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MEDITATION ON LOVESICKNESS, 
LOSS, AND TEMPORALITY

The film 2046 is used as a screen and a springboard from which to reflect 
on the compulsive plight of some lovesick individuals. A particular oedi-
pal constellation that generates lovesickness is hypothesized, wherein an 
unmourned third object preoccupies yet frustrates the primary object. 
This thwarted longing for another on the part of the original parent fig-
ure inflicts a defect in the self-esteem of the subject, who is then com-
pelled to seek out an object that will re-create, while promising to repair, 
the wound. A trait common to the new object of adoration and the old, 
retriggering the peculiar paradoxical draw of the parent, sets this process 
in motion. The chaotic temporality so often associated with both the 
raptures of new love and with the chronic condition of lovesickness may 
be produced by a traumatic hobbling of the ego’s stimulus barrier in the 
presence of such a paradoxically exciting object.

Man cannot escape his past. Nobody can ever leave 2046. The only way is to 
wish it will leave you some day.

—From the film 2046

“It is a love unthinkable to embrace,” the woman on the couch was 
saying, “yet equally impossible to relinquish. It is as though I am 

suspended from a dagger in my chest, twisting helplessly in agony. There 
is no way out: I cannot even allow myself to scream and my tears must 
remain hidden from all but you. I wish I could die and take this secret and 
its pain with me.”One of Freud’s earliest theories of anxiety postulated 
the deleterious effect on the body and mind of blocked libido. In spite of 
his initial theory that neurotic anxiety is merely transformed libido, 
Strachey (1959, p. 80) points out that Freud was from the first at pains to 
insist on the close relation between the ego’s attitude of anxiety and the 
demands of the libido. Throughout his work, Freud maintained the view 
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that the ego responds with anguish to its inability to express or discharge 
surges of drive. The incapacitation connected with dammed-up passion 
has been brought forcibly home to me by several patients—at one time 
five simultaneously—all unsatisfied because forbidden: a married man in 
love with the wife of a colleague, a therapist and a supervisee both in love 
with patients, a married woman in love with a much younger man, a 
woman infatuated with her married boss. For all of these patients, falling 
in love was a trauma, exposing them to tides of unmasterable and repudi-
ated excitement. For these patients, falling in love was an “unacceptable 
idea” (Breuer and Freud 1895) that they were unable to either repress or 
split off. In each of these cases, the outbreak of passion occurred against 
a backdrop of chronic depression, leading to paroxysms of short-lived 
elation followed by existential collapse. The torment of these lovesick 
patients was severe despite high-level functioning in other areas. Caught 
between irresistible longing and implacable interdiction, their despair 
reached occasionally to the verge of suicide. What kind of object elicits 
so much passion and doom?

To safeguard the confidentiality of these patients, I will use what 
I have learned from them to make some comments about a fictional 
character from the cinema who is paralyzed by a similar intrapsychic 
drama. Mr. Chow1 is the protagonist of two films, In the Mood for Love 
(2000) and 2046 (2005) by the Hong Kong director Wong Kar-wai. The 
love awakened in the first film for the wife of a neighbor is the invis-
ible center of gravity of the second film. Both films realize a long-
cherished project of the director’s to re-create the environment he knew 
as a child in Hong Kong and as a member of the community of Shanghai 
exiles who fled Communist China. Wong Kar-wai claims that 2046 is not 
a “sequel” but an “echo” of In the Mood for Love, a description that is in 
tune with the repetition compulsion under which the protagonist labors. 
In a “compliance from reality,” unforeseen technical delays in the filming 
of the first film meant that the production of the second ended up overlap-
ping with it, a temporal confusion in perfect resonance with the common 
psychological core we assume at play in the director’s internal scene. The 
real-life chronological intertwining mimics the multiple correspondences 
in the back- and-forth reflection between and within the two films:  
repetitions of the actors, of musical pieces, of themes, of the number 
2046, of Christmas Eves. The score is a recurring character in both films,2 

1The English transliteration of Chinese names is not standardized.
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punctuating mood and personage. The main love theme accompanying 
the encounters between the male and female leads in the first film is an 
alluring waltz, whereas in 2046 each female lead is associated with a 
signature musical number. These repetitions coexist with a sense of 
alluring discontinuity as each liaison is pursued in entirely separate 
enclaves (different cities, different social circles, different walks of 
life). In his commentary on the musical score, Wong Kar-wai has 
alluded to the disjunction in his own life caused by the collapse of 
pre-Communist China. The flight of his family to Hong Kong exposed 
the young boy to new sounds, sights, tastes, dialects, and music “totally 
different from Shanghai” (liner notes, 2046 soundtrack CD).

In In the Mood for Love, two couples intersect, the Sus and the Chows. 
It gradually dawns on the husband of one, Mr. Chow, played by Tony Leung, 
and the wife of the other, Mrs. Su, played by Maggie Cheung, that their 
spouses are involved in an adulterous liaison. Little by little, the two aban-
doned spouses are drawn together, to the tune of the sumptuous waltz 
referred to above, as both try to use the other to break out of shared sorrow 
and torpor. Despite high-minded disapproval of their faithless partners, and 
their wish to remain constant to their marital ideals, they fall deeply in love. 
Taken by surprise by the passion that has awakened, they decide to part 
rather than give in to the unexpected sexual urge that Freud called the “unin-
vited guest” (1915c). The burden of bearing this socially unacceptable pas-
sion finds its only outlet in the male protagonist’s evocation of a Chinese 
folk remedy for intolerable secrets—to whisper them into a tree knot and 
cover them up there—a gesture simultaneously evacuating and conserving. 
In the last minutes of In the Mood for Love, we witness Mr. Chow, four 
years after his affair with Su, murmuring his forlorn secret into a niche in 
one of the ruined facades of Angkor Wat. Interlocking this ending of the first 
film with the second, and echoing the Angkor Wat image, is a breathtakingly 
stylized depiction of the deposition of whispered intimacies into another 
cavity (the mother’s lap/womb?). This time the cavity is within a fantastic 
glass structure, a high-tech recurrence of the decrepit glory of the aban-
doned imperial city. Thus the ego relieves its unbearable impasse in a sym-
bolic representation of the barred sexual act and union.

