classics. The film’s aim is 
to dramatise Bion’s concepts using his own autobiographical metaphors: the grounds for the 
turbulent emotional interactions involved in the process of thinking and `learning from experi-
ence’.  Thus the method of presentation is one in which images from childhood recur in differ-
ent forms, interwoven with fantasies shaped by later experience, to form an internal drama. A 
double perspective is maintained of external event and internal reality.

So the characters in the film have both a realistic and a fantasy existence.  They include: 
Bion’s parents and sister; his English foster-family the Rhodes; his Indian foster-mother the 
Ayah; a schoolteacher, Colman; a Priest; a Psycho-Analyst; the Devil; an invader `Man’; a Sci-
entist; a group of soldiers and a group of schoolboys.

Bion himself describes mental exploration in terms of an `archaeology’ of the mind which 
treats of the future co-extensively with the past.  Taking childhood as its source, this film will 
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not only explore biographical events in the life of Bion, but also use the condition of childhood 
as a matrix for the development of his later philosophical ideas.

The ambiguities of this `archaeology’ are modelled also in the form of the film itself, which 
uses as a structural principle the concept of the interaction of time past and time future, through 
its exploration of repetition and memory.  The film does not therefore adhere to traditional 
methods of narrative, characterisation and presentation of points of view, but focuses much 
more on the process of struggle between different directions and dimensions within the mind, 
that cannot be contained within a unitary concept of personality.

Given this Bionic perspective of `grouping’ within the mind, the film is in a position to 
explore afresh the drama of `groups’ larger than the individual: of institutions and communities 
(the family, school, army); and to examine from a new viewpoint political and social themes 
(such as war, colonialism, cultural clashes) which already have a significant tradition in cin-
ematic representation.

Bearing in mind Bion’s own stress on the necessity for learning to observe the experience 
of the moment, the progression of the film is not chronological.  Instead of showing the passage 
from one event to another, it shows the evolution of an internal Work-Group from the initial 
strictures of a `basic-assumption’ mentality.  The repressive grip of this mentality was symbol-
ised for Bion by the D.S.O. he was awarded during the war, which became for him a badge 
of shame.  The film dramatises conflicts within Bion himself, by means of central metaphors 
drawn from his childhood experience, and figures from Indian and English religion and history: 
hence the Tiger Hunt, the Train and `electric city’, the Run; hence Krishna and Christ, the Devil 
and the Virgin, the ̀ green hill’ of sacrifice.  These conflicts represent the positions and processes 
defined by Bion as `Pairing’, `Dependence’, and `Fight-Flight’, and the movement towards `K’ 
(Knowledge) or away from it to `-K’.

The conflicts become manifest at key `caesuras’ or points of catastrophic change which, 
within the film, include birth; the transition between India and England made at the age of 
eight; and the First World War – all of which contribute to Bion’s metaphor of `invasion’ of the 
self.  The film begins and ends with an image of the birth of its subject, Wilfred Bion – the first 
caesura.  The temporal circularity emphasises another kind of progression – the development 
of the relationship of the internal characters, in a way which also evokes the intuition of their 
origins in pre-natal experience.

Although the film’s main interest is experimental in that it explores the film medium in 
terms of certain psychoanalytic ideas, those ideas will be dramatised in such a way that the film 
should speak to a wider intellectual audience with a general concern for education.

History of the film

The film was an ambitious, never-completed venture, born of the inspiration of a young Bombay 
psychoanalyst, Udayan Patel, and his friend Kumar Shahani, who was already known as a bril-
liant formalist art-film director for his film Maya Darpan (You Tube: http://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=8CxQdrCthJk). Shahani mentions the origins of the making of the Bion film in a web 
interview with Projectorhead film journal: http://www.projectorhead.in/four/shahani.html. Patel 
died in 2012  and his artistic focus, including his friendship with Shahani, are recorded in this 
obituary (http://m.indianexpress.com/news/a-matter-of-living/928707/). 

Bion had agreed to do a documentary interview-style film with them in India, where he was 
going to return for the first time since his childhood. However he suddenly became ill with leu-
kaemia and died a few weeks before his planned visit in 1979. 

