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The Dream—
an Imaging Process

Monika Pessler

As Sigmund Freud observes in The Interpretation of Dreams, «dreams think
essentially in images,» and while noises and sounds can at times make their ways
into our imaginations, our dream-lives generally favor the visual.1 According
to Freud, visual hallucinations replace the expression of thoughts in the form
of language because dreams are characterized by «only those elements of their
content which behave like images.»2
Another characteristic the psychoanalyst attributes to dreams, and one
which is equally inherent to the arts, is an ability to «construct,» to represent
an event that is «actually happening,» or to «dramatize an idea.»3
As such, Freud’s characterizations equally apply to artistic modes of representation: in particular conceptual art, which above all serves to visualize an
idea. Greater significance is generally attached to the concept than to its representation—similar to psychoanalysis, which regards latent thoughts in the
unconscious important components which manifest themselves dream images.
Just consider Freud’s dictum that subjectively perceived «psychical reality» is
more important than «material reality,» in other words, that psychically communicated realities generally appear more factual than those regarded by the
environment as given.4
Freud’s rejection of the «seduction theory» strengthened his awareness that
mental ideas, fantasies, outstrip the factual, and are responsible for producing
psychosomatic symptoms,5 and thus the formation of the dream itself is likewise driven by «wish[es] from the unconscious.»6
In an effort to support its associative potential, art is conditioned on conscious action. In this sense, Freud’s conception of cause and effect applies only
in-part to the act of artistic image production and the formative principle of
alienation or «distortion.» Unlike psychological modes of functioning, art is
seldom subject to «repression» or «censorship»—quite the contrary, its purpose
is, uncompromisingly, to uncover hidden inner states and all of their emotional
associations. What is more, alienation and distortion become stylistic tools

345

346

deliberately utilized in an effort to more fully develop the effectiveness of the
concept. Dream-formation, however, is often characterized by a form of mental
«censorship imposed by resistance»7 that constitutes a frontier between the
preconscious and the conscious, one that can only be overcome by means of
displacement and consolidation, and thus unconscious distortion in dreams
represents an essential condition of their manifestation.8 Despite the distinction
between the consciously directed processes of art and the unconscious processes of dream-formation, both aim at revealing the essential.
To Freud, the dream-hallucination is the result of a process that leads back
from deep-rooted thoughts to the visual «raw material of memory-traces,» and
thus enables the «cathexis» of what is perceived in the dream «starting from
thoughts.»9 Considered in this light, the mind is the ultimate starting point for
the worlds of art and dreams alike. The act of deeper analysis that seeks to
explain the meaning of forms of representation suggests additional similarities
between these image-related disciplines. Freud’s metaphorical descriptions of
psychoanalytic interpretative and «dream-work» prove a suitable means of
demonstrating the at least partially congruent signifying functions of art and
psychoanalysis, much like Freud’s description of the psychic «translation» that
brings perceptions into the conscious through a sequence of «registrations.»
Freud notes that psychoanalytic therapy is above all characterized by overcoming a «resistance to association,» a fact which coincides with art that focuses on painful truths and problems that lie outside the individual or collective
consciousness, uncovering and putting them up for discussion.10
According to Freud, the fact that the thought processes of the dream-work
«differ considerably from the familiar normal processes of thought,»11 and are
characterized by a «peculiar way of treating the … material of thought» suggests
a parallel between the developmental and functional models of dream-based
and artistic visions. For, even if art and dreams reference everyday fields of
action, they bear a metalinguistic relation to, and yet contrast distinctly from,
these fields.
The doctor’s apartment—a place of genuine importance
In the mid 1890s Sigmund Freud described his living circumstances thus:
«I occupy two flats in a house in Vienna […] My consulting-room and study are
on the upper ground floor and my living rooms are one storey higher.»12 Upon
moving on to Berggasse in 1891, the neurologist initially practiced in his private
rooms on the mezzanine. During the day, he received patients there, and, following the birth of his second daughter Sophie, even turned the library into his
sleeping quarters for a few weeks, in April of 1893 Freud wrote to sister-in-law
Minna that, «I am sleeping in the library room and am able to conduct the finest
studies on curious dreams.»13
Two years later, and at roughly the same time that the motivation of dreams
was revealed to the scientist «in his sleep» as it were, there was an explosion in
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the watchmaker’s workshop on the upper ground floor of the building on Berggasse.14 Moving his practice in to those now vacant rooms towards the end of
the following year, Freud was able to escape the cramped domestic situation. In
November 1896, Freud reported to friend and colleague Wilhelm Fliess regarding his «new quarters» on the upper ground floor; he praised the talents of his
own wife, writing that «Martha has done outstanding work once again so that
I have not had to miss any consultations,»15 and noted with regard to Fliess’
wife that «Ida’s tables are of great service to me.»16 We can assume that the latter
were intended to assist Freud in organizing the new practice.
