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About the author
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For almost a century, Rank has been vilified, ignored, or simply forgotten by the psychoanalytic establishment. But with the publication in 1973 of Ernest Becker’s Pulitzer-Prize-winning The Denial of Death, Rank’s fortunes began to change dramatically. Single-handedly, Becker brought Rank back from the dead, making a powerful case that Rank was the most brilliant mind in Freud’s circle, with more insight into human nature than even the master himself.

If the twentieth century was Freud’s, the twenty-first century, as Becker predicted fifty years ago, is shaping up to be that of Rank, “the brooding genius waiting in the wings,” according to Irvin Yalom.
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Introduction

Robert Kramer


Otto Rank was Sigmund Freud’s closest colleague in Vienna during the formative years of psychoanalysis, from 1906 until 1926. In 1907, at age twenty-three, Rank published The Artist, the first psychoanalytic book not written by Freud. A year earlier, Freud had hired the precocious Rank to be his secretary, virtually adopting him as a foster son, and paying his way for a PhD in Literature at the University of Vienna.

Grateful for Freud’s generosity, Rank responded by publishing a stream of articles and books, advancing psychoanalytic thinking into almost every area of the arts and humanities. Freud would point to Rank’s mastery of myth, symbols, art, philosophy, and world literature to show his critics that the validity of psychoanalysis did not hinge on Freud’s autobiographical The Interpretation of Dreams, which, Freud knew, could not be accepted as scientific evidence (Marinelli & Mayer, 2003).

“His independence of me is greater than it appears,” Freud told Jung in 1907; “very young, he has a good head and is thoroughly honest and open” (Lieberman, 1985, p. 98).

Freud was so impressed by Rank’s erudition that in 1914 he invited his protégé to contribute two chapters, on poetry and myth, to the second edition of The Interpretation of Dreams; thereafter, Rank’s name would appear under Freud’s on the title page of the foundational text of psychoanalysis for the next fifteen years.

In 1914, Rank also published The Double, an existential study of identity, guilt, narcissism, the fear of death, the soul, and the desire for immortality. Dreams and movies speak a similar language, proposed Rank, who analysed H. H. Ewer’s silent film The Student of Prague. “It may perhaps turn out,” he wrote, becoming the first psychoanalytic movie critic, “that cinematography, which, in numerous ways reminds us of the dream-work, can also express certain psychological facts, which the writer is unable to describe with verbal clarity” (Rank, 1914, p. 4). The immortal soul, according to Rank, was the first “double” of the body. The “double” is a defence against the anxiety of death (Todesangst), an idea Rank would expand fifteen years later in Will Therapy (1929–1931) into “Lebensangst” and “Todesangst” (life fear and death fear).

After the Great War, Rank was the second most powerful man in the psychoanalytic movement. Vice-President of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society, chief editor of the two leading psychoanalytic journals, Zeitschrift and Imago, director of Freud’s publishing house, the Verlag, and senior training analyst in Vienna after Freud, Otto Rank was officially named by Freud to be his heir-apparent in the early 1920s.

“He is doing all the work,” Freud reported to Ernest Jones in 1919, “performing the possible and impossible alike, I dare say, you know him for what he is, the truest, most reliable, most charming of helpers, the column, which is bearing the edifice” (Paskauskas, 1993, p. 353).

Jones, jealous of Rank’s closeness to Freud, and terrified of Rank’s power to shut down the English-language journals and publications that he spearheaded, took vengeance on Rank in his biography of Freud, published in the late 1950s. Asserting that Rank was never personally close to Freud, and that Rank was “psychotic,” he brazenly lied about Rank, who had died in 1939 and could not defend himself (Lieberman & Kramer, 2012). Jones did not label Jung “psychotic,” for fear that Jung, then still living, would sue him for libel.

Freud always marvelled at Rank’s analytical skills and encouraged him, early on, to become the first lay analyst. At age twenty-six, Rank published “A dream that interprets itself” (1910), an interpretation so penetrating that Freud could not praise it too highly. “Perhaps the best example of the interpretation of a dream,” rejoiced Freud in his Introductory Lectures on Psycho-Analysis, “is the one reported by Otto Rank consisting of two interrelated dreams dreamt by a young girl, which occupy about two pages of print: but their analysis extends to seventy-six pages. So I should need something like a whole term to conduct you through [it]” (1916–1917, p. 185).

This is the first English translation of Rank’s masterpiece of dream interpretation, originally published in 1910 as “Ein Traum, der sich selbst deutet,” in Jahrbuch für psychoanalytische und psychopathologische Forschungen, 2 (2): 465–540.

After moving to Paris in 1926, in the wake of Freud’s refusal to accept the preoedipal thesis of The Trauma of Birth, Rank travelled often to America to see patients and lecture at universities such as Harvard, Yale, the University of Minnesota, Stanford, and the University of Pennsylvania School of Social Work, where he taught relationship therapy as a professor from 1926 until his death in 1939.

