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			“I was very handsome and made the best impression on myself. We took a car (sharing the expenses). Ricchetti was terribly nervous, I was quite serene thanks to a small dose of cocaine, although his success was assured, and I had every reason to fear ridicule. (...) This is how I have performed (or rather how the cocaine has performed) and I am very satisfied.”

			Freud, letter to Martha dated January 20, 1886.

			 

			During the 1880s, the young Freud, who had not yet explored the labyrinths of the unconscious, tried to make a name for himself by publishing studies on erythroxylon coca, a plant from which an alkaloid, cocaine, was made and whose properties he praised. To these studies, which the French-speaking reader will find here in a new translation, we enclose some letters to Martha Bernays, his future wife, which shed light on Freud’s intimacy with the drug.
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			Freud, a young man with promise

			Freud’s early work was apparently oriented along three lines.

			First, a histological research carried out in the field of animal biology, rather stupefying - it is the case to say it - by its crudity, which will not be erased: the attempt, successful in any case, to locate the sexual organs of the eel, until now hidden from the eyes of science.

			Then, an important work on what cannot be said: aphasia, whether it is Wernicke’s or Broca’s, in its link with lesions of the cerebral cortex.

			Finally the enthusiastic discovery of the panacea: the coca leaf, whose chewing cures all the ills and first of all the needs - the hunger that it soothes and the sexual desire, undoubtedly, that it diverts.

			These exercises took place against the backdrop of the great discovery of the time, the method of silver staining of tissues by Ramon y Cajal, which reveals the fabulous cellular network that sustains life.

			The enthusiastic letters to Martha from this period show a sense of elation, probably as much due to the drug as to the prospect of the fortune that, with fame, awaited the young researcher and would allow the couple to be reunited and established. Sigismund was to be the illustrious son of his own works, and it is remarkable that this self-engendering almost succeeded. But the emphasis put on the analgesic power of the product made him neglect its qualities of local anaesthetic and it was thus the doctor Koller, ophthalmologist to whom he had given the experimentation, who drew a nobelizable glory from it.

			In the meantime, in fact, our hero had abandoned his vials to, accepting poverty and hunger, bring his appetites to Martha.

			Such a personal experience should have drawn attention to those cases that turn out to be repugnant to addiction and prefer to pay their debt, at least to the god lare (Freud on this occasion already defends his atheism) rather than to the dealer.

			The nostalgia of what he had thus succeeded/failed will however pursue him in his dreams, without him agreeing to realize that the social environment could only crown the inventor of the panacea, and not the messenger of this common misery that he discovered, which has name castration and which reveals itself to be the condition of a later sexual realization.

			Freud was nevertheless recognized as the son of his works; but discussed, humiliated, ridiculed, scorned, even by his disciples who were worried that he would not give them a better reputation and that they would be verified as the Jews of the culture.

			The unfortunate destiny of the official psychoanalytical movement, which has been struck by intellectual and social conformism since its inception, is probably linked to this original quest for public recognition. To win it, the therapeutic alibi was not far away, but from then on it was obviously quickly overtaken by the drugs - we come back to this - put on the market by the pharmaceutical industry. It is to the point that today research laboratories spend public money to show by statistics the disadvantage of psychoanalytical cures. Besides a very legitimate questioning on the origin of their relentlessness, we will ask the “scientists” who are on the line if it is by behavioral methods that they solve their couple problems, answer their children’s difficulties, hold their place as citizens, while keeping a little self-esteem.

			But this ultra-rapid course is only worth to remind the permanence in our culture of a death wish, of which the pharmakon is the unavoidable representative: delights of the nepenthe in order to cure of the life. 

			Certainly we are on the way to such a path, but it is only accidentally that it comes into our subject. This one has only the ambition to show how his works of young man set up, obviously without his knowledge, the stage on which he was going to discover how the mutilation of his patients was linked to a sexuality forbidden in their words in spite of the immense linguistic network which did not cease articulating it to them.

			 

			Charles Melman

			September 8, 2005

			 

			 

		

	
		
			From the silence of the organs to the word of the subject

			The writings of Freud collected in this book have at least a double interest: to inform on the history of practices and ideas at a time, and to give traits, characteristics whose actuality does not let us surprise.

			It is essential, if we want to avoid erroneous or even dishonest interpretations, to situate these studies and their writings in their context, their time.

			 Freud was passionate about science and methodology; he was not yet a great clinician, no doubt because of a lack of practice and patients; he was young and ambitious. He was young and ambitious, both personally and for his practice and its theories. A man of great culture but above all a doctor at that time, he also had the sharp eye of a researcher.

			  When he is interested in recent works on cocaine, it is not however the eye - and its anesthesia by the future xylocaine - which holds him particularly but, already one could notice, the general energy. Don’t the Indians of the Andes, “coca chewers”, work without saying a word for hours on end, with so few nutrients other than the magic plant? Don’t the soldiers on the battlefields launch themselves into the assaults with an almost inexhaustible energy, which a military doctor will transcribe in his studies? 