There follows a mesmerizing futurist segment, a phantasmagoria of 
the director’s mind in which a mysterious train carrying passengers in 

2I am grateful for this insight to an unknown author found on the internet whose 
article I have not been able to retrace. 
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search of lost memories, a train called 2046, glides back and forth in a 
space-time dimension from which no one returns except the narrator, 
who is undertaking an intimate labor of remembrance. Different women, 
met by chance in his solitary existence, populate the space of these 
reminiscences. Brief affairs, intense and disillusioning, are related  
one after the other, forming sedimentary narrative blocks, mnemonic 
strata that intertwine and bump into one another. The lovely actresses of 
 earlier Wong

Kar-wai films are back to incarnate various feminine archetypes. But 
whether impassioned, cerebral, or romantic, the presence of each of these 
ladies renders all the more dramatic the absence of the ideal woman, sup-
pressed and lost forever in recollection’s excruciating tendrils. This ideal 
woman is Maggie Cheung, the sublime heroine of In the Mood for Love, 
who haunts the screen by her palpable absence in 2046.

To follow the chronology of the story in the second film, we must 
undo its artful use of flashbacks and interpolated dreamlike fictional 
sequences. Having left Mrs. Su, and in an attempt to mourn their self-
imposed refusal to give in to their adulterous love, Mr. Chow moves to 
Singapore, where he earns a living as a journalist and acts out his depres-
sion in dissipated drinking and gambling. There he is rescued by the first 
of the five women portrayed in 2046, the Black Widow (played by Gong 
Li), a mysterious black-gloved cardsharp nursing an unrevealed heart-
ache of her own and who—the return of the repressed—bears the same 
name as Mrs.Su. When the Black Widow declines his offer of romantic 
love, and as he is walking away from their first and last passionate kiss, 
in the link the voiceover makes between the gambler and the woman he 
has denied himself without relinquishing, we suspect the obstacle to love 
comes from within as well.

We next see Chow back in Hong Kong, where he runs into Lulu 
(played by Carina Lau), a nightclub habituée, who is still in silent mourn-
ing for the dead lover of her youth. Chow is sophisticated and worldly 
with Lulu, adroitly empathic and detached, as he hones the skills of the 
playboy he has become, one who “lends” his body to lovers but who 
“gives” himself to none. His depression is no longer manifest: it has been 
circumscribed in his secret fidelity to the original Mrs. Su, and sealed 
shut after his affair with the Black Widow, a particular use of memory 
described by J.-B. Pontalis (1987) as acting as a tomb for the lost object 
that simultaneously keeps it alive there, exactly like the folk remedy solu-
tion to unbearable secrets. When Lulu is killed by a jealous boyfriend, the 
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unperturbed Chow tries to rent her room. He explains to the landlord that 
the number 2046,3 has sentimental value for him, and indeed it does: it 
was in a hotel room with the same number that he and Mrs. Su used to 
meet to talk about their disappointment in their spouses and where they 
sublimated their desire for each other in the collaborative creation of a 
kung fu novel! Told the room is not yet available, he accepts the one next 
door. Lulu’s room is shortly afterward rented by one more vision of love-
liness (portrayed by Ziyi Zhang), by the name of Bai Ling. They become 
involved, at first equal experts at the game of tease and withdraw, parry 
and thrust, both seductive “takers” whose hearts remain untouched. But 
suddenly and surprisingly, the balance shifts one night, and Ling finds 
herself paying Chow to stay the night instead of retiring to his own quar-
ters as usual; this slip from cynicism into vulnerable longing is cata-
strophic for her. Henceforth, her lovesickness places Chow securely in 
the position of benevolently distant observer of her pathetic attachment 
to him and progressive decline. Eventually she is reduced to accepting an 
arrangement he makes for her to move to another city. This dream of a 
new life is a venture they both must sense is doomed, so traumatic has 
been Ling’s encounter with the repressed longings for mutuality and 
intimacy triggered and stifled in her relationship with him.

But now it is Chow’s turn to lose a grip on his defenses. For months 
he has been fascinated by the frustrated love affair between his landlord’s 
daughter, Wang (played by Faye Wong), and a Japanese businessman, an 
affair proscribed by her father because of the lover’s nationality. Chow 
tentatively offers himself as a go-between, encouraging their affair 
behind her father’s back, and falling for her himself in the process. To 
amuse themselves, Chow and Wang write a martial arts novel together, a 
repetition of the sublimation of his relationship with Mrs. Su. Why does 
he crave Wang and the Black Widow and not the equally ravishing 
Ling? Is it not because Ling is available and in love with him, while the 
other two women are yearning for someone else, a reincarnation of the 
original circumstances of his falling for Mrs. Su? It is while he is lan-
guishing for Wang that he invents the science fiction novella about the 
2046 train, in which his encysted depression and nostalgia are clearly 
manifest. On this train, his alter ego tries to forget his unhappiness in 
the arms of an android, who looks like Wang and is played by the same 

3This number also makes reference to the last year Hong Kong will benefit from 
special status in China, perhaps another representation of longed-for lost fusion with 
a primal maternal figure.
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actress, a striking illustration of the nostalgic’s attempt to move forward 
by recapturing the past. When the passenger confides to her the same 
myth of the sealed-up secret we learned in the first film, the robot 
silently curls her hands to form a suitable cavity.

However, she does not respond to the voyager’s supplications to 
leave the train with him. Instead we see her gradually overtaken by 
depression, weeping wordlessly in unexpressed suffering, and becoming 
progressively catatonic, a sign according to the train’s custodian that her 
virtual lifespan is coming to an end—another avatar of the repressed, if 
you will, as it might emerge in a dream, where Chow is trying to forget 
that the android / landlord’s daughter pines for someone other than him-
self. The stylized aesthetic, the motion and color, of these sci-fi scenes 
provides some of the most stunning moments of the film. When thanks to 
Chow’s intervention, Wang is happy at last with her Japanese sweetheart 
and reads the novella, she begs Chow to change the tragic ending. We see 
him bent over his desk framed by dark shadows and languid curlicues of 
smoke, his fountain pen in the air. The camera lingers on this shot and 
repeats it as though jammed: the pen remains poised above the blank 
sheet. It is Chow who is immobilized; we realize that he cannot change 
the ending because the ending is compelled from within. It is not in his 
power to escape the repetition compulsion of his object choice and its 
internal need for failure.

MEMORY TRACES AND THE 
REPETITION COMPULSION

In a way, we could propose both the android’s silence and passivity and 
the Chinese folk remedy for intolerable secrets as apt metaphors for the 
analyst’s containing position, but both images lack the notion of a pro-
gression in meaning as a result of the presence of the other. Gantheret 
(1996) claims that it is the analyst’s silence, coming across as a kind of 
obstinate misunderstanding or dissatisfaction with what the patient is 
saying to him that forces the latter to keep talking, to keep trying to des-
ignate the as-yet-unrepresented unconscious. The setting into motion and 
displacement of the patient’s discourse and thinking in an ongoing 
attempt to find better ways to depict the inchoate drives constraining the 
subject’s life choices is a form of writing according to Gantheret, by 
which I understand him to mean a form of signifying elaboration. I would 
offer Wong Kar-wai’s fictional character, Chow, as an apt depiction or 
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visual writing of a passionate core enigma within paralyzing the lovesick 
subjects encountered in my practice. A construction will be proposed 
from Chow’s story of an unconscious mise en scène, not of a repressed 
event per se, but of a lost relational configuration that has marked their 
childhood love life. It is as an unconscious attempt at representation of 
the passionate enigma connected to this scene that we might interpret the 
fictional Chow’s repetition of a writing partnership with the women he 
loves and cannot possess (or whom he loves because he cannot possess 
them). What shared and mutual attack on the frustratingly elusive original 
object can be discerned from the sweaty and violent martial arts choreog-
raphy of these coauthored novellas?

