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Preface to the German edition

Irma Brenman Pick1

I am honoured to have been invited to contribute a few reflections, and to be able to acknowledge 
the significance of this timely and welcome new work. The life and work of Herbert Rosenfeld 
certainly deserve to be widely known. I hope this rich and interesting book will extend his 
readership still further, and that it may even one day be translated into English. 

Herbert Rosenfeld was an important person in my professional development. Later he was 
also a friend. I met him in 1961, at that time in his role as supervisor to my first husband Abe 
Pick. This first meeting with him came at a shocking and sad moment for us, as Abe, still in 
his mid-thirties, was suddenly dying of cancer. Herbert showed great compassion to us both, 
and spoke most movingly at Abe’s funeral. Later, Herbert was to supervise me on my first adult 
training case. 

I had already completed the child psychotherapy training when my supervisions with 
Rosenfeld began. The emphasis of much of the Kleinian teaching at that time—the late 1950s 
and early 1960s—was placed strongly upon the child’s phantasies, building on the crucial work 
that Melanie Klein had pioneered, and her first circle of followers had elaborated. I experienced 
Rosenfeld’s approach as a little different. Although steeped in and committed to Kleinian thought, 
he seemed to retain his own perspective; I thought he saw more of a whole person; in other 
words, seeking to link whatever one could intuit, in the material about unconscious phantasy, 
to many other elements of the patient’s history, character, and self-presentation. He also thought 
about the person of the analyst. I recall vividly my first supervision meeting with him. In the 
initial Friday session with my patient, the material suggested that he, the patient, imagined that 
I would be with my husband at the weekend. Rosenfeld said very gently to me—you will need to 

1 We are very sad following Irma’s death in August this year 2023—also because she can no longer hold in her “two hands” this book 
about her esteemed supervisor and friend, Herbert Rosenfeld.
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take this up. He was clearly thinking of the painful implications for me of such an assumption. 
As it happens I had in fact spoken about this. But the tenor of his comment enabled further 
thinking for me about how I was personally affected; it was my first experience of a supervisor 
acknowledging that I (as the analyst) might well feel affected by the material (that it might, say, 
be especially painful to me at this time given that my husband was no longer there).

I felt his brief comment, simple though it may now sound, was important, in that Rosenfeld 
acknowledged that what came from the patient might touch the analyst in different ways, and 
raise difficulties personally, to which the patient may also be alert. For the supervisor to recognise 
that the analyst’s own feelings, or particular vulnerabilities, at a given time, was important. 
It resonated with developments that were taking place in the 1950s, controversially, not least in 
relation to Paula Heimann’s landmark paper on countertransference at the start of that decade. 
Odd though it may now sound, for a supervisor to take that up was an entirely new experience 
for me. It seemed to give permission for me to think about how the work with patients might 
touch on the analyst’s feelings too. And further, how that awareness might in turn be put to work 
in thinking about the session. 

With Rosenfeld, one often felt in the presence of a person who was engaged in understanding the 
patient, and the patient–analyst (or analytic trainee) relationship in a way that was not judgemental 
towards either. He was a gifted supervisor, and a most intuitive analyst. Later I saw more of him, 
and the Rosenfeld family socially; my second husband, Eric Brenman, was a friend of his, and 
had also helped him when he (Herbert) was himself going through an emotionally difficult time. 
My son reminds me that Eric told him that when Eric and Herbert went on walks together Herbert 
would love to discuss clinical material; he had a great appetite for psychoanalysis and could get 
utterly immersed in exploring a case with a colleague, in thinking about the session. 

They also often played tennis together at the weekend. I recall, some years before Eric and I got 
together, being phoned on a Sunday morning, with an appeal that I join them, and another colleague, 
Bernie Brandschaft, for a game of tennis, as their fourth player had not shown up. I obliged, without 
giving it much thought, only to realise that they were quite serious about the game; to my embar-
rassment—I could not reliably get the ball over the net! I was not up to the task! 

I also remember Herbert and his wife Lottie as most elegant ballroom dancers. They both 
loved their summer holidays in Germany and, I have no doubt at all, would have been delighted 
to know that this book will now be available in German.

Rosenfeld’s ideas frequently come to my mind when I supervise now, not least his famous 
metaphor of a kind of internal psychic “Mafia”. This was one of his ways of conceptualising the 
power of what came to be much theorised since—pathological organisations of defences, not just 
single defences. He was highly alert to the way malign or creative forces can take hold; in this case 
he drew on the notion of an internal “gang” that threatens, co-opts, and takes possession, gaining 
a lethal purchase inside the mind. I think often too of his indispensable work on psychotic and 
non-psychotic parts of the personality, and also his important work on destructive narcissism.

