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Preface

Few major thinkers have been attacked and vilified more than Sigmund Freud. His ideas have been dismissed as offensive and ludicrous. He has been accused of being a child rapist, incestuous, a plagiarist, over-controlling, an unfaithful and tyrannical husband, a liar, a fraud, money-obsessed and ruthlessly ambitious. On one occasion, he is said to have come very close to committing a murder. A comprehensive census of Freud’s alleged flaws, indiscretions and misdeeds would fill a book. Indeed, there are weighty critical works that consist almost exclusively of character assassination. Some allegations are true, some are partially true, many are based on hearsay, and a minority – for example, that Freud came close to committing a murder – are frankly absurd.

‘Freud bashing’ is the term commonly used to describe immoderate and personal criticism of Freud. Comparable figures, such as Karl Marx, for example, have ‘vociferous critics’, but only Freud has ‘bashers’. The designation is unique because Freud has attracted singularly dyspeptic critics who habitually denounce the man along with his ideas. Freud believed, quite reasonably, that much of the hostility he encountered during his lifetime was attributable to antisemitism. He had Jewish critics as well as gentile critics, but his Jewish critics were less inclined to associate his theories with sewage and degeneracy. By the 1930s, a distinction was being made between Aryan science and Jewish science and Freud’s books were being burned by the Nazis.

Extreme Freud bashing is offset by an equally unhelpful opposite. Freud’s loyal followers have treated his works like scripture. His authority is accepted without question, and he is venerated as an oracle – a conduit of timeless truths. After Freud’s death, he became the subject of effusive eulogies. He was remembered as wise, witty, compassionate, principled and courageous, a lone genius who had overcome enormous obstacles and laboured tirelessly for the benefit of ‘mankind’.

Because Freud polarises opinion, it is very difficult to assess his significance. He is obviously important, but how important? Biographies and commentaries are typically biased (either negatively or positively) and Freud’s original publications are problematic for several reasons. He was unquestionably a great writer, but he was also a very uneven writer. His opinions changed over time, he contradicted himself, and sometimes he misleads. He is a master of arresting metaphors and literary flourishes, but he can also test the reader’s patience with lists, telegraphic notes and long passages of opaque, nomadic prose. The task of evaluating Freud is further complicated by a standard text that is – in places – very loosely translated from Freud’s German. Moreover, subsequent attempts to improve on the standard text have solved some problems while creating others.

Freud bashing can sometimes resemble an academic bloodsport. Nevertheless, criticism of Freud is often justified. He wasn’t a reliable reporter, particularly when writing up his case studies; he overemphasised the importance of sex as an aetiological factor in mental illness; and his ideas are generally not original. But such criticism – and there is much of it – is usually in need of qualification. It would be unwise to dismiss all of psychoanalysis because Freud’s case studies are capricious. We don’t reject Copernicus, Kepler and Galileo because they produced horoscopes and believed in astrology. Freud may have accentuated sex immoderately in the consulting room; however, his assertion that sex configures the mind and influences many aspects of behaviour is supported by the relatively new science of evolutionary psychology. Almost all of Freud’s ideas are borrowed; nevertheless, he was extremely good at gathering them together and using them to construct exciting new theories.

There is broad agreement with respect to Freud’s greatest contributions. His writings about the unconscious and the structure of the mind; his account of defence mechanisms; his commentaries on religion, culture and civilisation; his recognition of the impact of early experience on adult mental health; and his invention of an innovative talking cure – psychoanalysis.

Freud wasn’t the only doctor experimenting with psychological treatments at the end of the nineteenth century. There were others, most notably Pierre Janet and Paul Dubois. However, it was Freud’s method (requiring analysands to lie on a ‘couch’) that became the most famous. The iconic coupling of a bearded therapist and a reclining patient is recognised all over the world. The New Yorker magazine printed its first psychoanalytic cartoon in 1927 – and it has been printing them ever since. As with almost everything associated with Freud, opinions vary wildly on the value of psychoanalysis. There are some who argue that Freud helped none of his patients and that psychoanalysis is fundamentally harmful, and there are others who claim that psychoanalysis is the most profound and life-changing of all psychological therapies. Psychoanalysis is certainly not a panacea. Freud never said that it was. But psychoanalysis was certainly more benevolent than many of the treatments offered to patients in Freud’s time, which were either inhumane (for example, an electrified metal brush thrust down the throat to treat a nervous cough) or ridiculous (rectal massage to treat homosexuality). Twentieth-century psychiatric interventions have included painful shocks, induced comas, protracted restraint and isolation, extreme sedation, narcosis (keeping patients asleep for months) and lobotomy. By contrast, psychoanalysis is predicated on the formation of a consensual, collaborative relationship and symptoms are judged to be meaningful (as opposed to meaningless epiphenomena caused by putative chemical imbalances and structural defects in the brain). Psychoanalysis also catalysed the development of all forms of modern psychotherapy. Even those that came into being as a reaction against it. Cognitive behaviour therapy, for example.

Although psychoanalysis began as a treatment method for certain mental illnesses it evolved into something closer to a world view, a way of thinking about every aspect of human behaviour. Freud compared psychoanalysis to electricity. Electricity can be used in medical settings, for example to power an X-ray machine, but it can also be used more widely – in the home, on roads and in the air. Psychoanalysis is not exclusively ‘medical’. Freud used psychoanalysis to understand mental illnesses; however, he also used it to illuminate creativity, religion, the Mona Lisa, jokes, mythology and politics; he used it to generate intriguing speculations about prehistoric societies and to explain strange experiences. Psychoanalysis has been enormously influential. Many works of art, music, drama and cinema have been inspired by the psychoanalytic world view. There are psychoanalytic feminists, anthropologists and ‘big data’ analysts. Even advertising owes a debt to psychoanalysis. Freud’s American nephew, Edward Bernays, revolutionised advertising by devising successful marketing campaigns informed by his uncle’s understanding of symbols and desire. Freud’s ideas have been so thoroughly assimilated into our culture that even those who reject Freud still think, occasionally, like Freudians. We accept that parts of the mind operate unconsciously; that when people intend to say one thing, but say another, it is revealing. The term ‘Freudian slip’ has become part of everyday speech. When we wake up after a night filled with vivid dreams, we wonder if those dreams mean anything. We accept that people repress difficult feelings. If a friend described a superior at work as anal, we would smile knowingly.
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One of the most enduring myths about Freud – a myth Freud himself manufactured – is that he developed psychoanalysis in splendid isolation and that his most creative years were his wilderness years. In fact, during this period he had many professional friends and associates, his early publications were generally well received, and he gave lectures at the university and a Jewish lodge where he was most welcome. More importantly, his wilderness years were spent in the world’s most glamorous and intellectually exhilarating capital. Today, Vienna is sometimes referred to as the city of dreams because it is associated with Freud and his masterpiece, The Interpretation of Dreams. Freud’s fame encourages us to view Vienna’s golden age through a Freudian lens. Vienna certainly did respond to Freud – with new art, music and scholarship – but Freud also responded to Vienna. Psychoanalysis was well nourished by its remarkable ambience. The mutually beneficial dialogue between Freud and his ‘hometown’ has been somewhat disregarded to better serve the lone-genius myth. Yet, it is almost impossible to imagine the discovery of psychoanalysis happening anywhere other than Vienna.
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For twenty-five years, from 1890 to 1915, Vienna became a dazzling beacon, powered by an unprecedented number of worldclass intellects, all of whom lived within a few square miles of each other. They met and exchanged ideas in Vienna’s famous coffee houses, where the sensual (coffee and cake) and the cerebral (heated debate) were pleasingly combined with billiards, gossip and newspapers. Chemists and violinists, novelists and biologists, theatre directors and mathematicians were all at ease sharing the same table. Vienna’s coffee houses were intellectual melting-pots, and it is commonly supposed that the exchange of ideas between disparate disciplines was the secret of Vienna’s success.