It is particularly the constraint, the drang (Freud 1915b), of the love-
sick “drive” that I am trying to apprehend here and that receives such 
stupendous treatment in the 2046 train fantasy. One of Lacan’s earliest 
metaphors for the human subject’s submission to the “pathways of the 
signifier” (1956-1957) evoked Vienna’s famous Ringstrasse, the broad 
boulevard at the edge of the old city. in reference to Little Hans’s help-
less capture in his phobic symptom. And this quality of “encapturement/
enrapturement” leads me to a very Freudian preoccupation: what is the 
origin of this sexual excitement? Or—and perhaps it is the same 
question—what is the origin of its compulsive nature? In their exegesis on 
primal fantasies, Laplanche and Pontalis (1968) view Freud’s obsession 
with the real and first source of symptoms, to begin with in his descrip-
tion of the intrusion of seductive adults, later in his conceptualization of 
infantile fantasy, and eventually in his postulation of transgenerational 
influence from phylogenetic experiences, as a lifelong expression of 
undiminished urgency in questions of origin. It was Freud’s quest to give 
figurative and scientific expression to the first flash of amorous desire.

One way of understanding Mr. Chow’s repetition compulsion is to 
link it to a specific fixation, the misery of seeking to capture the loving 
gaze of an object who is preoccupied by a love elsewhere. It is as though 
this libidinal track has forever seared Chow’s soul. The psychophysiolog-
ical notion of the memory trace, which Freud evokes constantly in his 
metapsychological works, is frequently (though not consistently) associ-
ated with a conceptualization of fixation and implies, Laplanche and 
Pontalis (1968) remind us, a conception of memory that he never fully 
expounded. Memory traces are deposited in different systems, according 
to Freud; they subsist permanently, but are reactivated only when cathe-
cted. It is useful clinically and theoretically—and in consonance with 
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Freud’s insight into the fundamentally sexual nature of these buried 
“reminiscences”—to postulate the existence of memory traces with a 
special significance, because they have stirred the body and are associ-
ated with a central identificatory movement. The term inscription comes 
to mind, but it is best discarded since its reference to writing implies 
secondary mental elaboration. The term impression is better: the leaving 
of a mark that breaks the surface, deforming it, and leaving a permanent 
alteration. It is a mark on the body that creates drive. This drive is the 
inaccessible memory of an experience “undigested” and unintegrated 
into the ego.

Like the hallucination of a black snake that turned out to be the last 
of the profusion of “repressed memories” behind Anna O.’s hysterical 
symptoms (Breuer and Freud 1895), and that might have been an enig-
matic representation of conflicted infantile sexual wishes aroused in her 
as she nursed her dying father, we now know it is a mistake to view these 
impressions as photographs of specific defining events. They are “per-
ceptual” insofar as they are sensorimotor traces of external and internal 
events, but they are by definition fragments of not-yet-verbalized experi-
ence, experience at once foundational and self-defining and all the more 
passionately “marked” on the body as it has not been elaborated properly 
afterward by the mind. Anna O.’s black snake may have been a “figura-
tion,” an inscription deformed by repression, of unwelcome and little 
understood sexual sensation (impression) in the context of the highly 
charged and debilitating atmosphere of her death vigil. The cognitive 
psychologist Ulric Neisser has proposed a splendid image from contem-
porary neuroscience: only fragments of experience are retained in mem-
ory and these in turn provide a basis for reconstructing a past event much 
as a paleontologist is able to reconstruct a dinosaur from bits of bone 
(cited in Schacter 1996, p. 40). Except that for the kind of early “experi-
ence” I refer to here, the memory “shards” may not have been cognitively 
“hardened” into organized contours, rendering necessary some kind of 
speculative construction of their meaning. Several students of Freud’s 
early work (Laplanche and Pontalis1968; Schimek1987; Borch-Jacobsen 
1996; Crews 1995, 1998; Fletcher 1999) have pointed out that initially 
Freud was not fully cognizant of the significant (and potentially errone-
ous) work of construction necessary to give meaning to this kind of 
memory traces.

For the sake of the clarity of my argument, I will make a logical dis-
tinction between two different uses of the term memory trace in Freud’s 
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work. I am concentrating on memory trace not in the sense of what is 
remembered of an experience of a need-satisfaction sequence, a conscious 
perception that can later be recathected to provide hallucinatory comfort 
(the Project model). I am appropriating its meaning from other texts 
(Breuer and Freud 1895; Freud 1894, 1896, 1937, 1939) as the precipitate 
of an event, an interaction with the outside world, that has left the subject 
mysteriously moved and temporarily overwhelmed by an “excess in 
demand” (1939, p. 73). It is not an experience of satisfaction, or of the 
pleasurable extinction of the drive preceding it, but an experience of 
infraction, cause unknown, linked with unformulated impressions of a 
specific unconscious position in a scenario with an archaic object. We are 
dealing with a drive-creating rather than drive-extinguishing experience.4

We can borrow Laplanche’s theorization of the residue of uncon-
scious sexuality that the adult caretaker unwittingly implants in the baby, 
and that becomes the secret motor of the child’s self-and-other theorizing 
(Fletcher, 1992, 1999). The meaning of the unconscious sexuality mobi-
lized in, and transmitted by, the adult during intimate interaction with the 
child, a meaning equally ungrasped by the adult, can be extracted only by 
an effort of construction on the child’s part or, as Laplanche would prefer 
saying, by an effort of “translation” by the child. Fantasies, ideas, even 
hallucinations can be viewed as more or less symbolized figurations of 
this internal enigma that exists in the mind as a designified thing-
presentation, Laplanche’s (and Freud’s) definition of the unconscious. 
The internal precipitate of an exogenous source, it is not “bound” to an 
organized, mentalized pattern of drive discharge—hence the continued 
disarray of the ego when it is reactivated. Freud stressed on many occa-
sions that repression “cuts off” the traumatic memory from verbal repre-
sentation and hence from “running off” and dissipating itself in other 
associative networks. Here the unconscious has perhaps not been repressed 
so much as never properly mentalized.

