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AUTHOR’S NOTE

This is a book for anyone who, like me, has ever turned to literature as a source of comfort, healing, support, understanding and even transformation.

Due to client confidentiality, each story in the book is fictionalised, while being based on true stories and session notes from my bibliotherapy practice. This means that no one client in the book can be identifiable as a real person, and is instead a composite of various case histories. This was necessary to protect client confidentiality and also, sometimes, to clearly illustrate a therapeutic point or psychological truth.




FOREWORD

Of all the things for which we use books – education, entertainment, escapism – one of the more curious is our use of them as a therapeutic medium and a form of social connection. Literature affords us familiar friends through the silent passage of words, as we forge connections with fictional characters who are almost more perfect than the friends we find in real life. This is partly down to the fact that we have uninterrupted access into the minds and emotions of the characters we read, so we experience what feels like a more immediate and sometimes more intense level of intimacy than we would with a close family member or friend. This relationship that evolves between reader and character echoes the celebrity effect, where the familiarity of a favourite celebrity makes us feel that we know them personally. Consider this striking insight offered by Anne Elliot in Jane Austen’s Persuasion:

‘The last few hours were certainly very painful,’ replied Anne, ‘but when pain is over, the remembrance of it often becomes a pleasure. One does not love a place the less for having suffered in it unless it has been all suffering, nothing but suffering.

These words resonate with us. Often the pain of past suffering simply becomes a small footnote in our lives, its significance shed and its power less acute. Austen’s observation is so astute that as readers, we find ourselves identifying with and recognising our own experiences in her words. On the other hand, if we’ve never experienced such pain and suffering, it can feel enlightening to explore these feelings through reading. In sharing in Anne’s pain and joy, we feel that we know her intimately. Reading about others’ experiences of suffering also offers us a deeper understanding of the extremes of human behaviour – for example, our capacity for extreme cruelty, as we see in Anne Frank’s The Diary of a Young Girl and Margaret Atwood’s The Handmaid’s Tale. These books allow us to understand another person’s experience through empathetic reading, so that we begin to recognise their pain, their suffering, and their experience. In doing so, we can connect with them through the painful emotions they bring up in us, inviting self-exploration and examination, and perhaps even catharsis.

As a bibliotherapist, I’ve observed that reading affords us a level of intimacy and connection, as well as a sense of being understood, that can be incredibly healing. Books allow us to connect with people with whom we would not otherwise connect in our daily lives, extending our empathetic capabilities, and safely submerging us into a virtual reality that can often feel more ‘real’ than the one in which we currently reside.

Literature’s therapeutic benefits have been known for centuries, but the term ‘bibliotherapy’ was first coined by American essayist Samuel Crothers in 1916. Crothers believed that reading novels could offer a more affordable and accessible form of therapy, and could, for some patients, even wholly replace psychoanalysis, the pioneering form of therapeutic treatment at the turn of the twentieth century. Widely regarded as the founding father of psychoanalysis, Freud himself was no stranger to the concept of bibliotherapy, and believed that literature could be a useful tool in therapy as it provided a way for clients to explore their own unconscious desires and motivations. In his essay ‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’1 Freud refers to the writer as akin to a therapist who can guide us and help us process our emotions, leading to greater self-awareness and insight.

The writer of literature creates a world of phantasy which he takes very seriously – that is, which he invests with large amounts of emotion – while separating it sharply from reality . . . In my opinion, all the aesthetic pleasure which a creative writer affords us has the character of a fore-pleasure of this kind, and our actual enjoyment of an imaginative work proceeds from a liberation of tensions in our minds . . . this effect is due to the writer’s enabling us thence forward to enjoy our own day-dreams without self-reproach or shame.

I stumbled upon bibliotherapy while studying psychodynamic counselling, and it was a moment of profound revelation. Literature quickly took centre stage in all my therapy sessions, and this ultimately paved the way to my current bibliotherapy practice and literary curation consultancy. I’ve noticed remarkable changes in my clients who have engaged with therapeutic reading – whether in their personal or professional lives – and it only seems fitting to share their stories of healing through literature in a book of my own. I want to tell my readers about the bibliotherapy process, and the art of prescribing books that bring meaning, connection and healing.

Using my lived experience both as a bibliotherapee and a bibliotherapist, I will chart bibliotherapy’s evolution as a form of therapy by exploring how the concept of therapeutic reading has been developed over the centuries by the ancient Greeks, Michel de Montaigne, William Wordsworth, George Eliot, Freud, hospital librarians during both World Wars and, more recently, academics.

This important history allows us to understand the development of bibliotherapy and its principles. We’ll explore my own journey of healing through literature – from growing up in an orthodox Jain* community in Kenya, East Africa, and turning to reading for comfort, to discovering bibliotherapy while training as a counsellor and developing my own bibliotherapy practice – and we’ll also look at those of my clients, sharing their stories of healing through literature and offering hope, faith and inspiration to readers everywhere. These accounts cover themes of loss, grief, depression, motherhood, identity, race, gender, neurodiversity and relationship challenges to explore how bibliotherapy has been used as a tool for navigating challenging and complex circumstances.

Our relationship with literature remains our most intimate, because books possess the unique ability to mirror our deepest needs and aspirations. We feel seen, heard and held. Let’s leverage this unique ability, using the practice of bibliotherapy to guide, enlighten and eventually transform us.



_____________

* Jainism is one of the oldest religions in India. Its premise is that the path to enlightenment is through nonviolence (ahimsa) and reducing harm to living things (including plants and animals) as much as possible. Like Hindus and Buddhists, Jains believe in reincarnation. This cycle of birth, death and rebirth is determined by one’s karma.




HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

This book is divided into three sections, ‘Part I: Bibliotherapy – An Introduction’, ‘Part II: Bibliotherapy Journeys’ and ‘Part III: The Art of Literary Curation’ .

In Part I, I offer an understanding of bibliotherapy, what it is, how it developed over millennia and how I came to practise it.

In Part II, I explore my relationship with books and how it has shaped who I am today. I also share stories from my therapy room, with each chapter featuring a different client, to illustrate how bibliotherapy can be used to address a range of anxieties and concerns. At the end of each chapter, you will find a tailored reading list that was prescribed as well as the bibliotherapy and complimentary therapeutic techniques used. Exercises that will allow you to practise each of these techniques at home are also included.

In Part III, I share how to create your own curated reading lists and offer an A-Z selection of book prescriptions, which are broken down by theme and can be used as reference points when putting together your own lists. The titles included span fiction, non-fiction and poetry across a variety of genres.




PART I

Bibliotherapy – An Introduction
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