The furious creativity of Vienna’s golden age eventually became feverish. Nervous disorders and decadence followed, as did the affectation of amused indifference to warnings about the future. Viennese society carried on waltzing, the couples revolving faster and faster, perversely eager to meet their so-called ‘joyful apocalypse’. Many years before Archduke Franz Ferdinand’s assassination, escalating tensions within the Habsburg Empire were already feeding millennial anxieties. Yet, the characters depicted in the literature of the time typically show combinations of torpor, frivolity, nostalgic yearning and resignation. As the end of their world drew closer, the Viennese responded by having more sexual liaisons, going to more balls and ordering more champagne. An enormous number of young men simply pushed a gun barrel into their mouths and pulled the trigger. The First World War blighted Vienna’s cultural supremacy. Nevertheless, many of Vienna’s gifted thinkers and artists remained active well into the twentieth century. The beacon of Viennese genius continued to shine – particularly in America, where many Viennese intellectuals emigrated between the First and Second World Wars.

Vienna’s golden age, despite its brevity, exerted a disproportionate influence on the course of history. A young Adolf Hitler learned the rudiments of what was to become National Socialism in Vienna, and it was also in Vienna that Theodor Herzl (the father of modern political Zionism) first suggested that a Jewish state should be established in Palestine. The intellectual life of Vienna influenced global events throughout the twentieth century, and it continues (albeit at a remote temporal distance) to influence political developments in the Middle East. The massive shock waves that followed Vienna’s cultural detonation were complemented by a variety of smaller tremors that are equally compelling in their own way, because their displacements can still be detected in our day-to-day existence.

Vienna 1900 was the birthplace of modernity and the modern mind. The term ‘modern’ is usually employed to describe the post-industrial world and ‘modernity’ is associated with ‘modernist’ thought and art. Aspects of modernism were prefigured in the nineteenth century, but true modernism is a largely twentieth-century phenomenon. Abstract paintings, atonal string quartets and stream-of-consciousness short stories are all (in this sense) typically ‘modern’. Modernity is not only associated with elevated thinking and high art. Modernity also describes how we live in the modern world. Long coffee menus, croissants and celebrity interviews are all Viennese inventions. The chatty, conversational style of many newspaper columns was pioneered by golden-age Viennese journalists in pieces called feuilletons. Modern buildings were appearing in Vienna long before they started to change the skyline of New York. And the idea of modern design for the home (practical, strippeddown, clean and without ornament) didn’t originate with IKEA, but with the aesthetic sensibility of Viennese architects and designers. Viennese influences can be identified every time we enter a café, read a newspaper, look out of the window or examine the furniture in our homes; however, the place where we can find the most profound evidence of Viennese influence is inside our heads. How we think about ourselves has been largely determined by Vienna’s most illustrious resident: Sigmund Freud.

Freud’s reputation grew in the first half of the twentieth century but shrank in the second half. Successive waves of criticism reduced confidence in psychoanalysis as a treatment – and by association, psychoanalysis as a world view. From the 1970s onwards, archival research showed that Freud was considerably more flawed as a person than his hagiographers had suggested. Even so, Freud never disappeared from the cultural landscape. As far as the general public was concerned, his well-known face still represented all things psychological, and his books have always been available on the high street – an exceptional accomplishment for an author whose ideas were originally debated in nineteenth-century coffee houses.

After the 1950s, psychoanalysis was rejected by mainstream scientists. They argued that psychoanalysis is non-empirical and could not be falsified. It was, at best, a pseudoscience, and at worst, a practice comparable to fortune-telling. Then, in 1976, the biologist Robert Trivers used an evolutionary argument to legitimise the idea of the unconscious, and soon after several ‘Freudian’ concepts – for example, repression and inner conflict – were favourably re-evaluated from an evolutionary perspective. These developments appeared to confirm a prediction made by Charles Darwin in 1859, that one day, in the ‘distant future’, psychology would be based on a ‘new foundation’. Freud’s scientific rehabilitation continued. In the 1990s, the neuropsychologist Mark Solms coined the term ‘neuropsychoanalysis’ to describe a nascent discipline that aims to integrate psychoanalysis and neuroscience. The International Neuropsychoanalysis Society was founded in 2000 and speakers at the first congress included, in addition to Solms, distinguished luminaries such as Oliver Sacks, Jaak Panksepp and Antonio Damasio. The Nobel Prize-winning neuroscientist Eric Kandel – a great admirer of Freud – joined the editorial board of the society’s journal. At around the same time, V. S. Ramachandran (described by Sacks as ‘one of the most interesting neuroscientists of our time’) was undertaking clinical research that strongly suggested Freudian defence mechanisms have neural correlates. In 2010, the world’s most influential neuroscientist, Karl Friston, in collaboration with Robin Carhart-Harris, published an article in the prestigious journal Brain in which the most forward-looking models of brain functioning were used to explore possible connections between Freudian constructs and neurobiological substrates. In 2021, another Brain article, by Diego Centonze and Mario Stampanoni Bassi, was tellingly titled ‘Time for a new deal between neurology and psychoanalysis’.

This book has four principal objectives: to provide an account of Freud’s life; to summarise his key intellectual contributions; to locate Freud and his ideas in their cultural context – that is, Vienna’s golden age; and to show how psychoanalysis has colonised how we think about ourselves and the world we live in.

The great physician, progressive and sexologist Havelock Ellis said of Freud that he sometimes strings his arguments on a very thin thread, but however thin the thread, Freud never neglects to string a few pearls. Even if the thread sometimes snaps, Ellis reminds us, we still have the pearls. It is important to be aware of Freud’s broken threads. There are many of them. But it will be to our immense detriment – as individuals and as a culture – if we fail to pick up the pearls.
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Chapter 1
Destiny’s Child

We begin in a pastry shop. A young mother, Amalia Freud, is accosted by a strange old peasant woman who declares that Amalia has brought a great man into the world. The air is fragrant with gingerbread and poppy-seed cake, and the old woman’s smile is enigmatic. It is a prophecy that Amalia should dismiss. After all, peasant women are always dispensing charms and predicting the future, but this prophecy deserves notice, because Amalia’s little son has already been dignified by an auspicious sign. He was born with a translucent hood covering his head, a caul, believed by many to be a portent of fame and good fortune. The old woman’s body sinks a little as she executes a barely perceptible genuflection. Her eyes are bright with triumphal visions. Amalia takes a deep breath and her chest expands with pride and happiness. She can feel the truth of this prophecy in her bones.

