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Spyros D. Orfanos, PhD, ABPP

Spyros D. Orfanos: I am so happy to have this opportunity to speak
with you, because I find your body of work amazing. You've done a
tremendous amount of work in the area of creativity: You have written
four books and dozens of articles, and you have taught and lectured on
the subject. I'd like to ask you about a few other areas besides the study
of creativity, because you’ve so elegantly integrated the creative and the
clinical. But let me begin by asking you some background questions,
and then we’ll get into the actual work you’ve done. You're a psychol-
ogist and a psychoanalyst and also an art critic?

Danielle Knafo, PhD, is a clinical psychologist and a psychoanalyst. She is a professor in the
clinical psychology doctoral program at Long Island University’s C.W. Post Campus, Associate
Professor and Supervisor at New York University’s Postdoctoral Program in Psychotherapy and
Psychoanalysis, and Faculty and Supervisor at the Adelphi University Derner Institute’s post-
graduate programs in psychotherapy and psychoanalysis. Dr. Knafo has expertise in the psy-
chology of art and has lectured and published extensively in that area. Her first book, Egon
Schiele: A Self in Creation (1994), is a psychoanalytic study of the artist’s self-portraits. She is
also the editor of Living with Terror, Working with Trauma: A Clinician’s Handbook (2004), co-
author (with Kenneth Feiner) of Unconscious Fantasies and the Relational World, and author of
In Her Own Image: Women's Self-Representation in Twentieth-Century Art (2009). Dr. Knafo
maintains a private practice in Great Neck, NY, and New York City.

Spyros D. Orfanos, PhD, ABPD is clinic director, New York University postdoctoral program
in psychotherapy and psychoanalysis, and Senior Research Fellow, Center for Byzantine and
Modern Greek Studies, Queens College, CUNY. He has served as president of the Division of
Psychoanalysis of the American Psychological Association. He is also on the board of directors
of the Stephen Mitchell Center for Relational Studies and is President-Elect of the International
Association for Relational Psychoanalysis and Psychotherapy. Dr. Orfanos maintains an inde-
pendent practice in New York City.
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Danielle Knafo: Yes.

SDO: And you write a tremendous amount about creativity and you
study creativity. How do you find the integration of all that for your-
self?

DK: The wearing of different hats? I've been an immigrant a few times,
so I grew up with one foot in one culture and the other foot in another
culture. 've become accustomed to moving fluidly from one world to
another. That’s how I move between the worlds of psychoanalysis and
art. | think my experiences as an immigrant established a blueprint for
my comfort on trains or in between places, in transit, neither here nor
there, or both here and there, and so interdisciplinary work suits me well.
I’'m interested in all of the arts; I've dabbled in all of the arts myself.
SDO: So you painted?

DK: I painted, I danced, I was a musician, I write—so I like bringing
worlds together, having dialogues among different areas and also differ-
ent parts of myself.

SDO: I would imagine that there’s a lot of creativity, but there must
also be some darker sides to all that too.

DK: The dark side has to do with being an outsider, never completely
feeling at home, never feeling that I'm part of the mainstream. Yet I've
tried to use that to my advantage, as I mentioned before. I've trans-
formed that place of difference and of being an outsider into a creative
place. Many of the most creative people are exiles, refugees, and immi-
grants.

SDO: People who live on the margin.

DK: Yes, or people who belong to ethnic minorities. Even Freud said
very early in his Autobiographical Study that anti-Semitism freed him.
He already knew he wasn’t going to be accepted by the mainstream,
and so it liberated his thinking, allowing him to come up with novel,
and even unpopular, ideas. There’s a freedom to being on the outside.
SDO: Well, it does provide a certain perspective. I know that Eric Erik-
son talked about the fact that being an immigrant had an impact on
the development of his theories and his psychosocial stages, or at least
he wondered if that was the case. Now where were you born?

DK: French Morocco. My first language was French.

SDO: So that’s a long road to get from Morocco to the U.S.

