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Fin-de-siècle investigations
of the ‘creative genius’ in
psychiatry and psychoanalysis
Birgit Lang
In Victorian society, admiration for the ‘creative genius’ abounded. It was
based on stereotypical notions of the Romantic artist, who, ‘by the neat
and necessarily contradictory logic of aesthetic elevation and social exclusion, [was] both a great genius and greatly misunderstood’.1 In Germany
the propensity to idealise the artist as a creative genius was further
propelled by intellectuals’ and writers’ contribution to imagining the
German nation throughout the nineteenth century, and by the tendency
of literary works to aestheticise and idealise bourgeois life.
By the late nineteenth century, this Romantic image of genius began
to transform, despite much resistance from parts of the German public.
For over two decades from the late 1890s onwards – roughly until the
First World War – psychiatrists, psychoanalysts and the reading public
were particularly captivated by the mental health and sex life of German
creative writers, artists and intellectuals. For the sake of simplicity, all
such individuals are throughout this chapter collectively referred to as
creative artists. Both psychiatric discourse and the more conservative
strand of psychoanalytic discourse provided a powerful new lens through
which to interpret 
biographies of exceptional human beings. Artist
pathographies, or psychiatric case studies of creative artists, expanded
the case study genre towards biography and presented readers with new
insights into the private lives of particular creative artists.
Sigmund Freud and his pupil Otto Rank brought contrasting approaches to enquiring into aspects of artistic personality, creativity and
oeuvre, partly in an attempt to curb the idealising tendencies of the
German reading public. The differing biographical and artistic studies
reproduce what Christian von Zimmermann has identified as the two
main biographical narratives characteristic of modernity, namely anthro
pologisation and idealisation, that is, either an attempt to underline
similarities between exceptional and average human beings, or an
admiring elevation of biographical subjects that emphasises their status
as exceptional individuals.2 As discussed in Chapter 1, in the instance of
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the reinterpretation of Leopold von Sacher-Masoch’s life and oeuvre, in
the late nineteenth century anthropologisation arose from specific needs
related to readers’ sexual identities and contributed to the making of
sexual modernity. Underlying this new, highly specific, sexualised account
of Sacher-Masoch’s life was a need among his readers to humanise their
own subject position, a need that was powerfully projected onto SacherMasoch as a creative writer. To psychiatrists and psychoanalysts of the
fin de siècle, interrogation of the lives and works of creative artists con
tributed significantly to the appreciation of certain medical, psychiatric
and psychological phenomena. Such an undertaking was supported by
readers who were variously invested in medical discourse – perhaps as
patients of sexologists, or as cultural critics, such as Max Nordau, who
popularised and generalised degeneration theory to serve his own pessi
mistic views of contemporary society.
At the same time, the idealising majority of Germany’s educated middle
class perceived the psychiatrists’ deliberations on genius and creativity as
defamation of national idols. This led Freud in particular to consider
new ways of writing about artists, which took into consideration such
idealising tendencies. The response to anthropologisation extended from
repudiation to hesitation, and is epitomised in the pages of Geschlecht and
Gesellschaft (Sex and Society), a popular middle-class journal concerned
with sexual reform that clearly targeted the progressive educated middle
class. Before the First World War, literary works provided the journal with
a window onto the past and an opportunity to argue against contemporary
restrictive mores, in an attempt to develop a new sexual ethics.3 Refusing
to discuss pathographies of eminent writers and artists, the journal preferred to hold such figures in continued high esteem. The medicalisation of
talented individuals and their works was repudiated, and psychoanalytic
insights were given very limited room in the journal’s pages.
For the purposes of analysing the case study genre, in nineteenthcentury German biographical writing the greatest difference between
strategies of anthropologisation and idealisation lay in a penchant for
generalisation versus particularisation. Psychiatrists and psychoanalysts
were predisposed towards generalisation, in that they considered their
studies of creative artists as illustrations of their own theories. This
holds true for researchers identified with the fields of psychiatry, sexology
and psychoanalysis alike, although the methodological finesse of their
approaches varied markedly, as did their understanding of the tastes of
their respective readerships. Yet Paul Julius Möbius, Isidor Sadger, Rank
and Freud all shared a complex and ambivalent relationship to creative
artists. The psychiatrist Möbius attempted to map signs of degeneration
onto the oeuvre, bodies and genes of selected creative artists in his
pathographies. Sadger, an early pupil of Freud, presented a mixture of
arguments centred on degeneration and psychoanalysis which aimed to
form a bridge between psychiatric and psychoanalytic discourse. Freud –
founder of psychoanalysis – and his close collaborator Rank understood
∙ 56 ∙

Fin-de-siècle investigations of the ‘creative genius’

the creative process as an insightful but limited method for revealing
the workings of the human psyche that, unlike psychoanalysis, was not
scientific in nature. Conversely, the idealising tendencies of German intellectuals and readers advanced a notion of creative artists as extraordinary
human beings, and insisted on their exceptionalism. These narratives of
exceptionalism were intimately connected to middle-class lifestyle, works
of art and literature, engendering a sense of belonging in their publics.4
The bulk of all these deliberations took the shape of case studies. Scholars
of nineteenth-century Europe have identified the new case modality of
pathography with the development of notions of normality and abnormality, as well as the appropriation of literary modes of interpretation by
the medical disciplines. Meanwhile, psychoanalysis is usually credited with
a more playful and less normative approach to the analysis of literature
and the creative arts.5 Detailed study of the generic influence of the case
study reveals a new, more diverse and complex picture. By mapping the
divergence of case study modalities, this chapter shows that methodo
logical rather than disciplinary differences fashioned both psychiatric and
psychoanalytic approaches to case writing on creative genius. The crucial
methodological difference was that of rhetorical form, specifically whether
the form was ‘closed’ or ‘open’. The closed form considered the life narrative of creative artists as an illustration of a psychiatric, sexological or
psychoanalytic theory, never considering the creative contributions that
made their objects of study exceptional in the first place. This caused insult
to middle-class sensibilities, as exemplified by the case studies written by
Möbius and Sadger around the turn of the century.
By contrast, Möbius’s early pathographies and Freud’s later dialogicpsychoanalytic case studies considered artists’ biographies and their
oeuvres. In psychoanalysis, the rift between supporters of closed and
open case studies added to the competitive streak characteristic of early
psychoanalysts. Their discussions provided a forum in which a scientific
model for explaining creativity could first emerge. In this context, Freud
can be credited for anticipating the workings of the unconscious in his
readers, and for developing the most nuanced strategies through which
to convince his readers. As a consequence, Freud’s case studies have continued to retain much higher currency in the humanities and among the
reading public more generally. Such techniques of manipulation – towards
a higher scientific aim – make Freud’s case studies extremely evocative,
contributing to their ongoing appeal to psychoanalysts, as well as readers
in the humanities more generally.
The art of pathography: from open beginnings

The importance of the pathography as a new case modality in the late
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries cannot be overestimated. In
the field of psychiatric discourse, pathographies legitimated exhaustive
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studies of members of the intellectual elite. In biographical writing – so
long predominated by idealising norms of respectability – pathographies
made admissible matters of mental health and sexuality.
At the same time, these new case writings opened the door for overgeneralisation and even stigmatisation of their objects of study. In the
twentieth century, this propensity of pathography has been analysed
by Foucaultian scholars, and identified with the politics of biopower
that aim to control individual subjects via normalising discourses and
techniques.6 As argued in Chapter 4, such forceful discourses directly
impacted upon society’s understanding of criminality and mental
health. Jutta Person has paradigmatically identified pathography with
the overcoming of literature’s interpretative power through scientific
and medical discourse, and a renewal of the early modern mapping of
physical features to character traits.7 Such normalising discourses were
also effective in relation to creative artists. Nonetheless, pathographies
of artists were not written with the explicit intent of belittling their
objects of study; rather, the authors of such studies often show a keen
interest both in literary and psychological phenomena. Pathographies
with a focus on prominent individuals represented a diversion from the
sinister world of psychiatric illness, and allowed for a compassionate
stance, while their main function was to communicate scientific insights
to a wider audience. These were surely conflicted accounts, driven by
academic self-interest and institutional traditions, but to identify path
ography solely as a product of biopower is to produce a distorted image
of such writing.