Sigmund Freud was happy to share this story with others, but at the same time he made it plain that as far as he was concerned his mother had been persuaded by nothing more than superstitious nonsense. Even though he was keen to preserve his reputation as a committed sceptic, this didn’t stop him from telling his followers about another prophetic incident that, unlike his mother’s encounter in the pastry shop, he could remember very clearly. When he was eleven or twelve, an entertainer in a restaurant predicted that Freud would ‘probably’ become a cabinet minister. The entertainer was of course wrong, because Freud didn’t pursue a career in politics. But not wholly wrong, insofar as the prediction still suggests that a measure of greatness was, in some sense, preordained.

A remarkable nativity and encounters with prophets are narrative staples that have been used to authenticate heroes since ancient times. Reflecting on the caul and the pastry shop, Ernest Jones (Freud’s principal British disciple and biographer) wrote ‘Thus the hero’s garb was in the weaving at the cradle itself’. In mythology, omens can also be credentials. The gods distinguish champions and conquerors with signs. Freud’s life-story would contain many of the key ingredients of a perfectly constructed classical myth: humble origins, portents of greatness, struggles against adversity, banishment, descent into the underworld and a triumphant return with a precious gift: ascent – fame – glory. The pleasing shape of Freud’s legend suggests a life that was lived self-consciously and alert to the narrative potential of situations and chance.

Although Freud feigned dismay that it should have fallen upon him, of all people, to battle with demons and discover ultimate truths, there are occasional unguarded passages in his autobiographical writings that expose the unmistakable self-assurance of a man who appears always to have had one ear straining for the call of destiny. By the end of the nineteenth century he saw himself as someone fated with the responsibility of disturbing the ‘sleep of the world’. Yet, apart from the caul and the peasant woman, there really was nothing promising about Freud’s early life. It was far more likely that a person with his parentage and background would end up managing a moderately successful textile business. Disturbing the sleep of the world shouldn’t have been any concern of his.

Freud was born in a rented room above Zajíc the locksmith’s shop at 117 Schlossergasse, a two-storey house in the town of Freiberg, Moravia at 6.30 p.m. on 6 May 1856. Schlossergasse has since been renamed Zámečznická, Freiberg is now Příbor, and Moravia is now a region of the Czech Republic. Zajíc’s house is still there (the only building to survive street demolition in 1975) and in 2006 it opened its doors to visitors as the Freud birthplace museum. Amalia’s baby had a full head of black hair which prompted her to call him (disconcertingly for us) her ‘little blackamoor’. A week later, on 13 May, the baby ‘entered the Jewish covenant’, or more explicitly, was circumcised. His given names were Sigismund (derived from the German word for victory) and Schlomo (Solomon in English), although his family called him Sigi. He became a ‘lively’ infant who liked going downstairs to play with scraps of metal, which he made into small toys.

In the mid-nineteenth century, Freiberg had a population of between four and five thousand inhabitants, of which only a hundred or so were Jews. The rest were almost entirely Catholic. It was a typical Moravian town, with little to distinguish it apart from a church with an impressive steeple and chimes. Beyond the outskirts of Freiberg were farms, woods and hills, and beyond these hills the distant Carpathian mountains.

Moravia was part of the Habsburg Empire. The Habsburgs had ruled Austria from the thirteenth century and over the course of six hundred years their sovereignty extended across vast areas of Europe. The nineteenth-century Habsburgs are credited with having created an empire of bureaucrats, but behind this façade of functionaries, paper shuffling and red tape, the empire was also rather magical. The inalienable heirlooms of the royal family included a unicorn’s horn and the Holy Grail; Hector, Noah and even the god Saturn were all, at one time or another, implicated in Habsburg genealogy. In addition to securing power by conventional means, such as advantageous marriages, Habsburg rule was also buttressed by symbolism, the acquisition of special objects, and ritualistic ceremonies. They seemed to have discovered public relations in the sixteenth century. The pastry shop in which Amalia encountered the strange peasant woman (already evocative of a Grimms’ fairy tale) was located in a much larger landscape of wonder and imperial enchantment.

Freud’s immediate ancestors were from Galicia (a Habsburg border province, now western Ukraine). His maternal relatives were from Brody and his paternal relatives were from Buchach and Tysmenytsia. In An Autobiographical Study, Freud states that his family were originally from Cologne (where medieval pogroms had preceded the expulsion of Jewish residents in 1424). He supposed that his ancestors had fled eastwards in the fourteenth or fifteenth centuries because of persecution, and that they had eventually made their way back to German-speaking territories in the nineteenth century via Lithuania and Galicia. Regardless of what Freud had been told or believed, it is much more likely that his distant ancestors fled Lithuania at the end of the seventeenth century and settled in Galicia.

Freud’s father, Jacob, was an impecunious wool merchant. He purchased wool from local peasants and after the wool had been dyed he sold ‘finished’ batches to manufacturers. Freud likened him to Charles Dickens’ amiable but incompetent Wilkins Micawber, who, in David Copperfield, is always over-optimistically expecting something to turn up. Jacob had grown up in a Jewish Orthodox shtetl and spoke Hebrew and Yiddish, although business was always conducted in German, and as a Jewish merchant he was obliged every year to apply to the authorities for permission to trade. He was mindful of his heritage, but not religious – and he certainly didn’t want to be regarded as an outsider.

Jacob’s first wife, Sally Kanner, bore him two sons, Emmanuel and Phillip; however, there is some confusion surrounding whether Jacob did or didn’t marry a woman called Rebecca after Sally’s death. Some biographers avoid the issue by simply omitting her. Others question whether she even existed. In 1852 a woman called Rebecca was listed as Jacob’s wife in the register of Jews maintained by the Catholic authorities. Unless the entry is incorrect, she certainly did exist and probably died prematurely like her predecessor.

Amalia Nathansohn – Freud’s mother – was from north-east Galicia, near the Russian frontier, and twenty years younger than Jacob. Indeed, Jacob was already a grandfather when he married Amalia, so Sigmund was born an uncle – and one of Sigmund’s half-brothers was older than his mother. After Sigmund, Amalia gave birth to another boy, Julius, who died in his first year after contracting an intestinal infection. Then, in quick succession, she produced five daughters – Anna, Rosa, Mitzi, Dolfi, Pauli – and her second surviving son, Alexander.