			Freud read these works with avidity and scientific seriousness, but also with the interest of a man who was sometimes subject to headaches, neurasthenia, shyness, fatigue, and various ailments that came to hinder and accompany intense work.

			Where does this “extra” delivered by the coca come from? What are the mechanisms of action and the real benefits of this “saving food”, saving energy? Where does cocaine intervene to produce its effects?

			Thus, mixed with research, another, pragmatic side of Freud’s interest is therapeutic use. It is however in these gaps, between exciting research and clinical applications, that the inadequacy will cause the abandonment of cocaine. This aspect is still to be remembered today: fundamental research, clinical experimentation and therapeutic benefits are distinct stages whose conjunction is not given at once. This prudence of interpretation has been somewhat “forgotten” nowadays, when certain so-called fundamental scientific discoveries are considered to be therapeutic progress in a clinic that is always a clinic of the individual.

			“Only now do I feel like a doctor,” Freud wrote to his fiancée Martha! The magical support for scientific medicine will not be denied, from enthusiasm to abusive prescriptions - issues that are still current. These high hopes were shared in Freud’s time, including by a man named Merck, one of the founders of a large pharmaceutical company. The substitution of a product as a means of curing an addiction to a toxic substance is strongly hoped for. Sometimes, often even, with its dramatic aspects: cocaine, to cure alcoholics and morphine addicts, is a dreadful failure. 

			But Freud’s clinical analyses, his own experimentation on himself, described more openly than his dreams, which are more intimate, more revealing but just as much ana-lysed anonymously, interest us because of their relevance. He reports for example this fact: with the cocaine, one feels “normal”. What is this normality? That of a body rid of painful sensations; of a mind at work that its exacerbated acuity makes particularly productive, without felt effort. Pushing further than the famous sentence of the surgeon Leriche - “the health is the silence in the organs” -, the catch of cocaine involves moreover a profitability at lower cost. However, the latter is also paid in silence!

			Experimentation on oneself was quite common at the time for a doctor. Freud, in addition to the personal benefits that he could temporarily gain from it, mentioned the fact that the variability of the effects observed according to the individuals was thus reduced! When he notes that this variability exists in the same individual, according to the circumstances and perhaps according to the biological dispositions themselves, it is for him a great disappointment: that of a possible scientific analysis of cocaine. Subjectivity resists there to the universal of science.

			But Freud is also and already at Charcot’s, where cocaine “loosens his tongue”. This master in neurology, a man of the world, studied the pictures presented to him by the hysterical patients: there too, the singularity defied the scientific and anatomical rigor of neurology. And it is in the language, in the word and the language that the work will continue!

			 

			Jean-Louis Chassaing, psychoanalyst, practicing member of the International Lacanian Association. Former hospital psychiatrist (CHU Clermont-Ferrand).

			 

			 

		

	
		
			Letters from Freud to Martha 

			From Brautbriefe: Briefe an Martha Bernays aus den Jahren 1882 bis 1886 (Letters to his fiancée, Martha Bernays, years 1882 to 1886), Frankfurt am Main, Fischer Taschenbuch, 1988, pp. 128-143.

			 

			 

			Monday 18 January 1886, eleven o’clock in the evening

			 

			My sweet little princess,

			Yesterday after dinner I worked on my anatomy project until I was exhausted. Today your dear letter finally arrived and I am now obliged to send you this very fragmentary reply, otherwise you will have to wait a long time. I got so tired of writing that I could not hold my pen any longer. The third thing I wanted to tell you about was that I stayed at Charcot’s house for over an hour yesterday and he gave me about ten more sheets. I wanted to describe to you what his interior looks like. I’ll come back to that later. Also, I’m invited to his house tomorrow night, Tuesday, after dinner, with Ricchetti. “It will be crowded*1.” You can just about imagine the apprehension mixed with curiosity and satisfaction I feel. Tie and white gloves, even a new shirt, a hairdresser for what’s left of my hair, etc. A little cocaine to loosen my tongue. Of course, we can spread the news in Hamburg and Vienna, and even exaggerate, for example with the way he kissed me on the forehead (a la Liszt, etc.). You see, I’m not doing badly, and I’m not making fun of your plans at all.

			I kiss you affectionately and I would like to be your dentist, he certainly doesn’t know how to appreciate this function at its true value, if not by making you pay the full price.

			 

			Your Sigmund

			 

			 

			Paris, January 20, 1886

			 

			My dear little wife,

			...Last night at midnight I wanted to write to you again, but I couldn’t find the matches and had to take off my nice suit and go to bed in the moonlight. So let’s start at the beginning.