DK: I am a Sephardic Jew born in French-occupied Morocco, and I
grew up in Pennsylvania Dutch Country. You can’t find two more dif-
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ferent cultures. I had to be creative to make that combination work.
And you know that an important aspect of creativity has to do with see-
ing connections among things that, on face value, seem unrelated. I also
lived in Israel for many years. I took my BA and master’s in Israel.
SDO: And you got your PhD at the City University of New York. In art?
DK: I have a degree in English literature, and also in psychology.
SDO: What language do you dream in?

DK: I dream in different languages. It depends which language I'm
speaking mostly at the time. It infiltrates the dreams. Also, sometimes
when I am a child in my dreams, the dream is in French.

SDO: Fascinating. Do you feel that dreams are creative?

DK: That’s a very good question. My answer is yes and no. Many psy-
choanalysts compare creativity to the dream. And I think it’s a mistake
to do that, because creativity is done when one is conscious and has a
will to produce, to create. The dream is created in a different state of
consciousness. Yet, the two endeavors do have some important elements
in common—imagery, symbolism, condensation, displacement, regres-
sion—and we can learn about creativity from the creativity of the un-
conscious. So I think there are similarities, but there are also very
important differences that need to be kept in mind.

SDO: There are so many ways to define creativity. What is your pre-
ferred definition?

DK: There are different definitions and many different kinds of creativ-
ity. I think in general that when we think of creativity we think of some-
thing new, something fresh, something with an original perspective,
being able to see something with a new eye. It involves bringing things
together or taking them apart in a new way, reformulating questions,
sniffing out novel connections, taking leaps of imagination that place
the mind in a new territory. It involves bracketing what one feels sure
of in order to see what then appears. I am reminded of a quote by Pi-
casso, who said, when he was elderly, that it took him 90 years to learn
how to draw like a child. That captures so much about how we lose
something with age that is naturally creative in us. All you have to do
is enter a kindergarten class to see such wonderful, imaginative works
of art made by children who look at the world with awe and a sense of
wonder, freshness, and curiosity.

SDO: That love affair with the world.

DK: Exactly. But what happens is that many of us lose that ability, that
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vision, and in fact there have been studies from cognitive psychology,
Gestalt psychology, and developmental psychology, all of which find
that at about eight years old, the creative spirit begins to wane and
there’s a lot of speculation as to why that is.

SDO: It’s a cross-cultural finding too.

DK: And it’s cross-cultural, and why is that? The Freudians say the child
enters latency, and the libidinalization of the world goes underground.
The cognitive psychologists say children pay greater attention to reality
at this point; they develop the capacity for abstract thought, and atten-
tion to detail increases. Suddenly things shift, and children who previ-
ously drew an elephant with a circle now need to add a trunk and four
legs. External reality becomes very important. Anton Ehrenzweig beau-
tifully described this shift. He combined Gestalt and psychoanalytic
views in his understanding of creativity. He spoke of “the hidden order
of art” that children grasp naturally but that adults lose. Artists are ex-
ceptions to this, which explains why they are often compared to children
at play.

SDO: One of my favorite pieces of developmental research says that
around the age of eight there’s a discovery of death and shortly after
that there is the discovery of God. I wonder if something monumental
happens around that age of eight.

DK: I never heard that children discover God at eight. If true, I would
think that would make people more creative, because I believe, like Otto
Rank, that art represents a major way people attempt to transcend their
finiteness—using their art as a kind of immortality formula. In my
paper on creativity and addiction, I mention how the theories of
Melanie Klein and Winnicott link depression, with its accent on mourn-
ing, to the capacity for symbolization. Perhaps not everyone knows that
the word “symbol” derives from the Greek symbolein, which means to
reunite. [ think of symbolization as the ability to ponder and realize
what is absent. Through symbolization, we repair and reunite with
whom and what has been lost to us. Klein’s depressive perspective, by
definition, is one that embraces a particular and darker view of the
human condition and one that doesn’t shy away from experiencing
guilt, loss, and the inevitability and finality of death. Such depressive
and terror-driven experiences have the potential to act as a bittersweet
muse to the creative process.