And I welcome the fact that, thanks to this book, more of these ideas will now reach a 
readership in Germany, and in the language that was, of course, also his own native tongue.
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Preface to the English edition

John Steiner

Rosenfeld remembered
Herbert Rosenfeld had an enormous influence on my generation of psychoanalysts  

 and perhaps through the work of Wilfred R. Bion, Hanna Segal, Henri Rey, Michael Feldman, 
and Ron Britton remains influential even though he is not so often quoted these days. His ideas 
were fundamental to my own concept of psychic retreats and pathological organisations and his 
teaching especially on technique have significantly made contemporary analysts more receptive 
to the patient’s experience. Some of our concerns about a lack of balance in his late work should 
not detract from his contribution when he was at his best. Indeed, I would say that at the time I 
went to him for supervision his work was the finest of any analyst I have known. It was particu-
larly his ability to put himself into the mind of his patient, to use his imagination to formulate 
an interpretation and then to listen with great care to the patient’s response that I  found so 
impressive. 

In April 2000 I chaired a conference dedicated to his work and the papers from that day were 
later published (Steiner, 2008). I think the hope that this book might restore his influence was 
not fully realised and I welcome the present work with great pleasure in the hope that an interest 
in him will be fostered.

Many of us remember him as a towering figure, engaging in discussions in scientific meetings 
and impressing us with his clinical flair in seminars and supervisions. It was in fact when he 
failed to come upstairs for a clinical seminar that the students found him slumped over his desk 
following a stroke from which he died shortly after, in 1986.

Rosenfeld was a tall friendly man with a warm smile but always with a serious purpose even 
though expressed with a twinkle in his eye. He was renowned for his long sentences and for the 
way he repeated things over and over again, which sometimes made for hard but still worthwhile 
listening. I remember one occasion in supervision when I complained that he had repeated 
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something to me four times that I had already understood the first time. He patiently repeated 
it again and it was only then that I realised that I had not quite understood it. His propensity to 
talk a lot led to a joke in which a candidate phoned to say that he would be late for his supervision 
and added: “Don’t start until I get there!”

He was a recognised authority on the treatment of psychotic states using psychoanalysis, and 
with Bion (1956, 1957, 1959) and Segal (1950, 1956) he created an atmosphere of initiative and 
experimentation in which a new understanding of psychosis could develop without requiring a 
change in the setting or in the analytic attitude towards patients. I always likened these pioneers 
to the enthusiasm of settlers moving with their covered wagons into California, and some of us 
who analysed psychotic patients found that the task was much more difficult and more stressful 
than we were led to believe. 

I continued to attend Rosenfeld’s seminar and had supervision for many years, and developed 
a personal fondness and admiration for him. He helped me survive the analysis of two very 
psychotic patients and encouraged me to continue when I was close to despair. I remember one 
session in which the patient had what seemed to me to be a hypnotic power which would send 
me into a reverie and then a deep sleep. The patient brought a dream in which he was lying 
in a meadow when he was attacked by a swarm of bees. Rosenfeld pointed out the fragmen-
tation that was represented by the swarm but added that perhaps the Bzzz-Bzzz was what put 
me to sleep. Whether correct or not his remarks were so vivid that they helped me to listen 
anew to the material. He brought the supervisions to life with his humour, often in the gestures 
that accompanied his words. I remember some material that was sickly sweet in its sentimen-
tality, to which he said “Pfew” and putting his fingers to his mouth made a gesture of disgust. 
On another occasion I remember he explained that I had not understood an erotic transference. 
I had interpreted the patient’s sexual impulses but had not realised that the deeper phantasy was 
that I was in love with the patient rather than the patient with me. 

I was especially impressed that he was able to explore a patient’s view of the analyst and 
this helped me to formulate what I called analyst-centred interpretations (Steiner, 1994). In a 
famous example (Rosenfeld, 1949), he described a dream in which a famous surgeon was 
operating on his patient with great skill. The patient admired the intense concentration on his 
work when suddenly the surgeon lost his balance and fell right into the inside of the patient, 
with whom he got entangled. The patient’s fear of being taken over by the analyst was in part 
a projection of his own intrusiveness but it also reflected a correct perception of Rosenfeld’s 
intense interest in his work. 

