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Silvio Benaim

Formerly Consultant
Psychiatrist at the Royal
Free Hospital, London
Silvio Benaim died on 10 January 2008 at
Highgate Nursing Home, London, after a
long illness. He was a senior consultant
psychiatrist at the Royal Free Hospital
since 1968, having been a consultant at
Halliwick Hospital from 1959. He retired
from the National Health Service (NHS) in
1983 but continued his private practice
at the Charter Nightingale Clinic until
2004.
Silvio was born in Florence on 11 April

1925. His father was a Jewish lawyer. In
1938, Fascist Italy introduced racial laws
which discriminated against him and his
family, so that they moved to England.
Silvio was educated at Leighton Park
School, Reading. He qualified in medicine
at Westminster Medical School MB, BS
(London) and MRCS, LRCP in 1948, and
then pursued broad general medical
training, including neurology and chest
medicine, leading to the MRCP (London)
in 1952, and being elected FRCP in 1971.
He trained in psychiatry at the Maudsley
Hospital, enrolling in the model rotation
programme for which it became famed.
Over the course of nearly 6 years he
progressed through the grades of senior
house officer, registrar and senior regis-
trar, at the same time obtaining the
academic DPM in 1956 with a
dissertation on obsessional symptoms in
the elderly, and was elected FRCPsych in
1971. He assisted in the treatment trial of
insulin coma therapy which sounded the
death knell of that approach in schizo-
phrenia.
From the time of his arrival in England,

aged 13, Silvio quickly became acclima-
tised and spoke English without any trace
of an accent. At Silvio’s funeral his second
son, Michael, paid a moving tribute and
quoted his uncle’s appraisal of Silvio’s
loyalties through a mathematical paradox:
he was 100% British and yet 50% Italian.
Thus, he maintained a deep loyalty for the
country of his birth where he kept a
holiday home near Siena. He was greatly
interested in Italian psychiatry and in 1983
wrote an article with the title ‘The Italian
Experiment’. Previously, in the early 1960s,
he had visited university departments of
psychiatry across Italy and remarked on
the variable standards of psychiatric
care, good in many centres, deplorable
in others. He described the sequels of
the ‘Law 180’ or ‘Basaglia’s Law’, passed
hurriedly in 1978, as without due regard to
the human and scientific principles
which should guide psychiatric care. In

Britain there was unalloyed condemnation
of the consequences of this new Italian
law which barred further admissions
to the old hospitals. Instead, patients
were to be admitted to general beds
in district general hospitals, none of
which were to accommodate more than
15 psychiatric patients at one time.
For a while the standard of care in
mental hospitals deteriorated and many
patients slept rough. Nevertheless,
Silvio was generally sympathetic to the
need for reforming the Italian mental
hospitals and put forward several
proposals for further reforms, some
of which came to pass.
The main problem with the new law

was the difficulty in discharging patients
who required intensive psychiatric rehabi-
litation without the availability of day
hospitals, day centres and community
services. The 1978 law is still in force, but
therapeutic communities are now in place.
In Italy there persists an unrealistic dread
of opening additional psychiatric beds,
for example, in specialities within
psychiatry.
Silvio’s research was initially in the

evaluation of the early antidepressant and
antipsychotic drugs, including a controlled
trial of imipramine. As a consultant he
achieved a steady output of clinico-
scientific articles, impressive for their
originality and for their impact on the
profession. The most vivid was his
detailed description of an hysterical
epidemic in a classroom affecting 24
adolescent girls. It began when 8 pupils
and 1 young teacher lay unconscious on
the floor. He included clinical vignettes
such as the patient who, when admitted
to a psychiatric ward, started a pseudo-
pregnancy epidemic in that ward. As a
consultant at the Royal Free Hospital,
Silvio had undoubtedly become sensitised
by the controversies of the Royal Free
disease of 1958, initially diagnosed as
benign encephalomyelitis, but later

reconsidered by McEvedy and Beard to be
an hysterical epidemic among the nursing
staff.
In another influential article published in

1987, Silvio described the long-term
benefits of prophylactic lithium carbonate
in 100 patients with unipolar or bipolar
affective illness, whom he had assessed
personally. Several previous controlled
studies had established the efficacy of
prophylactic lithium in such patients.
Silvio’s study was the first to follow-up
these patients over a period of 17 years,
the majority of whom were traced. The
eventual outcome findings were
impressive: 50% had a complete and 40%
a partial response. Lithium was equally
effective in preventing hypomanic and
depressive episodes.
As a psychiatrist, Silvio had been much