SDO: You mentioned different kinds of creativity. Could you say some-
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thing about that? What kinds of creativity do you mean?

DK: Well, one can be creative in so many different ways. You know,
there’s the creativity of everyday life. There’s the creativity that one
brings to one’s work. There’s creativity in relationships. There’s the cre-
ativity of art, of creating works of art. There’s the creativity of theories.
I’m writing now about the creativity of theory building; it’s very daunt-
ing. So there are so many different ways of being creative. I remember
one time I was in Paris watching a man lighting street lamps, and there
was something about the way he was doing it that made me think of it
as an art form. Even the simplest tasks can be taken beyond the realm
of the ordinary into that of art. In a way, the Dada art movement tried
to show precisely this; that anything can be regarded as art—think of
Duchamp’s urinal.

SDO: Tell me a little bit about how you got interested in actually study-
ing creativity. You did your doctoral studies in clinical psychology at
City University, an important school. Did you work on creativity?
DK: I did. I went there knowing that I wanted to write my dissertation
on the arts. It was a big sacrifice for me to not become an artist. I had
to make a decision at one point whether I was going to follow the art
route or the psychology route, and I decided on the latter, but I wanted
to have my cake and eat it too, and so I've kept one foot in the art world.
It was my compromise to allow myself to still be involved in the arts. I
knew all along that I would combine these two areas that fascinate me,
and I think my study of each one has enhanced the other. There’s a
cross-fertilization.

SDO: It certainly comes across in your writings. It’s refreshing to read
your writing, because there is a way that one domain informs the other.
Where did you do your psychoanalytic training?

DK: At the New York University Postdoctoral Program in Psychother-
apy and Psychoanalysis [NYU Postdoc].

SDO: Did you have any particular teachers, mentors, or supervisors
either in your doctoral training or at NYU Postdoc who particularly
had an inspiring influence on you or acted as muses in some way or
helped you develop?

DK: In my doctoral training I had the good fortune of studying with
Gilbert Voyat, a Swiss psychologist who had studied with Piaget and
also with major Jungians. He was a Renaissance man who had a multi-
tude of interests, and he immediately took me under his wing. If he was
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combining Piaget and Jung, then he certainly could allow my combi-
nation of psychoanalysis and art. Sadly, he died while our relationship
was developing and before I finished my dissertation. For me it was a
personal as well as a professional loss.

SDO: Your mentioning Piaget reminds me that he once said that to un-
derstand is to invent. Isn’t that interesting?

DK: Yes, because Piaget saw the activity necessary in adapting to life.
One must be active, involved, and engaged. This is the path to creativity.
SDO: Regarding your analytic training?

DK: Donald Kaplan was my mentor. He was also very interested in art.
But it’s more about the creative way he taught and supervised. I learned
a lot from him about how to bring humor and creativity to the study
of Freud. I was also greatly inspired and influenced by the writings of
other analysts. Besides Freud, people like Winnicott, Eigen, and Bion—
original thinkers and writers, unafraid to go against the grain and to
mix disciplines. Otto Rank is another unsung hero of mine. He was a
brilliant and creative thinker who knew a lot about art and the creative
process, and death.

SDO: Your first book was on...

DK: Egon Schiele.

SDO: Tell us a little bit about that, because it’s very interesting how
you came to choose that particular artist.

DK: I wrote my doctoral dissertation on him, then turned it into a
book.

SDO: A Self in Creation is the subtitle.

DK: Initially I wanted to write about 10 artists who painted self-
portraits, because I thought self-portraiture is the most personal of art
forms and therefore a perfect subject for a psychological analysis. I was
told to choose one artist, not 10, and so I chose Egon Schiele. My fourth
book focused on 10 self-representational women artists, so I eventually
did get there. Schiele interested me because I was impressed by his enor-
mous talent, yet I also couldn’t help notice how his work bespoke his
personal crisis and his attempts to resolve it. I also learned that his strug-
gles curiously mirrored those of the time and place he lived: fin de siecle
Vienna. I wanted to show how his psyche and his art informed each
other. He created over a hundred self-portraits during his brief lifetime,
and I studied the evolution of the self-portrait in his oeuvre. This was
my first study demonstrating the therapeutic function of art.
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SDO: He also did portraits of his mother, right?