A different view of pathography has emerged in the history of popular
medicine. In her innovative study Reconstructing Illness, Anne Hunsaker
Hawkins has discovered a new facet of the generic effects of pathography.8
Through analysis of autobiographies and biographies, she outlines the
assumptions, myths and attitudes that individuals brought to the medical
encounter in the USA during the late twentieth century. The publication
of patient narratives beyond the confines of clinical casuistry was made
possible, however, only by the increased dissemination of such writing
at certain points in history: in this instance, after the ‘scientific turn’ in
medicine in the 1960s, which brought discredit to the case study as an
academic genre.9 Weimar Germany represents another historical prece
dent: as outlined in Chapter 4, during the Weimar Republic, intensified
general interest in the case study led to a popularity that furthered the
eventual decline of its academic merit.
Fin-de-siècle case studies of creative artists were still powerfully em
bedded in psychiatric discourse. They aimed to illustrate the effects of
degeneration on society’s elite, even though this case variant shifted in its
consideration of the artistic oeuvre. Early pathography was intended to
disseminate medical knowledge to educated burghers, often by analysing
works of art. Modern pathography concentrated on a more specialised
psychiatric discourse and benefited from considerable advances at the
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beginning of the twentieth century, notably in the area of differential
diagnosis of psychopathic personality traits. Those who took this psychiatric approach became increasingly concerned with ways in which
diagnostic criteria could be mapped onto patient bodies. For reasons of
popularity, modern pathography retained its focus on creative artists, but
the pathographical interest in the artworks expressed earlier vanished.
In the German-speaking world, pathography as a case modality and
distinctive kind of biography originated with Möbius.
The shift from early to modern pathography is very pronounced in
Möbius’s writings, and his works serve as the main representatives of early
and modern pathography in this chapter. Having begun his academic
career with a doctorate of philosophy (1873), Möbius graduated as a
medical doctor in 1877. His studies of creative artists fall into a period
during which he had returned to private practice, renouncing his affiliation with Leipzig University, despite groundbreaking work in neurology.10
As for Freud several decades later, the move away from the university
system produced a focus on patients outside psychiatric institutions who
were able to function in everyday life, and furthered his interest in the
indeterminate area between normality and insanity.
Yet unlike Freud, Möbius throughout his career insisted on a solely
biological explanatory framework for insanity. This view was strongly
shaped by Munich-based reformer and professor of psychiatry Emil
Kraepelin (1856–1926), who was also Möbius’s lifelong friend.11 The
publication in 1899 of the sixth edition of Kraepelin’s Psychiatrie: ein
Lehrbuch für Studirende und Aerzte (Clinical Psychiatry. A Textbook for
Students and Physicians) would prove profoundly important for Möbius’s
pathographies. Kraepelin differentiated between four types of psychopathic personalities: born criminals, pathological liars, querulous persons
and compulsive personalities. His re-categorisation of psychopathology
brought about a pronounced shift in pathographical writing and contributed significantly to the development of modern pathography as well
as a modern psychiatric diagnostics.12 Early on, his ideas encountered
much resistance in psychiatric circles within Europe, and Möbius’s shift
in pathographic writing can be seen as an important and previously
unrecognised means of advocating Kraepelin’s position to an educated
readership.13
The shift between early and modern pathography is best demonstrated in Möbius’s studies of Johann Wolfgang von Goethe. Germany’s
national poet was a subject well chosen to give currency to Möbius’s
own psychiatric interests, not least because Goethe himself was innately
interested in the representation of psychologically testing situations: the
psychological motivations of his characters allowed Goethe to represent
and explain human behaviour in general.14 Möbius’s 1898 study Über das
Pathologische bei Goethe (On Pathology in Goethe), the first pathographical
study of Goethe, was his key contribution to early pathography.15 In this
study, he explicitly seeks to popularise psychiatric knowledge by arguing
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that the majority of human beings are degenerate to a degree.16 The book
discusses Goethe’s approach to mental illness and the representation
of mental illness in a selection of Goethe’s works; it also narrates a
biography of Goethe and his family, structured by the same theme of
degeneration. Presenting the reader with a medically informed cultural
and personal history, Über das Pathologische bei Goethe constitutes an
attempt to delineate the vast area of uncertainty between ‘debility and
normal behaviour’.17 The longest section of this study focuses on the
depiction of insanity in a representative selection of Goethe’s writings,
from the Sturm und Drang Die Leiden des jungen Werther (The Sorrows of
Young Werther), first published in 1774, to Goethe’s autobiographical Aus
meinem Leben: Dichtung und Wahrheit (From My Life: Poetry and Truth),
written and published 1811–33.
Möbius could use his own retelling of Goethe’s life to destigmatise
mental health problems. He claimed that the mental suffering of the
celebrated ‘prince of poets’ in his youth could be situated in the grey
area between insanity and normality – a normality that the Möbius of
early pathography conceded as ‘boring’, due to the ‘complete balance’ of
such a personality.18 About Goethe himself Möbius cautiously stated that
while pathology was minimal in Goethe’s mature years, his spontaneous
and intense periods of writing coincided with phases of general agitation
that were followed by long phases of clarity and stillness. Hence the
neurologist suggested a first, tentative connection between creativity and
degeneration, a connection he would explore in his second pathography
of Goethe, published five years later.19
This second study of Goethe made Möbius the first proponent of
modern pathography, which took hold from the turn of the century
onwards. Published in Leipzig in 1903, Goethe centred on the physical
person, without consideration of artistic creation, and thus announced a
pronounced shift in pathographic methodology. The conceptual vocabu
lary developed in Goethe was new and allowed Möbius to combine biological
detail with biographical information. The three-part study begins with
an opening portrait outlining ‘the form and movement’ of Goethe the
person: his anatomical features, the movement of his body and face,
as well as his linguistic utterings and actions. The second part provides
evidence for this portrayal, mainly through letters and descriptions of
Goethe by the poet’s contemporaries. The third part investigates the
relationship between Goethe and neuroanatomist and craniologist Franz
Joseph Gall (1758–1828). Gall pioneered the study of the localisation
of mental functions in the human brain; a contemporary of Goethe, he
crafted one of his famous life-masks – today lost – from Goethe’s face. Gall
plays an important role in Möbius’s interpretation, since he provided the
pathographer with a system of classification through which to map biological detail onto biographical information. In Goethe, Möbius expands
and adapts Gall’s mapping system to include a series of motivators, and
simplifies some of Gall’s categories.20 The new system, in turn, provides
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Möbius with the headings that structure his contemplation of Goethe’s
mental powers and includes a long list of criteria: from ‘life instinct’ to
‘sex drive’ and from personal character traits such as bravery and vanity
to various aspects of intellectual giftedness.21
In other words, Möbius’s discussion changes direction to survey
Goethe’s body, personality and intellect rather than his oeuvre. Similar
studies followed on Friedrich Nietzsche (1902), the composer Robert
Schumann (1906) and poet and novelist Joseph Victor von Scheffel
(1907). Except for the works on Goethe and Schopenhauer, Möbius’s aim
in these volumes was to portray a specific disorder through the relevant
biography. These and other pathographies self-evidently adhered to
the new methodology. Available biographical information was sifted
through and a posthumous diagnosis given, which pinpointed a range of
psychiatric and other medical conditions pertinent to the subject’s life
history; the oeuvre of the creative artists in question was not considered.
This method also applied to the studies discussed in the foregoing chapter,
in which Richard von Krafft-Ebing and Albert Eulenburg redefined their
view of Sacher-Masoch from expert writer to masochist.
In consonance with such psychiatric reinterpretation, Möbius now
began to explore in a more abstract manner the subject of creative artists,
and embraced a cultural history based on this new psychiatric footing. As
part of a response to Charles Darwin’s theories of degeneration, Möbius
viewed the cultural elite as a threatened group. In the aftermath of
Darwinian thought, social Darwinism, as a public rhetoric, considered
that cultural sophistication had come at the price of degeneration.
Kraepelin’s system of differential diagnostics allowed Möbius to present
underlying pathologies, and to present behavioural advice intended to
counteract individual predispositions. In this context Möbius underlined
that unwise choices, for example in marriage, meant that degenerative
processes would be furthered. For instance, in his contentious essay
of 1900, Über den physiologischen Schwachsinn des Weibes (Concerning
the Physiological Feebleness of the Female), he emphasised that ‘intellectuals’ should marry women who were physically and mentally robust
rather than educated – ‘healthy women, not brainy ladies’ – in order
to maintain sufficient numbers of healthy offspring.22 Accordingly,
Möbius’s view of Christiane Vulpius, Goethe’s mistress and later his wife,
was comparatively favourable, since she was not a Gehirndame. In 1901
Möbius published a generalising treatise titled Über Kunst und Künstler
(On Art and Artists), in which he portrayed creative artists as individuals
with high aspirations, who belonged to ‘a sensual and carnally excitable
race [while being] highly anomalous in their lifestyle’.23 In Über Kunst
und Künstler Möbius sought to prove that genius is a singularly biological trait – and, except for the writing of poetry, a trait inherited in a
patrilinear fashion.
