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            THE UNCONSCIOUS

         

         A Late-arriving Guest

         A man of short stature hurries down the street. Stepping briskly, he rounds the corner of a building, his hat pulled low over his face, his glasses speckled with rain. It’s drizzling, and he’s running late. The meeting begins at half-past eight, as it does every Wednesday evening, and the host doesn’t like it when one of his guests arrives late. A glance at his pocket watch—the big hand is already scraping the six! Thankfully he’s almost there.

         In view of the weather and the rush he was in he had allowed himself a ride on the electric tram, leaving from Leopoldstadt, crossing over the Danube Canal and getting off at Schottentor. From there he had to continue on foot, past the Votive Church and down Währingerstraße for two blocks. Now he’s on Berggasse. He can see the bright gateway arch at the entrance to number 19 shining at the far end of the street.

         For a short stretch the street turns steeply downhill—careful not to slip on the slick pavement! A faded notice in a doorway catches his eye: Tempters’ meeting …?! Oh, wait—tenants’! He shakes his head. How quickly one’s mind goes to the sexual. Is it really true that the libido lies hidden behind even the most trivial of thoughts? The colleague he’s on his way to meet regards it as the driving force of the psyche, and maybe he’s right, as outlandish as it may sound. Maybe its very outlandishness is proof that we repress what, deep down, makes us tick? 2

         An icy evening wind heralds the arrival of winter. Only a handful of other people hurry past on the sidewalk, hidden under umbrellas. The man who is now ringing the bell at the entrance to number 19 is a physician—an ophthalmologist—and at just over thirty the youngest of those gathered here for this week’s discussion. Dr. Freud, their host, will soon be fifty. Custom would dictate that the younger man keep his views to himself—especially since there’s a lot he’s not sure about, or at least not as sure as this Freud seems to be. He, the late-arriving guest, can sense that the differences between his and his host’s ways of thinking will be considerable. There’s something brewing inside him, something unique, something big—he just doesn’t know what it is yet.

         Flushed from the walk, our man takes a few deep breaths. The large wooden door opens with a creak. As he enters, it seems to him as though he were stepping through this door into an exciting new era.

         
            · · ·

         

         The year 1902 is drawing to a close, and Vienna, the proud capital of the Austro-Hungarian Empire, is bursting at the seams. For years there has been incessant construction. The streets, especially east of the canal, in Leopoldstadt, are crowded with new arrivals from every corner of the Habsburg empire. They come from Bohemia, Moravia, Bukovina, Transylvania. Week after week, hundreds of people, many of them Jews, come streaming into the city on the Danube, fleeing poverty and persecution and in search of a better life. In the census of 1869, a year before our guest is born, Vienna’s population is recorded at roughly 600,000 residents, including about 40,000 Jews, most of them from the eastern reaches of the empire.1 In the thirty-odd years since then, the population has tripled. Soon the city will reach the two million mark.2

         Industrialization is late to take hold in Austria, but when it does it arrives in force. Vienna is booming. Laborers are in demand everywhere, in the factories, in commerce, in government, in the press, in the courts and at the university. The face of the city is also quickly changing: ever since the medieval city wall was carted off and replaced with a wide, opulent boulevard, the Ringstrasse, the city center has been almost unrecognizable. Opera house and parliament building, city hall and 3Burgtheater, university and Secession—everywhere one looks, testaments to Austria’s importance soar into the sky. And that’s leaving aside earlier monuments like the Hofburg, Heroes’ Square, and Schönbrunn.

         Elsewhere in the city, such as around the Prater in Leopoldstadt, tenement buildings are shooting up out of the ground, offering cheap living space for the masses: workers, day laborers, unskilled wage earners and their families. Here people live packed together in close quarters. Many can’t afford their own apartment and leave their bed to someone else during the day while they’re out toiling on fourteen- or sixteen-hour shifts, trying to make ends meet for themselves and their children. The hygiene conditions are miserable, sickness and contagious disease are ever-present.

         Meanwhile, Franz Joseph’s reign is entering its fifty-fifth year. As life in the shadows of the city’s splendid façades grows ever more fast-paced, the Habsburg monarchy, with its dusty pomp and ceremony, seems a creature of another time. Since the World’s Fair of 1873, all sorts of new innovations have arrived in Vienna: street lighting, the telegraph, the electric tram. Racing through the streets of late are vehicles that seem to move by themselves. Progress and the spirit of invention seem limitless, and the expectations for the future are commensurately great.

         Alongside the hope that society is moving towards a golden age, however, all this newness brings with it a certain amount of agitation. Many feel overwhelmed by the rapid pace of change and are suffering from overstimulation and nervous anxiety. More and more people are coming down with fashionable illnesses like neurasthenia, a mix of restlessness and despondency, and hysteria, a complex condition prevalent among women. They are the maladies of what will come to be known as Viennese modernism.

         Vienna is a melting pot and a laboratory for experimentation. Avantgarde movements in art, philosophy, and science are trying out new forms of thought and expression that break with a tradition seen as rotten and hollow. For all their differences, the innovators are united by a single vision: self-determination. Freedom from constraint and persecution, yes, but also the freedom to invent a new self in accordance with one’s own unique capabilities. A person’s fate should be determined not by fortune or birth, but by their own will and drive; their own talent and 4ambition should secure them a fitting outcome. While the nobility carries on with its opera balls and the proletariat struggles for survival, the ascendant bourgeoisie is developing its own system of values. Survival of the fittest, the law that, according to Charles Darwin, prevails in nature, should finally apply to society as well. Every individual is the author of their own happiness—a new age is dawning that turns on this central idea.

         As the old order starts to falter, some cling to it all the more tightly. The guardians of the old ways and the skeptics of the new, overwhelmed by the changes brought on by modern life, go looking for a scapegoat, something they can fight to ensure that everything stays the way it is. This scapegoat is easy to find; it’s been the same for centuries: the Jew. Even in liberal Vienna, antisemitism always rears its head when-ever the economy takes a downturn. As it does, for example, in the summer of 1873, when the young Sigmund Freud is just about to begin his studies at the university. A speculation bubble driven primarily by German investors leads to the sudden crash of the Viennese stock market. Countless investors lose their money; companies go bankrupt. People say the Jews are to blame for the crash. The fact that it is for the most part Jewish investors who lose the largest sums in the panic does nothing to change this perception.

         Up to this point, Jews have been able to climb the social ladder much more easily in Vienna than elsewhere. Here they can acquire property and pursue careers in government administration. By around 1890, roughly half of all doctors, lawyers, teachers, and civil servants in the city are Jewish, despite the percentage of Jews in the overall population being well under ten percent. Many assimilated Jews and Jews who have converted to Christianity even share in the antisemitic resentment; to them their origins are a blemish, the Jewish nature false and crooked. Our late guest is himself toying with the thought of becoming a Protestant, though in his case it’s chiefly with practical considerations in mind: non-Jews have better chances of getting a well-paid position at the university or the polyclinic.3

         In this time of upheaval shortly following the turn of the century, Vienna is awash in a “fertile torrent of ideas.”4 An active creative elite calls the city home, including the painters Egon Schiele and Gustav 5Klimt, the writers Hugo von Hofmannsthal, Arthur Schnitzler, and Hermann Bahr, the composers Arnold Schönberg and Gustav Mahler, and the architects Otto Wagner and Adolf Loos, plus the essayist Karl Kraus and the critic and novelist Lou Andreas-Salomé. They loathe narrowmindedness and empty pomp, rebel against the widespread fulsome embrace of reason and progress. Death and eros are their subjects.