			On Saturday, Charcot first approached Ricchetti to invite him to lunch at his home on Tuesday before his departure. He refused, very intimidated, and finally accepted an invitation for the evening after dinner. He then addressed me, repeating the same invitation, and I bowed with deep happiness. He then scheduled our meeting for Sunday at 1:30 p.m. for the translation talks. I have already told you that I went to his house and that he gave me ten sheets to start with. I just want to add what his office looks like. It’s as big as our future apartment, a room worthy of the fairy castle he lives in. It is divided into two parts, the larger one devoted to science, the smaller one to comfort. They are separated by two slight projections in the wall. As you cross the threshold, you first see the garden through a large three-pane window whose panes alternate with stained glass. Along the two side walls, in the largest part, stands the huge library that occupies two floors. To reach the second floor, one must take the stairs on either side. On the left side of the door, an immensely long table, covered with newspapers and books in a jumble. In front of the large window, on smaller tables, files. Not far from the door on the right is a smaller window, also in multicolored stained glass, and in front of Charcot’s desk, all flat, covered with books and manuscripts, his armchair and a host of other seats. In the back, a fireplace, a table and showcases filled with antiques of Hindu and Chinese origin. The walls are covered with tapestries and paintings. Where you can see some of them, they are coated with a Pompeian red. What I briefly glimpsed of the other rooms on Sunday contained the same profusion of paintings, tapestries, carpets and curiosities, in a word, a museum.

			After Charcot reminded us of our commitment on Tuesday morning, we had our hands full all afternoon with our preparations. Ricchetti, who was wearing incredibly ragged clothes, had been persuaded by his wife to buy a new pair of pants and a hat. His tailor had probably told him that a suit was not necessary to go to a reception, so he was the only one in a frock coat, without a suit. My own outfit was impeccable, except that I had replaced my unfortunate white system tie with one of my beautiful black Hamburg ties that button up. I had bought a new shirt, a pair of white gloves, the ones I had cleaned having lost their luster, I had had my hair cut and my beard trimmed, which had grown back in the French style, in all, I had spent fourteen francs for this evening. But at least I looked good and made the best impression on myself. We took a car (sharing the expenses). He was terribly nervous, I was quite serene thanks to a small dose of cocaine, although his success was assured, and I had every reason to fear ridicule. We were the first guests and had to wait for these eminent people to leave the table. During this time we examined the magnificent salons. It was then that they arrived and we were in torment. Mr. and Mrs. Charcot, Miss Jeanne Charcot, Mr. Léon Charcot, a young Mr. Daudet, son of Alphonse Daudet, Professor Brouardel, forensic physician, with an energetic and intelligent face, Mr. Strauss, assistant to Pasteur and known for his work on cholera, Professor Lépine of Lyon, one of the most eminent French clinicians, a small, sickly man, M. Gilles de la Tourette, a former assistant of Charcot, now of Brouardel, a true southerner; a Professor Brocke, a member of the Institute, a mathematician and astronomer who immediately began to speak German and turned out to be Norwegian; later Charcot’s brother, a gentleman who looked like Professor Vulpian, but it was not him; and a few others whose names I have not learned, as well as an Italian painter, Toffano. And now you are curious to know how I behaved in this distinguished assembly? Quite well. I undertook Lépine whose work I knew, I had long talks with him, then with Strauss and Gilles de la Tourette, I accepted a cup of coffee from Mme Charcot, drank beer later, smoked like a chimney, and I felt very comfortable, without anything bad happening to me. But it was normal to feel at ease, the conversations were not forced, and we were much cared for as strangers. Lépine encouraged me to come to Lyon as well, which I would really like to do, I must have talked a lot about the medical circles in Vienna and I even found myself once in the center of attention. Ricchetti had in fact courted Miss and Mrs. and they came over delighted, announcing “that he speaks all languages*”. “And you, Sir*?” asked Mrs. Charcot. I replied, “German, English, a little Spanish and very little French.” She thought that was enough and Charcot said, “He is too modest, he only needs to get his ear used*.” I then confirmed that I often only understand what I have heard after half a minute and compared this to a pathological symptom of tabes, a remark that was successful.

			That was my performance (or rather the performance of the cocaine) and I am very pleased with it. I also got permission to go and listen to Professor Brouardel’s lecture in the morgue, which I have already done today. The lecture was very good, but the subject is not very suitable for delicate nerves, and it is being talked about in all the Parisian newspapers as the latest story to make you shudder.

			You will perhaps be as interested in the person of Mrs. and Miss Charcot as in my performances. Madame is small, round, lively, with white powdered hair, amiable, of an undistinguished appearance. It is she who is wealthy, her father is said to have countless millions, Charcot was a poor bastard. Miss Jeanne Charcot is very different, also small, a little strong and with a perfectly ridiculous resemblance to her genial father, which makes her so interesting that one does not wonder if she is pretty. She is about twenty years old, very natural and very sociable. I hardly spoke to her, as I stayed with the older gentlemen, but R. talked to her a lot. They say she understands English and German. Imagine that I am not already in love and that I am a real adventurer; I would be strongly tempted to give in to temptation, for there is nothing more dangerous than a young girl who bears the features of a man whom one admires. I would be laughed at, thrown out of the house, and I would have experienced one more beautiful adventure. It’s still better this way...
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