In recent years, there’s been a renaissance of interest in Otto Rank. Brutally attacked by orthodox Freudians like Ernest Jones and Peter Gay for his “anti-oedipal” views, Rank, according to more than one estimate, “will probably turn out to be the best mind that psychoanalysis contributed to intellectual history” (J. Jones, 1960, p. 219).

The Rankian revival began in 1973 with Ernest Becker’s Pulitzer-Prize-winning The Denial of Death, a merger of Rank’s post-Freudian writings on “life fear” and “death fear” with the existential thinking of Kierkegaard. “The idea of death, the fear of it, haunts the human animal like nothing else,” said Becker (1973), “it is a mainspring of human activity—activity designed largely to avoid the fatality of death, to overcome it by denying in some way that it is the final destiny for man” (p. xvii).

“This is the terror,” wrote Becker, summarising his thesis in one heart-stopping sentence, “to have emerged from nothing, to have a name, consciousness of self, deep inner feelings, an excruciating yearning for life and self-expression—and with all this yet to die” (ibid., p. 87). We are born to die. Only the expression of our creativity, argued Becker, drawing on Rank’s writings in Truth and Reality (1929), Will Therapy (1929–1931), Psychology and the Soul (1930), Modern Education (1932b), Art and Artist (1932a), and Beyond Psychology (1941), allows us to transcend death—through the construction of time-defying monuments of art and culture, whose symbols provide meaning in a terrifying universe, helping us deny death and glimpse, if only faintly, the eternal.

“There’s no substitute for reading Rank,” said Becker (1973), “he is a mine for years of insights and pondering” (p. xii). On the dedication page of Escape from Evil, the companion volume to The Denial of Death, Becker (1975) wrote: “In memory of Otto Rank, whose thought may well prove to be the rarest gift of Freud’s disciples to the world.”

In 1982, Esther Menaker published the first comprehensive treatment of Rank’s ideas. Rank, she concluded, was the unacknowledged forerunner of intersubjective, relationship, person-centred, existential, and short-term psychotherapies (Menaker, 1982).

In 1985, E. James Lieberman wrote the first full-scale biography of Rank, based on dozens of interviews with those who knew Rank. Following the pioneering research of Paul Roazen (1974), Lieberman uncovered a host of lies in Ernest Jones’s treatment of Rank in his Freud biography. “The truth about Rank himself can scarcely be found in print,” said Lieberman (1985), who was amazed at the abundance of errors concerning Rank’s life and work in the literature of psychoanalysis (p. xv).

After the publication of the landmark studies of Otto Rank by Ernest Becker, Esther Menaker, and E. James Lieberman, previously forgotten or dismissed works by Rank were gradually rediscovered. New readings of Rank now appear regularly, as his therapeutic, cultural, existential, feminist, and spiritual writings are becoming more widely appreciated. For example:



•In 1990, Madelon Sprengnether’s The Spectral Mother: Freud, Feminism, and Psychoanalysis, showed how Freud’s refusal to see the preoedipal mother, as illuminated in Rank’s The Trauma of Birth, “nearly effaces her”—and all other women—“from the drama of human development” (p. 3).

•In 1995, Matthew Fox, a post-denominational theologian with a large following worldwide, published “Otto Rank on the artistic journey as a spiritual journey, the spiritual journey as an artistic journey,” making a case for Rank as “one of the great spiritual giants of the twentieth century … He died a feminist and deeply committed to social justice in 1939. His work, more than any other psychologist’s, provides the appropriate basis for Creation Spirituality” (Fox, 1995, p. 199).

•In 1996, Esther Menaker published Separation, Will and Creativity: The Wisdom of Otto Rank, the capstone of her decades of studying Rank and applying his thinking to intersubjective psychoanalysis, empathic relationships, spirituality, and women’s issues.

•In 1996, Princeton University Press published my edited collection of Rank’s American lectures, entitled A Psychology of Difference, a series of twenty-two talks delivered by Rank from 1924 to 1937 at universities such as Yale, Stanford, the University of Minnesota, and the University of Pennsylvania School of Social Work.

•In A Meeting of Minds: Mutuality in Psychoanalysis, Lewis Aron (1996) concluded that, along with Ferenczi, Rank “anticipated many of the distinguishing marks of contemporary relational theories” (p. 183).

•Over the span of a dozen years, Johns Hopkins University Press published English translations by E. James Lieberman and Gregory C. Richter of Rank’s Incest Theme in Literature and Legend (in 1992 [1912]); Psychology and the Soul (in 1998 [1930]); and the second edition, previously untranslated, of Rank’s The Myth of the Birth of the Hero (in 2004 [1922]).