         “That behind the façade of rationality something wholly other loomed […] was for the artistic and intellectual avant-garde of the late 19th century a settled fact.”5 In order for the individual to come into their own, they must first conquer the dark terra incognita of the psyche, a realm ruled by lust and violence. They must subdue their inner demons, their unconscious, in order to become masters of their own self. Young Alfred Adler, handing his damp coat to the housemaid in the hallway, has no doubt that this is true.

         In Vienna at the start of the 20th century, a truly epochal intellectual shift is in the making. And the members of the society that gathers every Wednesday at Berggasse 19 in the city’s ninth district regard themselves as the vanguard of this movement.

         
            · · ·

         

         It’s just a few steps up to the upper ground floor. Quickly wiping his rain-spotted glasses and dabbing the sweat from his forehead, the new arrival steps into the waiting room, where the others are already seated. And smoking. Wilhelm Stekel is there, immaculately dressed as usual and in a chatty mood. Also present are the easygoing Max Kahane and the reserved Rudolf Reitler. And sitting, or rather enthroned, at the opposite end of the room, with his back to the veranda, is the host. He gives Adler a benevolent nod.

         During the day Freud’s patients sit here and look out through the large windows upon the chestnut trees in the courtyard. The practice is doing well, the host explains, even if the book on dreams has yet to meet with the success he had hoped for. A scant two or three hundred copies have sold, and you could count the number of reviews on one hand.6 But it’s no surprise that he would be dismissed and ignored, he says. The power of the unconscious and its driving force, the libido—above 6all however the pathological effect of repressed sexual desires—make people uncomfortable. They’re uncanny; no one wants to hear about such things. But though the uncomprehending might shake their heads, Freud’s conviction that he has uncovered a profound truth only grows.

         Alfred Adler has more than one reason to feel at home at this address. His namesake, Victor Adler—no relation—lived with his wife in a modest, one-story building that once stood on this spot. Victor Adler was also a doctor and ran a practice that served the poor. In 1889 he and a few like-minded comrades founded the Social Democratic Workers’ Party of Austria, of which Adler the ophthalmologist is himself an active member. The liberation of the proletariat is just a matter of time; the future belongs to socialism—this much is certain. Whether the same is true for psychoanalysis remains to be seen.

         In the late 1880s Victor Adler’s home is torn down and an imposing five-story bourgeois palace is erected in its place. In September 1891 the neurologist Sigmund Freud and his wife Martha move in with their young daughter Mathilde and two sons Jean-Martin and Oliver. Three more children follow over the next four years: Ernst, Sophie, and Anna.

         Anna, the baby of the family, will soon be celebrating her seventh birthday. The family’s apartment is located on the mezzanine level, one floor up from Freud’s practice. Every day—in the morning, at midday, and late in the evening, when the last patient has left and the last of the correspondence has been taken care of—Freud goes up and down the two half-flights of stairs in the stairwell. Work and private life are kept separate, and yet they exist closely side by side.

         Adler has known Dr. Freud for three years, but is still not really sure what to make of him. A chain-smoking doctor—he likes Cuban cigars best, but for the most part contents himself with the reasonably priced trabucco variety—he is also a knowledgeable collector of ancient artworks that he often brings back from trips to the south. The room where he sees his patients looks more like a museum than a doctor’s office.

         Freud’s voice is warm, his judgment firm, but in person he often seems distant, almost unapproachable. He likes to speak with a sardonic undertone in his voice, but he doesn’t handle criticism or disagreement well himself. And then his methods! Freud literally does nothing but listen to his patients talk—for several hours a week—and interpret what 7they say. The patients, predominantly upper-class women, are supposed to say everything that pops into their heads, unfiltered, no matter how unimportant or embarrassing it might seem. Freud calls it “unconstrained associating.” He has the ladies lie on a chaise longue draped in cushions and blankets that was given to him by one of his patients. From where he’s sitting, Adler can see a corner of the chaise in the next room, in front of the dark wall hanging.

         And what is the purpose of this candid speech? From beneath the thoughts and associations brought to light in this way, Freud claims to uncover buried memories. The mind’s repression of these memories is the cause of his patients’ fears, compulsions, and hysteria. By unearthing these unacknowledged wishes and affects and making his patients conscious of them, he shows his patients a way to a cure. Freud is less a doctor than an archaeologist, descending into the burial chambers of the psyche.
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         But the success of his methods proves him right. The hectic nature of life in the city and contacts in well-heeled circles bring enough patients Freud’s way to provide a comfortable living for himself and his family. 8Mainly it is hysterics who seek him out, women who complain of pains with no discernible cause, lapses of memory and impaired speech, spasms or bouts of paralysis. Hysteria, along with neurasthenia, is the malady of the age. It afflicts almost exclusively women, hence the word’s root, hystéra (Greek for uterus). But what exactly causes the mysterious disorder is to this point a mystery.

         Adler can recall how fascinating he found the Studies on Hysteria that Freud published together with his colleague Josef Breuer in 1895. In the book the two doctors describe several cases from their respective practices in which they applied the new method of treatment. Based on its resounding success, Freud and Breuer conclude that “Hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences.”7 That is to say: memories that are so upsetting or unpleasant that they must not be allowed to become conscious float around in the inaccessible part of the psyche until finally they come out as symptoms. In order to treat these symptoms, the therapist must bring the fragments of memory to light and know how to correctly interpret them. If the patients are then able to “act out” the inhibited emotion, the complaints disappear. Freud and Breuer call the effect cathartic.

         In late 1899, a good four years after the Studies, Freud fires his next salvo, having benefited from more experience treating patients in the interim. On November 8, the Deuticke publishing house in Leipzig brings out The Interpretation of Dreams—with the forward-looking date of 1900 printed on the title page. For some the book is a revelation, for others an affront. But as yet no one suspects what explosive force is contained within.

         A Job, Not a Calling

         On this rainy evening in late 1902, none of the five gentlemen in Freud’s waiting room are expecting a revolution. But psychoanalysis, as Freud calls his treatment method,8 will deliver a jolt to human self-conception and fundamentally change the individual’s relationship to themselves and others. Its core idea is that all conscious experience has a deeper, hidden meaning. Every stirring of the psyche—feelings, thoughts, 9memories, desires, but also misconceptions, fears, or injuries—points to something else, has something to say. The notion that behind the masquerade of repression a truth lies waiting to be deciphered will become the dominant narrative of the new psychology of the unconscious.