It is as though those “bits of bone” (mnemic traces) in the deepest 
layers of the mind, leftovers from enigmatic exchanges with early 
caretakers, are radioactive, constantly pressing for representation, and 

4Months after this article was completed, I came across what appears to be a 
similar distinction made by Jacques Press (2006) regarding what he calls an instinc-
tual kernel of truth in compulsive repetition: “this instinctual kernel . . . constitutes 
. . . the basis of a new mode of hallucinatory functioning, produced not in the mode 
of hallucinatory satisfaction but in that of a perceptual excess overwhelming an 
immature ego without access to language” (p. 532).
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irradiating the psyche with toxic confusion when revived by an encounter 
with a new object. It is from this perspective that I now comprehend 
Freud’s explanation of the “peculiar psychical inertia” of libidinal fixa-
tion as a “manifestation of very early linkages—linkages which it is hard 
to resolve between instincts and impressions and the objects involved in 
those impressions” (1915a, p. 272; emphasis added). The situation for the 
ego is a renewed experience of internal vulnerability to disturbing drive 
and is therefore analogous to an anxiety attack. The subject’s emotional 
arousal is the signal of the propagation of force through the psychic appa-
ratus and a first “delegation” and preliminary “representation” to con-
sciousness of an old and unmentalized wound. Anna O.’s reference to this 
kind of remembrance as “vexation” (Breuer and Freud 1895, p. 34) pro-
vides us a more felicitous evocation of their drive/movement- creating 
impact than the terms memory or mnemic symbol, which have the disad-
vantage of implying something both more inert and more clearly 
defined. I am suggesting that it is the “vexation” of trying to “translate” 
the primitive internal mark, to render it “figurable/representable,” and 
thereby cognitively graspable, that drives the repetition compulsion of 
doomed object choices and animates the unconscious fantasy accompany-
ing them.

But what was this trace that vexed and overwhelmed the ego of the 
patients mentioned earlier? A particular hypothetical oedipal constella-
tion has emerged from the work of construction with the anguished 
would-be lovers in my practice, a constellation that appears to be a less 
emotionally withering version of the one discovered by André Green. In 
his work on the “dead mother,” Green describes the following pattern: 
“The object hides within its shadow another object which monopolizes it 
completely, an object whose shadow is ungraspable and yet active, not as 
a preform of the third, but because it manifests itself by an unexplained 
disinvestment” (quoted in Press 2006, p. 522). The higher-functioning 
capacity of the clinical cases in my experience may have been rendered 
possible by the transmission of an at least partially mentalizable third in 
the form of a definable, and hence “graspable,” object behind the primary 
figure’s unhappiness and oscillating intense absorption in the child (such 
as the fictional Chow’s rival in the adulterous Mr. Su or the figure of Nat 
King Cole and other nostalgic icons of prerevolutionary China in the case 
of the real-life director Wong).

The clinical material at my disposal prompts the hypothesis that what 
is troubling with this kind of “psychic deposit” has to do with a muddy 
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contradiction in the archaic dyad: the infliction of a feeling of essential 
deficiency in the self in the context of an intense solicitation for closeness 
on the part of the parent. The new object appears to have reawakened the 
peculiar seductive draw and paradox of the parent’s depressive preoccu-
pation with another. Thus, the ecstasy/subjugation factor for the lover 
accrues from a specific trait or set of traits in the new object that simul-
taneously and paradoxically evokes the original wound to self-esteem 
and the possibility of healing it. Can we reframe Freud’s remark (1915b) 
about the “peculiar fit” consolidating object choice in this manner? “[The 
object] is what is most variable about a drive and is not originally con-
nected with it, but becomes assigned to it only in consequence of being 
peculiarly fitted to make satisfaction possible” (p. 122; emphasis added).

Except that the “fit” sought after would be one of desire, not of sat-
isfaction, but desire to repeat and reverse the ego’s undoing. Jean-Claude 
Rolland’s (1998) explanation of object-choice and repetition is a similar 
one: “In any desire . . . a link must be made between the external object 
and the unconscious trace. Desire, still attached to the trace, irradiates 
from it to the new object, which it infects with an equivalency to the 
former object” (p. 56; my translation).

Rolland (pp. 59-60) goes even further in his thinking. He argues not 
only that the loved object gives form to an unrepresentable part of oneself, 
but that this object at the same time serves to camouflage the traumatic 
aspect of the original trace, allowing the subject once more to defer the 
pain associated with a full understanding of his mysterious excitation.

These formulations crosscut Stoller’s theory about the infantile 
sources of sexual excitement as presented in his full-length study of Belle 
(1979). He illustrated the repetition of an infantile trauma at work in 
the adult’s sexual excitement, a trauma the subject is trying to overcome 
through reenactment. In Stoller’s painstaking analysis of the exact details 
of his patient’s masturbatory fantasy, the raw frustration and humiliation 
of her childhood are laid bare.

The madness of longing for fusion with the loved object character-
izes both love and passion. Gantheret (1999) describes the sexual drive as 
“the hungry movement to extinguish in ourselves the suffering of excita-
tion” (my translation). What makes us suffer, according to Gantheret, is 
that at the dawn of human existence every human is faced with a psycho-
logical situation similar to that of Mr. Chow: when we feel loved by our 
parents (at least initially), it is never really for ourselves but for an ideal 
sought by them through us (which they may or may not gradually mourn 
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during their parenting of us). Their love is always at some level originally 
an unrequited love for “another,” a displacement from another in their 
past, the necessary and sometimes pathological “ghost in the nursery,” 
which becomes an unconscious determinant of our future. A relational 
constellation this universal, and which in the normal course of events 
extinguishes itself, loses explanatory power for the individual plights of 
lovesick patients I have followed, though it may serve as an invisible 
template for the unique oedipal conjuncture that has constrained their 
capacity to love.

What clinical experience conveys is that when certain “memories”/ 
“marks” on the psyche are made at a vulnerable age, they cannot be 
left behind without paying the price of intrapsychic amputation. As a 
breakdown in the function of the pleasure principle, lovesickness is 
similar to the nightmare. The patient needs to find a way of decon-
structing the libidinal knot so that its elements can, if not dissolve, at 
least find some displaced elaboration and outlet. Perhaps the present-day 
passionate attachment is a desperate, helpless groping for advance. The 
possibility of a symptom, even a psychotic one, representing “an attemp-
ted advance from the new ground which has as a rule been regressively 
acquired” was put forward by Freud in 1915 (1915a, p. 271). So the point 
Rolland (1998) makes about dream work could also characterize lovesick-
ness: “The dream work [as well as lovesickness] at the same time conjures 
and confirms loss. . . . on one side, the pleasure principle and the wish 
fulfillment provided by visualization of the lost object, and, on the other 
side, beyond the pleasure principle where the trauma of loss is expressed in 
the . . . compulsion to repeat the original grief” (p. 45; my translation).