Freud’s records tell us that he endeavored to achieve a clearly structured
daily routine. Date books provide further detail regarding his everyday life, and
an early accounting book dating from January 1896 to December 1899 records
the names of patients, their addresses and appointments, house calls and fees.
Freud biographer Christfried Tögel notes that during the latter half of the
1890s Freud rarely had more than one «non-analytic» patient a day. Nonetheless,
the practice on Berggasse 19 remained open for scheduled consultation hours
from 3–5pm. The morning hours, from 8–9am were reserved for house calls;
there were a total of 747 of these in 1896, most of which took place in his home
district of Alsergrund. Thereafter, Dr. Freud was available for analyses until
1:30 pm. The two hours between 3 and 5pm were reserved for regular clients,
with another three for analysands. After dinner, which was followed by a walk
or game of cards, Freud returned to his study in the practice and devoted himself to his studies until well after midnight. His letters reveal that his workload
varied considerably after reopening 1896, with the doctor sometimes remaining
busy for several hours a day, and other times enjoying equally long periods of
quiet, which Freud used for his correspondence.17
All in all, life after the move proved «very comfortable.»18 On December 6,
1896, Freud wrote to Fliess that that day he had «enjoyed the full measure of
work and earnings» needed «for my well-being» and was «dead tired» but «mentally fresh,»19 and in the following pages went on to describe in impressive
detail the functions of the psychic apparatus.
A few months before relocating his practice, Freud introduced the term
«psychoanalysis.»20 This neologism was intended to help legitimize the new
method and associated theoretical development as a distinct scientific discipline—and was aimed at subsuming all existing psychotherapeutic developments.
This being the case, the budding psychoanalyst was more reliant than ever
on recognition from his fellow academics, who at this point were generally
reserved, when not outright hostile, to him.21 Rejection from his colleagues did
nothing to diminish Freud’s thirst for knowledge, and some of the hostility even
appeared as an expression of envy, and thus confirmation of his work.
To begin with, «the sexual factor in the aetiology of hysteria» was at once
Freud’s greatest insight and his detractors’ primary bone of contention.22
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Through rigorous pursual in roughly eighteen cases, he arrived at the conviction
that it is above all the father who is guilty of sexual abuse and the «seduction»
of children.23
One of the patients whose complaints Freud considered in the context of
early childhood sexual experiences was Emma Eckstein, daughter of the paper
manufacturer Albert Eckstein and wife Amalie, who had undergone treatment
with Freud since 1892/93. In «Project for a Scientific Psychology» (1895),
which forms part of the correspondence and private exchange of ideas between
Freud and Fliess, Freud dispensed with anonymizing names, and referred to
his patient by her first name: Emma.24 He saw her case as «typical of repression
in hysteria.»25 After completing her analysis with Freud, Eckstein—who went
on to become the first female psychoanalyst in the history of the discipline—
continued to play an active part in Freud’s life and career as a colleague and
friend. Embedded in Vienna’s ever-strengthening social democratic movement,
she would champion both women’s rights and children’s sexual education;
around 1900 she went on to co-found the «Vienna Women’s Club» and review
Freud’s recently published Interpretation of Dreams in the Wiener Arbeiterzeitung, a daily newspaper published by the Social Democrat party.
In the mid 1890s, dream research was still in its infancy, and Freud was
working hard to clarify the symptoms of hysteria on the basis of his seduction
theory. He also used this theory to criticize the reigning gender order, and in his
day, his view that hysteria presupposed sexual seduction «vindicated […] hysterics disparaged as malingerers.»26 A mere one year later, Freud began to distance
himself from these views which he had defended so vehemently, initially only
unofficially in his private correspondence with Fliess: «I no longer believe in my
neurotica.»27
In September 1897, Freud provided the following argument for his change
of opinion: as there are no «indications of reality» in the unconscious, it is not
possible to distinguish between truth and «fiction» which has been cathected
with affect. That is to say, it is not possible for doctors to definitively conclude
what actually happened on the basis of their patients’ accounts. Upon further
consideration, he did not rule out «that only later experiences give the impetus
to fantasies, which [then] hark back to childhood»28— an assumption that would
be confirmed in subsequent years.