         The epicenter of this earthquake is Dr. Freud’s waiting room at Berggasse 19, filled with conversation and smoke. And the topic for the first meeting of the Wednesday Society is aptly chosen: smoking. The air in the room is thick. Martin, as Freud’s eldest son is called, will remember years later how as a boy he once entered the room after one of these gatherings and asked himself how people could even breathe in such an atmosphere, much less think.

         Cigars are set out for the guests; the host himself is only smoking a pipe at the moment, on account of his heart. All the same, he refills it often. “Rarely have I seen a man smoke so much,” Stekel notes. The neurologist got in touch with Freud in early 1900 after reading a review of The Interpretation of Dreams in the newspaper. It was he who suggested to Freud that he start a discussion group as a way of communicating his ideas. Stekel, who has a sideline as a journalist, soon becomes the unofficial PR agent for the budding psychoanalytic movement. The morning after this first meeting he pens an account of the evening at Freud’s. Under the title “Conversations on Smoking,” it appears in the Prager Tagblatt on January 28, 1903.

         In Stekel’s gossipy retelling, each participant receives a pseudonym. He himself is “the restless one,” Adler “the socialist.” Kahane, an ex-colleague of Freud’s from his time at the Vienna General Hospital, gets the nickname “the comfortable one,” and Reitler is “the silent one.” Last but not least, there’s “the master.” The group quickly comes to speak about the stimulating effect of tobacco, which boosts one’s mental and creative energies. Stekel claims to remember that his first fledgling efforts as a writer came precisely at the time that he first began to smoke. “This merely confirms my hypothesis that smoking counteracts self-criticism,” Kahane teases. Freud responds: “Clever, but malicious.”—“And wrong!” Stekel retorts.

         Freud admits that for him cigars induce a kind of mild narcosis, a “sense of well-being of the nerves.” He goes through up to twenty a day; he always needs “something warm between the lips.” The phallic shape, 10the association with the child’s suckling at the mother’s breast—if they did come up in the discussion, Stekel kept it to himself. And anyway, how could he have written openly about such things in the newspaper? There is only one comment, attributed to “the socialist”: “Smoking in many cases has intimate sexual connections.” The remark is left unanswered, however; none of those present wants to turn the group into a confessional club on the very first night.

         To give structure to subsequent meetings, Freud determines an order for the proceedings: each Wednesday gathering begins with a lecture, after which pastries and coffee are served and those present settle down to smoking and responding, each in turn, to what was said. It’s left to Freud to deliver the last word before the meeting breaks up. Depending on how much there is to discuss, this can sometimes be past midnight.

         It soon becomes clear, though, that Stekel takes certain liberties with the truth. His colleagues begin to suspect that when presenting cases of patients he is treating to the group, he adjusts the details in whatever way he deems fit. It’s possible he just makes them up; no sooner has someone mentioned an interesting constellation of symptoms than the neurologist will exclaim: “Just this morning I encountered exactly such a patient …” Stekel’s “Wednesday patients” become legendary.

         All the while Freud acts the part of the benevolent patriarch whose authority goes unquestioned. As such he’s unlikely to have admitted to his guests that his choice to practice medicine was a begrudging one. “Neither at that time, nor indeed in my later life, did I feel any particular predilection for the career of a doctor,” he writes some twenty years later in a self-portrait.9 His actual intention was to find success at the university and pursue a career in research. Neuropathology, the study of pathological changes in the tissue of the brain—this was his area of expertise. But every attempt at a major discovery failed; his big break never came. Meanwhile the competition wasn’t idle.

         The University of Vienna in the late 19th century is a gathering place for any number of distinguished figures. The psychophysicist and philosopher Ernst Mach teaches here, as do the zoologist Carl Claus (for whom Freud, after taking his exams, dissects hundreds of river eels in search of their testicles), the anatomist Hermann Nothnagel, and the brain researcher Theodor Meynert. After earning his M.D. 11in March 1881, Freud works as a lab assistant, first for Meynert, then for the physiologist Ernst Wilhelm von Brücke, a stern Prussian and a charismatic teacher. One of the young doctor’s projects is to work on a dyeing technique that is meant to make brain cells more visible under the microscope. But others beat him to it.

         In 1884, Freud experiments with the euphoria-inducing effects of the alkaloid of the coca plant. He orders the substance from the Merck company in Darmstadt, samples it himself—and is thrilled! He sends a few grams in the mail to his fiancée Martha Bernays in Hamburg with a note saying that she simply has to try it. Just like that, Freud’s melancholy is gone. And he’s had plenty of reason to be melancholy, ever since Martha’s mother took her daughter off to distant Hamburg. The older woman was probably trying to put an end to her daughter’s attachment to this penniless doctor, son of a poor wool merchant from Moravia. What does Martha want with a man like that? This isn’t the match Frau Bernays hoped to find for her eldest daughter.

         Freud hastily pens a treatise on the miracle drug cocaine and travels to Wandsbek to see his fiancée again. As he learns upon his return a few weeks later, he’s missed yet another opportunity. Instead of writing academic papers, his colleague Carl Koller went looking for a practical application for cocaine—and found it to be suitable as a local anesthetic for use during eye surgery. Due to the involuntary twitching that occurs during general anesthesia, patients previously had to endure the operations while fully awake. Their screams were unbearable to Koller. So he had an idea: he put a few drops of cocaine solution in his eye, and voilà, it immediately became numb to pain. The new approach made it possible to eliminate the worst of the patients’ suffering.

         Brücke has a heart-to-heart with his student. So does Freud’s friend Josef Breuer, who is fourteen years older and helping him out financially. Breuer tells him that an academic career, while not out of the question, is still a less than likely proposition. Only by going into private practice and working as a doctor could he hope to earn enough to support a household of his own in the near future. And the thirty-year-old Freud wants this more than anything—for he is head over heels in love.

         
            · · ·

         

         12So what kind of person is Freud? Certainly not a simple one. There was no shortage of contradictory characters among the first cohort of psychoanalysts, but he may be the most contradictory figure of all. Freud is jovial and at the same time quick to anger. He insists on the scientific nature of his theories on the psyche, but makes for them a claim to truth that verges on religious certainty. Freud experiences bitter antisemitism and yet presents himself as more isolated than he is. He writes about addiction and ways to cure it and is himself severely addicted to nicotine—and arguably to gambling as well (he hardly lets a day go by without a game of his beloved tarot). He does away with the division between normal and pathological mental life, but castigates renegade pupils by labeling them “neurotic” or “anally fixated.” He regards psychological suffering as the result of hidden trauma, but shows no interest in social reform; to the contrary, according to him, the pleasure principle which governs the mechanisms of the psyche inevitably collides with the demands of civilized life, the reality principle. His treatment method has a cathartic effect, and yet, according to Freud, it merely turns “hysterical suffering into common unhappiness.”10 The fact that he characterizes it as “whitewashing”11 shows his limited optimism regarding his own therapy.