In the final years of his life Rosenfeld became convinced that many patients had been 
traumatised in childhood and that they were in danger of being retraumatised in their analysis 
unless the analyst took special care to avoid this. In particular he believed that envy should 
not be too frequently interpreted and that the patient’s idealisation of his analyst should not be 
prematurely interfered with by interpretation. In his last book, Rosenfeld (1987) concentrated 
his interest on the errors which analysts can make which he believed led traumatised patients 
to feel retraumatised. In his concern to protect the patient from bad analysis he does seem to 
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have emphasised one type of danger without balancing it sufficiently by stressing the danger of 
encouraging idealisation which often goes with a reluctance on the analyst’s part to allow himself 
to be experienced as a bad object. 

A recent publication of Klein’s lectures on technique (Klein, 2017) has allowed us to recognise 
how important a balance was to her approach. Her elaboration of what she calls the psychoana-
lytic attitude calls for an even attention to both the positive and negative transference. I hope that 
the translation of this book into English can help us to re-evaluate Rosenfeld’s contribution and 
find an approach that is equally balanced.
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Introduction

Herbert Alexander Rosenfeld is one of the most important psychoanalysts of our time 
and a pioneer of psychoanalytic treatments for psychotic patients. Born on 2 July 1910 
in Nuremberg, raised in a well-off, upper middle class Jewish family, expelled from 

Nazi Germany immediately after his medical state examination in 1935, he began working with 
psychotically ill patients in London. After his experiences in his training analysis with Melanie 
Klein, who made a deep impression on him, a completely new world opened up for him in under-
standing early psychological processes and the unconscious phantasies that determine them.1 

He then developed a psychoanalytic approach to the treatment of psychotic patients—a milestone 
in Rosenfeld’s work and in the history of psychoanalysis in general.

Rosenfeld’s understanding of destructive narcissism is one of the most impressive and theoret-
ically and clinically helpful concepts for the treatment of psychotic, narcissistic, and borderline 
patients. A central starting point for Rosenfeld was that he never lost sight of the mostly hidden 
libidinous, life-sustaining forces in the individual. Of equally far-reaching importance is his 
discovery of the “Mafia gang”, which regularly appears in cases of severe destructive narcissistic 
pathologies as an inner image for their structural core. This destructive inner-psychic organ-
isation is characterised by an idealisation of cruelty and omnipotence and is directed primarily 
against any dependence on libidinous objects, seducing and overpowering healthy parts of the 
personality. In a significant lecture at a conference of the German Psychoanalytical Association 
(DPV) in 1984, which was extremely controversial at the time and long unrecognised, Rosenfeld 
showed that at the level of society as a whole, an analogous structure had been effective in a more 

1 Editor’s note: in Kleinian literature, a distinction is made between unconscious phantasies and conscious or preconscious fantasies. 
Here and in all the contributions to this volume, the spelling phantasy is used throughout. 
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extreme totalitarian system such as that of National Socialism and had put an entire population 
into a delusional state.

It is perhaps no coincidence that Rosenfeld’s work and his supervisions are particularly 
appreciated by a large number of psychoanalysts in Italy (supervisions from 1978 onwards) 
and in Germany (supervisions from 1981 onwards)—both countries marked in their history by 
fascism and National Socialism respectively.

Rosenfeld was honoured on the occasion of his ninetieth birthday in 2000 in London 
with a Memorial Meeting and in 2014 for the first time in Germany with a commemorative 
conference of the German Psychoanalytical Society (DPG) in Nuremberg (see https://
dpg-psa.de/rosenfeld.html), Rosenfeld’s birthplace. In 2018 in Berlin the symposium 
“Herbert Rosenfeld. Psychoanalytic Perspectives on Clinic and Culture” was held, initiated 
and organised by the editors of the German edition of this volume (Zienert-Eilts, Hegener, 
& Reicheneder, 2020).

The contributions of all three of Herbert Rosenfeld’s tributes have been published: in 2008, 
the volume edited by John Steiner Rosenfeld in Retrospect. Essays on His Clinical Influence, 
which contains the texts of the lectures given at the tribute in London; in 2014, an overview of 
the Nuremberg conference organised by Marco Conci and Harald Kamm was made available 
online (Conci & Kamm, 2014); in 2015, the conference papers were published in the journal 
Luzifer-Amor, and the German version of this book, published in 2020, contains the papers of 
the Berlin conference, enriched by contributions from other authors dealing with Rosenfeld’s 
clinical and theoretical work.

In her foreword to the German edition of the book, Irma Brenman Pick, who was in 
supervision with Herbert Rosenfeld and later became friends with him, describes the 
importance he had for her personally and also for her professional development. John Steiner, 
in his foreword for this English edition, also describes his personal memories of Herbert 
Rosenfeld and his importance for his professional development. 