The idea of a film continued, if anything more enthusiastically than before, but in a changed 
form. Kumar and Udayan came to England shortly after Bion’s death to investigate the possibil-
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ity of a biographical film about Bion with particular emphasis on his Indian childhood. They 
were looking for support and information from the psychoanalytic community in London, and 
also for financial investment. The Melanie Klein Trust disapproved of the venture and refused. 
The only members in London who were interested were my mother, Martha Harris, and stepfa-
ther Donald Meltzer, and a number of their students, some of whom had film connections (such 
as Robby Stein) and helped to gather the acting cast on the English side. A considerable sum 
of money was raised by the Roland Harris Educational Trust, partly from private subscriptions 
in the UK and abroad, but primarily from the sale of a house in Oxford which had been bought 
as a result of a bequest from psychotherapist Doreen Weddell, who had asked Meltzer to spend 
it on psychoanalytic education. (The house was intended to become a clinic for child psycho-
therapists, but planning permission was refused by Oxford City Council on the grounds that 
Oxford children did not need psychotherapy, so the property’s purpose became obsolete.) This 
coincided with the time at which the idea of the Bion film was being mooted, and the money 
went into that instead. The intention was that the sum raised in England would be matched by 
a sum raised in India by Udayan Patel, who had been guaranteed support by a number of busi-
nessmen and entrepreneurs wellknown to his own family. 

In the event, however, at the last minute the Indian money never materialised (no doubt 
to a chorus of cynical ‘I told you so’s). The sponsors got cold feet after being informed by the 
London establishment (who thought Bion was suffering from dementia) that a film based on 
his memoirs could never achieve respectability nor aid in psychoanalytic education. This was 
the main reason why the film was not completed. There were other factors, however. The non-
availability of the money was only announced after filming had already been arranged in India, 
with airfares and accommodation booked, and some extraordinary sets already made and sites 
arranged, including filming of a tiger in a national park, and the ‘British Museum’ lifesize plas-
ter copy erected ready for the ‘Party of Times Past’ scene. For months there had been urgent 
phone calls from India to the UK from 4 in the morning onwards. It was not feasible at that 
point to withdraw and re-group, so it was decided to film as many of the Indian scenes as pos-
sible. However even these were curtailed owing to a car accident on the first filming day, which 
resulted in Kumar Shahani being hospitalised with broken ribs.  Another, far more serious, car 
accident occurred some months later, after which my mother Martha Harris became perma-
nently disabled. She had been a major supporter and facilitator of the film; Bion had been her 
own supervisor; her husband Roland (a poet and teacher who died in 1969) had been an analy-
sand of Bion’s and she believed he had been influential in encouraging Bion to take up a more 
creative format to express his ideas. It was she who invited Bion back to lecture at the Tavis-
tock Clinic in the later 1970s, and who encouraged Meltzer to study and write about his work 
in lectures for her students (published as The Kleinian Development). Meltzer has described 
how her constant knitting of stripey jumpers during the filming soothed and harmonised the 
‘plethora of prima donnas’ (Enabling and Inspiring: A Tribute to Martha Harris, p. 326; http://
www.karnacbooks.com/Product.asp?PID=32952&MATCH=1). She was, she said, surprised to 
find herself faute de mieux in the role of a film producer, after originally expecting merely to 
offer advice and encouragement. She was well aware that any creative entreprise entailed some 
risk (as in the risks she was prepared to take with people, in her student selection at the Tavi) 
but she preferred to give intuition a chance.

I was not in India at the time of the filming myself, since at that time I was expecting the 
birth of my third child. But entertaining reports came in of how children scaled the walls of 
the public garden in Delhi where some scenes were being filmed, screaming ‘Hello Minister!’ 
as this was the time when the TV programme ‘Yes, Minister’ was being screened (with Nigel 
Hawthorne, who was playing the role of Psychoanalyst in the film), and it was if anything even 
more popular in India than in the UK. 
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The dedication of the participants was such that for some years afterwards, attempts were 
made to resurrect the film. Clearly however it would have been impossible to collect the same 
group of fine actors together again, and of course the boy who played Bion had grown up. Not 
only this, but 1983-4 was the point at which the previously buoyant British film industry took 
a downturn (in early Thatcherism) and was starved of finance. Various avenues were explored 
with high hopes but ultimately fizzled out for this reason. The RAI (Italian state television) was 
interested, but again an accident of mistiming intervened – the planned showing of the rushes 
in a full cinema at Pisa was aborted because the film was detained by customs officials and did 
not arrive in time for the showing. Instead, as the audience were all waiting, Meltzer delivered 
a spontaneous lecture. 

Would the film have been completed had it not been for this series of accidents, or had the 
British Psychoanalytical Society given support for it? We shall never know. Shahani recounted 
to us his interview with Hanna Segal to ask for a grant from the Melanie Klein Trust, which 
was turned down. At that time Bion was not as famous as he is now, despite his former presi-
dency of the Society, and maybe suspected his fate would be to be ‘loaded with honours and 
sunk without trace’ as he put it, obliterating his living ideas. The official view of the Kleinian 
establishment was that he had in effect gone senile from the time he left England for California; 
his publications from 1970 onwards were (and still are by some) disregarded, split off from his 
earlier works as if in some way dangerously offbeam if not quite crazy. 