         From childhood on, Sigmund has a contentious relationship with his father, the hapless wool merchant Jacob Freud from Freiberg in Moravia (present-day Příbor, Czech Republic). He vacillates between respect and loathing for the older man, who when his son is twelve years old tells him the following anecdote: once he was walking down the street in Freiberg when, without warning, an antisemite knocked his hat off his head. “Jew, get off the pavement!” shouted the man. But rather than fight back, Freud’s father quietly picked up his hat and continued on his way. The young Freud is appalled by his father’s cowardice.12

         When Jacob Freud dies, in 1896, Sigmund skips the funeral. He then shows up late to the gathering afterwards, to the consternation of his sisters, who had cared for their sick father while Sigmund pursued his studies. It is in part for biographical reasons that the Ancient Greek myth of Oedipus, who (unwittingly) kills his father and marries his mother, resonates in Freud’s thinking. Over time he will establish an entire school of psychology based on the classical myth. 13

         Sigismund Schlomo Freud, born May 6, 1856 in Freiberg, is set apart even as a child. He reads excessively and is first in his class at the gymnasium year after year. His eagerness to learn is matched by his uncompromising nature. As an adolescent he shortens his name to Sigmund and decides that religion doesn’t interest him, even though his family are observant Jews. In one of hundreds of letters to his fiancée Martha he later admits that “I do have a tendency toward tyranny.”13

         When Sigmund is four years old, Jacob and Sigmund’s mother Amalia, who is Jacob’s second wife and twenty years his junior (according to some sources she’s his third), move the family to Leipzig. Jacob is hoping to enter the textile trade in the city, but he is denied right of residence. The family finally ends up in Vienna and, specifically, like many Jews, in Leopoldstadt. Sigmund is the oldest of seven children—he has five sisters and a little brother, Alexander, who is born in 1866, the baby of the family. Another brother, Julius, born a year and a half after Sigmund, dies in infancy. The eldest son quickly comes to occupy a special position in the family. His parents recognize his talent and hope he will bring the family prosperity. In the apartment where the Freuds live, Sigmund is the only child to have his own room, so that he can study without being disturbed. When the piano playing of one of his sisters interrupts his reading, the instrument is summarily carted out of the house. On a family outing to the Prater in 1867 a fortune teller prophesies that the boy will have a career at court—a prediction his parents are pleased to hear. A career in the civil service, maybe even a ministerial post, would suit them just fine.

         After earning his matura, however, the seventeen-year-old chooses to study medicine. A lecture on the essay “Nature,” commonly misattributed to Goethe, convinces him to give up his initial plan to become a jurist. Freud joins a reading group whose members hold intense discussions on Arthur Schopenhauer and Friedrich Nietzsche. Most of those involved in the club are alienated from the Jewish faith and are conscious of their position as outsiders. Freud, too, will write, looking back at this time: “When, in 1873, I first joined the University, I experienced some appreciable disappointments. Above all, I found that I was expected to feel myself inferior and an alien because I was a Jew.”14 14

         As is clearly evident from his correspondence with friends from his youth, Freud in his student days is proud, ambitious, scornful, and harsh in his judgments. His vindictive nature is also on display: he’s not one to forget an injury, and cuts ties with people who disappoint him, usually for good. Freud’s ambition is fueled by his and his family’s experience of intermittent poverty following his father’s failures in business.

         In addition to his six siblings, Sigmund also has two half-brothers from Jacob’s first marriage. One of them, Emanuel, is older than Freud’s own mother Amalia, while the other, Philipp, is deemed by the young Freud to be a far better match for his mother than his own father is. In the mid-1860s both half-brothers move to Manchester, where Sigmund visits them in 1875.

         He meets Martha Bernays for the first time in the spring of 1882. She is twenty, he is five years older. By June the couple are engaged. Now he needs a steady income, and quick. Faced with the choice between his dream of a career in research and the desire to stand on his own two feet, Freud chooses the latter and sets up as a neurologist. On April 25, 1886 he opens a practice at Rathausstraße 7, near the Ring. In the early days of the practice he has his sisters sit in the waiting room to make it look like his services are in high demand. Finally the way is clear: on September 13, Sigmund and Martha marry at the town hall in Wandsbek, near Hamburg, where Martha is still living at the time. Returning to Vienna after a honeymoon on the Baltic, Freud finds better premises on the northern Ring.

         Here, in a building known as the Sühnhaus, built on the site of a burned-down theater, the couple’s first child, Mathilde, is born in 1887. Next comes Jean-Martin in 1889. Martha is pregnant for the third time when, in September 1891, the family moves to Berggasse. For the next forty-seven years, until his flight from the Nazis in the summer of 1938, Freud will live, work, and write at this address. Outwardly his life follows a uniform course. September he usually spends traveling; the rest of the year is marked by the steady rhythms of his work life, seeing patients, attending to his correspondence, and writing, interrupted only by set times for meals and rest. All the adventures and affairs in Freud’s life play out in the study and in the consultation room, in his conversations with his patients. 15
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         Freud is a dedicated worker—for one thing, he writes long letters almost daily, totaling around twenty thousand over the course of his lifetime—and committed to his role as patriarch. He insists on picking out his children’s names himself. In the end Martha will give him three boys and three girls. The first-born, Mathilde, is named after Mathilde Breuer, the wife of his esteemed friend; Jean-Martin, Martin for short, after Freud’s Parisian mentor Jean-Martin Charcot, with whom Freud 16studied for five months in the winter of 1885/86. Oliver is named after the English revolutionary Oliver Cromwell, who granted religious freedom to the Jews, and Ernst after Freud’s teacher Ernst von Brücke. Daughters Sophie and Anna, born in 1893 and 1895, respectively, receive the names of his patron Josef Paneth’s wife and of Freud’s favorite sister.

         
            · · ·

         

         In 1902, his “cause,” as Freud calls psychoanalysis, is still in its nascent stages. Everything seems possible, from a hasty demise to a rapid ascent. On March 3, some eight months before the first Wednesday gathering, he is greeted with a modest success: sixteen years after giving up his academic career to go into private practice, Freud is appointed Professor Extraordinarius at the University of Vienna. To his friend Wilhelm Fließ in Berlin he writes impishly: “‘The public enthusiasm is immense.’ Congratulations and bouquets are already pouring in as though the role of sexuality had suddenly been realized by His Majesty, the importance of dreams confirmed by the Council of Ministers, and the necessity of treating hysteria by psychoanalytic therapy accepted in Parliament by a two-thirds majority!”15

         From this point forward his circle of followers grows steadily. Another account of Stekel’s survives chronicling the fourth or fifth meeting of the Wednesday Society. In addition to the four founding disciples—Adler, Kahane, Reitler, and Stekel himself—the account notes the presence of two more guests: the “moderate one,” probably the music critic David Bach, as well as “the writer.” This latter was probably Max Graf, whom we will meet again as the father of little Hans in Freud’s first case study of a child suffering from phobia. In the years to come many other doctors will attend the meetings, but also non-physicians as well, like the trained machinist Otto Rank, the lawyer Hanns Sachs, and the publisher Hugo Heller. The core group of “Freudians” is starting to form.