Jacob’s young bride has been variously described as slender, pretty, beautiful, amusing, alert and sharp-witted. She seems to have retained her vital energies until the very end of her life – those who knew her in old age repeatedly emphasise her vigour, with one of her grandsons even comparing her to a tornado. Ernest Jones wrote that she possessed ‘a lively personality’ and enjoyed ‘card parties at an hour when most old ladies would be in bed’. At the age of ninety she refused the gift of a shawl because she thought that it made her look old. Five years later, she expressed disapproval when her photograph appeared in a newspaper. ‘A bad reproduction,’ she said. ‘It makes me look a hundred.’

When Sigi was three years old, Jacob and Amalia moved to Leipzig. The reasons given for their departure from Freiberg were, firstly, a financial crisis that ruined the Moravian textile industry and, secondly, antisemitism; however, in 1859, many wool merchants were prospering in a relatively benign local economy and antisemitism, although ever present, was not getting any worse. It is far more likely that the Freud family had to move because of Jacob’s ineptitude and the collapse of his business.

The train to Leipzig passed through Breslau, and it was there that Freud saw gas jets for the first time. These flames made him think of souls burning in hell. This isn’t quite as implausible as it sounds because, even though he was only three, his Catholic nanny had spoken to him about hellfire and damnation. He had accompanied her to church with some regularity and he could imitate a priest delivering a sermon. The gas jets of Breslau were so sinister that they created anxieties surrounding train travel that lasted well into Freud’s adulthood.

After a year in Leipzig the Freud family moved to Vienna. Once again, Freud saw something during the journey that made a lasting impression. He spent the night with his mother, presumably in a sleeper carriage, glimpsed her naked and experienced sexual arousal. The incident is described in a candid letter written on 3 October 1897 to his friend and colleague Wilhelm Fliess: ‘libido towards matrem was aroused; the occasion must have been the journey with her from Leipzig to Vienna, during which we spent a night together and I must have had the opportunity of seeing her nudam’. Freud’s coy use of the Latin words matrem and nudam suggest that he was easing his embarrassment by using ‘medical’ language. A few weeks later he wrote another letter to Fliess, proposing that love of one’s mother and jealousy of one’s father might be a universal phenomenon of early childhood. He added that this combination of feelings, reawakened in playgoers, might underlie the ‘gripping power’ of the Greek drama Oedipus Rex. ‘Every member of the audience was once a budding Oedipus in phantasy, and this dream-fulfilment played out in reality causes everyone to recoil in horror, with the full measure of repression which separates his infantile from his present state.’ The ‘recoiling’ audience that Freud had imagined was composed entirely of men, and in years to come he would struggle to make the ‘Oedipus complex’ a truly universal phenomenon, relevant to both men and women. These reflections, inspired by the memory of his mother’s nudity, would eventually become central to his understanding of human sexual development.

The Freuds lived first in Weissgerberstrasse, then moved to Pillersdorfgasse, and finally settled in Pfeffergasse, a narrow street in Leopoldstadt, which was once a Jewish ghetto; in the 1860s it was still home to nearly half of Vienna’s fifteen thousand Jews. Some migrant families had to share a single room with their respective areas separated by a chalk line on the floor. Outbreaks of tuberculosis were common. However, Leopoldstadt wasn’t a slum district. There were prosperous enclaves, and it was also where the Prater was situated: a very substantial park with restaurants, cafés, a racecourse and spectacular amusements. In 1895, for example, one of the attractions was a recreation of Venice, with mock palazzos, canals and gondola rides. The apartment the Freud family occupied had two living rooms, a dining room, three bedrooms and a ‘cabinet’ (a small chamber set apart from the other rooms). There was no bathroom, but every fortnight a large wooden tub and barrels of hot and cold water were carried into the kitchen by porters (and collected the following morning). Personal hygiene could also be maintained by using the local bath house. The family endured several years of hardship before charitable relatives came to the rescue. And although it is unclear how Jacob got by, his Micawberish optimism wasn’t so misplaced. Every now and again something must have turned up. Perhaps in the form of counterfeit rubles. In 1865 Josef Freud – Jacob’s brother – would receive a ten-year jail sentence after being exposed in the press as a ‘Jewish forger’.

Freud retained few memories of his first years in Vienna, apart from the curious exception of having once deliberately urinated in his parents’ bedroom. He remembered being seven or eight at the time, but he was probably younger. ‘One evening before going to sleep I disregarded the rules which modesty lays down and obeyed the calls of nature in my parents’ bedroom while they were present.’ Jacob Freud, understandably annoyed, is said to have declared: ‘The boy will come to nothing.’ Even as an adult, Freud had recurring dreams about this incident. Not because he was ashamed, but rather because his father’s words had wounded his pride. He later supposed that his father had delivered ‘a frightful blow to my ambition’.

It soon became evident, however, that Jacob’s verdict was wrong. Freud started reading Shakespeare at the age of eight and he was ‘top of the class’ with such regularity it became an expectation. His school record was blemished only once, in 1869, when he was questioned about fellow pupils who had visited prostitutes. Knowledge of their behaviour was enough to reduce his conduct grade.

Freud retreated into the ‘cabinet’ – the long narrow room that contained his bed, chairs, a shelf and a writing desk – and applied himself to schoolwork with extraordinary diligence. His admiring parents became indulgent. They bought him an oil lamp, while the rest of the household had to make do with candles, and his sister’s piano was removed because her playing disturbed him. He would even eat meals in his room to maximise study time. He mastered Latin and Greek, became fluent in French and English, and taught himself Italian and Spanish. Although he was never very good at mathematics, he was interested in science (particularly evolutionary biology), and after briefly flirting with the idea of becoming a lawyer he resolved instead to become a doctor. This conversion occurred after he had heard an essay on Nature (attributed to Goethe but actually the work of a Swiss theologian) read aloud at a public lecture. It portrayed Nature as a bountiful Mother with tantalising secrets. Freud, even at the age of seventeen, was stirred by an invitation to probe beneath the surface of observed reality.

A photograph of Freud taken around this time shows a slim, well-dressed young man with thick dark hair and a slight moustache. He is leaning, casually, against a piece of furniture, but his expression is resolute. He looks assured and quietly determined; however, his sobriety is diluted by a dash of dandyism. His mother – who doesn’t look very much older than her son – is sitting next to him. They make a very handsome pair.
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As Freud’s school days came to an end, the promise of the caul and the pastry shop prophecy must have been playing on his mind. He was even beginning to experience presentiments of his own. ‘I seem to remember’, he later wrote, ‘that through the whole of this time, there ran a premonition of a task ahead, till it found open expression in my school-leaving essay as a wish that I might during the course of my life contribute something to our human knowledge.’ After taking his final examination before leaving school, Freud wrote to his friend Emil Fluss: ‘People who fear nothing but mediocrity, you say, are safe. Safe from what? I ask. Surely not safe and secure from being mediocre?’

Freud began studying medicine at the University of Vienna in the autumn of 1873.