On publication, these popular pamphlets elicited a range of reactions.
Über den physiologischen Schwachsinn des Weibes situates the maturity of
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women between that of children and men, and outlines ways in which
the emancipation of women represents a sociological threat. The outcry
it prompted came from representatives of the women’s movement and
from the educated middle class.24 The former felt attacked; the latter
‘had heard it all before’, and in a more progressive fashion. As discussed
in Chapter 1, thirty years before, a presumed link between women and
degeneration of the social fabric had guided Sacher-Masoch’s protagonist
Alexander in his choice of Marzella as his bride. In the same novella,
the narrator, Leopold, expressed ambiguity concerning the suitability
of such explanations for Germany. Here, Venus lectures the narrator of
Venus im Pelz on the nature of love in the European North by stating ‘To
you Nature is an enemy’.25 Yet, in medicine the discussion surrounding
intellectual elites occurred thirty years later, and from a perspective of
social Darwinism.26 Again, readers from the educated middle class were
critical of such a stance.
Regardless of this critique, Möbius’s studies of such celebrated German
individuals as Goethe and Nietzsche provided a model for a number of
similar volumes, successfully forging the modern pathography as a new
approach to biography, and a new case modality in which consideration of
a creative artist’s oeuvre became fundamentally irrelevant. For instance,
pathographies dominated the biographical studies in the important
series of monographs titled ‘Grenzfragen des Nerven- und Seelenlebens.
Einzeldarstellungen für Gebildete aller Stände’ (‘Intersecting Issues of
Nervous and Inner Life. Monographs for the Educated of all Classes’).
Munich-based sexual pathologist Leopold Löwenfeld and psychiatrist
Hans Kurella had founded this enterprise in 1902. Under Löwenfeld’s
editorship, 130 volumes were published over three decades. The series
tackled a wide array of topics, from somnambulism to discussion of
abnormal characteristics and the occurrence of delusional ideas in different nation states. The first volume to embrace the topic of creative
artists was the above-mentioned study of Nietzsche by Möbius, published
in 1902; thenceforth, a range of authors undertook studies of prominent
writers, such as Conrad Ferdinand Meyer, Heinrich von Kleist and Guy
de Maupassant.27
A related project with a more literary focus was Sigismund Rahmer’s
shorter-lived series titled ‘Grenzfragen der Literatur und Medizin’ (‘Inter
secting Issues of Literature and Medicine’), published between 1906
and 1908, with volumes on the pessimistic dramatist Christian Grabbe;
Swedish playwright, novelist and poet August Strindberg; and American
Romantic writer Edgar Allan Poe.28 In these modern pathographies, the
biographies of artists serve to illustrate medical phenomena and classifications, again with very little or no consideration of the creative oeuvre.
Thus the attempt to educate readers through depicting and humanising
psychiatric illness came at great cost to the esteem in which the artists
and their works were generally held.
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Isidor Sadger’s psychoanalytic pathographies

Modern pathographies stressed the biological foundations of pathology
and genius, and sidelined the oeuvre of the creative artist. Among the
critics of Möbius’s pathographies were disgruntled literary historians and
members of the educated middle class; other critics included medical colleagues who condemned as unscientific his foray into literature. The most
immediate challenge arose from medical colleagues who were competitors
in the field of pathography and who aimed to carve a niche in a similar
academic market. Sadger, who was an early psychoanalyst and physician in
his own right, developed Möbius’s work methodologically. He maintained
the focus on the biographies of creative artists, but also scrutinised the
solely biological explanatory framework given by Möbius, and attempted
to combine psychiatric and psychoanalytic approaches. Sadger felt keenly
that the disagreement among medical experts concerning Kraepelin’s
‘hair-splitting psychiatric differential diagnostics’ was detrimental to
pathography as a project. He contended that modern pathography led
to a general confusion among lay readers, since diagnostic categories
were subject to rapid change – and he promoted his own psychoanalytic
pathographies as studies in which this problem was resolved.29
By the 1920s, Sadger considered himself to be the oldest of Freud’s
practising students.30 Already a medical doctor with established interests in pathography, and in the emerging field of hydrotherapy for the
treatment of psychiatric patients, Sadger listened to Freud’s lectures on
neurosis (in the winter semester of 1895–96) and on hysteria (in 1896 and
again in 1898). Soon afterwards he began to use psychoanalytic methods
in his own practice, yet Sadger remains one of the lesser-known early
analysts.31 Ulrike May was the first to examine Sadger’s personality and
his work, and has characterised the relationship between Sadger and
Freud as one of ambivalence.32 Despite Sadger’s enthusiastic response to
Freud’s theories, for example, the latter was slow to invite Sadger to join
the Wiener Psychoanalytische Vereinigung (the WPV, or Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, discussed below), and did so only in 1906, four years after
its inauguration. Sadger soon became a controversial figure within this
group, partly due to his rejection of the more symbolic manifestations
of sex that were so central to Freud’s theories in this period.33 Freud
was well aware of Sadger’s theoretical limitations; however, he also appreciated Sadger’s work with openly homosexual patients at a time when
no other analyst acknowledged the needs of such individuals in their
practice.34 Moreover, Freud valued Sadger’s role in the early dissemination
of psychoanalytic knowledge.
The importance of understanding Sadger’s early explorations into the
realm of literature cannot be overstated, since these forays explain much
about his later standpoint in the debates about authorship within the
WPV during the early 1900s. Secondary literature perceives Sadger predominantly as a conservative force within these debates, as the contrarian
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pathographer either unable or unwilling to understand Freud’s perspective – and who, according to Alan Elms, was even bullied by Freud.35
These perceptions are commonly grounded in the frank style of discussion
that took place in the WPV, as portrayed in the Society’s minutes.
There, Sadger’s penchant for impassioned dialogue becomes clear, and his
rhetoric is brusque at times. Where Freud promoted a differentiated style
of argumentation, and much of his persuasiveness stems from ambiguity
and understatement, Sadger tended to present his theories in black and
white, to reinforce his line of reasoning. He was certainly a pathographer
first among this group, since his investigations into the realm of literature
began a decade earlier than those in psychoanalysis, but his approach was
not quite as dull as suspected by twenty-first-century criticism.36
Much of Sadger’s early work on creative genius was devoted to the
representation of degeneration in modernist literature. In an article from
1896, he criticised Norwegian playwright Henrik Ibsen, the founder of
modernism in theatre, for depicting heredity in a purely negative manner
as degeneration, and for giving no value to the role of education in the
play Nora. Furthermore, Sadger declares the life-threatening sickness of
Nora’s husband and the eye condition of the character Hedwig in The
Wild Duck ‘figments of poetic phantasy’, and he judged the narrated
progression of both diseases to be unconvincing from a medical perspective. Instead of conceding the naturalist author’s poetic licence, Sadger
deemed Ibsen a failure in diagnostic skills.37 From the perspective of the
medical practitioner, such a contention seems fitting, in particular since
Ibsen had studied medicine before taking up his career as a writer. Sadger’s
article was published in the liberal daily Neue Freie Presse, with a purpose
to inform; after all, Ibsen worked within a realistic paradigm capable of
misleading the wider theatre audience about matters of disease.