This double-sided movement of confirmation and denial, of repeti-
tion compulsion and attempt at cure, of fixation and movement, perme-
ates lovesickness. Another vantage point on this failure of the pleasure 
principle can be drawn from Freud’s 1919 deconstruction of the “uncanny” 
experience. An uncanny experience occurs, Freud concludes in this arti-
cle, “when infantile complexes which have been repressed are once more 
revived by some impression [in the world]” (p. 249)5; “for this uncanny 
is in reality nothing new or alien, but something which is familiar and 
old-established in the mind and which has become alienated from it only 
through the process of repression” (p. 241). For the forlorn subject, has 

5The second causal class Freud mentions—“when primitive beliefs which have 
been surmounted seem once more to be confirmed”—is less germane to the topic of 
lovesickness.
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not the new object’s unexpected mirroring from the world of the hidden 
repressed disconcerted the ego in a temporary and frightening loss of 
bearings, as the boundary between inside and outside, between imagina-
tion and reality, seems to deliquesce?

In her detailed anamneses of psychotics, Piera Aulagnier (1975) 
noticed that a variant of uncanniness having to do with origins has a 
determining role in the germination of psychotic potentiality. She called 
it “the effect of reduplication” or “telescoping,” a concept that for her 
held an essential place in the human condition and more particularly in 
the psychotic condition: “on the stage of reality . . . there rises up in a 
way that is either too intense or too repeated an event that acts out a 
fantasy representation; a telescoping will take place between the two, 
with the result that it will be impossible to repress and re-elaborate the 
fantasy whose legend has been confirmed by reality” (p. 169). Aulagnier 
emphasized that the reality she had in mind assumes its pathogenic 
value only thanks “to the particular character of the commentary that 
the discourse of the Other gives of it, or of the absence of any com-
mentary capable of relativising its effects” (p. 169). The psychopathol-
ogy of the lovesick patients I have been trying to understand varied 
considerably and only one ever experienced a frank psychotic episode. 
Moreover, more recent French authors, such as René Roussillon (1991), 
have extended their use of the concept to nonpsychotic reversals in the 
evolution of some subjects: “life has [apparently] played a good or bad 
trick on them, it has lent itself too handily to a transference reminiscent 
of a fragment of the repressed past. Life has been too accommodating 
with regard to a nodal phantasy which infiltrating it, has ‘overly’ ful-
filled itself, as it were: the phantasy remains stuck, fixated, totemized 
in a situation, in a relationship. The hurdle these people must overcome 
is to peel away what in their ‘current’ situation has become an ‘oppor-
tunity’ for the transference of an entire section of their background or 
relational history, insufficiently symbolized at the time or in the after-
math” (p. 581, my translation).

THE ECHO OF NOSTALGIC OBJECT CHOICE IN 
2046 ’S  DIRECTOR AND MAIN CHARACTER

I have been developing the hypothesis that the impasse of unrequited love 
might sometimes have its origins in the shadow of dark excitement and 
helpless inferiority cast on the infant/child’s psyche in a key phase of 
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oedipal configuration by an unmourned object love in the parent’s life. 
But even the most beleaguered ego, as Freud never failed to remind us, 
manages to curry favor with its fate, to cull pleasure from its pain.

For Paul Denis (1997), the nostalgic object choice is a fetishization of 
memory with the aim not only of struggling against depression but of 
denying, of occulting, the very perception of lack. He sees exaltation at 
play in the nostalgic fixation, a melding of ideal and object that allows the 
subject to avert manifest depression as well as the psychic detachment of 
mourning. Moreover, there is a certain pleasure that can be enjoyed in 
continued loyalty to the lost object. Wong Kar-wai has his own eloquent 
way of referring to this issue: “There is a need in all of us to have a place 
to hide or store certain memories, thoughts, impulses, hopes, and dreams. 
These are part of our lives that we can’t resolve or best not act upon but at 
the same time we are afraid to jettison them. For some, this is a physical 
place; for others, it is a mental space, and for a few it is neither. . . . Like 
the memory we treasure, it is difficult to leave behind” (liner notes, 2046 
soundtrack CD).

Although we can obviously not investigate the infantile origins of an 
imaginary person’s nostalgia, such as that of Mr. Chow for the never-
possessed Mrs. Su, I am trusting Wong Kar-wai will not mind my pointing 
out the many personally nostalgic references in the two films I have been 
discussing, since he is on record as being conscious of their determining 
force in these works. In addition to his wrenching away at a tender age 
from the world he was born into—pre-1949, pre-Communist Shanghai—we 
can surmise that Wong also inherited the burden of his parents’ ruptured 
culture and community. I would argue that for the very young child espe-
cially, parental responses to exile tend to reverberate more heavily in 
future psychic development than does the child’s own pain about his 
losses; this is so because of the parents’ role as essential meaning-making 
filters between the child and experience. In the 1960s, families from 
Shanghai still retained their own local identities (dialects, food, popular 
music, traditional opera forms). Many of them believed that Hong Kong 
would be merely a transient home away from China. It is said that after 
moving to Hong Kong from Shanghai as a preschooler, Wong Kar-wai did 
not learn to speak the local Cantonese for several more years, an indica-
tion of a continued intense cathexis, by him and his family, of the lifestyle 
of which they were dispossessed. Is it not noteworthy that Nat King Cole, 
whose gorgeous Spanish rendition of Siboney lends such a romantic air to 
Chow’s liaisons, was Wong’s mother’s favorite artist? This ode to loss 
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sung by a faraway foreigner fits perfectly Denis’s notion of nostalgic exal-
tation. First published in 1929 by the Cuban composer Ernesto Lecuona, 
Siboney is considered one of the most enchanting Latin songs of all time. 
Lecuona composed it in memory of the Ciboney tribe, indigenous occu-
pants of Cuba at the time Columbus arrived, most of whom were wiped 
out in conflicts with the Europeans. Perhaps these echoes of displacement 
and nostalgia added also to the appeal of the music of another composer 
and performer on the 2046 score, Xavier Cugat, who had a huge following 
among Asian sophisticates during his forty-year career (his last concert 
was in Japan in 1976) and thus was a frequent aural companion of Wong 
Kar-wai’s youth; like Wong, Cugat was an immigrant, having moved to 
Cuba from Spain as a young child.