Paintings of the Viennese medical establishment in Freud’s time create a strong impression of an advanced and scientifically respectable culture: venerable professors demonstrate new surgical procedures; steeply tiered lecture theatres are crowded with serious young men in wing-collar shirts (it wasn’t until 1903 that the first woman graduated in medicine); laboratories are filled with complicated contraptions and microscopes. Around 1900, Vienna certainly was a cutting-edge research centre; however, healing wasn’t a priority. In 1850 the only treatment available at the Vienna General Hospital was cherry brandy because doctors were much more interested in understanding diseases than eradicating them. The administration of active remedies was inconvenient. They interfered with the occurrence of symptoms and made nosology impossible. When questioned about treatment, one professor responded: ‘Treatment, treatment, that is nothing; it is the diagnosis that we want.’ Wards were managed by untrained nurses, many of whom were former housemaids and washerwomen. Their duties included selling coffee, and they ignored patients who didn’t tip. It wasn’t until 1882 that a nursing school was established to attract ‘girls’ from so-called ‘good’ families.

Although patient care was perfunctory, the medical school in Vienna produced a continuous stream of outstanding scientific accomplishments: the systematisation of dermatology, the foundation of modern urology, the introduction of the eye chart to standardise spectacle prescriptions, advances in anaesthesia, revolutionary gastric and laryngeal surgery, the identification of blood types, and the utilisation of blood pressure as a diagnostic tool. The gulf between academic distinction and clinical indifference typical of hospital medicine in Vienna from the mid- to late nineteenth century can be attributed to the influence of Carl von Rokitansky, who became head of the medical school in 1844. His ambition was to make medicine more scientific by matching symptom clusters with pathological findings. Estimates vary, but he may have conducted or supervised as many as eighty-five thousand autopsies. Eventually, his labours did result in a deeper understanding of many illnesses and better patient care, but only after a protracted period of therapeutic nihilism.

Underlying Rokitansky’s method was an idea that can be traced back to Anaxagoras, a pre-Socratic Greek philosopher who asserted that ‘phenomena are a visible expression of that which is hidden’. Freud had encountered the same idea in the essay that inspired him to study medicine. Nature ‘is incessantly speaking to us, but betrays not her secret’.

Rokitansky became a public intellectual and his conviction that truth hides behind phenomena was discussed and debated in salons where scientists and artists mixed. Subsequently, the idea acquired general currency. To discover the ‘truth’ behind the outward form of the human body, the artist Gustav Klimt observed Emil Zuckerkandl, the professor of anatomy at the medical school, dissecting corpses.

When Freud arrived at the medical school, five years before Rokitansky’s death, he would have been encouraged to interrogate appearances, and this attitude became, much later, typical of his approach to understanding the mind. Eventually, he would assert that, as physical symptoms arise from concealed atrophies and ruptures, so it is that thoughts, dreams, impulses and emotions are the product of invisible biological and psychological processes.

In the 1870s, qualifying as a doctor in Vienna involved five years of course work followed by three examinations. Freud took six years to complete his course work and then he delayed taking his finals for another two years. It took him a full seven and a half years to qualify. This was because he took numerous extra classes, including philosophy, zoology, physics, Aristotelian logic, spectrum analysis and plant physiology – and then dedicated even more of his time to non-essential research projects.

Jacob Freud began to wonder whether his son’s academic monasticism was really in the boy’s best interests. His solution was to propose an arranged marriage; however, the match he had in mind was his granddaughter, Pauline, Sigi’s childhood playmate and the daughter of Sigi’s half-brother Emmanuel. Clearly, such a marriage would be considered somewhat incestuous by contemporary standards. Emmanuel had emigrated to England in 1859, his business was profitable, and he agreed with his father that a fresh start and married life might be good for his bookish half-brother. So, at the age of nineteen, Sigi was taken to Manchester to see Pauline. But passions failed to ignite. Ernest Jones reflected that if Pauline had aroused Freud’s amorous instincts, ‘much might have been different in our world’. Apparently, Freud often thought about his trip to Manchester and how his life might so very easily have taken an entirely different course: Mr Freud, the enterprising president of a local business association, ensconced with his family in a fine house near the new Town Hall – a relatively untroubled existence – functions – anonymity – peace and quiet. He supposed that this imaginary incarnation would have been a much more contented version of himself. He was almost certainly being disingenuous. The idea of obscurity would have made his blood run cold. Although Freud wasn’t impressed by Pauline, he was impressed by England. Without a trace of sentiment, he wrote to a friend that ‘in spite of fog and rain, drunkenness and conservatism’ and the ‘Many peculiarities of the English character’ he much preferred England to Vienna. He remained an Anglophile all his life.

Shortly after returning to Vienna, Freud resolved the longstanding issue of what name he wished to be known by. Even when Freud was a schoolboy, he occasionally shortened Sigismund to Sigmund. After his second year at university, however, he always employed the abbreviated form. The last time he used Sigismund was when he inscribed his German translation copy of Darwin’s The Descent of Man in 1875. Thereafter, he was always Sigmund. The subject of his name change was never discussed with his family or followers, so we don’t know his precise reasons; however, the dupe or stooge in contemporary Viennese antisemitic jokes was usually called Sigismund and it is likely that he didn’t want to be identified with an offensive stereotype. Freud had joined the Reading Society of Viennese German Students as soon as he had enrolled at the university. Although ostensibly a literary society, it was politically nationalist and had to be dissolved in 1878 when significant tensions arose between Jewish and non-Jewish members. Nationalists believed that Jews, even German-speaking Jews, were not really ‘German’. Freud would later write that one of his greatest disappointments with academia was that he was expected to feel inferior because of his heritage: ‘I have never been able to see why I should feel ashamed of my descent or, as people were beginning to say, of my “race”.’

Freud’s non-essential research projects took him some distance from the medical curriculum. He made two trips to a Zoological Experimental Station in Trieste where he dissected four hundred eels to find their testicles. The gonads of the eel had proved mysteriously elusive, and a candidate organ had been identified only two years earlier by a Polish scientist. Freud’s job was to check the Polish scientist’s results. It was a curious assignment and one destined to raise eyebrows retrospectively given that Freud would one day write extensively about the ‘castration complex’. He evidently enjoyed being in the south, and when he wasn’t dissecting eels his principal pastime seems to have been observing beautiful Italian women walking around the town. The first cracks were beginning to appear in his ascetic veneer.

After the second trip to Trieste and at the age of twenty Freud became a research scholar at the Institute of Physiology. This rather grand appellation is deceptive because the reality consisted of a professor and two assistants who occupied the stinking ground floor and basement of a former gun factory. There were microscopes in a large room where lectures took place and a large number of windowless cubicles that served as laboratories. Water had to be drawn outside in a yard and carried into the building by a caretaker. There was no gas supply, so chemicals had to be heated using a spirit lamp. Experimental animals were kept in a shed.