In a later article titled ‘Kranke Dichter und Krankendichtung’ (‘Sick
Poets and Literature on Illness’, 1897) Sadger underlines a similar point by
arguing that there was no necessary connection between the actual degeneration of authors and their choice to depict degeneration. Here he points
to the role of literature in the dissemination of Darwinist ideas, and insists
that Ibsen’s drama Ghosts popularised notions of heredity more than ‘all
books and treatises of Darwinism’.38 Sadger contends that, paradoxically,
many poets who garnered fame before 1870 were ‘degenerate’, although
their work failed to acknowledge or discuss matters of degeneration, while
the modernist writers were predominantly healthy but posed as sick, and
thus misled their audiences.39 According to Sadger, the ‘nervousness’ supposedly characteristic of poets was a result of modernist literature’s love
affair with mental illness, and became a key factor in writers’ strategies
for self-representation in the literary field.40 This flavouring of sickness, he
argues, was only furthered by Cesare Lombroso’s attempts to declare illustrious writers such as Émile Zola to be degenerate – and by the writings
of Nordau on degeneration.41 Regardless of such speculations, very few
biographical studies of modernist writers had been undertaken, Sadger
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elaborates, and a dearth of facts made it difficult to develop scientific
theories about contemporary writers and artists. Like Möbius in his first
study of Goethe, Sadger maintained that, during an author’s lifetime,
only limited archival sources could be unearthed if the writer had not
published a reflective autobiography such as Jean-Jacques Rousseau’s Les
Confessions (The Confessions, 1782), or August Strindberg’s Le Plaidoyer
d’un fou (The Confession of a Fool, 1895).42 To Sadger, the reading public’s
obsession with nervousness, like literary writers’ obsession with degeneration, had no ground in medical reality. He did not believe that these
phenomena were on the rise, but rather that the zeitgeist of modernity
fed public discourse about both trends.43
As would seem timely, Sadger embraced the pathographical model to
consider the life stories of authors. In brief, his purpose was to shed new
light on ‘real’ degeneration, and to illustrate this for a lay audience through
the study of a highly select group of ‘afflicted’ poets. Sadger’s tactic is
documented in the phrase ‘pathographical-psychological study’ – the
subtitle of his 1909 study of Kleist, which was published in L
 öwenfeld’s
aforementioned influential series. Sadger’s new approach shared with psychiatric pathographies a chief interest in tracing degeneration through
the arc of a writer’s life story, in an attempt to popularise new medical
concepts for a lay readership.
The main intellectual aim Sadger strove to fulfil was the destigmatisation
of creative artists as a group; he saw that their reputation suffered from
the negative connotations associated with the term Entartung (degeneration). Sadger retranslated the term anew from the original French into
German – with reference to French psychiatrist Jacques Joseph Valentin
Magnan (1835–1916) – into dégénéré supérieur and dégénéré inférieur. The
latter he translated into the German Belastung (‘burden’), which impacts
upon genius, and the former he translated as Schwachsinn (‘imbecility’),
with reference to ‘real’ degeneration, as prevalent in criminals.44 The key
symptoms of Belastung Sadger saw as recurrent major depressive episodes,
combined with the inability of afflicted subjects to connect to ‘their
ego’ (Sadger’s phrase). This implies that afflicted individuals are keen to
make changes in their lives as soon as a certain degree of familiarity has
been established. According to Sadger, this familiarity can include their
immediate surroundings, living quarters, cities, but also professions and
circle of friends.45 Other symptoms of Belastung include self-indulgence,
‘abnormal cerebral reactions’, or a high degree of emotivity, especially a
violent temper, and an abnormal sexual constitution.46
Sadger’s renovated terminology smoothly resolved a key conceptual
problem inherent to debate about degeneration: quite elegantly he
rejected Lombroso’s clumsy model in which genius is drawn into a parallel
connection with criminality – and which explains any negative character
traits in genius as an atavistic phenomenon. In effect, Sadger was writing
against Lombroso and Nordau, and the great popularity of their culturally pessimistic theories in the German-speaking world.47 To Sadger no
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genius existed without Belastung, but he expressed the hope that this
new term would destigmatise creative artists by removing the taint of
the term ‘degeneration’.
Sadger’s reference to degeneration represented only one part of the
equation. Where Möbius relied exclusively on biology as an aetiological explanation for the phenomenon of degeneration, Sadger considered
psychoanalytic explanations more important, but he did not grant them
an exclusive status. In other words, rather than sidelining a preceding
explanatory model, Sadger sought to combine the old and the new. The
five parts of Sadger’s psychoanalytic pathography of Kleist, for instance,
concern the latter’s hereditary Belastung, especially his depressive mood,
his inability to form long-term relationships, and a geographical restlessness that Sadger had previously identified as typical of this condition.
The added psychoanalytic framework allowed Sadger to consider the role
of repressed homosexuality in the poet’s life, including a complex that
Sadger terms Kleist’s underlying ‘erotic fixation on the mother’, a view
shared by several present-day Kleist biographers.48 In order to explain
Kleist’s fixation, Sadger references his contemporaneous work on homosexuality, in which he argued that homosexual men desired the qualities
and characteristics of their own mother in their male partner.49 In the
third and fourth part of his study Sadger outlines Kleist’s relationship
to his fiancée and the importance of male friendship in his life. The final
chapter offers a psychoanalytic interpretation of the specific requirements for Kleist’s double suicide with Henriette Vogel. Sadger argues
that Henriette’s roles as wife and mother, and her willingness to die with
Kleist, fulfilled the poet’s inverted longing for unification with his mother.
Sadger’s attempt to destigmatise the figure of the creative genius
entailed a move away from Möbius’s biological framework. Yet there
emerges a remarkable contradiction at the heart of Sadger’s assumption:
he introduces the term Belastung to dissociate creativity from the negative
connotations surrounding the term ‘degeneration’ but, in comparison
with Möbius, Sadger seems wholly concerned with negative character
traits. Where Möbius underlines positive character traits in genius, such
as bravery, wit, acquisitiveness and love of children, Sadger sees no need
to categorise the positive traits of genius; they are never discussed in his
many psychoanalytic pathographies.50 Nor did Sadger ever posit any
possible links between creativity and resilience.
Methodological similarities between psychiatric and psychoanalytic
pathographies therefore consisted in their biographical focus, in their
neglect of the subject’s creative oeuvre and achievements, and in
interpreting certain character traits as an expression of an underlying
medical symptomatology. Sadger remained true to Möbius’s closed case
study format, in that he used creative artists solely as a means to
illustrate his theories. Psychoanalysis allowed him to hypothesise about
the early lives of creative artists, and about their psychological conflicts,
more convincingly and in more detail than Möbius. However, he retained
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the same blind spot, namely the inability to see and affirm the artists’
gift for creation – the reason why artists became illustrative cases in the
first place.
Creative artists and the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society

The most vehement critique of pathography originated from inside
Freud’s immediate circle of psychoanalysts in Vienna. To the members
of the WPV Sadger became the contested representative of pathography,
despite his avowed intermediary position between psychiatric and
psychoanalytic reasoning.51 As a proxy for psychiatric pathographies,
his contributions stood at the heart of the question that, beginning in
1906, engulfed the Vienna group for almost a decade: the question of
whether the open or the closed case modality was best suited to the
task of analysing creative artists. Open dialogic-psychoanalytic case
studies considered both the life and the oeuvre of such individuals and
granted some agency to the creative artist, while closed case studies were
illustrations of pathography.
The ripostes in these debates proved complex and long-winded, and
have since been attributed with far-ranging implications. Freudian and
literary scholar Peter Rudnytsky has argued that they contributed to
the growing maturity of the psychoanalytic movement.52 Historian of
psychoanalysis Louis Rose contends that they laid the groundwork for
Freud’s cultural theoretical writings of the inter-war period, while to
American psychologist and Freud critic Frank Sulloway the literary style
of reasoning developed in this period came at the cost of objectivity and
scientificity.53
In a manner of speaking, all these commentators were right, at least
partly. The heated debates inside the WPV concerning the use of psychoanalytic pathographies as mere illustrations of psychological phenomena
in general, and the relative merits of dialogic-psychoanalytic case studies
for representing creative artists, became a means of articulating views on
creative agency; issues surrounding methodology; claims to scientificity.
More specifically, these discussions provided a forum in which a scientific
model for explaining creativity could first emerge. In this ultimately
stunted attempt, the case study genre played a pivotal role, since Freud’s
preferred method for investigating creative art and artists was through
writing dialogic-psychoanalytic case studies. These allowed for controlled
play between specific details and general observations, and were aimed
at overcoming resistance in his readers. Nonetheless, in the introduction
to his 1919 treatise on the evolution of the Volksepik, or ‘folk epic’, Otto
Rank conceded:
Coming from pathology, psychoanalysis has shed piercing light on the
little-understood part of the unconscious formation of fantasy, yet was
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only able to provide isolated insights into the complex process of creative
production; up until now these have not blossomed into a concluding
delineation.54

In his thoroughgoing study of the WPV, Rose portrays the organisation
as a ‘new center of cultural activity’.55 It might be more accurate to say
that in 1906 Freud instigated in psychoanalysis a turn towards analysis
of creative artists; he wished to outline the relationship between psychoanalysis, psychiatry and creativity, and saw his chance to use such case
studies to promote the cause of psychoanalysis as a discipline. Not by
chance were the early popularisers of psychoanalysis, Sadger and Rank,
the key figures in this debate about genius and creativity.56
During the summer of 1906 Freud read Gradiva by German novelist
Wilhelm Jensen (1837–1911) and his literary case study about the novella
was published the following year.57 In 1906 he also met the young Rank,
who, upon being introduced to Freud, had three manuscripts ready to
show: eventually published in 1907, Rank’s two-chapter theoreticalpsychoanalytic case study Der Künstler had been inspired by Freud’s
1905 Drei Abhandlungen zur Sexualtheorie (Three Essays on the Theory of
Sexuality). Also honed by 1906 was Rank’s first draft of his study on the
incest motif (published in 1912), as well as an unpublished manuscript
on the motif of homosexuality in literature. Rank’s biographer E. James
Lieberman explains how the young Rank had gained considerable insight
into his own psyche through engagement with literary and philosophical
works before he became a devout disciple of Freud.58 Rank’s drafts
on the topic made such a favourable impression upon Freud that he
appointed Rank as the paid secretary of the WPV and the editor of
its minutes. Also in 1906 Freud invited Sadger, Sadger’s nephew Fritz
Wittels and bookseller Hugo Heller to join the society. Wilhelm Stekel, a
gifted analyst of symbols, and professor of musicology Max Graf – the
father of ‘Little Hans’ – had already been part of Freud’s circle since
its inception in 1902.59 With Graf and lawyer Hanns Sachs, Rank was
part of a younger generation of psychoanalysts who were not physicians
and who were interested to open psychoanalysis to the consideration of
culture and society.