DK: He did portraits of his mother; and he did landscapes and
cityscapes too. I wrote about the portraits of his mother. Interestingly,
many of them resemble him, and most of them depict her as either dead
or blind, because that is the way he experienced her.

SDO: What's your take on this business about creativity and madness,
creativity and pathology?

DK: Are you asking if I believe that artists are mad? I think that the
drive to create art is often fueled by a combination of sensitivity to per-
sonal and existential issues and a background difficulty. Not always, but
often. I've met and know many artists. I taught a course on psychology
of art where I invited artists to come in and present their lives and their
work; I've interviewed over a hundred artists. I've had many artists in
my practice. And I have many artist friends. Many of them do have
great pain in their background. Many of them have suffered trauma and
are exquisitely sensitive people. I do think that a lot of creativity involves
making sense of what happened, altering it in some way, appropriating
it with the aim of transforming it—becoming its author rather than its
victim.

SDO: You mentioned trauma, and you’ve written about the transfor-
mation of trauma. How do you see creativity in the service of that?
DK: Trauma can paralyze people, render them utterly helpless. Re-
sponding to trauma by making something meaningful and important
out of it, by altering it and placing it in a new context, by defying it
and refusing to be destroyed by it is one of the bravest and most liber-
ating actions a human being can take. Art as a response to trauma can
move one out of victimhood. I think the creative transformations of
trauma are among the most inspiring examples that we have of the re-
silience of the human spirit. When I see people who’ve been traumatized
and who can create something from that trauma that helps them not
only to cope with their personal trauma but to communicate with others
who have, and even those who have not, undergone a similar trauma, I
am deeply moved.

SDO: Are you talking about patients or are you talking about artists
now?

DK: Both and more! Whoever is traumatized, artist or not. Even when
I work with people who are not artists and have been traumatized, I
sometimes try to get them to write or draw their experience. It doesn’t
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have to be a work of art, but it helps to be able to use some kind of
symbolic language.

SDO: Some self-expression?

DK: Some expression, some language—whether it’s graphic language
or dance language or words. Because trauma is often not processed the
same way other experiences are. It does not have the same symbolic
channels that our other experiences have when they are converted to
memories. So to transform trauma into some kind of processing is really
an accomplishment, and many artists are able to do this and that’s one
of the things I enjoy about writing about artists. Sometimes people ask
me how I choose the artists I write about—for example, my most recent
book about 10 women artists. How did I choose these women? One
thing is that they all use their bodies in their art, and this is critical, be-
cause the book is on self-representational art. The second reason is that
I admire them all, and I felt I could learn from them by studying their
lives and their art. Many of them suffered from intense trauma. What
I've learned is that each one persisted in working through her difficulties
by creating artwork of a very particular and self-referential kind.
SDO: That reminds me about the distinction between making art as
opposed to self-expression. The book, by the way, is titled 7z Her Own
Image: Women's Self-Representation in Twentieth-Century Art, and it came
out in September 2009. Congratulations.

DK: Thanks.

SDO: Given that you alluded to this, there are two artists 'm going to
ask you about in a moment, but first, in addition to writing about cre-
ativity and writing about clinical issues, you spent a lot of time trying
to deal with issues of gender and culture. Why does that feel particularly
important to you?

DK: Well, culture is easy, because I come from a different culture and
so I've always been very aware of the impact of culture on a person and
certainly on art and communication. Gender...

SDO: Well, the last book is all women.

DK: The artists are women, but they are importantly responding to
men, especially the ways men had portrayed women in art for the hun-
dreds of years prior. My first book was on Schiele, a male artist, who
painted a lot of self-portraits. After I finished that book, I wondered
whether similar dynamics took place in a female artist who painted self-
portraits. So I decided to write about Frida Kahlo. That led to another
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and another, until it became a book of its own. I was also very interested
in how women relate to their bodies.