The professor who presided over the Institute of Physiology was Ernst Brücke, a small, laconic man with red hair and striking blue eyes. His manner was stern, yet he was also benevolent and admired by his students. Freud liked him a great deal but claimed that he never became indifferent to those ‘terrible blue eyes’ that could reduce him ‘to nothing’. The first task Freud undertook in Brücke’s laboratory was an investigation of the large nerves in the spinal column of the larval form of the brook lamprey. This ostensibly dull and routine piece of lab work was more consequential than it appears.

From the 1840s onwards, Brücke had been a leading advocate of mechanistic physiology. This was a reaction against vitalism, which supposed that all living things are animated by a ‘life force’ that is qualitatively different from known energies like electricity. Mechanistic physiologists respected Newtonian principles and believed that ultimately, everything in the universe, including the behaviour of living things, could be understood as the outcome of physical processes. The mechanistic agenda overlapped considerably with Darwinism. If life arises from observable processes, then the nervous system of a man and a mollusc can be compared and failure to discover essential differences can be interpreted as a challenge to religious doctrine. Correspondences suggest that human beings are neither special nor divinely favoured, but simply animals on a continuum that connects simple and complex organisms.

Freud continued investigating the nervous systems of creatures such as the crayfish and water crab until he was drafted for the first of two periods of military service. Medical students spent most of their time getting bored in military hospitals before being allowed to go home in the evening, and Freud was no exception. He found the experience tedious, and on his twenty-fourth birthday he was arrested for being absent without leave.

On returning to university, Freud decided to sit the examinations that would qualify him to practise medicine. He spent very little time revising because he was confident that his photographic memory would compensate for any motivational shortcomings, and he managed to pass his papers with a mixture of excellent and satisfactory grades. After which he went straight back to Brücke’s institute where, in due course, he was promoted to demonstrator – an unpaid position that involved preparing slides and some teaching responsibilities. He also managed to find a part-time post at the Chemical Institute analysing gases. He was much more interested in discovering nature’s secrets than in curing illnesses. Having published several scientific articles, he was hoping to pursue a career in biological research. Unfortunately, he didn’t have much money and he was dependent on dwindling parental support and occasional loans from his solvent friends. His situation was unsustainable.

Brücke was aware of Freud’s circumstances. Moreover, his two assistants were still relatively young, so there was no prospect of Freud being able to step up in the foreseeable future. Brücke decided to offer the impoverished young man some friendly advice. ‘The turning point came in 1882,’ Freud later recalled, ‘when my teacher, for whom I felt the highest possible esteem, corrected my father’s generous improvidence by strongly advising me, in view of my bad financial position, to abandon my theoretical career. I followed his advice, left the physiological laboratory and entered the General Hospital as an Aspirant [Clinical Assistant].’ Freud certainly needed to become financially independent and working at the General Hospital was the obvious solution; however, money had suddenly become a matter of extreme urgency for another reason. It was in 1882 that Freud fell madly in love.

When Freud came home after work, he usually exchanged a few words with his family before rushing off to his ‘cabinet’. This habit was broken on an evening in April when he discovered that one of his sisters had invited a guest – a woman in her early twenties with long dark hair pulled back to reveal a narrow, pale face. She was peeling an apple and chatting. To his family’s surprise, instead of making his usual excuses, Freud sat down and seemed strangely keen to participate in the conversation.
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The visitor’s name was Martha Bernays. She was originally from Hamburg and her family had been living in Vienna for thirteen years. Her late father had been secretary to a famous Viennese economist and her brother Eli was now the head of the Bernays family. She also had a younger sister called Minna (who might have been present when Freud saw Martha for the first time). The Bernays family were not as wealthy as they once were, but they were respectable. Martha’s grandfather had been a distinguished chief rabbi and she was also a distant relative of the German Romantic poet Heinrich Heine.

Apart from a single episode of infatuation in his adolescence, Freud had never been in love. But as soon as he saw the pale young woman sitting with his family, he was smitten and transformed. Suddenly, the bookish young man who had previously shown more interest in crabs than women became the world’s greatest romantic. Every day he sent Martha a red rose and a visiting card inscribed with a motto. He compared her to a fairy-tale princess. He sent her a copy of his favourite Charles Dickens novel, David Copperfield, and started writing her letters. Eventually they would number around fifteen hundred. Martha responded with a few lines of thanks and then with tokens of reciprocal feeling: a cake she had baked herself and a sprig of lime blossom. On 17 June, only two months after seeing Martha for the first time, Freud proposed marriage – and Martha accepted. They decided to keep their engagement a secret because they feared that Martha’s mother Emmeline would object. Freud was in no position to provide a home for a new wife and start a family.

The following day, Martha had to leave Vienna for an extended holiday with relatives near Hamburg. And the day after that, Freud wrote her a slightly delirious letter in which he addressed her as his ‘precious’, his ‘darling’, his ‘beloved little bride’. Their romance, he said, had seemed to him like ‘a beguiling dream’. He couldn’t believe his good fortune. Separation proved too painful, and he was soon on a train to Hamburg carrying an engagement ring in a matchbox on which he had written the words of a folk poem titled ‘When my sweetheart is married’.

As soon as Martha returned to Vienna, Freud continued seeing her regularly. He was mindful of his chivalrous obligation to protect her virtue and conducted himself accordingly. The couple touched hands under the table at social gatherings, and when alone, they kissed and embraced. Any further intimacies were forbidden. They didn’t tell Martha’s mother about their secret engagement for six months and only found the courage to do so after Martha’s brother, Eli, had announced his engagement to Freud’s sister, Anna. Emmeline responded somewhat unhelpfully by deciding to move back to Hamburg with Martha and Minna. The train journey from Vienna to Hamburg took two days and the return ticket was very expensive. Emmeline’s decision put an end to Sigmund and Martha’s dalliances and the couple compensated by writing to each other almost every day. Thereafter, Freud’s relationship with his mother-in-law was never a very happy one.

Falling in love did not distract Freud from his appointment with destiny. Love brought it closer. If he was going to provide for Martha, he would have to enter private practice and start seeing patients who were wealthy enough to afford substantial consultation fees. Searching for eel gonads and dissecting primitive fishes was intellectually satisfying, but activities like these were never going to finance a household in a desirable district of Vienna. He already knew a great deal about nerves and the nervous system, so it was logical to consider psychiatry and neurology as potential specialisms.

Even when Freud was at his most romantic, the promise of greatness was never far from his thoughts. In 1885, he wrote to Martha and told her that he had destroyed all his papers (with the exception of her love letters) to confound future biographers. He imagined them struggling to piece together ‘The Development of the Hero’. He was only twenty-eight years old, and although cultured, intelligent, and the author of some academic articles, he had achieved very little. Yet, somewhere deep in his mind, the story of the caul and the pastry shop prophetess, and the favouritism of a young, beautiful mother, must have been endowing him with supreme confidence.