In other words, although the members of the WPV belonged to a
range of professions, the 1906 expansion and subsequent consolidation
of the group brought in several avid culture enthusiasts and experts.
Lectures about creative artists and aspects of their oeuvre became
commonplace during the weekly meetings of the WPV. The content of
these lectures established a precedent, such that a range of newcomers
to the WPV presented on topics related to the sphere of cultural and
artistic activity.60 For example, Rank’s three inaugural lectures to the
society in October 1906 discussed the representation of incest in selected
works of German and world literature, while one month later Sadger gave
his initial lecture, speaking on the relationship between Austrian poet
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Nikolaus Lenau (1802–50) and his passion for Sophie von Löwenthal, the
wife of a friend. These lectures and the ensuing discussions had the great
advantage of facilitating dialogue between old and new members of the
WPV; as learned members of the middle class, all were easily familiar
with the subject matter to hand. There was no need to present lengthy
case histories; speakers were free to concentrate on the details important
for their particular reflections.
The new psychoanalytic investigations of artists and their oeuvre filled
the members of the WPV with a joyful inquisitiveness. Freud described
the ‘connection between the impressions of the artist’s childhood and
his life-history on the one hand and his works, as reactions to those im
pressions, on the other’ as ‘one of the most attractive subjects of analytic
examination’.61 These debates also attracted animated attention further
afield, particularly from Swiss circles interested in psychoanalysis. Carl
Gustav Jung wrote to Freud in 1907, wishing him to know that
the history of Jensen’s childhood is now clear to me. A very beautiful
solution is to be found in the stories ‘The Red Umbrella’ and ‘In the Gothic
House’. Both, particularly the first, are wonderful parallels of ‘Gradiva’,
sometimes down to the finest details. The problem is one of brother–sister
love. Has Jensen a sister? I refrain from expatiating on the details, it would
only spoil the charm of discovery.62

Yet the deliberations of members of the WPV were also defined by
much ambivalence. Many members of the circle had dabbled in writing
literature during puberty (as was common for middle-class male youth
at the time) and contributors to the WPV meetings regularly made
comments about their emotional rapport with writers and their works.
Still, it is safe to assume that many would have explained the overcoming
of their artistic inclinations in psychoanalytic terms, as personal psychological progress. The passion that the psychoanalysts brought to debates
concerning genius and creativity was fuelled by a complex subcurrent of
competitiveness with writers of literature and poetry in particular, and
creative artists in general.
Perhaps the best example of this atmosphere of competitiveness can
be found in the debate that followed a presentation to the WPV on 12
January 1910 by Wittels, concerning Austrian writer and journalist Karl
Kraus. Wittels, a former friend of Kraus, had shared with him a love
for underage actress Irma Karczewska, a fact known to the members of
the WPV. In his talk Wittels gave a relatively insightful and reflective
psychoanalytic account of Kraus’s character and career. The response in
the ranks of the WPV was divided, but positive overall. However, Freud
pointed out the need for tolerance in such an analysis, since otherwise it
would rightfully incur the charge of inhumanity – and, one could add,
border on character assassination. Reform pedagogue Karl Furtmüller
agreed vehemently with Freud; he found Wittels’s talk overly dogmatic,
and insufficient in explaining why Kraus did not fit the journalistic mould
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epitomised by the middle-class Viennese daily Neue Freie Presse. Wittels
inferred that, to Kraus, the newspaper symbolised his father. Freud
also gently warned Wittels to avoid publicising his analysis outside the
scientific realms of the WPV.63 Freud’s hunch about Wittels’s need for
a wider audience, and by implication, for a narcissistic triumph over his
former friend, turned out to be correct. In the year of his talk Wittels
published a satirical roman-à-clef titled Ezechiel. Der Zugereiste (Ezechiel.
The Newcomer) which depicts Kraus in a highly ironic light. As a result,
Wittels was evicted from the ranks of the WPV and joined forces with
Freud again only in 1925. Unsurprisingly the novel heightened Kraus’s
outspoken criticism of psychoanalysis.64
As already flagged, the matter of creativity and genius formed an
important theme of the weekly gatherings of the WPV from the time
when Rank began minuting the meetings in 1906. At its centre remained
the question of whether creativity could be understood as an inherited
trait or as a function of the psyche. Sadger introduced the term Belastung
on the occasion of his first lecture at the WPV (on Lenau), and from the
beginning Freud objected to the genetic implications created by such
a focus. In Freud’s view it deflected attention from the formation of
symptoms. Sadger, Freud suggested, had not considered the fact that
Lenau was an onanist throughout his life.65 As Katja Guenther has
succinctly argued, Freud’s contribution to neurology consists of the discovery that lived experience can contribute to symptom formation, which
is not necessarily caused by physical lesions (as previously assumed).66
Nonetheless, Sadger insisted that some proclivities cannot be explained
by psychosexual causes.67
During the two and a half years between Sadger’s talks on Lenau and
Kleist, his presentations on poets to the same ‘inner circle’ of psycho
analysts became increasingly contested, mainly because others in the
group, including Freud, had developed an interest in artists that was
distinctly different from Sadger’s. Among his colleagues in the WPV, a
shift from pathography to exploration of the creative process as the main
goal of psychoanalytic thinking took place in exactly this timeframe.68
The ambitious and pro
ductive methodological debates that ensued
occurred against the backdrop of Freud’s as well as Rank’s research
and publications on the topic. While sometimes discussed critically in
secondary literature, these debates are usually outlined from a Freudian
perspective.69
Three aspects of Sadger’s works sparked repeated criticism: his aim,
his methodology and the impact of his studies on the lay reader. Sadger
intended to use a select group of poets to illustrate his contribution
to the theory of degeneration; although his self-attested aim was to
humanise the poets, this project met with increasing resistance inside
the WPV. Deliberations concerning the case modality most apposite
for writing about creative artists became emotional on more than one
occasion. Early on, fellow physician Max Steiner supported Sadger’s
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pathographical approach to Swiss writer Conrad Ferdinand Meyer.70
Wittels also considered Sadger’s position sympathetically; he spoke
against the emotive character of the discussions and supported a biographical approach, fearing that the new suggested methodology was
too subjectively focused on analysis of an artist’s oeuvre, and allowed
projection of subconscious interpretations onto literary works.71 Yet,
after the Kleist paper in 1909, even the gentle Rank declared – with some
exasperation – his ‘in principle’, personal dislike of pathography.72 In
response to Sadger’s 1907 lecture on Meyer, Freud had explicitly stated
that he saw no need to write pathographies at all: ‘theories can only
suffer, and subject matter does not gain anything by it’.73 Rudolf Reitler,
Stekel, Freud, Graf, Hugo Schwerdtner, Rank and Ernst Federn all spoke
out against pathography (some more than once) and Sadger’s reliance on
it as a form of enquiry.74
Graf commented thoughtfully on the debate. He confirmed pathology to be pertinent to biographical studies of authors, but affirmed
the average artist to be ‘healthy’. Graf also provided a reason for this
argument, namely that the creative process enables artists to overcome
their psychological impediments and resolve their inner conflicts, as both
Freud and Rank had already stated. Graf further maintained that ‘the
purely medical analysis, the pathography, does not contribute to the
understanding of the creative process, because it only deals with such
inhibitions, and not with the positive creative forces’.75 In 1909 Freud
commented in a similar vein when he poignantly declared that ‘poets are
too precious to us to simply [serve to] illustrate that every human being
has such typical fundamental impulses’.76 His statement hones in on the
significant difference between the two case modalities that were contested
in the WPV: at stake was the overgeneralisation about the nature of
creative artists versus investigation of the creative process – mastery
of which provides artists with the agency to help themselves and their
audience in psychological terms.