         Finally, in March 1907, there is a new guest at the weekly gathering, a young psychiatrist from Switzerland with whom Freud has corresponded for some years: Carl Gustav Jung. As a non-Jew and a renowned researcher at the Burghölzli, a psychiatric clinic in Zurich 17with an international reputation, Jung seems ideally suited to serve as the face of the movement. Freud thinks very highly of him and makes no attempt to hide the fact that he sees Jung as his heir apparent—to the chagrin of those who had hoped to receive this honor themselves.

         In 1908 Freud moves his practice one story up, across the hall from the family’s apartment. On April 8 of that year the Wednesday Society starts calling itself the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society and moves its meetings to Café Korb in the city center. Unlike Adler or Stekel, Freud isn’t a big frequenter of coffeehouses, but at this point there simply isn’t enough room for the group at his practice.

         In 1910, Freud at last wants to found an international society. At the second-ever Psychoanalytic Congress in Nuremburg, Jung is to be selected as his lieutenant and elected president for life of the new International Psychoanalytical Association. Freud also wants to place the editorship of the Zentralblatt, the house organ of his movement, in Jung’s hands. But Adler and Stekel rebel against this plan; they fear a veiled censorship if Jung, as Freud’s right-hand man, has the power to determine what gets published. In the end a compromise is reached: Jung becomes president with a limited term in office, and Adler in return is named head of the Vienna chapter, with Stekel as his deputy.

         But if there’s anything Freud can’t forgive, it’s a challenge to his authority. His resentment toward Adler and Stekel festers for two years, then he summarily removes both from their posts. In 1913, Jung, the “crown prince,” will also be cast aside, a falling out that echoes the ending of Freud’s earlier friendships with Wilhelm Fließ and Josef Breuer. Jung, like the others, had gone his own way and strayed too far from psychoanalytic dogma. Freud nevertheless feels that it is the others who are at fault. He cannot suffer any divergent opinions; only faithful followers will he tolerate in his orbit. Freud’s irreconcilable nature, and the impact it has on his relationships, form a common thread running throughout his life.

         When a former patient of Jung’s decides to become a psychoanalyst herself and travels to Vienna to meet Freud in 1911, Jung advises her: “Approach him as a great master and rabbi, and all will be well.”16 After the young Sabina Spielrein has attended several meetings of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, she tells the patriarch that he “didn’t 18look malicious, as she had imagined [he] would.”17 Freud laughs it off; after all, the jibe comes from a woman.

         The decade following the publication of The Interpretation of Dreams in 1899 witnesses the formation of an international organization and a truly unprecedented science of the soul—and more than that, it also sees the emergence of a new cultural movement that Freud directs with a firm hand. He propagates a heretofore non-existent view of what drives the human individual deep within, and of the relationship between body and psyche, brain and mind. To understand how this works and where it comes from, let us look briefly at the first stage of Freud’s medical career, when the young doctor was still earning his wages at the Vienna General Hospital. It was here where his ideas first took shape.

         The Source of Suffering

         It is late one evening in the early 1880s, and a light is still burning in the physiological department. A research assistant is fumbling with his specimen. Carefully he dissects a human brain, cutting it into paper-thin slices. The microtome, a precision instrument specially designed for this purpose, works its way through the tissue, slice by slice, as if it were a wheel of cheese. The assistant has quickly grown accustomed to working with the tool, even developing a certain dexterity. But his attempt to dye the delicate samples in order to make the basic elements of the cerebral cortex, the neurons, visible under the microscope, just isn’t working out. Sometimes the dye is too strong, sometimes too faint; sometimes the procedure damages the tissue, sometimes the specimen bursts apart as it dries. It’s maddening!

         Freud has been working at the General Hospital for several years now. With over two thousand beds, it is one of the largest hospitals in Europe. He cycles through all the major departments, from anatomy and surgery through internal medicine and pediatrics and on to neurology. After conducting studies in comparative anatomy under the zoologist Carl Claus, at one point spending several weeks studying in Trieste, in October 1876 he begins a position as an assistant in Ernst von Brücke’s laboratory. Freud is twenty and has a head full of plans. 19

         At this time the brain, from a scientific standpoint, is still unconquered territory. It’s the place where body and mind meet, that much is clear. But how this transpires, what exactly this three-pound lump of furrowed nerve tissue has to do with thinking, feeling, wanting, and memory, is still a mystery. And no wonder, since researchers can only look at the dead organ. Observing a living brain at work and studying its functions is impossible. Thus even the experts disagree as to whether the brain is made up of several distinct units or constitutes one cohesive mass. Its basic elements, the brain cells or neurons, may be easily recognizable under the microscope if dyed in the correct fashion; but whether they are connected, and how they function, no one knows.

         Freud is depressed. He can’t get a toehold; every attempt he makes, hoping for a breakthrough, only ends in failure. In 1873—when Freud was just beginning his studies—the Italian Camillo Golgi discovered the reazione nera, or black reaction, an initial method for dyeing brain tissue, and in doing so opened up a new universe to research. Will he too be able to find a way to penetrate deeper into the human interior? Freud has his doubts. He is even more skeptical, however, of one of the foundational principles of medicine at this time, which holds that all psychological suffering, whether it be madness, hysteria, melancholy, anxiety, or compulsive behavior, is rooted in physical defect. Old medical dogma has it that when the psyche falls ill, what is in fact sick is the brain. Couldn’t mental illness simply be “psychogenic” in origin, without there being an underlying defect in the nervous system? This is the question the young Freud is asking himself.

         As stubborn as his colleagues are in their attempts to trace everything related to the psyche back to a physical substrate, they are just as incapable of pinning this substrate down. Staring down at the gray mass of brain tissue on his dissecting table, Freud wonders: where does the human will reside? Where do fears and memories dwell amidst all the grooves and convolutions? Will it ever be possible to peer within these layers, to push ahead to the very nature of consciousness?

         The biological dogma of his time rests in part on a groundbreaking scientific achievement whose influence has extended to many areas of natural science. The talk these days is centered on the successful study of infectious diseases. After doctors like Louis Pasteur and Robert Koch 20discovered pathogenic microorganisms, it seemed to be just a matter of time until similar explanations could be found for other ailments: if gangrene and tuberculosis are caused by tiny bacteria invisible to the naked eye, this could also be the case for disorders of the psyche. Do toxins produced by such pathogens throw the cognitive organ out of whack? For a time Freud plays with the thought that hysterical over-excitation might be traced back to the effects of a “sexual toxin.” He soon abandons the hypothesis, however.

         For him the question of the somatic roots of the psyche is of pivotal importance. For if the hypothesis that all psychological suffering has a physiological cause is true, then physically healthy people who present with symptoms of anxiety, paralysis, or other impairments can really only be either hypochondriacs or malingerers. If emotional strain or the circumstances of one’s life do not qualify as potential triggers, then that leaves only a lack of will or a desire to escape into illness. That is to say: these sufferers want to be sick; they choose to be sick as a way of seeking shelter from the demands of everyday life. Freud doesn’t rule this idea out—after all, illness certainly has its advantages. But surely only a very small number of patients could consciously decide to be sick. If they are putting on an act, the act is also for themselves—lacking insight, as they do, into their actual motives.