Chapter 2
Love and Madness

The engagement of Sigmund and Martha lasted four and a half years. At least three of them were spent apart. Emmeline Bernays’ decision to move back to Hamburg with her daughters infuriated Freud, because establishing himself as a doctor with enough money to support a wife and family would take a long time. There would be no more regular meetings, no more weekend walks, no more secret kisses. Minna, Martha’s sister, was engaged to Freud’s friend Ignaz Schönberg, and early in 1883 Freud wrote her a letter in which he expressed his frustration: ‘[Emmeline] wants to move to Hamburg at the behest of some extraordinary whim, oblivious of the fact that by so doing she would be separating you and Schönberg, Martha and myself for years to come.’ He tried his best to maintain a dignified tone, but it is obvious that he thought his future mother-in-law was being selfish.

Many years later, Freud wrote: ‘It is well known that the relationship between son-in-law and mother-in-law is one of the most awkward aspects of family organization, even among civilized peoples.’ Mothers are reluctant to hand their daughters over to a ‘stranger’ and their physical appearance shatters romantic illusions. A mother-in-law will remind a husband of his wife, ‘through so many common features’, and yet she will lack – he added somewhat ungallantly – ‘all the charms of youth, beauty and psychological freshness that make his wife precious to him’.

Although Freud objected to Emmeline’s decision to interpose 460 miles between him and his ‘Princess’, he shared her views concerning the importance of solvency. He was determined not to repeat his father’s mistakes and he accepted that his marriage would have to be postponed indefinitely until his prospects improved; however, in much the same way that Freud, the medical student, was distracted by all manner of non-essential enthusiasms, so it was that Freud, the young doctor, took a roundabout route to the wedding canopy. During this extended period of betrothal, Freud gave Martha ample reason to entertain doubts concerning his suitability as a future husband. He had fits of sexual jealousy, he demanded that she abandon religious observances, and he started taking cocaine (the new ‘wonder drug’ that he was researching). Although Freud’s love letters contain many instances of neuroticism and male chauvinism, they are also eloquent, tender and spontaneous. In one of them, dated ten days after his proposal of marriage, he tells his ‘sweet girl’ that he is sitting in a laboratory writing with a pen that he has just stolen from Professor Brücke’s desk, on paper that he has torn from a notebook. ‘Outside there is fog and drizzle.’ He is waiting for an experiment to run its course. Gas bubbles ‘sizzle’ in his apparatus, and he confides, with a touch of superior amusement, ‘people around me think I am computing my analysis’. A random melancholy thought flows directly from his mind to the page: ‘two-thirds of chemistry consists of waiting, it is probably the same with life’. Time dragged when Martha was absent.

The couple agreed to destroy their correspondence on their wedding day. When that day arrived, Martha couldn’t bear to watch the history of their romance consumed by flames. After Freud’s death, Martha was again about to burn their correspondence when, thankfully, her daughter intervened.

Freud’s jealous feelings were stirred prior to his engagement, and they continued to disturb his mental equilibrium for some time after. He discovered that Martha had enjoyed some songs composed and performed by her cousin, Max Mayer. He insecurely asked Martha to stop using the musician’s first name, but he subsequently apologised for being unreasonable. Another of Martha’s admirers, the womanising painter Fritz Wahle, roused less manageable feelings. Wahle was an acquaintance of Freud and engaged to one of Martha’s cousins. When Freud learned, from Schönberg, that Wahle had kissed Martha after he, Freud, had started courting her, he was consumed with rage. Schönberg, who was a mutual friend, arranged a meeting in a coffee house where he hoped Freud and Wahle would resolve their differences in a civilised manner. Wahle declared that if Freud failed to make Martha happy, he would shoot him, and then end his own life by shooting himself. He then composed an intimate letter to Martha that Freud read and immediately tore up. Wahle stormed out of the coffee house and, overcome with emotion, burst into tears. Martha claimed that her relationship with Wahle was entirely innocent. After further correspondence and face-to-face discussion, Freud issued an ominous-sounding ultimatum. If Martha didn’t reject all of Wahle’s future overtures, then he would settle the affair finally.
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Freud’s jealousy could be apocalyptic. He admitted that when he thought about Martha and Wahle he wanted to ‘destroy the whole world’. Martha may have exacerbated matters by being more flirtatious than is commonly supposed. In one of Freud’s letters to Martha, he wrote: ‘Do you remember how in our walk with Minna along the Beethovengang you kept going aside to pull up your stockings? It is bold of me to mention it, but I hope you don’t mind.’ Obviously, Martha’s attempts to conceal her wardrobe malfunctions were not so thorough as to preclude the possibility of being surreptitiously observed.

Only a month after his engagement to Martha and with the long-term goal of being able to provide for a wife and family uppermost in his mind, Freud moved into quarters at the Vienna General Hospital and began working as a junior doctor. He would spend the next three years acquiring experience in a range of medical disciplines: surgery, internal medicine, dermatology and, more significantly, psychiatry and nervous diseases. The General Hospital occupied twenty-five thousand acres and provided care for more than three thousand patients, but when Freud arrived, conditions were still fairly primitive. There weren’t enough gas lamps so many patients had to spend much of the day in darkness and some operations were undertaken by candlelight. Clouds of dust made breathing difficult for patients suffering from lung disease. After five months of psychiatry Freud decided to specialise in neurology. He spent over a year working in the department of nervous diseases, during which time he lectured visiting doctors on a particular structure in the brain, wrote a dissertation, and was made temporary superintendent (a position which came with considerable responsibilities) when two colleagues were transferred to the Austrian frontier during a cholera epidemic.

Overall, these were very lean years for Freud. His salary was a pittance and he had to supplement his income by writing summaries for a medical journal, coaching pupils and seeing the occasional private patient referred to him by sympathetic patrons. But he was still earning barely enough to support himself, let alone a family. He was forced to borrow money from friends, and he accepted a monthly stipend from a generous colleague, Josef Breuer (an arrangement that lasted for six years).

Freud had first encountered Breuer in Brücke’s laboratory. He was a scientist and a trusted family doctor with an excellent reputation. Images of him show a man with a receding hairline, full beard and pouched, sad eyes. The two men became close friends and Breuer assumed the role of a kindly uncle. Breuer had already told Freud something that would, some years after, set him on the path to fame and fortune – his eagerly anticipated appointment with destiny. It concerned a new treatment for hysteria that Breuer had developed, based on the systematic recovery of traumatic memories. Freud had listened with polite interest, but he hadn’t really appreciated its significance. And anyway, he was about to be distracted by his next enthusiasm.

While reading a weekly German medical publication, Freud had found some interesting research conducted by a doctor who had reinvigorated Bavarian troops by giving them a stimulant derived from coca plant leaves. Freud wondered whether such a tonic might have medical uses. He ordered some of the substance, cocaine, and on 30 April 1884 – Walpurgisnacht, the most auspicious night of the year for concocting magical potions and signing pacts with the devil – he imbibed 0.05 grams in a 1 per cent water solution and within minutes felt ‘light and exhilarated’. Four weeks later, probably under the influence of cocaine, he was writing to Martha in a feverish way which, although light-hearted, seems to show that Freud was fantasising about the aphrodisiac possibilities of his new wonder drug. ‘Woe to you, my Princess, when I come. I will kiss you quite red and feed you till you are plump. And if you are forward, you shall see who is the stronger, a gentle girl who doesn’t eat enough or a big wild man who has cocaine in his body.’