On a methodological level, two criticisms were levelled at Sadger’s
approach. Firstly, Graf contended that Sadger’s understanding of auto
biographical sources was naive. Like Möbius, Sadger had argued that
autobiographical texts made available a form of evidence more reliable
than literary representation: in a work of fiction, he claimed, it remains
impossible to identify an authentic truth about the author, as distinct
from a figment of his or her imagination.77 Similarly to Krafft-Ebing,
Sadger argued in his lecture on Meyer that the literary oeuvre does
not reveal with any certainty ‘what the poet really experienced, since
nothing differentiates the real from illusion’. Consequently, to Sadger it
seemed impossible to decide ‘where truth ends and poetry begins’.78 Graf
objected by arguing that the reliability of autobiographical sources is
also compromised, as artists already think about posterity while writing,
and subsequently gloss over issues, especially when they claim to speak
the truth.79
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The members of the WPV raised a second, related objection in the
context of Sadger’s biographical treatment of Kleist, in which he daringly
explored Kleist’s family constellations and homosexual leanings. Sadger
drew his conclusions indirectly, which earned him much criticism for a
lack of biographical evidence that might verify his hypothesis. Eduard
Hitschmann stated that biographical materials were unavailable for the
first twenty years of Kleist’s life and, as such, an attempt at a pathography
was nonsense. It followed, argued Federn, that Kleist’s subconscious homo
sexuality and his overly close bond to his mother represented figments
of Sadger’s imagination. Freud’s exasperation focused on the missing
evidence and the wrong interpretations.80
The problem of limited sources has remained a long-standing issue
for biographers of Kleist, as demonstrated by the wave of biographies
occasioned by the two-hundredth anniversary of Kleist’s death in 2011.
In the book version of Sadger’s study of Kleist (his lecture can be accessed
only indirectly, through the WPV minutes) Sadger did reference relatively recently discovered materials in his elaborations, including Kleist’s
emotive letter to his admired friend Ernst Heinrich Adolf von Pfuel.
Kleist biographer Sigismund Rahmer had unearthed this document only
in 1902, in the Pfuel family archive. Rahmer had a great interest in
pathographical studies – he edited the aforementioned series ‘Grenzfragen
der Literatur und Medizin’, and published two pathographies, on
Strindberg and Lenau.81 Yet when it came to Kleist, Rahmer refused such
an approach – at one with Sadger’s opponents in the WPV – due to the
dearth of sources, and because of his declared esteem of the poet. By
contrast, Sadger saw Rahmer’s refusal as a chance missed.
From a twenty-first-century perspective, Sadger’s study of Kleist has
at least in part stood the test of time, prompting the question of what
else Sadger’s fellow WPV members found challenging about his ideas and
expression. Why did psychoanalysts fail to appreciate the potential of
psychoanalytic pathographies to further their cause through the dissemination of psychoanalytic vocabulary and concepts? The criticism most
consistently voiced was the perceived unpopularity of pathography, both
within the WPV and among the imagined readers of Sadger’s work. At the
same time, this deep resentment that pathography triggered in the WPV
seems astounding, considering that Sadger’s interest in poets presumably
played a crucial role in his admission to the circle. Yet it is most enlightening in this context that Federn remarked that Stekel had expressed a fear
that Sadger’s publications would shed a negative light on the discipline of
psychoanalysis as a whole.82 This alarm was not entirely unfounded within
the reasoning of the group: Sadger published his studies in the Löwenfeld
series, which had already been instrumental in the dissemination of
Freud’s ideas to scientific readers, as Freud stated in a letter to Jung on
1 January 1907.83 If Freud’s turn towards investigating creative artists
and their works was an attempt to popularise psychoanalysis beyond his
immediate circle of followers, then within the WPV the heavy-handed
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reaction to Sadger’s attempts to write pathography were also related to a
fear that Sadger’s works might successfully monopolise the topic, both to
the outside world and within psychoanalytic circles.
Regrettably, there is little indication as to how Sadger’s pathographies,
and indeed pathographies in general, were received in the years between
1907 and 1912. While his works on Meyer and Kleist were published in
Löwenfeld’s renowned series, none of Sadger’s volumes was reprinted
after the first edition. If we see Sadger’s work in a localised psycho
analytic context, however, it has to be pointed out that the heavy-handed
Viennese viewpoint was not matched by others. The available reviews
of Sadger’s Meyer study, written by Jung, and by theologian and future
lay psychoanalyst Oscar Pfister, were overwhelmingly positive. Jung was
Freud’s disciple at the time when he wrote his review; his essay underlines
the special place this psychoanalytic study held within the genre of path
ography, and emphasises Sadger’s striving to ‘encompass the development
of the whole personality psychologically, to truly understand it’. As a
psychiatrist he judged Sadger’s efforts accurately. Four years later Pfister
called the same study ‘a valuable, tactful and scientific monograph’.84
Negative emotion and attempts to defend Freud’s position seem to have
coalesced in resistance to Sadger’s pathographic writing, even though
many of the alternatives presented by other members of the WPV likewise
failed to follow Freud’s model of an open case study. Actually, those
writings by Stekel, Rank and Freud that did not encompass contemplation of the author’s oeuvre garnered little attention. Meanwhile, at least
in print, Sadger modified his position only in 1912, in an essay for the first
volume of Imago titled ‘Von der Pathographie zur Psychographie’ (‘From
Pathography to Psychography’), when he finally integrated analysis of
a poet’s work with a biographical account. This essay also represents
Sadger’s last endeavour on the topic of creative genius.
The dialogic-psychoanalytic case study

Anticipating the workings of the unconscious in his readers, it was Freud
who developed the most nuanced strategies for engaging with the creative
arts. Freud was also the main proponent of the dialogic-psychoanalytic
case study. Besides ‘Der Wahn und die Träume in W. Jensens “Gradiva”’
(‘Delusions and Dreams in Jensen’s “Gradiva”’), the key texts of this case
modality are Freud’s analysis of a childhood memory written down by
Leonardo da Vinci (1910), ‘Eine Kindheitserinnerung des Leonardo da
Vinci’; the discussion of William Shakespeare’s theme of the three caskets
(1913); and his analysis of Michelangelo Buonarroti’s marble statue of
Moses (1914). The last was published anonymously, in the psychoanalytic
periodical Imago.85 The method behind Freud’s analyses of creative artists
and their oeuvres differed from that of psychiatric and psychoanalytic
pathographies. Rather than illustrating psychiatric or psychoanalytic
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theories, the dialogic-psychoanalytic case study correlated a facet of an
artist’s biography with a particular aspect of the oeuvre, or with one of
the artist’s works in particular.
Freud’s investigation of the relationship of creative artists to the subconscious began with an informal talk of 1907 titled ‘Der Dichter und das
Phantasieren’ (‘Creative Writers and Day-Dreaming’, published in 1908),
which portrays the artist as an intermediary between the neurotic and the
dreamer. In his study of Freud’s readings of literature and art, Michael
Rohrwasser submits that Freud viewed the artist as his ‘unsanctified
opponent’.86 If Freud’s position appears positively mellow in the context
of the WPV, nevertheless such underlying competitiveness was present,
and productively so. It allowed Freud new methodological insights into
the workings of the case study genre, and instigated an adaptation of the
closed case study modalities of psychiatry and psychoanalysis.
May 1907 saw publication of Freud’s first major analysis of a work
of literary fiction, the essay ‘Der Wahn und die Träume in W. Jensens
“Gradiva”’, centred on Wilhelm Jensen’s story Gradiva. Here Freud
outlines his understanding of the relationship between psychiatry, art and
psychoanalysis, and showcases a new case modality, termed throughout
the present volume the dialogic-psychoanalytic case study. This form of
case study includes analysis of a specific part of a creative artist’s oeuvre,
and considers it either with reference to an aspect of the artist’s life
history, or with reference to the workings of art – as occurs in the Gradiva
case study. Freud’s development of this new case modality was motivated
by the desire to tempt his readers away from their resistance to the closed
case modalities that were characteristic of psychiatry and psychoanalysis.
His dialogic-psychoanalytic case study of Gradiva functions like other
pathographical studies to the extent that it serves to illustrate a generalised
rule; more precisely, it demonstrates the essential result of his earlier book
Die Traumdeutung (The Interpretation of Dreams) – that dreams represent
wish fulfilment. At the same time, Freud’s account of Gradiva adapted
the case study genre in a self-conscious attempt to maintain middle-class
readers’ interest in his insights into the workings of art.