         For the most part, people suffering from mental illness find neither understanding nor any real help from doctors of this era. The psychiatry of the time institutionalizes patients, observes them, and refines its diagnoses. There are no real therapeutic methods; hydrotherapy and electrotherapy, though often used, are quite evidently useless. The ice-cold affusions and electric “current cures” have the sole purpose of driving away mental suffering and replacing it with suffering of a different, physical kind. The use of suggestion under hypnosis does work sometimes, but often it doesn’t. The method, which Freud becomes familiar with during his time studying at the Salpêtrière in Paris, is not very reliable.

         When Freud opens his practice in 1886, he too has a device for transmitting electric stimuli. But he hardly ever uses it. He prefers the power of talking, a treatment “by measures which operate in the first instance and immediately upon the human mind. Foremost among such measures is the use of words; and words are the essential tool of mental 21treatment.”18 As yet there is no mention of psychoanalysis; this term first appears in May 1896, in Freud’s essay “Further Remarks on the Neuropsychoses of Defense.”

         Imagine the relief that people must have felt at not having to fear mistreatment or criticism from the person from whom they sought treatment in their time of need. Allowing a patient to express themselves, to say what is worrying them and how they feel while trusting the expertise of the doctor—this is the great advantage of Freud’s method of psychological treatment.

         But we’re not quite there yet. For now Freud is a frustrated young doctor in a giant hospital who is still in search of his calling. It’s late, his eyes are aching, he can wait until morning to look at the newly sliced specimens. Plus he has an uncontrollable urge to smoke. He places the brain back in its jar and carries it back to the anatomical collection. Then he turns out the light, leaves the hospital through the imposing main gate and lights himself a cigar as he steps out into the street. Exhaling smoke with pleasure, he turns up his collar and heads off toward home.

         Psychology without the Psyche

         What a sad hick town Batesburg is. The days crawl past, each one the same as the one before, their monotony exceeded only by the endless rows of cotton in the fields. His job at the school is a torment to him. Here he’s expected to instill the bare minimum of knowledge into the dunces that the local farmers call their children. And it hasn’t even been a year since he first started working here. This job was the only suitable position he could find after five years at Furman University in Greenville, a Baptist college, like so many in the South. He received his master’s there. Now, at twenty-one, he’s principal of the “Batesburg Institute,” as the school pretentiously calls itself. If there’s one thing John Broadus Watson knows, it’s that he has to get out of here. The sooner the better.

         Around the time that Freud is eagerly awaiting the response to his dream book in Vienna, Watson the college graduate, six thousand kilometers away in South Carolina, is cursing his fate. He’s poor, a 22country boy with a master of arts degree whose deeply pious mother had scrimped and saved to pay for his studies. Watson has neither top grades (he graduated fourteenth out of a class of twenty-two) nor friends in positions of influence. But he attempts the impossible: on July 20, 1900, he writes a letter to William Rainey Harper, the president of the University of Chicago, founded just a few years earlier. He begs Harper for a scholarship or a break on tuition and promises his complete dedication. Watson is inspired to make something of his life, and his only chance is a degree from “a real university.”19 He gets some help from the president of his alma mater, who provides a flattering letter of recommendation to include with his application. He calls Watson “one of our strongest men […] a gentleman of marked ability, very studious, a successful teacher, and a man of high character.”20 This is, to put it mildly, a shameless exaggeration.

         
            · · ·

         

         Born on January 9, 1878, John B. Watson grows up in a small town surrounded by cotton fields. He is the fourth of six children. When John is thirteen, his father, a drinker and a braggart, walks out on the family. His wife Emma is left with just one option: she sells the farm and moves the children to nearby Greenville. There the children go to school, and John attends college. His mother wants him to become a preacher.

         He is named after John Albert Broadus, a renowned theologian admired by his mother. Twenty years later Watson will give the pseudonym “Albert B.” to an infant whom, in a famous experiment, he teaches to experience awful fright at the sight of anything fluffy—a late act of revenge against his namesake, perhaps? Despite her good connections to the Baptist church, Emma doesn’t earn enough money to support her family.

         John is a loner—taciturn and quick-tempered, with an arrogant streak. In the judgement of one professor, he is “more interested in ideas and theories than … people” and “[thinks] too highly of himself.”21 But Watson has ambition and big plans. His boldest idea will be to found his own, strictly scientific research discipline: a psychology without consciousness. As a young man, however, he often finds himself in 23trouble with the law. He is not ill-disposed towards alcohol and is often picking fights; on one occasion the police arrest him for firing a gun in the middle of town.

         Whatever it was that inspired him to write his entreaty to Harper, Watson is rewarded: in the fall of 1900, at the dawn of the new century, he enrolls at the University of Chicago as a student in experimental psychology. The city on the shores of Lake Michigan is exhilarating; he throws himself into the bustle of big city life. While the Viennese celebrate splendor and glory, here architects like Louis Sullivan and Frank Lloyd Wright build functional skyscrapers, the cathedrals of the future. And like these colossi of steel and concrete, the dreams of the city’s inhabitants soar high into the sky.

         The philosopher John Dewey, founder of pragmatism, has taught in Chicago since 1894. Watson takes a seminar on Immanuel Kant, but can’t make much of his speculations on the “conditions of the possibility of knowledge.” He’s looking for something tangible, something that will change people’s lives. And so he finds his way to psychology.

         But his preferred object of study isn’t, say, the thorny human psyche. Rather it’s … the lab rat. Under the guidance of the biologist Jacques Loeb, Watson investigates how rodents navigate their way through mazes, make note of places to find food and react to sensory stimuli. Loeb is from Germany and advances a strictly mechanistic view of living things. Man is nothing but a biochemical machine that obeys objectively describable natural laws. “Our instincts are the root of our ethics,” says Loeb, and these instincts “are just as hereditary as is the form of our body.”22 Thought, consciousness, will—for the scientist these are causally irrelevant side effects of neural activity. This reductionist worldview impresses Watson.

         In 1903, as the university’s youngest doctoral candidate to date, he hands in his PhD thesis. The focus of the dissertation is the connection between the brain development of rats of various ages and their behavior in the maze. A substance called myelin, as we now know, speeds up the transmission of stimuli along the neural pathways, which is a precondition for associative learning. In the years to come, Watson will stick with his animal studies. In sometimes grisly experiments, he will gradually rob animals of their sensory organs and investigate how they orient themselves without sensory stimuli. 24

         Watson doesn’t resist the temptations of the big city. He frequents bars, theaters—and brothels, too. Until he establishes himself as a behavioral researcher, he steadily takes on debt in order to stave off bankruptcy. His straitened circumstances fuel his desire to make it big someday.

         Women are drawn to the dapper Watson. He courts several of his fellow students, chief among them a young woman named Vida Sutton. Sutton gives him the brush-off, however; it seems not everyone cares for his brash manner. Then, in a seminar, Watson meets nineteen-year-old Mary Ickes. The two of them grow close, keep their relationship a secret and finally marry on December 26, 1903. They will go on to have two children, whom they’ll name after themselves, Mary and John.