Scholars largely agree that it was above all the 1896 loss of Freud’s father
that initiated his self-analysis which began shortly thereafter and contributed to
the intensification of his dream research. As his studies progressed, the dream
evolved to become Freud’s «via regia» to the unconscious.29
Freud found the case recorded in the annals of psychoanalysis as «Dora»—
one of his most controversial analyses—particularly suited to demonstrating
the significance of dream analysis.30 Ida Bauer, daughter of textile manufacturer
Philipp Bauer and Käthe Bauer-Gerber and sister of Otto Bauer (who would
later go on to become a leading politician of the Austrian social democratic
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movement) began treatment with Freud at Berggasse in the early summer of
1898. Having been frequently ill as a child, she was reluctant to seek medical
advice.31
As it turned out, Dora’s hysterical symptoms were connected to an incident
two years previous when, at the age of fifteen, she had been sexually harassed by
a friend of the family, Herr K. This event formed the culmination of a prolonged
and bizarre constellation of relationships: for years Ida’s father had been having
an affair with Herr K’s wife; the situation seemed to be too much for her mother,
who developed an obsessive-compulsive disorder, while her brother Otto fled
the family home to pursue his political and social commitments.
Unlike everyone else, Freud gave credence to Ida’s story and the abuse that
had for years been taking place to different degrees. While the mother ignored
the obvious, the father seemed to accept Herr K’s immoral demands as a kind of
compensation for his own behavior. A conflict between the analyst and analysand arose when Freud judged Ida’s complaints to have arisen from her unacknowledged love for Herr K, and proposed that her horror at the sexual harassment was above all brought about by shame and disgust at her own desire. Ida
Bauer left Freud’s practice on December 31, 1900, never to return.
In hindsight, Freud describes the decade during which he practiced on the
upper ground floor of Berggasse, formulating the main foundations for investigating the human psyche, as follows: «[T]he history of psycho-analysis falls
from my point of view into two phases. In the first of these I stood alone and
had to do all the work myself: this was from 1895–6 until 1906 or 1907.»32
During these years, the burgeoning science of psychoanalysis became more
differentiated in the formulation of its method in theory and practice, and as
Freud began to address questions of general relevance to society, the profile of
psychoanalysis in terms of social science and the arts also became increasingly clear.
Before completing Dora’s case study and publishing The Interpretation of
Dreams (1900), Freud published «The Psychical Mechanism of Forgetfulness»
(1898), in which he first addressed the psychic parapraxis that he would go on to
discuss in greater depth in the «Psychopathology of Everyday Life» (1901).
In 1902, Freud was appointed extraordinary professor at the University of
Vienna and founded the Wednesday Psychological Society, a group of colleagues
that gathered weekly in the doctor’s apartment to discuss the latest trends in
psychoanalysis over black coffee and cigars.
In 1905, Freud published Dora’s case study, entitled Fragment of an Analysis
of a Case of Hysteria and which he described as «the most subtle thing I have
ever written,» as well as Jokes and Their Relation to the Unconscious and Three
Essays on the Theory of Sexuality—the latter a major work focused on the development of infantile sexuality and in which Freud references his first model of
«instinct theory» with the duality of the pleasure/reality principle.
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The following year, Freud’s long-standing friendship with Wilhelm Fliess
came to an end, while his exchange with Carl Gustav Jung was just beginning.
In 1907, he began his analysis of the «Rat Man» Ernst Lanzer, whose case
history once again spotlights the pre-eminence of family circumstances, transference and counter-transference.33
On April 27, 1908, the first International Psychoanalytical Congress took
place in Salzburg, the Wednesday Psychological Society disbanded and was
reestablished as the Wiener Psychoanalytische Vereinigung, or Vienna Psychoanalytic Society. That same year, Freud took over his sister Rosa’s apartment on
the mezzanine, to which he moved his doctor’s office and therewith (once again)
combined his home and place of work on a single story of Berggasse 19, where
it would remain for the next thirty years.