Within months of discovering cocaine, Freud published an essay, On Coca, in which he prematurely reported the successful treatment of a morphine addict. Cocaine had allegedly alleviated the man’s withdrawal symptoms. The patient was Freud’s companion Ernst Fleischl Edler von Marxow, a gifted scientist who had been appointed as a professor at the medical school when he was only thirty-four years old. Unfortunately, while conducting an autopsy in 1871, ‘Fleischl’ had contracted a potentially life-threatening infection that had necessitated the amputation of part of his thumb. The ensuing nerve damage and tumours were the cause of extreme pain and he became addicted to morphine. In reality, Freud’s cocaine treatment was an abysmal failure. Fleischl’s condition deteriorated over time and eventually he became addicted to both morphine and cocaine.

Despite this worrying outcome, Freud continued to overestimate the beneficial powers of cocaine. He used it himself and recommended it to others, including Martha. Although Freud’s ‘cocaine episode’ is usually dated from 1884 to 1887, throughout the 1890s his mood swings, vivid dreams and the occasionally giddy prose of his letters all raise the possibility that he took the drug until the end of the century.

In 1885, after an oral examination and the delivery of a public lecture, Freud became a lecturer in neuropathology at the university. He also received permission to work for three weeks at a private mental hospital. The elderly director employed only pretty housemaids and catered for an exclusive clientele of shabby and eccentric aristocrats. When conducting ward rounds, Freud had to wear a silk hat and white gloves.

Earlier in the year, Freud had applied for a travel grant of 600 gulden which would enable him to study abroad. There were only two other applicants and one of these withdrew. On 19 June he was informed that his application had been successful. He resigned from his post at the General Hospital, visited Martha, and then set off for the Salpêtrière in Paris. The ostensible purpose of his trip was to learn more about neuropathies in children. But Freud had an ulterior motive. He hoped that he would return to Vienna as a more credible specialist in nervous diseases. He would be better placed to start a private practice and, finally, have enough money to get married.

The medical director of the Salpêtrière was Jean-Martin Charcot. History has judged him to be less consequential than his legend, but he was, at that time, a man of colossal reputation and influence. He was ‘A prince of science’ and his showy medical demonstrations earned him further monikers such as ‘the Paganini of hysteria’ and ‘the Napoleon of the neuroses’. He spoke several languages, was fond of quoting Dante and Shakespeare, invited celebrities and statesmen to his dinner parties, and commanded very high fees, sometimes the equivalent of thousands of pounds for a single consultation. He usually collected the money himself and arranged his earnings into piles on his desk. His fondness for watching his wealth accumulate is difficult to understand, because his wife was one of the richest women in Paris. His residences were full of Renaissance furniture, art works, stained glass, baroque prayer stools, Chinese antiques, Louis XI and XII tapestries and collections of rare books. He counted Jesus Christ as a personal enemy, but in his favour he adored animals, and allowed his predictably mischievous pet monkey to wreck expensive household fruit decorations with patient good humour.

In the 1880s, Charcot’s lectures were so entertaining they attracted not only doctors but also writers, actors, artists, social commentators and public officials. They were delivered in a cavernous hall in which a low stage was bedecked with statues of contorted figures, plaster casts of deformities, organs in jars and spotlighted anatomical drawings on poster stands. Attendees could also marvel at luminous images produced by an early slide projector. Even more theatrical were Charcot’s medical demonstrations, which often involved the summoning and removal of a patient’s symptoms using hypnotism. A well-known painting by André Brouillet shows Charcot, in his clinic, surrounded by doctors, students and various prominent Parisians, presenting a swooning ‘hysteric’ who is about to fall back into the ready arms of an assistant. The woman’s blouse has slipped off her shoulders, and her abandonment suggests that the male spectators might be showing keen interest for more than just professional reasons.

Charcot’s showmanship made him a public figure, but it also overshadowed his actual accomplishments. In some medical histories his theories and interventions are treated almost like footnotes. Yet he correctly judged hysteria to be a condition worthy of scientific study and he differentiated hysterical symptoms from those arising from known nervous diseases; he demonstrated that hysteria wasn’t (as some thought) a condition that affected only women and he recognised that hypnosis could be used as a research tool. Implicit in much of Charcot’s work is the notion that unconscious ‘fixed ideas’ can seed disturbed states of mind.
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Before starting work at the Salpêtrière, Freud spent a few days being a tourist. He visited the Place de la Concorde and the Louvre, and attended a theatre performance that went on until midnight – ‘disgraceful pigeon-hole boxes, in a corner of the highest gallery . . . there is no music, no orchestra, and the signal for the play to begin consists of three blows with a hammer behind the curtain’. His description of the Champs-Élysées is vivid: ‘Elegant ladies walk here with expressions suggesting that they deny the existence in this world of anyone but themselves and their husbands or are at least graciously trying to ignore it; one side of the avenue is formed by an extensive park in which the prettiest children spin their tops, ride on merry-go-rounds, watch the Punch-&-Judy show, or drive themselves about in little carriages drawn by goats.’ He was impressed by the exceptionally good coffee, appalled at the price of toiletries – ‘just think, for 3 toilet articles (some talcum, tar and mouthwash) I had to pay 3.50 francs’ – and thought the newspaper vendors were far too loud. Eventually he would discover ‘Chocolat Marquis’, a dessert that he found so delicious he promised to bring some home for his sister-in-law to taste: ‘that you shall have’. For a young man drifting through a decadent city full of carnal temptations, his later claim that he found Parisian women to be very ugly is, frankly, a little unconvincing.

In a letter to Martha dated 21 October, Freud recorded his first impression of Charcot: ‘a tall man of 58, wearing a top hat, with dark, strangely soft eyes (or rather one is, the other is expressionless and has an inward cast), long wisps of hair stuck behind his ears, clean shaven, very expressive features with full protruding lips’. Charcot’s entry obviously overwhelmed Freud because the great neurologist wasn’t tall, but short and stocky. ‘He sat down’, Freud continued, ‘and began examining the patients. I was very much impressed by his brilliant diagnosis and the lively interest he took in everything . . . ’ Freud’s description of what happened next is filmic. He creates dramatic tension by employing the literary equivalent of close-ups and long-shots: ‘I gave my card to the Chef who handed it to Charcot. The latter fingered it for a while and after the consultation asked where I was.’ Silence – inquisitive looks – some shuffling? ‘I came forward and gave him my introduction. He recognised Benedikt’s handwriting, stepped aside to read it, said “Charmé de vous voir”, and invited me to accompany him. He advised me to make my working arrangements with the Chef de Clinique, and without any further ado I
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