The reason Kumar asked me to collaborate with him on the script was that I had written an 
essay on the Memoir of the Future, whose third volume had just been published (by the Roland 
Harris Educational Trust’s Clunie Press, in fact). I was a literature student at the time and this 
was the first work of Bion’s that I read, although inevitably I heard him talked about in my 
family. Tom Bayley was an open-minded editor of the International Review of Psychoanalysis 
and in 1983 he published my essay, which was of course a literary one; meanwhile Lisa Miller 
asked me to write a review-article on The Long Week-End, also published in 1983.  Kumar and 
Udayan wished to approach Bion’s ideas from an artistic vertex, and to convey a metaphori-
cal self-analytic process via the story of this particular thinker. In preparation for writing the 
script, hours were spent in the genuine British Museum (Library) researching the First World 
War, and with Kumar, watching archived films in the Imperial War Museum. Discussions were 
held with Mrs Francesca Bion with the opportunity to read some as yet unpublished material. I 
also went on my first trip to northern India, accompanied by my husband, father-in-law Arthur 
Hyatt Williams (who knew Hindi), and two small children. Many hilarious and lively meetings 
were held at our extended-family house in Highgate and in the mountains of Tuscany, where 
the structure and content of the film was worked out. Meltzer joked that it would overtake ET 
(currently running) at the box office. That was, in fact, the way we felt about it, whilst being 
well aware of course that in actuality its audience would only ever be miniscule. 

Looking back, it is remarkable how almost everyone involved in making the film, including 
its distinguished cast of actors, retained a special feeling for that experience, despite its never 
achieving fruition; several said it took on the significance of a life-event. I suspect this was 
largely due to the ‘combined object’ style supervision of Meltzer & Harris. Much psychology 
lay behind the on-site knitting in the courtyard of the ‘British Museum’ mockup in New Delhi. 
Psychology that was itself based on my mother’s Bion-inspired skills at managing work-group 
situations at the Tavistock. People were knit together rather than unravelling.

After my mother’s death, at the instigation of Alaknanda Samarth who played the major 
role of Bion’s childhood ayah (nanny), I wrote the story of the filmscript in the form of a nar-
rative poem, specifically for Alak to do a performed reading. The ayah was in effect Bion’s 
‘Indian mother’, the first source of his eastern philosophical influence, deeply internalised in 
his psyche. In a sense, as an internal object, she governed the course of much of his subsequent 
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thinking and marked out its difference from the standard psychoanalytical dogma of any west-
ern school. Many of those involved in the film, including Nigel Hawthorne, Trevor Bentham, 
and Angela Pleasence, came to Alak’s first reading in London, to reunite in memory of the 
Indian adventure. I published this verse narrative at the end of my book The Vale of Soulmak-
ing (http://www.karnacbooks.com/Product.asp?PID=18426&MATCH=1) and used parts of it 
in my revised reading of Bion’s autobiographies in Bion’s Dream (http://www.karnacbooks.
com/Product.asp?PID=29078).

The above story is intended to convey some of the significance which this film acquired 
in the lives of the wide ‘family’ of those involved in the attempt to bring it to fruition, and the 
bittersweet quality of the memory of the enterprise. It must be remembered, after all, that the 
film as it currently exists is not a film at all, but a collection of unedited rushes. Hence the reluc-
tance to show it to an audience, however well informed they may be about Bion and his ideas. 
In particular I regret that none of the Norfolk scenes of Bion’s schooldays were filmed, despite 
our lengthy driving around in search of the best sites – reedy rivulets, expanses of blue sky, Ely 
Cathedral riding the landscape like a ship …

Note:
The filmscript is included in my book The Becoming Room (2016), together with the Commentary 

and a playscript and poem based on the film. The filmscript, and the film with titles, is available in Ital-
ian, translated by Marina Vanali (and also the commentary and introduction), and in Portuguese, trans-
lated by Estanislau Alves da Silva Filho. Contact Meg for details.

Cast of characters and actors from 1983

      Jonathan Page (Bion as a boy)
Robert Burbage (Bion as a young man)
Carol Drinkwater (Bion’s mother)
Tom Alter (Bion’s father)
Alaknanda Samarth (the Ayah – Indian nanny)
Nigel Hawthorne (the Psycho-Analyst, also the schoolteacher Colman)
Neil Cunningham (the Devil)
Peter Firth (the Scientist)
Jalal Agha (the Indian priest)
Nick Clay (Heaton Rhodes, the army officer)
Angela Pleasence (Mrs Rhodes)
Shona Morris (the pregnant girl, Kathleen)
Juliet Reynolds (Miss Whybrow)