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Translated from the German by Richard Watts (Graz)

——— 1 ——— Sigmund Freud also described acoustic perceptions as «images,» writing
about the occurrence of different sensory impressions with dreams: «They make use of
auditory images as well, and, to a lesser extent, of impressions belonging to the other
senses. Many things, too, occur in dreams ( just as they normally do in waking life) simply
as thoughts or ideas—probably, that is to say, in the form of residues of verbal presentations.» In: Sigmund Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams [1900a], In SE 4–5, ed. James
Strachey (London: Hogarth Press, 1953) 49. ——— 2 ——— Ibid. 50f. ——— 3 ———
Ibid. 50. Freud makes this observation with reference to Heinrich Spitta’s publication
Die Schlaf- und Traumzustände der menschlichen Seele (Freiburg i. B.: Akademische
Verlagsbuchhandlung von J.C.B. Mohr, 1892). ——— 4 ——— Freud, An Autobiographical
Study, 1925d, 34. ——— 5 ——— Ibid. ——— 6 ——— Freud, «Fragment of an Analysis
of a Case of Hysteria,» 1905e, 87. ——— 7 ——— Ibid. 87. ——— 8 ——— Freud, The Interpretation of Dreams, 1900a, 144. ——— 9 ——— Ibid. 543. ——— 10 ——— Ibid. 256.
——— 11 ——— Freud, An Autobiographical Study, 1925d, 45. ——— 12 ——— Freud, The
Interpretation of Dreams, 1900a, 238. ——— 13 ——— Sigmund Freud to Minna Bernays,
April 17, 1893, in: ed. Albrecht Hirschmüller, ed., Sigmund Freud—Minna Bernays,
Briefwechsel 1882–1938 (Tübingen: Brandes & Apsel, 2005), 233. ——— 14 ——— Freud to
Wilhelm Fliess, September 23, 1895, in: The Complete Letters, 1985, 140. «A dream the
day before yesterday yielded the funniest confirmation of the conception that dreams are
motivated by wish fulfilment.» ——— 15 ——— Freud to Fliess, November 22, 1896, in:
ibid., 215. ——— 16 ——— Freud to Fliess, December 4, 1896, in: ibid., 216. ——— 17 ———
Cf.: Christfried Tögel, «Sigmund Freuds Praxis, Visiten und Ordination—Psychoanalysen—Einnahmen,» Psyche. Zeitschrift für Psychoanalyse und ihre Anwendungen 60 (2006):
860–880. ——— 18 ——— Ibid. ——— 19 ——— Freud to Fliess, December 6, 1896, in:
The Complete Letters, 1985, 207. ——— 20 ——— Freud, «Heredity and the Aetiology of
the Neuroses,» 1896a. ——— 21 ——— Freud to Fliess, April 26, 1896, in: The Complete
Letters, 1985, 184. ——— 22 ——— Cf.: Freud, «The Aetiology of Hysteria,» 1896c, 198f.
——— 23 ——— Jeffrey M. Masson, The Assault on Truth (New York: Farrar, Straus and
Giroux, 1984), 92f. ——— 24 ——— Emma Eckstein was forced to undergo nose surgery at
the beginning of 1895. On Freud’s advice, Wilhelm Fleiss performed the operation, which
resulted in severe post-operative complications resulting from an error he made. Freud
long sought to ignore his friend’s negligence, describing Emma’s recurrent bleeding as
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an expression of «longing» and as «hysterical.» Freud to Fliess, April 26, 1896, in: The
Complete Letters, 1985, 183. ——— 25 ——— Freud, «A Project for a Scientific Psychology,»
(1950a [1895]), 356. ——— 26 ——— Benigna Gerisch and Thomas Köhler, «Freuds
Aufgabe der ‹Verführungstheorie›: Eine quellenkritische Sichtung zweier
Rezeptionsversuche,» Psychologie und Geschichte 5(4) (1993): 229–246, 230.
——— 27 ——— Freud to Fliess, September 21, 1897, in: The Complete Letters, 1985, 264.
——— 28 ——— Ibid. 265. ——— 29 ——— Freud, An Autobiographical Study, 1925d, 45.
——— 30 ——— Freud, «Fragment of an Analysis of a Case of Hysteria.» (1905e [1901]),
10f. ——— 31 ——— Cf.: Ibid. 21f. ——— 32 ——— Freud, An Autobiographical Study,
1925d, 55. ——— 33 ——— Cf. also: Harry Stroeken, Freud und seine Patienten, trans.
Dieter Becker (Frankfurt am Main: Fischer Taschenbuch Verlag, 1985), 78.
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