SDO: Yes, I think you spent a lot of time making reference to that, both
from a psychoanalytic and also from the art-critical perspective. There
are many formidable women artists in your book. One who’s really
quite different than Frida Kahlo is Cindy Sherman, obviously in a more
postmodern way, although Frida Kahlo had her postmodern moments.
I mean she was amazingly ahead of her time in a certain kind of way.
But both women used their bodies, both women addressed different
kinds of trauma, right?

DK: Well, I don’t know about Cindy Sherman, because she’s the artist
in the book I knew the least about. She didn’t allow me to interview
her. Some of the artists I interviewed, and so I had a lot of biographical
information on them. For Cindy Sherman, I had very little. So I ap-
proached that chapter differently than the others. Rather than tie her
art to biography, I wrote about the function and meaning of play in her
work. I showed the evolution of her work and how the play changed
over time. With Frida, I had a lot of historical background—Ietters, di-
aries—which informed my analysis of her life and art.

SDO: For Frida Kahlo, there were the obvious traumas to her body.
Right? The accidents, the birthing traumas, and the miscarriages. Quite
powerful and chilling.

DK: Yes, but other people wrote about those traumas. Most people who
wrote on Frida Kahlo spoke about her work as a compensation for the
terrible physical injuries that she endured, and I agree with that. But I
added a psychoanalytic perspective to her work. Even before her acci-
dent, which took place at age 18, there were factors in her early child-
hood that predisposed her to this kind of art form. She was neglected
by her mother, who was very histrionic. She was the last of six daughters;
she was the baby of the family. She was raised by her older sisters, and
she was suckled by an Indian wet nurse rather than her mother. And so
there was a hunger—mirror hunger—from early on. So the conse-
quences of the accident simply reinforced something that was already
there.

SDO: Now did that experience, as far as you can tell, ultimately interact
with her relationship with Diego Rivera and the kinds of complex, al-
most sadomasochistic, aspects of it, or am I reaching too far?

DK: Did her early experience have an influence on her relationship with
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Rivera? Yes, yes.

SDO: And then how did that circle back to her art?

DK: Well, it certainly circled back to her art, because her art became
her mirror. She not only surrounded herself with mirrors; she trans-
formed her art into a mirror, painting her image over and over again,
mirroring herself and having her viewers mirror her incessantly. She
lamented the fact that she could only paint her own image. Most of her
work, the large majority of her work, is self-portraiture, and, as a resul,
she felt very self-centered. She was a Communist, and she wanted
greater ideals to be represented in her art, and here she was painting
herself again and again.

SDO: Although very differently.

DK: Some are different, yet many show the same handsome, masklike
face expressing a stoic determinism. Picasso said that nobody painted a
portrait like Frida Kahlo.

SDO: Not a bad critic, Picasso.

DK: Not a bad critic. It did circle back to her relationship with Diego,
because he became her mirror as well, and what he thought of her be-
came very important to her. He was a great supporter of her art. Towards
the end of her life, when he was roaming—he was a womanizer and he
cheated on her a lot—she didn’t want to lose him, and so she turned
the tables and she became maternal towards him. Something in her
changed just to keep him; she became the more maternal one, even
though she was becoming weaker physically and needy in her own way.
She made self-portraits in which her face is joined with his; she painted
self-portraits in which his image appears on her forehead, literally show-
ing how much he was on her mind. They had a great love, despite its
storms.

SDO: How did you approach the idea of play with Cindy Sherman?
Obviously some of her work seems playful, but there’s also something
a little eerie about it at times, a little postmodern and not necessarily in
a playful way.

DK: Well, play is not always fun. Play can be very serious business.
Think of children’s games. They play dead, they play statues, they play
all kinds of games, some of them quite strange and even mean. Cindy
Sherman dressed up, she masqueraded; she played at being a woman.
Her play posed questions along the lines of what it means to be a
woman and what it means to play at being a woman. And it began with