As becomes apparent in ‘Der Dichter und das Phantasieren’, Freud
was fascinated by the ways in which poets ‘[manage] to make such an
impression on us with [their works] and to arouse in us emotions of which,
perhaps, we had not even thought ourselves capable’.87 He outlines two
crucial strategies in this regard: the softening of the writer’s egotistic daydreams through alterations and disguise, and the enticement of the reader
through the reward of aesthetic pleasure, which in turn allows the reader
the release of greater pleasure from deeper sources.88 Arguably Freud
also wished to reduce the distance he felt between his own writerly nature
‘and that of the common run of humanity’ (his readers), as part of an
attempt to popularise psychoanalytic theories.89 His rhetorical strategies
curbed the attack on creative artists that readers had come to expect. He
persuasively sought to overcome readers’ resistance by providing aesthetic
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reading pleasure, by using a rhetoric of humility, and, most importantly,
by introducing a controlled dissonance between the particulars of the
case study and the surrounding theory based on his understanding of the
workings of the unconscious.
Freud’s Gradiva case study exemplifies his sophisticated insights and
his manipulations of readers, revealing his motivation for such a writing
project. Early on in this study Freud hypothesises that, within the disci
pline of psychiatry, Norbert Hanold, the protagonist of Jensen’s story,
would be classified as degenerate. Freud notes that the diagnosis of
degeneration – ‘whether it is right or wrong’ – distances the reader from
the main character, because to classify somebody as ‘degenerate’ seems
removed from the reader, who sees him- or herself as ‘an average human
being and as the norm’.90 In the discussions of the WPV this argument
was generally accepted. Freud, Rank and Stekel repeated this assessment
early on; Stekel reaffirmed his view on the occasion of Sadger giving his
Kleist paper, in 1909.91 On the same occasion, Freud outspokenly essayed
why listeners felt like resisting Sadger, even when Sadger presented correct
statements: in Freud’s opinion, academic discussion of creative artists
without consideration of their oeuvres alienated the audience.
Seeking the opposite of alienation with his audience, in his pioneering
analysis of Jensen’s Gradiva Freud mitigates the generalisations developed
in Die Traumdeutung in three substantial ways. Firstly, like creative
artists, he cultivates aesthetic pleasure. Freud’s biographer Ernest Jones
observed that Freud’s da Vinci dialogic-psychoanalytic case study was
‘written with such delicacy and beauty of language as to rank high and to
compel admiration for its literary qualities alone. In fact some reviewers,
such as Moritz Necker in the Munich Allgemeine Zeitung, praised above all
[Freud’s] masterly prose, “which many professional writers must envy”’.92
A second quality of the Gradiva study is Freud’s stance of humble selfreflexivity that similarly undermines the distance between psychoanalyst
and reader. This self-reflexivity is at play, for instance, where Freud
promotes sympathy for Hanold’s experience of temporary delusion. The
protagonist of Jensen’s story is fascinated by a female figure in an antique
bas-relief whom he names Gradiva. Zoe Bertgang is Hanold’s childhood
friend who wishes to marry him, and when she appears as Gradiva,
Hanold believes the encounter to be real. Freud likens this incident to that
of a physician who experienced a similar phenomenon when visited by the
sister of a diseased patient. Freud then admits to being this physician.93
Moreover, to refer to readers Freud uses the first-person plural pronoun
‘we’, thereby including himself in this broad category.
Almost inevitably, such a personal disclosure and intimate address has
a levelling effect on the relationship between psychoanalytic specialist
and reader. Freud’s admission in the Gradiva essay went hand in hand
with an outspoken appreciation of creative artists and expression of
tolerance towards their failures. In various comments to Sadger, Wittels
and Stekel after their respective lectures in the WPV, Freud stressed
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the importance of tolerance in understanding artists. His attempts to
curb the competitive, projective streak in these analyses was based on
a fundamental appreciation of the uniqueness of creative artists – and
by extension of human beings in general. Freud underlines this position
again in 1929 when elaborating on Goethe and da Vinci: ‘but human
images can never be repeated, and profound differences between the two
great men are not lacking’.94 In ‘Der Wahn und die Träume in W. Jensens
“Gradiva”’, he goes so far as to describe Jensen’s story, or novella, as a
‘perfectly correct psychiatric study’.95 In a similarly receptive vein he
addresses ‘our readers’ and anticipates his audience to be capable of
formulating certain questions, and of critiquing his position. Hence he
takes the opinions of his readers very seriously.
The third, and greatest, incentive for Freud’s readers to warm to his
case studies of creative artists lay in the methodological realm. Scholars
of rhetoric Gert Üding and Bernd Steinbrink have argued that the close
alignment of framework and illustrative example defines the rhetorical
power of case studies in argumentative discourse, and that in the literary
realm the oscillation between framework and example creates the fic
titious tone needed to entice readers and create ambiguity.96 By setting in
play a controlled dissonance between the matter of the case study and his
framing theory, Freud was able to balance the generalisations of the closed
case study with particularisation. The meandering quality of Freud’s
dialogic-psychoanalytic case studies reflects Freud’s understanding of
cognitive processes, and derives from the texts’ intermediary position
between argumentative and poetic discourses.
Freud developed two techniques in this context. Like Möbius in his
early pathographies, he explored both biography and artistic works, yet
instead of concentrating on the complete biography and oeuvre of a given
creative artist, he focused on snippets of both that he contrasted with
one another. This represented a further particularisation in light of the
generalising nature of his theories. His readers could explore his insights
further given their own broader background knowledge and understanding
of the subject matter. In this way he allowed his readers to generate
new insights along psychoanalytic principles. Where Möbius’s early case
studies, for example, worked on the basis of comprehensiveness, the fact
that Freud’s theories were generally applicable and accessible played in his
favour. This meant that, ideally, readers who were familiar with the subject
matter or his theories could further explore their understanding of both.
Freud also sidestepped the logic of the medical case study in another
way, namely by inverting the importance of framing theory and example.
This method resembles therapeutic techniques used to alleviate – in
psychoanalytic terms – the resistances of the superego. Freud applies his
insights into the workings of unconscious displacement (substitution of
originally dangerous and unacceptable thoughts) through a new aim or a
new object, by working with the logic of the unconscious, and by inverting the role of framing theory and example. The framing theory in his
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dialogic-psychoanalytic case studies is rhetorically weak, but captures the
reader’s attention with a question or proposition. Meanwhile, the reader is
absorbed by an interesting and often roundabout example that does not
quite fit the theory outlined. This gives Freud’s case writings an evocative
character and well explains readers’ ongoing fascination with his writing.
In the Gradiva study, for instance, Freud’s framework for the case seems
straightforward enough – he seeks to illustrate a paradigm developed
in Die Traumdeutung (his most famous work at the time), namely that
dreams represent fulfilled wishes rather than commonly believed future
prognostications.97 The explanation of this paradigm he provides succinctly in the final paragraph, almost as an addendum, while the main
focus of the case study is on the analysis of the short novel and his associative explorations of the relationship between psychoanalysis and the
arts. The body of his discursive case study, then, provides the reader with
an understanding of the terminology involved, and with new reflections,
while not allowing the reader to oppose either the creative writer or the
psychoanalyst in question. Thus the case study tricks the unconscious of
its readers in order to enable them to enjoy and understand the workings
of associative thought consciously as well as unconsciously.
To invoke Freud’s own words in relation to genius, a mere generalisation
creates a distance which underlines the human fallibility of the creative
artists in question and, by extension, the fallibility of the reader who
identifies with the artist. It thus insults the reader’s superego, creating
resistance. This effect is all the more powerful since Freud also concedes
that ambivalence towards the genius is already a given among admirers
of creative artists. Hence readers can project their innate ambivalence
towards the father and other figures of authority such as the creative
artist onto the closed-form pathographies of psychiatry and psychoanalysis.98 From this perspective, middle-class readers’ tendency towards
idealisation revealed a decidedly immature streak.
By creating a case study modality that permitted readers to contain
their ambivalence, rather than project it onto creative artists or expert
writers of pathography, Freud sought to do justice to creative artists. By
outlining not their abnormality but their capacity for insight, he drew
his reader into a more complex narrative that marked the differences
between the scientific endeavour of psychoanalysis and the humanist
potential of literary writing.99 Rather than being mere illustrations of
a psychoanalytic theory, Freud’s case studies seemingly ‘run away with
him’: his meandering associations are perceptive and insightful, yet they
do not always obviously connect to the question he set out to answer.