In Freud’s explanation of the pervert’s enslavement to the fetish, he 
stressed the function of the last part-object seen before the traumatic 
vision of the female genitalia. The fetish allows the pervert to perpetually 
avert his gaze, as it were, from that unsettling sight, which stimulates 
castration anxiety and cuts desire. The seductive Latin melodies that were 
such a vibrant part of Wong’s childhood—imbued with nostalgia by com-
posers raptly contemplating their lost objects—must have been an essen-
tial component of the dolorous wish, rife among the uprooted members 
of Wong’s family and other emigrés from the mainland, to recover their 
former lives. Might this music, and a host of traditional Chinese operatic 
airs Wong Kar-wai weaves into the narrative of both films, have served a 
defensive and fetish-like nostalgic function for the grown-ups of Wong’s 
childhood, representing paradise before the fall, in an attempt to deny or 
at least forestall full integration of the trauma of castration and loss?

CLINICAL VIGNETTE

In addition to the pattern of early overstimulation by a forsaken, betrayed, 
or bereft maternal figure, the analysis of Miss D., teased out elements 
present in varying degree with the other patients I have mentioned. In her, 
and in at least three others whose analyses probed deep enough, a singu-
lar distinguishing trait of the passionately invested object was discovered 
to represent the inaccessible ideal—wounding to the subject—cherished 
by the mother. In Miss D.’s case, it was a longing to be in the arms of a 
“strapping young man.” The courteous passivity of one such young man, 
who was her subordinate at work, allowed her to nourish her illusions, 
and she swung back and forth between flights of romantic fantasy and 
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self-chastising, self-denigrating rationality about the impossible satisfac-
tion of this attraction, the latest in a series of passionate attachments to 
“strapping” men. She realized that bouts of savage hate also bound her to 
the young man, who epitomized what she had perceived to be valued by 
her parents. For many years, we understood the source of her wounded 
femininity in the rapt parental gaze directed toward her younger brothers. 
Her mother had confided that her father had been hoping for a boy at her 
birth. The man she was so taken with thus represented an intensely 
ambivalent ego ideal. Miss D. put it this way: “By loving him, it is a way 
of becoming him,” a becoming him that was equal parts ravishing him, 
taking his envied traits, and a triumphal turning of the tables on him.

Only late in the analysis did a chance remark about the indifference of 
the object of her passion lead to what probably was an altogether more 
determinant mark from the past. The remark, odd in English, turned out to 
be a hurried translation from her mother’s native tongue, an expostulation 
flung out by her mother to describe a brother who as a young man vanished 
to another country, leaving their household bereft. All attempts to establish 
contact with him had failed. When she was a youngster, Miss D.’s family 
immigrated to Canada, and her mother because quasi-mute with depres-
sion. The loss to Miss D. was crushingly many-layered: at one level, the 
loss of a host of childhood experiences in her native country (its climate, 
food, and language, the vibrant, child-friendly street life there, and par-
ticularly the presence of a warm maternal substitute); at another level, the 
loss of her mother to melancholic withdrawal6; and additionally the 
impact of the mother’s resentful aching for the wayward uncle.7 Miss D.’s 
conflicted feminine identity and her ardent yet hopeless attraction to 
strapping young men were thus strikingly overdetermined.

Moreover, she became aware that these young men represented 
bisexual figures, avatars of a phallic mother, imposing in her carriage but 
cold, sexually exciting in her lascivious stories of neighbors but condem-
natory and demeaning of these desires. Something insidiously disturbing 
in the mother’s evocation of her own body as she told her daughter these 
tales both repelled and excited Miss D.: “I have known this for so long, 

6Miss D. speaks of her current pleasure in learning words from her now talkative 
mother, recovering the gaps in her command of her native language inflicted by the 
mother’s breakdown.

7Limited space does not permit a fuller analysis, which would include the 
father’s participation in her development; in many ways he was a more vital, inspir-
ing, figure than the mother, who nonetheless constantly denigrated him.
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but it has taken a long time to be able to put it into words. Something 
nauseating, too close and too friendly while pretending that it doesn’t 
exist so that you can’t call a spade a spade. As though what she wanted 
was to fuse rather than communicate. Something you want to get away 
from but you don’t because you love your mother and realize she is frag-
ile. At the same time, there is something sadistic in the way she was, as 
though extracting a sacrifice and submission from me. This aspect of my 
mother was so powerful because I could not risk losing her. You can get 
yourself another man, but where are you going to get another mother?” 
It is just such an odd mix of unelaborated and undispelled affects that 
I believe “binds” the child to the parent and, in its reactivated and recon-
figured form, to the future object of lovesickness.

THE UNIQUE TEMPORALITY OF FALLING IN LOVE

Countless times, poets and lovers have marveled at the unusual suspen-
sion of time associated with falling in love and, in particular, with prox-
imity to the object of adoration (at least in the early days of the 
relationship!). If we follow Laplanche’s reasoning (1991), we can think 
of the impact of the adored other’s presence in “slowing down” time as 
an adult avatar of a more general human infantile situation. According to 
Laplanche, the internal beat of the baby’s “translation-and-detranslation” 
of the “message” coming from the primary other and implanted by that 
other, a message unknown even to the sender because unconscious, is 
what creates human temporality.

Wong Kar-wai has developed a signature cinematic device, in 
collaboration with his favorite cinematographer, Christopher Doyle, 
that marvelously incarnates the enchanting, otherworldly temporality of 
both falling in love and lovesickness. Recall that the protagonist couple 
are stricken with heartache regarding their partners at the moment their 
love for each other springs unbidden. In some strategic scenes the 
actors are instructed to move slowly and are shot at a slower film speed 
(“undercranking” in Hollywood parlance) so the action is speeded up; 
then the frames are step-printed at a slower speed onto the finished film, 
so that the action is restored to its real-time duration. The undercranking/
step-printing method gives these scenes a haunting sense of simultaneous 
animation and suspension. One observer has described the visual result 
as a “lurching style that proceeds at or close to normal speed but smears 
between moments of clarity” (Payne 2001). The effect in 2046 and In the 
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Mood for Love is hypnotic, wistful, and very, very, sensual. It occurs 
repetitively in the latter film, when Mr. Chow’s and Mrs. Su’s paths start 
crossing, as each is locked in the mournful solitude of marital deception. 
In 2046, it happens after Chow kisses the Black Widow and leaves her, 
after he has broken up with Ling and they pretend to be indifferent to 
each other at social gatherings, and at certain moments with Chow and 
the landlord’s daughter. It is the entire leitmotif of the 2046 fantasy train 
sequences.