The first part of the present volume comprises several contributions that illuminate Herbert 
Rosenfeld’s personal life as well as his conceptual–historical and clinical–theoretical roots from 
different perspectives.

Karin Johanna Zienert-Eilts gives a detailed overview of Herbert Rosenfeld’s biography and 
provides a picture of his life story as well as his importance as a theoretician, clinician, and 
supervisor. In doing so, the author also includes the controversy that arose in Rosenfeld’s later 
years from his differentiation of his treatment technique. Based on the statements of many 
contemporary witnesses and hitherto unknown documents, new light is shed in particular on 
Rosenfeld’s relationship to Germany and the significance that the forced emigration from Nazi 
Germany and the loss of his homeland had for him.

Angela Rosenfeld, Herbert Rosenfeld’s daughter, unfolds a vivid picture of her father’s 
history: from his origins in Nuremberg, to his forced emigration to England, to his settlement 
and establishment as a psychoanalyst in London. This portrait gains its special charm 
from the daughter’s perspective, through which we can get to know Herbert Rosenfeld in 

https://dpg-psa.de/rosenfeld.html
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a very personal way. A large number of photographs from the family estate illustrate this 
perspective.

In his contribution, Ronald Britton discusses the question of whether libidinous narcissism 
can be distinguished from destructive narcissism. Unlike Hanna Segal, he still considers this 
distinction to be meaningful following Herbert Rosenfeld and discusses these concepts on the 
basis of two case histories.

In her chapter, Claudia Frank understands both Melanie Klein’s “inner Hitler” and Rosenfeld’s 
“Mafia gang” as iconic figures of thought that are effective in Kleinian thinking and enable us to 
better understand the constellations of specific inner worlds and states of mind that take shape in 
transference and countertransference. Such figures of thought emerge from intensive analytical 
experiences (and Frank describes one such experience); they thus relate to the specificity of the 
respective case and yet at the same time also develop their significance for understanding supra-
individual phenomena.

In the second part, the authors give a lively insight into Rosenfeld’s work as a supervisor in 
Europe. Riccardo Steiner, who has close professional and personal ties with Herbert Rosenfeld, 
describes him impressively and vividly in a multitude of observations and assessments, both 
as a psychoanalyst and supervisor in Italy and as a person. In addition, the author describes 
Rosenfeld’s discoveries and concepts and their implementation in his supervisions in an easily 
comprehensible way. He emphasises Rosenfeld’s special clinical ability to find understanding 
for and access to severely disturbed patients, so that analytic treatments in crisis could 
develop further. In his clinical work, Rosenfeld placed particular emphasis on the attentive 
and critical viewing of the supervisee’s interventions and the emphasised role of the use of his 
countertransference.

Klaus Wilde, who was a participant in Rosenfeld’s Heidelberg supervision group, reports 
on his experience with Herbert Rosenfeld as a supervisor in (West) Germany in the 1980s. 
For German psychoanalysts, who at that time had not yet sufficiently absorbed the more recent 
international developments and had little treatment experience with severely disturbed patients, 
Rosenfeld’s theories on destructive narcissism and on central psychotic mechanisms offered for 
the first time the possibility to orientate themselves in the complex and challenging dynamics of 
such pathologies and to treat them successfully.

Angela Goyena, a participant in Herbert Rosenfeld’s French supervision group, describes him 
as a particularly adept and warm-hearted clinician who, in supervision, was able to make the 
treating psychoanalysts aware of the misunderstood parts of the patient and thus contribute to 
the removal of blockages in the treatments. In personal encounters, Angela Goyena experienced 
Rosenfeld as very friendly and devoted to the joys of life.

The third part addresses and illustrates the clinical significance of Herbert Rosenfeld’s 
theories, their concrete implications, and their continuing relevance. Franco De Masi, who 
documented Rosenfeld’s work as a supervisor in Italy (De Masi, 2001), traces in his work the 
development of Rosenfeld’s views on the subject of psychosis and its psychoanalytic therapy. 
At the beginning of his work with psychotic patients, Rosenfeld, like other authors influenced by 
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the work of Melanie Klein, tried to show that psychotic illnesses could be cured by using a strict 
psychoanalytic method, that is, without accompanying supportive measures. In the course of 
time, however, this approach proved to be too limited, and in his later work Rosenfeld described 
in an original way and on the basis of his psychoanalytic understanding the special features of 
the analytical treatment of psychotic patients.