         What Watson fails to reckon with, however, is the insistent distrust of his brother-in-law, Harold Ickes. Ickes can’t stand Watson and accuses him of cheating on Mary with Vida Sutton. Ickes even hires a private detective to tail his brother-in-law, but the detective can’t find anything conclusive. True, Watson does meet with Sutton occasionally, but there’s no indication that their relationship is intimate. This doesn’t stop Ickes from taking his accusation to the university administration and demanding Watson’s firing. The case is investigated and dismissed for lack of evidence.

         After making a name for himself with his meticulous studies in the laboratory, in the fall of 1908—the Psychoanalytic Society has just been founded in Vienna—Watson moves to Johns Hopkins University in Baltimore. He makes shrewd use of offers from other universities—some real, some invented—to drive up his own price. When, soon after his arrival in Baltimore, a sex scandal forces the head of the Department of Philosophy and Psychology, James Mark Baldwin, to resign, Watson senses his chance. The gifted lab researcher and resolute empiricist takes over the top post at the age of thirty.

         Watson works incessantly, often to the point of exhaustion. Alongside his work in Baltimore he conducts field studies in a breeding colony of migratory birds on a group of islands off the coast of Florida, gives guest lectures at various universities, edits scientific journals, and writes articles for popular magazines. Watson recognizes that bringing his bold theories to the public will benefit his career. 25

         In 1910 he pens his first manifesto, which appears in Harper’s magazine under the title “The New Science of Animal Behavior.”23 In it, he counters the speculative metaphysics of the psyche by putting forward a progressive psychology of behavior. No different from physics or biology, this new discipline describes universal laws, like those that the Russian scientist Ivan Pavlov had discovered with his conditioning of dogs. An initially neutral (“unconditioned”) stimulus, like the ringing of a bell, if combined with a biologically relevant stimulus, like food, can soon trigger on its own the reactions typical to the biological stimulus. Pavlov’s dogs began to slobber as soon as the bell rang.

         In the spring of 1913, at Columbia University in New York, Watson proclaims the beginning of a new science. Shortly thereafter, one of his lectures appears in print under the title “Psychology as the Behaviorist Views It.”24 The term “behaviorist” is an invention of Watson’s, meant to convey what he considers the only sound basis for psychology: measurable data, taken from observable behavior. The behavior could be that of humans or of animals; it doesn’t matter, since there’s no fundamental difference between the two. Language and abstract thinking expand the behavioral repertoire considerably, true, but, according to Watson, the similarities outweigh the differences.
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         His psychology is “a purely objective experimental branch of natural science. Its theoretical goal is the prediction and control of behavior.”25 Not only does Watson reject all speculation about the unconscious, he also breaks with the (to that point dominant) branch of psychology that conducted empirical consciousness research. The pioneers of the discipline, like 26Wilhelm Wundt of Leipzig and his students, hope to identify the elements of thought and perception through systematic self-observation. They turn their gaze inwards, describe feelings and associations, draw parallels between objective sensory stimuli and their subjective perception. Watson rejects such methods, deeming them unreliable. “The time seems to have come,” he writes, “when psychology must discard all reference to consciousness; when it need no longer delude itself into thinking that it is making mental states the object of observation.”26

         This claim justifies the program of a science of behavior. It differs radically from the approach prescribed by psychoanalysis, which calls for interpreting mental conflicts and making the patient conscious of them. Behaviorism places the focus on behavior, or, to be more precise, on patterns of stimulus and response and the laws about learning that can be inferred from them. From this point of view, psychotherapy is nothing other than a targeted learning process.

         Though Watson has no interest in developing a therapeutic method, he founds a branch of research out of which behavioral therapy ultimately emerges. There is a certain irony in the fact that a man for whom “the psyche” was nothing but a pretty fiction would become a founding figure of modern psychotherapy. In 1890 the philosopher William James wrote: “[Psychology] is no science, it is only the hope of a science.”27 The ambitious Dr. Watson wants to turn this hope into reality.

         The Miraculous Healing of Anna O.

         The first psychoanalytic treatment worthy of the name is conducted a good decade and a half before the term “psychoanalysis” is born—between the final months of 1880 and the summer of 1882. And it’s conducted not by Freud, who at this time is still dissecting brains, but rather by a Viennese internist named Josef Breuer, whom Freud gets to know through his boss, Ernst von Brücke. As for the patient, whom we might call “patient zero” in the history of modern psychotherapy, she quite literally has a lot to say on the matter.

         Bertha Pappenheim, who will become famous as “Anna O.,” more or less prescribes herself the “talking cure,” as she calls it. The smart and 27sensitive future women’s rights campaigner sometimes refers to the treatment in jest (and with a frank sexual allusion) as “chimney sweeping.” She uses those exact words, since one aspect of her condition is that she goes through periods of speaking only English. Her doctor’s role in the procedure is little more than to serve as prompter and notetaker. It is mid-November 1882 when Breuer tells his colleague Freud of the curious case, which will lead the younger man to draw far-reaching conclusions about the origins of hysteria. How did it all come about?

         Bertha Pappenheim comes from a prosperous merchant family and is friends with Martha Bernays, the woman to whom Freud becomes engaged in the summer of 1882. When Bertha is eleven years old, the Pappenheims—father Siegmund, mother Recha, Bertha, and her little brother Wilhelm—move to Liechtensteinstraße in Vienna’s ninth district, just a few steps away from Freud’s future practice. The family likes to spend the summer months in the mountains, at the spa town of Bad Ischl. There Bertha’s father, whom she loves deeply, falls gravely ill. Deeply worried, the twenty-one-year-old keeps watch at his bedside. And here her unusual ailment begins.

         First Bertha is plagued by fears and hallucinations. She sees snakes and evil, hideous faces. Next she loses her capacity for speech: for days at a time she can’t speak or can only say things in English, French, or Italian (as a daughter of a well-heeled family, she enjoyed a multilingual education). Added to these difficulties are acute pains in her face, deafness, and paralysis of the limbs on one half of her body; she starts to squint, her vision is blurred; at times she can barely eat, and her memory fails her. In short: she displays almost every known symptom of hysteria.

         In the late 19th century, so many women are afflicted with these distinctive pains, spasms, speech impairments, and lapses of memory that it comes to seem like an epidemic. As with a contagious infection, the cases spread, but it is almost exclusively the daughters of upper-class families who are stricken. Women from the working classes are as good as immune. What’s more, it is mainly young women who get sick. Clearly the ailment must have something to do with the living circumstances of those who suffer from it.

         On the one hand, women from bourgeois families are privileged in many respects: they are better nourished, better educated, face fewer 28physical demands, and suffer through fewer traumatic experiences. On the other hand, in one key respect, they are under almost round-the-clock pressure: they must always maintain decorum and self-control. In fin-de-siècle society, there is an obligation to suppress all physicality.