influenced by the ethos of the Maudsley
Hospital in the late 1950s.When Henry
Maudsley made his donation to the
London County Council in 1908 to estab-
lish a psychiatric teaching hospital in
London, he proposed that it would be
devoted exclusively to the care of early
and acute cases, so as to prevent
deterioration and admission to the county
asylums. Silvio was frank in asserting that
his own clinical interests were in treatable
psychiatric conditions, while still practising
broadly-based psychiatry including
neurotic disorders. He wanted to help
patients who had a chance of getting
better. Thus, he became uneasy when in
the mid 1960s, as part of his post, he felt
obliged to combine his work at Halliwick
with that of the adjoining Friern Hospital.
This changed when he was appointed to
the Royal Free Hospital and worked
alongside physician colleagues. All too
often, at that time, senior psychiatrists
withdrew from direct contact with their
patients by delegating the work to other
members of their team or indulging in
committee work. This was not Silvio’s
style. He had a tremendous zest for
clinical work. His approach was
attractive to general practitioners. He
soon built up a thriving private practice,
but he never neglected his NHS work.
After retiring from the NHS, he
continued his private practice until
2004 when illness forced him to give up
this work.
Silvio was admired and liked by his

colleagues for his avuncular manner, his
unfailing courtesy and his loyalty. His
preferred method of teaching psychiatry
was in the out-patient clinic where he
acted as a close mentor to generations of
senior registrars.
Sadly, Silvio developed a prolonged and

disabling neurological illness, but for this
he obtained comfort and support from
the sustained devotion of his wife

Columns Obituary

columns

318
https://doi.org/10.1192/pb.bp.108.021980 Published online by Cambridge University Press

https://doi.org/10.1192/pb.bp.108.021980


Nancy, his three sons and his four
granddaughters.
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Brian Lake

Formerly Consultant
Psychotherapist, Leeds
Brian was born in 1922 into a religious
family who lived near Liverpool where his
father was a jobber at the Liverpool Stock
Exchange. He was the youngest of three
brothers of whom the eldest, Frank, like
Brian, studied medicine with a view to
becoming a missionary in India. Brian
began his studies in Edinburgh in 1940
and qualified with the ‘Scottish Triple’ in
1945. After house jobs at the Edinburgh
Royal Infirmary and a period as Senior
R.M.O. at the Royal Liverpool Children’s
Hospital. He was rejected for military
service on medical grounds, so he decided
to go to sea; he served with the Cunard
White Star Line for the greater part of the
1950s. However, it was his contact with
the crew and his involvement in negotia-
tions to settle conflicts between them
which most interested him and led to him
to develop an interest in psychiatry. In the
late 1950s he joined the junior staff at
Warlingham Park Hospital in Surrey where
he found himself among a stimulating
group of trainees, many of whom later
became distinguished in the psychiatric
world. He obtained the DPM in 1961.
After training in psychiatry, Brian joined

his brother Frank, who had established
the Clinical Theology Association, in
Nottingham. This organisation was
concerned in the training of ministers of
religion in the management of the kind of
emotional and psychiatric problems which
they encountered in their pastoral work.
At the same time, Brian worked as a
psychotherapist in prisons as well as in
private practice. However, Frank devel-
oped some extreme views in both the
understanding of emotional problems and
in their treatment which Brian felt unable

to share, which led to a professional rift
between them and to Brian working
independently. An important consequence
of this rift led to Brian having a personal
analysis by Dr Harry Guntrip, a psycholo-
gist and minister of religion himself. Brian
found his analysis with Guntrip to be
personally beneficial and helpful in his
clinical work. He obtained the MRCPsych
in 1971.
The establishment of the new medical

school in Nottingham with a department
of psychiatry, led in 1974 to the appoint-
ment of Dr Mark Aveline as consultant
psychotherapist and to the establishment
of a department of psychotherapy with
responsibility for the provision of a service
and for teaching a range of disciplines.
Brian participated in these developments
and had experience of the tasks involved.
He was himself later appointed Consultant
Psychotherapist to the Leeds hospitals in
1980, based at St James’s University
Hospital, facing similar tasks to those he
had encountered in Nottingham. At much
the same time, Brian married (for the first
time at the age of 58) Dr Dorothy Heard,

herself a consultant child psychiatrist who
had previously worked with the eminent
Dr Bowlby at the Tavistock Clinic. This
occasioned surprise and delight among
Brian’s family, friends and colleagues;
overnight he became a step-father and
step-grandfather, roles which he took to
with alacrity.
In Leeds, Brian succeeded Dr Ronald

Markillie, a psychoanalyst, who in a part-
time capacity had been the main source of
influence and teaching in psychotherapy in
Yorkshire since the Second World War.
Brian’s task was to establish a new
department of psychotherapy, to provide
a psychotherapy service - where there
had previously been none - and to teach
medical undergraduates and trainees from
various disciplines. He succeeded and by
his retirement in 1987 he had established
a department which fulfilled these
requirements.
Retirement led to a period of great

creativity. Brian and Dorothy continued
their extensive teaching activities in
psychotherapy and to develop their
theoretical approach to the subject
according to attachment theory. Their
work was published in a book The
Challenge of Attachment Theory for Care
Giving in 1997. (The development of their
ideas is due to be published in 2008.)
They made such an important contribu-
tion to teaching in the Department of
Social Studies at the University of York
that their work was recognised by the
award of the degree of a doctorate to
both of them in 2001, an almost unique
eventuality. Brian died on 14 December
2007 after suffering from vascular disease
for a number of years. He will be much
missed but well remembered.

R. H. S. Mindham
A. C. P. Sims
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