The technique imparts a special grace and hallucinatory motion to 
the actors and disorients one’s sense of time and place. It heightens 
what film buffs call the “self-reflexive,” a self-consciousness of the 
screen reminiscent of how our attention is drawn to “ultra-clear” ele-
ments of dream imagery (Freud 1900). The “hyper-perceptuality” of the 
image thus induced is somehow troubling and overstimulating, even as 
it augments the viewer’s passivity. No longer completely in the realm 
of “representation,” we are faced with a portion of unmediated “thing- 
presentation.” I think this is a faithful rendition of the topical regression 
occurring during amorous raptures: the subject, no longer in thinking 
mode, is just wordlessly “being” and “feeling.” And is not the deprivation 
of speech in these instances reminiscent of the infantile state, without the 
stimulus barriers/transformers of language, thought, and a developed ego, 
and thus helplessly exposed to the overstimulation of the world, both 
inner and outer?

“This anxiety [of being separated from the loved one] has all the 
appearance of being an expression of the child’s feeling at its wits’ end, 
as though in its still very undeveloped state it did not know how better 
to cope with its cathexis of longing” (Freud 1926, p. 137; emphasis 
added).

Freud (1925) created a model of consciousness of time in “A Note 
upon the Mystic Writing-Pad.” In this article he links consciousness of 
the passage of time with the work of the Pcpt.-Cs. system. Human time, 
according to him, needs to be conceived as a periodicity, a rhythm of 
“cathectic innervations . . . sent out and withdrawn” (p. 231) from this 
system. This “flickering-up and passing away of consciousness in the 
process of perception . . . this discontinuous method of functioning of the 
system Pcpt.-Cs. lies at the bottom of the origin of the concept of time” 
(p. 231). Periodic nonexcitability of the perceptual system is crucial to 
prevent overstimulation. Laplanche (1991) pursues this thought: “The 
world is constituted in the living being by a retrenchment in reaction of 
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an excess of world. . . . the living being cuts off from this excess of world 
precisely in order to establish a time for itself” (p. 239). By discombobu-
lating natural movement, the Wong-Doyle cinematographic technique 
creates in us an “excess of the world.”

It is fascinating to compare the Freudian model of temporality with 
the contemporary views of neuroscientists (see Sacks 2004). These 
researchers suggest that the cinema’s fluid flow of pictures is a very good 
metaphor for what they call “the river of consciousness.” It is now 
believed that consciousness is discontinuous, processing samples of per-
ception at the rate of three to twenty episodes a second. The natural flow 
of separate images is experienced as a single continuous motion, though 
in certain illnesses and neurological disorders perception can slow down 
or even halt, allowing us to perceive the fundamental discontinuity 
behind normal consciousness. Crick and Koch (quoted by Sacks) have 
described consciousness as a series of static photos with movement 
“painted” on them.

Since the beginning of human memory, poets and lovers agree that 
the state of falling in love is like an hypnotic state, a spell that carries the 
subject away. One “falls” in love; one does not “choose” to be in love. It 
is a state, or better still a movement, that one is subjected to and that sets 
us adrift in a space-time dimension that feels unreal. For Freud, this state 
of affairs merely expresses the relationship between ego and id: the ego 
submits to the drive just as the psyche submits to the body. Hence the 
crucial importance for a thinker like André Green (1980) of what he 
calls ineluctable “passivation” in the development of the human mind. 
The lover is the passive subject of passion. He is not agent but “patient.” 
He does not “act” but is “acted.” The action of the drive “passivates” the 
subject who submits to it exactly as the infant submits to the mother’s 
early ministrations.

This “passivation” of the subject is repeated ephemerally in the early 
stages of falling in love and chronically in lovesickness, a passivity symp-
tomatic of intense perceptual stimulation that overwhelms the psyche, 
confounding the experience of time in a manner analogous to the 
 undercranking/step-printing technique. It is as though the subject’s 
stimulus barrier cannot defend against the discordantly exciting (loved/
hurtful) object. It is what Philip Roth has described as “the perpetual state 
of emergency that is sexual intoxication” (2001, p. 32). The sensory 
intensity and hypnotic impact of the object’s presence undermines the 
perceptual apparatus’s capacity to withdraw rapidly and regularly from 
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the massive influx of stimulation. Freud felt that “ultra-clear” details in 
dreams betray the presence of intense conflict. Might we surmise that the 
ultra-clear quality—the hallucinatory intensity—of the object’s closeness 
in the state of love expresses a “captivation” of the mind in an “electric 
charge” (a metaphor used by Freud in 1896) of reactivation of the mem-
ory traces of infantile conflict?

By virtue of the state of passivation brought on by the hypersensitiv-
ity of body and soul to the loved object’s presence, the initial raptures of 
love, as well as the long-term malady of lovesickness, correspond to the 
Freudian definition of trauma and to the model of the infant’s helpless-
ness: an immature or incapacitated ego overwhelmed by external and 
internal impressions. In Wong Kar-wai’s cinema, the camera-as-ego com-
municates the troubled approach to the overstimulating object, not only 
in his undercranking/step-printing technique but also in the intense col-
ors, the hand-held camera movement, and his habit of framing so many 
shots through obstructions that his actors rarely appear full-faced or full-
figured. The swinging hips and rice pot of Mrs. Su in the first movie and 
the theatrical pacing of the landlord’s daughter’s feet in the second are but 
two of many partial views of the principals’ bodies. We never fully see 
either of the cheating spouses who create so much heartache in In the 
Mood for Love. The constant impediments to complete perception—the 
doorways, stairways, railings, walls, and lampposts—are to me highly 
efficient ways of reproducing the ego’s confusion in the overcharged 
childhood scenario, unable to distance itself with narrative prowess, 
unable to integrate drive surges from part-objects, because the father 
figure has not filtered the mother figure’s direct libidinal glare. Time 
lumbers chaotically when the mind cannot process experience. This hal-
lucinatory time, busy while simultaneously standing still, is what Freud 
called the unconscious.

But have we not become accustomed to following Freud in consid-
ering the unconscious timeless? My meditation on lovesickness per-
suades me that this notion is, in many ways, misleading. Since I have 
neither the expertise nor the space to attempt a broader reflection on the 
nature of the unconscious, let me express my reservations schematically. 
To begin with, the assertion confuses the subjective experience of appar-
ent timelessness when in the grip of derivatives of unconscious material 
with a hypothetically independent third-party assessment. Due to the 
exceptional vividness of these derivatives, their power of seizing the 
psychic stage, the hapless ego experiences these moments of primary 



21

LOVESICKNESS, LOSS, AND TEMPORALITY

process functioning as perceptually present: “a time without memory 
since it is the time of the thing [as in Freud’s unconscious thing presen-
tation] that is always acted now” (Scarfone 2006, p. 832). As Green 
(1967) insists, the timelessness of the unconscious refers first and fore-
most to the indestructibility of desire rather than to the permanence of 
particular memories. Pontalis (1997) has called this temporality “this 
time that does not pass” with its roots in infantile sexuality and an 
appearance—Pontalis uses the word apparition—as a being “outside” 
time. But these psychic spaces are not so much beyond time’s grasp—
and this is a second objection—as stubborn rebels against logical tem-
porality. Furious mixes shuttling back and forth between separate 
scenes, memories, epochs, emotions, and meanings, as in the extended 
Rome metaphor in Civilization and Its Discontents (Freud 1930, p. 70), 
in which Freud invites us to imagine viewing in one breathtaking vir-
tual sweep the architectural glories of all of Rome’s eras. For Green 
(1990, 2008), unconscious time is “reticular,” actualizing knots of ret-
rospective and anticipatory lines of associations. All the famous land-
marks of Freud’s metaphor thus appear to grace the horizon together, 
because of their perceptual intensity, though they belong to different 
points in history.