Through reference to Jensen’s story and an explanation of the workings
of art, Freud provided middle-class readers with the intellectual and
emotional rewards that were needed for their embrace of his theories.
If, for Freud, art led to ‘a region in which, as it were, primitive man’s
strivings for omnipotence are still in full force’, the question arises of
how his insights from case studies of creative artists influenced his case
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writings in general.100 Indeed, Freud conceded what psychiatry could
ot: that creative artists are distinguished from psychoanalysts by their
methodology, but share a similar understanding of the workings of the
human mind:
The author no doubt proceeds differently. He directs his attention to the
unconscious in his own mind, he listens to its possible developments and
lends them artistic expression instead of suppressing them by conscious
criticism. Thus he experiences from himself what we learn from others – the
laws which the activities of this unconscious must obey. But he need not
state these laws, nor even be clearly aware of them; as a result of the
tolerance of his intelligence, they are incorporated within his creations. We
discover these laws by analysing his writings just as we find them from cases
of real illness; but the conclusion seems inescapable, that either both of us,
the writer and the doctor, have misunderstood the unconscious in the same
way, or we have both understood it correctly.101

The foregoing discussion has placed Freud’s writing into a much wider
context of case writing, and has underlined how specific discourses as
well as the attempt to communicate psychoanalytic results to a wider
audience shaped his dialogic-psychoanalytic cases. Much has been said
about the methodological contradictions between Freud’s published case
histories and his therapeutic practice. Sulloway even contends that the
reasoning of the former remains pseudo-scientific camouflage.102 In this
context it is important to acknowledge that Freud’s preferred method
of investigating creative art and artists was not confined to the dialogicpsychoanalytic case study. As sketched in his 1907 study of Gradiva,
methodologically Freud envisaged two ways of pursuing analysis of
literature. These differed from methods championed by psychiatrists and
fellow psychoanalysts:
One [way] would be to enter deeply into a particular case, into the
dream-creations of one author in one of his works. The other would be to
bring together and contrast all the examples that could be found of the
use of dreams in the works of different authors. The second method would
seem to be far the more effective and perhaps the only justifiable one, for
it frees us at once from the difficulties involved in adopting the artificial
concept of ‘writers’ as a class. On investigation this class falls apart into
individual writers of the most various worth – among them some whom
we are accustomed to honour as the deepest observers of the human mind.
In spite of this, however, these pages will be devoted to an enquiry of the
first sort.103

In line with the psychoanalyst’s focus on a single patient, Freud viewed
psychoanalytic studies of creative genius as intensive analysis of a particular case, and as a broader, thematic and more generalising psychoanalytic
literary history. On publication of the Gradiva case study Freud already
knew that such works existed, written by his devout pupil and protégé
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Rank. By 1906, Freud was familiar with Rank’s three manuscripts mentioned earlier: the first draft of Der Künstler, and two preliminary versions
of thematic analyses, one concerned with the literary motif of incest and
the second focused on the motif of the homosexual.104
Das Inzest-Motiv in Dichtung und Sage (The Incest Theme in Litera
ture and Legend, 1912) has been called the ‘most important single work
of psychoanalytic criticism’ in relation to literature.105 Already in his
1914 essay on the history of psychoanalysis, Freud acknowledged the
importance of Rank’s ‘exhaustive work on the theme of incest’, which
he saw ‘easily tak[ing] the first place’ in psychoanalytic studies focused
on literature, trumping his own works.106 Over 700 pages, with an encyclopaedic scope consisting of two parts and twenty-four chapters,
Rank sets forth an overview of the literary depiction of subconscious
incest phantasies between parents and children, and between siblings.
His literary examples belong to the classical and Western canon, but also
include observations concerning myth, legends and fables, and on the
role of incest throughout history. Unlike Freud’s dialogic-psychoanalytic
case studies, this work analyses the life histories and oeuvres of writers
only occasionally. As Rank outlines in his introductory chapter, more
thorough, more specific investigations needed to be postponed until after
his study, which, he argues, explores the general and major findings.
Indeed, some of Rank’s later works, particularly his evocative study of
the doppelgänger motif – written in 1914 and published in 1925 – might
be understood as instances of the ‘more thorough investigations’ he had
envisioned.107 The sheer breadth of Das Inzest-Motiv in Dichtung und
Sage, and its generalising impetus, pushed the case study genre to its
limits. Driven by Rank’s need to arrive at an exhaustive explanation of
the phenomenon in question and as a case compilation of sorts, it did
not allow readers an easy identification through autobiographical case
vignettes. Such commitment to generalisability had been manifest years
earlier, in his comprehensive attempt to explain the nature of creative
sublimation in Der Künstler.
Almost nothing is known about the contemporary reception of Das
Inzest-Motiv in Dichtung und Sage. Freud predicted that the study’s
‘subject [was] bound to arouse the greatest unpopularity’.108 If Freud was
correct, his assessment might explain why Rank decided against publishing his follow-up volume on homosexuality. It was with limited success,
then, that Rank – with Freud’s support – tried to lead the psychoanalytic
case study genre beyond Freud’s dialogic-psychoanalytic case study into
new territory of the thematic case compilation, and it remains intriguing
to ponder why Freud left it to Rank to develop the open-form case
study to a more comprehensive level. Rank’s more schematic attempts
to explore the nature of genius met a fate similar to psychiatric and
psychoanalytic pathographies: these more generalising studies failed to
attract the attention of either the psychoanalytic movement or the
educated reading public.
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***

This chapter has examined the styles of reasoning adopted in biographical
case studies of creative artists in the early twentieth century. In psychiatric
pathographic writing, the shift from the open- to the closed-form case
study developed chronologically, whereas in psychoanalytic writing the
same shift occurred simultaneously. This caused friction in Freud’s inner
circle of fellow psychoanalysts and a fragmentation of psychoanalytic
knowledge about creative artists and their work that continues to haunt
the psychoanalytic investigation of literature and artworks.
Writers of the closed-form case studies utilised only the life histories
of prominent cultural figures in an attempt to explain certain theories
and to normalise specific behaviours. These case writings include the
modern psychiatric pathographies of the early twentieth century; the
majority of Sadger’s psychoanalytic pathographies (before his late turn
to psychography in 1912); and the typologies of artists written by Stekel,
Rank and Freud. In very different ways, these closed case studies written
by psychiatrists and psychoanalysts provided readers with generalisations concerning literary authors and other artists that did not include
consideration of their creative oeuvres. This generated resistance among
educated middle-class readers, who, after all, admired ‘cultural greats’
first and foremost for their works, and who had come to admire, idealise
and even fetishise their personae through engagement with the results of
their creative efforts.
On the other hand, the open-form case studies integrated information
about creative artists with consideration of their oeuvre. These examples
were thus characterised by a dialogic structure and an appreciation that – as
articulated by Möbius for the very first pathography – literary and artistic
works belong to a wider educated public, not only to medicine.109 To Freud,
Möbius was the forefather of psychotherapy. He was a neurologist and
his early pathographies constituted a new kind of medical-biographical
expert case study, outlining ways in which hereditary influences shaped
the life of a genius as much as the average burgher.110 Due to their open
form, and their acknowledgement of the literary or artistic oeuvre, his
pathographies encountered much less resistance among the intellectual
elite and middle-class readers. Discussion of the oeuvre gave Möbius the
opportunity to integrate new insights about his subject, and so afforded
a more balanced picture of the gifted individual, one that did not rely
on generalising statements alone. A comparable specificity and dialogic
structure are inherent in Freud’s famous studies of literary or artistic
works and in Rank’s literary historical investigations.
Perhaps the greatest difference between these contributions to debate
about creative artists within psychiatry and psychoanalysis lay in the
interest shown by Rank and Freud in the mystery of the creative process.
In many ways this enabled Freud to carve out what he perceived as a
scientific middle ground between psychiatry and literature, which entailed
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a dissociation from both fields of knowledge. The discursive parameters
of psychiatry did not favour interest in the workings of the psyche in
general, nor in the workings of creative minds in particular; literature
and the other arts, according to Freud, produced these insights intuitively
rather than scientifically. To psychiatrists and psychoanalysts of the fin de
siècle, interrogation of the lives and works of creative artists contributed
significantly to the humanisation of certain medical, psychiatric and
psychological phenomena. By way of significant contrast, Chapter 3
explores the satirical means through which the creative writer Oskar
Panizza resisted psychiatric narratives of genius and madness, and also
how these narratives intimately fashioned concepts of the writerly self.
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