Hans-Jürgen Eilts traces step by step the account of a psychoanalytic treatment supervised 
by Rosenfeld in the early 1980s of an early traumatised patient with psychotic, adhesive trans-
ference. Rosenfeld’s special ability to empathise with the (transference) messages still preceding 
the developmentally primitive projective identifications becomes clear. Rosenfeld’s therapeutic 
interventions are fundamentally geared towards promoting the development of the patient’s 
bodily-mental, subjective self-experience, and this is not done primarily by illuminating the 
current transference–countertransference process, but by focusing concisely on the patient’s 
body–mind relationship to himself and to his analyst, which is dependent on the process and 
oscillates between integration and dissociation. The book also describes references to contem-
porary as well as concurring views of current authors who theoretically conceptualise Rosenfeld’s 
clinical model.

Carolin Haas and Nils Töpfer both take as their starting point the fable The Scorpion and the 
Frog, in which a scorpion plays a cruel and deadly game with a frog, and understand this story as 
an apt illustration of destructive narcissism in Rosenfeld’s sense. While Töpfer explores its impli-
cations for cultural studies (he demonstrates its effectiveness in National Socialist Germany as 
well as in the difficult and ongoing confrontation with persistent Nazi introspection in post-war 
society), Haas is dedicated to the retrospective understanding of the dynamics of a treatment in 
which a severe narcissistic-destructive pathology led to a termination of therapy.

The fourth part is devoted to the sociopolitical application of the concept of destructive 
narcissism. Herbert Rosenfeld’s text “Narcissism and Aggression”, which he delivered at the 
autumn conference of the German Psychoanalytical Association in Wiesbaden in 1984, has not 
been translated into English until now. The first part contains a brief summary of his concept 
of destructive narcissism and is already known. Due to the importance of the second part of the 
text2 for the discussion of National Socialism, we present it here in an English translation under 
the title “Applying my Theory of Psychosis to the Nazi Phenomenon”.

In the interview the editors conducted with him, Hermann Beland reflects on the possibility 
of transferring insights psychoanalytically gained in individual pathologies to the collective, 
following Rosenfeld’s reflections on the narcissistic-destructive structure of the Führer state in 
National Socialism. On the one hand, Beland emphasises Rosenfeld’s pioneering work, but on 
the other hand he critically notes that the model of the Mafia gang with a leader is only a possible 
model, which in this respect has no paradigmatic value. He considers it an urgent desideratum 
of research to arrive at further differentiations here.

2 This part was first published in an English translation in the German edition of this book on Herbert Rosenfeld (Zienert-Eilts et al., 
2020). In 2022 it then appeared in The Omnipotent State of Mind. Pychoanalytic Perspectives (Arundale, 2022, pp. 217–219). 
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In his contribution, Wolfgang Hegener shows how Rosenfeld’s reflections on destructive 
narcissism and its application to Nazi Germany can help us to better understand National 
Socialist perpetrators. He examines in detail the development of Adolf Eichmann during the 
Nazi era and in exile and, based on this, makes it plausible that the common assumption that 
National Socialist perpetrators were “completely normal men” is untenable and merely serves to 
ward off the horror.

Karin Johanna Zienert-Eilts develops a new, psychoanalytical perspective on the sociopoliti-
cally pressing and frightening phenomenon of populism in its destructive form. She combines 
Sigmund Freud’s reflections in “Mass Psychology and Ego Analysis”, Melanie Klein’s concept 
of the paranoid–schizoid position, Herbert Rosenfeld’s insights into destructive narcissism and 
its Mafia gang as well as Wilfred Bion’s concept of containing, and derives from this the under-
standing of “destructive populism” as a “perverted container”. On this basis, she drafts theses on 
two questions using the example of Donald Trump: what is it about a destructive populist that 
affects his followers and certain groups/populations, and what does he appeal to and what does 
he trigger? And second: how do individuals become susceptible to perverted containing and 
conspiracy narratives that lead to unconditional adherence to a destructive populist and become 
encapsulated and entrenched in a group or mass?

Herbert Rosenfeld’s bibliography compiles his most important writings—with the exception 
of the reviews he wrote.

Finally, the appendix contains more photographs, some of Rosenfeld’s notes, three previously 
unpublished letters, and other documents that are of historical importance and allow a deeper 
insight into Rosenfeld’s personality.

We are very pleased that, following the past decades when literature by and about Herbert 
Rosenfeld had been published mainly in the United Kingdom and had come from there to 
Germany, a book originally published in German has now found its way back to the UK. Both 
versions of the book are dedicated to Herbert Rosenfeld’s life’s work, his humanity, and his 
innovative courage. 

Berlin, December 2022
Karin Johanna Zienert-Eilts & Wolfgang Hegener
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