Finally, the subjective impression of perceptual actuality of an 
unchanged past is an illusion confirmed neither by clinical observation 
nor by neurocognitive research. The après-coup traumatization of mem-
ory, a reinscription of the past having consequences for the future, is a 
fundamental principle of both human temporality and unconscious fan-
tasy (André in press; Chervet in press; Green 1990, 1997; Modell 1990). 
Contemporary studies confirm the dynamic essence of memory (Brenneis 
1997, 2000; Schacter 1996). Even the supercharged flashback or flash-
bulb memory is invisibly and spontaneously reassembled and reworked 
at the time of retrieval, just as Freud (1899) proposed, at the end of his 
article on screen memories, is the case with our childhood recollections. 
Thus, though historical reality may be revived in the present-day impres-
sion that submerges the subject, it will to some extent have been uncon-
sciously remolded and therefore cannot unqualifiedly be described as 
“timeless.”

Writing about “the unescapable paradox of human time,” Friedman 
(2006) references an astonishing citation from a letter of Freud to 
Fliess that penetrates to the heart of my preoccupation here: “A second 
important piece of insight tells me that the psychic structures which, in 
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hysteria, are affected by repression are not in reality memories . . . but 
impulses that derive from primal scenes” (Masson 1985, p. 239). A 
quick check of my copy of the correspondence shows this passage 
heavily underlined, jogging recall of my excitement coming upon it in 
some research on memory I undertook a few years ago. The present 
essay has been penned in continued (but only flickering conscious) 
resonance with this remarkable Freudian intuition. My meditation ear-
lier in this paper on a certain category of memory trace as drive-creating 
experience, a radioactive vexation from an ancient internal mark on the 
psyche-soma is revealed to be my personal recasting of the Freudian 
foreign body metaphor for the repressed: it keeps up “a constant suc-
cession of stimuli and reactions in the tissue in which it [is] embedded” 
(Freud 1926, p. 98). Winnicott (1945) might say that I have enjoyed the 
illusory omnipotence of repeatedly rediscovering this concept right 
where Freud had all along left it for me to find. The lingering, tor-
menting, resistant-to-amnesia impact of trauma derives from the well-
documented clinical fact that the ego is not only under the onslaught 
of disturbing cognitive “imagery” or “representations” from the past, but 
is attacked from within by their drive-producing residues, their affect-
laden “thingness” that continues to “actualize,” to revive in body and 
mind, the childhood state of internal emergency. This kind of “mem-
ory” is drive.

With drive formulated in this fashion, are not the instinctual roots of 
sexual drive put into question? Again finding myself in extremely com-
plex territory, I can only summarize my present understanding. As a sci-
entific causal explanation for the human sexuality revealed in the 
psychoanalytic situation—sexuality as it is experienced by the mind—the 
instinctual-biological approach has been on the ropes for some time. No 
one would deny our biological-genetic substrate, and it is human incarna-
tion in a body that is the mad machine set loose by sexual attraction. But 
to account for the origin of human desire, it is fantasy, particularly uncon-
scious fantasy, that must be addressed. Individual human desire is not 
innate: it is derivative, the precipitate of primary object relations. While 
the body has the potential for sexual excitement, it is the unsymbolized 
memory trace mobilizing an unconscious wished-for/imposed scene of 
sexual union with rather specifically determined objects that triggers and 
shapes the subjective urgency and directedness of sexuality. Beginning 
with Freud’s remarks about the “peculiar process which mankind under-
goes” in the development of civilization in “the changes which it brings 
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about in the familiar instinctual dispositions of human beings” (1930, 
p. 96), a fertile post-Freudian literature continues to examine the radical 
subjective molding of drives in the earliest intimate exchanges with 
parental figures (see, e.g., Bion 1962; Green 2002; Reid 2008a,b; 
Winnicott 1945, 1951, 2006). Henceforth we must study the response of 
the object as contributing to the genesis of drive: to a process of becom-
ing, and of becoming part of the self. The object’s response is therefore 
an inherent part of the fledgling psychical organization (Green 2002). 
This psychoanalytic reflection seems to converge with recent work in 
developmental neuroscience showing that the development of the infant’s 
emotional brain is directly and actively influenced by the “regulators of 
adult brains” (Schore 2001). If the unconscious is composed of “impulses 
that are derived from primal scenes,” we are led to believe that the uncon-
scious is neither necessarily timeless nor unchanging: rather, it is a “work 
in progress” (Reid 2008b) that can be facilitated or impaired in articula-
tion with the parental environment and/or the quality of the analyst’s 
presence.

CONCLUSION

Using the film 2046 as a screen and a springboard from what I have 
learned in my practice, I have been trying to grasp the unique ego tor-
ment and paralysis (qualified by disturbed temporality and perceptual 
hypersensitivity) that is regularly observed in initial states of falling in 
love. The forbidden nature of the object or an unconscious need for its 
inaccessibility can make this phenomenon a chronic one in lovesickness. 
These plights are rightfully viewed as traumatic. The ego appears to be 
overcome by a repetition compulsion set in motion by the encounter 
with the adored and illusive object. I have hypothesized that in the grip 
of a specific unconscious nostalgia caused by the original object’s unre-
quited love for another, the subject longs to undo but perpetually repeats 
both that loss and the defect in the subject’s core self-esteem left behind 
in that relationship. In these cases, the ego’s submissive impasse in love-
sickness may be related to the powerful irradiation, emanating from 
infantile memory traces first laid down with primary caretakers, of an 
unmastered and “untranslatable” combination of narcissistic wounding 
and passive awakening of unconscious sexual excitation. The unique 
subjectively chaotic temporality of falling in love and lovesickness has 
been viewed as an expression of the traumatic hobbling of the ego’s 
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stimulus barrier in the presence of a present-day version of a paradoxi-
cally overstimulating object.
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