         The women’s girdles are as constricting as the rules for class-appropriate behavior. To have a sense of self-regard means to observe the proprieties. One must never permit oneself to sweat, nor give off any odors, nor make any uncouth sounds—and above all else, one must not think of sex, much less talk about it! Ladies regularly have fainting spells; in many homes, tins of smelling salts are kept at the ready in case of such an event. Sex education is not provided, or at least not officially. Is it possible that the cause of hysteria lies in this denial of physical needs? This at least would explain why working-class women aren’t susceptible to the condition: though their lives are marked by many hardships, they at least get to stink and have sex. But to point this out in the pleasure-phobic society of the time is completely unthinkable.

         With a scholarship in hand, Freud travels to Paris in October 1885 to study under Jean-Martin Charcot, the famous professor at the Salpêtrière. The guest from Vienna attends Charcot’s hysteria demon-strations in the medical department’s auditorium. He looks on as the professor uses hypnotic suggestion to free patients from paralysis and put an end to their fainting spells. The hypnoses, conducted with great flair, captivate an audience that extends far beyond the circle of young doctors. Charcot’s cures are nothing short of miraculous. His method is to induce a shock by touching the hypnotized patients on their stomach or shoulders, after which the women seem to have been rid of their symptoms, often instantly. It will later come to light that Charcot would give some of his patients instructions on how they should respond to his laying on of hands, while others would dutifully act out the role of convalescent, eager to fulfill the expectations of the professor and his audience. Where exactly the border between magic and medicine lies, no one at these demonstrations can really say. What counts is having faith in the therapeutic effect.

         Nevertheless, the patients’ suffering isn’t merely simulated. Freud suspects that the hysterics are pretending, but that they themselves don’t know it. Which is to say: the symptoms function as a release valve 29for conflicting forces within the psyche, but the mechanism that makes this possible remains hidden to those afflicted. They aren’t faking their hysteria; ascribing it to pure imagination or a weak constitution doesn’t explain things either. Freud believes there’s more to it than that.

         Together with Breuer he pens a “Preliminary Communication” covering a few cases of hysteria that appears in 1893 in the Neurologisches Zentralblatt. Two years later they include this paper as the first chapter in their book Studies on Hysteria. In it they write: “Hysterics suffer mainly from reminiscences.”28 In other words: the symptoms result from the repression of unconscious, because sexual, wishes, and from experiences that are inaccessible to memory.

         But how did Freud come up with this idea? At first, Breuer scarcely knew how to treat Anna O. and her rapidly mutating complaints. He limited himself to observing her behavior and letting her talk. To encourage her to talk freely, without restraint, he did his best to put her in a trance-like state of deep relaxation. In this state, she was supposed to attempt to remember the origin, the first appearance of each symptom. This method turns out to be a winner. “When this happened for the first time—when, as a result of an accidental and spontaneous utterance of this kind, during the evening hypnosis, a disturbance which had persisted for a considerable time vanished—I was greatly surprised,”29 notes Breuer. The procedure was now clear: Bertha was to deliberately seek out the moment that each of her symptoms made its first appearance.

         One indicative session focuses on Bertha’s inability to drink—at this point in her illness she relies solely on melons and other fruits to quench her thirst because she finds water and other drinks revolting. Under hypnosis she connects this to a long-forgotten event: in the room of her English lady’s companion, she had observed a small dog, a “horrid creature!”, drinking out of a glass. The memory makes her very agitated; full of rage, she inveighs against the little mongrel. “After giving further energetic expression to the anger she had held back, she asked for something to drink, drank a large quantity of water without any difficulty and woke from her hypnosis with the glass at her lips; and thereupon the disturbance vanished, never to return.”30

         This was the cathartic method, taken from the Greek word kátharsis, or purging. “Abreacting” an emotion makes the patient aware of 30the hidden source of the malady and eliminates it at the same time. Freud will further refine this principle in his 1914 essay “Remembering, Repeating, and Working-through,” but the idea remains essentially the same: let it out! Give repressed feelings and thoughts space, then the demons of the unconscious will flee of their own accord!

         It probably wasn’t quite so easy, however. Breuer’s account does end with the triumphant announcement: “Since then she [Anna O.] has enjoyed complete health.”31 But the fact that after concluding his treatment he sent Bertha to the Sanatorium Bellevue outside of Vienna suggests that her recovery wasn’t so complete after all. Moreover, Bertha will continue to be visited by recurrent hysterical attacks afterwards. “[I]t is ironic that Anna O.’s unsuccessful treatment should have become, for posterity, the prototype of a cathartic cure,” writes medical historian Henri Ellenberger.32
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         Freud doesn’t get bogged down in such details. Decades after the fact, in a letter to the writer Stefan Zweig, he describes what led to his brilliant inspiration: “On the evening of the day when all her symptoms had been disposed of, [Breuer] was summoned to the patient again, found her confused and writhing in abdominal cramps. Asked what was wrong with her, she replied: ‘Now Dr. B.’s child is coming!’ At this moment he held in his hand the key that would have opened the ‘doors to the Mothers,’33 but he let it drop. With all his great intellectual gifts there was nothing Faustian in his nature. Seized by conventional horror he took flight and abandoned the patient to a colleague.”34 According to 31Freud, the key to the mystery lies in Bertha’s having imagined a romantic relationship with her doctor; her repressed libido is the actual source of her suffering.

         “I admit,” writes Breuer to the psychiatrist Auguste Forel twelve years after publication of the Studies, “that immersing myself in the theory and practice of sexuality is not to my taste.”35 Disagreement over the question of whether hysteria is exclusively sexual in origin, as Freud believes, puts a strain on the two doctors’ friendship. Initially Freud holds the view that the symptoms must stem from a real trauma that the patient has experienced. According to this hypothesis, which he calls the “seduction theory,” every hysterical woman was abused in her childhood or adolescence, usually by her father or another relative.

         Freud presents his idea on April 21, 1896 at a meeting of the Verein für Psychiatrie und Neurologie (Organization for Psychiatry and Neurology) and is met with general bafflement and even, from some members, enraged protest. Richard von Kraft-Ebbing, the famous professor of psychiatry at the University of Vienna, calls Freud’s theory a “scientific fairy tale.” After all, hysteria in its various guises is so wide-spread that, if Freud were right, it would mean that tens of thousands, if not millions, of girls had been sexually abused and raped by their fathers, uncles, brothers, or employers, or by strangers (even if terms like “sexual abuse” and “rape” wouldn’t have been used at the time).

         It can certainly be assumed that, given the patriarchal conditions of the time, abusive sexual behavior is not at all rare, or in any case is more widespread than Freud’s contemporaries are prepared to accept. The male head of household’s rule over his wife, children, and domestic staff is absolute. Neither his offspring nor the maids are safe from him, especially since corporal punishment and other forms of violence are considered normal methods of child-rearing. However, given the wealth of symptoms, there surely cannot be a single type of hysteria; rather it seems more likely that there are various forms of distress that all get lumped in together. Sartorial fashion alone is responsible for fainting spells, breathing difficulties, and feelings of
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