


Mistake
on the function in therapy of the mistake

Paul Melia
TherapyInManchester.co.uk



Giovanni Morelli

•Morelli was an Italian physician and art historian who 
between 1874 and 1876 proposed a new method for 
the correct attribution of “old master” paintings 

•he advised the art historian to focus not on the principal 
elements of the painting (e.g. face, clothing) but on 
incidental details such as the lobe of an ear, the shape 
of fingers, depiction of fingernails, etc,  

• that is, unconsidered trifles which every artist executes 
in their own characteristic way and which the copyist 
neglects to imitate 







Morelli

• his method involved taking details generally considered 
trivial and unimportant, 'beneath notice' 

• he claims these details furnish the key to the correct 
attribution of paintings 

•a note: because something is not what it seems or is 
said to be does not mean it is a fake - it may simply 
have been wrongly attributed



Lacan & The Purloined 
Letter

• Lacan chose his 1955 seminar on “The Purloined Letter” 
to introduce the collection of his wiritings - Écrits (1966) 
- whose contents otherwise appear in chronological order.



a missing letter

• "The Purloined Letter" (1844) is a detective story by 
American author Edgar Allan Poe. It is set in Paris and 
features the private detective Auguste Dupin 

• A letter has been stolen from the boudoir of an unnamed 
female by an unscrupulous government Minister who has 
been blackmailing his victim 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Short_story
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/United_States
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edgar_Allan_Poe
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/C._Auguste_Dupin


a missing letter

• The Prefect of the Police calls on Dupin since they have 
been unable to find the letter  

• The police have conducted a detailed search of the 
Ministerial residence, having even looked behind the 
wallpaper, under the carpets, probed cushions, examined 
the tables and chairs with magnifying glasses... and so 
on 

•  no letter can be found



a missing letter

• Dupin assumes... 

• The Minister still has the letter 

• The ability to produce the letter at a moment's notice 
(blackmail) is almost as important as actual possession, 
therefore the Minister must have the letter close to hand



a missing letter

• Dupin visits the Ministers residence... In a cheap card 
rack hanging from a dirty ribbon, he sees a half-torn 
letter and assumes that must be the letter of the story's 
title 

• It was hiding in plain view 

• Dupin is not in the slightest bit concerned with the 
contents of the letter itself. And Poe does not reveal 
details of the letter to the reader either. Dupin stays 
removed, his only reward in aiding the police being the 
payment



Hiding in the Light 
Morelli, Poe and...

• “It is only shallow people who do not judge by 
appearances. The true mystery of the world is the visible, 
not the invisible....” (Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian 
Gray) 

• “Where are the depths concealed? On the surface...” 
Hugo von Hoffmansthal 

https://www.goodreads.com/work/quotes/1858012


Freud on Morelli

• Freud draws on Morelli’s ideas while developing his 
interpretative method based on taking marginal and 
irrelevant details as revealing clues - details generally 
considered trivial, unimportant, 'beneath notice' 

• “It seems to me that his method of inquiry is closely 
related to the technique of psychoanalysis. It, too, is 
accustomed to divine secret and concealed things from 
despised or unnoticed features, from the rubbish-heap, 
as it were, of our observations.” (The Moses of 
Michelangelo, 1914) 

• ... those despised or unnoticed features are under our 
nose, all around us, in plain view



Three Early Volumes

• The Interpretation of Dreams (1900)

• The Psychopathology of Everyday Life 
(1901)

• Jokes and Their Relation to the 
Unconsious (1905)





the infra- not extra- 
ordinary

• the mechanism of the mistake is an interruption

• where I make a mistake some repression lies behind it

• the mistake grants a wish that had apparently been 
abandoned

• the repressed returns as farce - the book is a comedy of 
errors

• the book is a fabulous catalogue of the kinds of fool we 
make of ourselves





the local school teacher 1

• The local schoolteacher at a summer 
resort, a quite poor but handsome young 
man, persisted in his courtship of the 
daughter of the owner of a villa, who came 
from the capital, until the girl fell 
passionately in love with him and even 
persuaded the family to give their approval 
to marriage in spite of the differences in 
their social position and race.



the local school teacher 2

• One day the teacher wrote a letter to his 
brother in which he said: ‘The girl is 
certainly no beauty; but she is very sweet, 
and it would be all right as far as it goes. 
But whether I shall be able to make up my 
mind to marry [her] I cannot yet tell you.’ 
The letter was received by his fiancé who 
put an end to the engagement.



the local school teacher 3

• The schoolteacher’s brother was suprised 
to received a missive full of loving vows.



the young girl 1

• A young girl was to be engaged to a young 
man whom she did not care for. Hoping to 
bring the two young people closer, their 
parents arranged a party to be attended 
by the prospective fiancés.



the young girl 2

• The young girl possessed sufficient self-
control to prevent her suitor, who 
behaved in a very on-coming manner to 
her, from detecting her antipathy to him.



the young girl 3

• But when her mother asked how she liked 
the young man, she answered politely: “Oh 
yes, he’s very liebenswidrig [‘repelling to 
love,’ in error for liebenswürdig, ‘worthy of 
love’].



a cock-up 1

• At the beginning of my work as a therapist 
I was asked by someone whom I held in 
high regard, and what do you do for a living?



a cock-up 2

• I replied, I’m a private therapist 

• What I wanted to say was, a therapist in 
private practice



a cock-up 3

• I was so private I had no clients

• Private therapist c.f. private detective or 
private dick









Mistakes & Gratification1

• the mechanism of the mistake is an interruption

• where I make a mistake some repression lies behind it

• the mistake grants a wish that had apparently been 
abandoned



Mistakes & Gratification 2

•mistake, accident, blot, blunder, boo-
boo, boob, botch, bugger up, bungle, 
clanger, cock-up, error, faux pas, 
fiasco, fluff, forgetting, gaffe, goof, 
howler, lapse, mislaying, misreading, 
misspelling, misunderstanding, mix-
up, muddle, muff, omission, 
overlooking, screw-up, slip and 
stumble.



and finally...

• Through slips of the tongue we discover our own voice, 
Lacan 

• you must pay attention to your nonsense, Wittgenstein 

• Honour your mistake as a hidden intention, Eno and 
Schmidt 

• Because something is not what it is said to be, Ma'am, 
does not mean it is a fake. It may just have been 
wrongly attributed.(Alan Bennett, A Question of 
Attribution) 