•In 1998, Marina Leitner published a book-length study in German entitled Freud, Rank und die Folgen (“Freud, Rank and the consequences”), showing why the conflict between Freud and Rank over The Trauma of Birth was a pivotal event in the history of psychoanalysis.

•In 1998, Ludwig Janus edited a special issue of the German psychoanalytic journal psychosozial devoted to rediscovering the value of Otto Rank’s ideas for psychoanalysis. Along with numerous publications on Rank’s innovations as a therapist, Janus has been at the forefront of promoting prenatal and perinatal psychology for medicine, just as Peter Sloterdjik (1998), the most famous living philosopher in Germany after Jürgen Habermas, has made us aware of the cultural and symbolic “micro-sphere” of the womb.

•In Reading Psychoanalysis: Freud, Rank, Ferenczi, Groddeck, Peter Rudnytsky (2002) confirmed that Rank was the first object-relations theorist and therapist, a conclusion he had already reached a decade earlier (Rudnytsky, 1991) in The Psychoanalytic Vocation: Rank, Winnicott, and the Legacy of Freud.

•In 2002, Matthew Fox published Creativity: Where the Divine and Human Meet, which drew on Rank’s Art and Artist to explore how the expression of our creative will can promote ecumenism, ecological, and social justice, and a rebirth of the cosmological wisdom of the ancients. “To allow creativity its appropriate place in our lives and our culture, our education and our family relationships,” said Fox (2002), “is to allow healing to happen at a profound level” (p. 9).

•In 2006, the French psychoanalytic journal Le Coq-Héron, under the editorship of Judith Dupont, literary heir of Sándor Ferenczi, published a special issue with the title, “Otto Rank, l’accoucheur du sujet” (“Otto Rank, midwife of the subject”).

•In 2008, Cnaan, Dichter, and Draine published the first history of the University of Pennsylvania School of Social Work, showing Rank’s lasting influence on the leading American school of social work. Penn’s ideas on relationship therapy have been accepted by all schools of social work worldwide.

•In 2008, the philosopher Maxine Sheets-Johnstone published The Roots of Morality, which explored Rank’s argument that “immortality ideologies” are our abiding response to the painful riddle of death. For Rank, as for Ernest Becker, history is a succession of immortality ideologies, beginning with belief in the soul. Sheets-Johnstone compared Rank’s writings on the universality of soul-belief, introduced first in The Double and expanded later in Psychology and the Soul, with the thinking of three major Western philosophers—René Descartes, Martin Heidegger, and Jacques Derrida.

•In a 2010 study of Rank’s Will Therapy, Dan Merkur observed in Contemporary Psychoanalytic Studies, Volume 11, that “the rehabilitation of Rank’s reputation and technical innovations within psychoanalysis awaited the rise in the 1980s of the American school of relational psychoanalysis” (p. 53).

•In 2012, Johns Hopkins University Press published The Letters of Sigmund Freud and Otto Rank: Inside Psychoanalysis, edited by me and E. James Lieberman, correcting fabrications by Ernest Jones, Rank’s bitter rival for leadership of the psychoanalytic movement in the early 1920s, in Jones’s Freud biography.

•In 2012, Francisco Obaid published a comprehensive account in The International Journal of Psychoanalysis (which had dismissed Rank’s ideas for almost a century) of the debate between Freud and Rank over the relationship between anxiety and birth.

•In 2012, under the guest editorship of Judith Dupont, a special issue of The American Journal of Psychoanalysis, entitled “Recognizing Otto Rank, an innovator,” was devoted to Rank’s life and work.

•In 2013, in The Psychoanalytic Review, Rosemary Balsam showed that Rank, as an early feminist, was the first male analyst to see “childbirth as a central bodily female experience” (p. 713).

•In 2015, in Psychoanalyse im Widerspruch, I published the first comprehensive account of why Freud banished Rank.

•In 2016, in The Psychoanalytic Review, Daniel Sullivan published the first study of Rank’s psychology of emotions.

•In 2017, Mark Griffiths published The Challenge of Existential Social Work, which highlighted Rank’s lasting legacy for social work worldwide, beginning with the relationship therapy introduced in the late 1920s by Rank and Jessie Taft at the University of Pennsylvania School of Social Work.

•In 2017, in Psychoanalyse im Widerspruch, Ludwig Janus published Phoebe Crosby’s account of her analysis with Rank in 1927.

•In 2018, Susan Lanzoni published Empathy: A History, showing how Ferenczi and Rank’s advocacy of empathic understanding (Einfühlung) helped shape the client-centred practices of Taft and Carl Rogers.

•In 2023, in The Humanistic Psychologist, I published the first comprehensive account of Rank’s influence on Rollo May (1958), the founder of existential therapy in America. An American mid-Westerner, Rollo May, I wrote, “brought a darkly tragic Rankian awareness of the existential unconscious into the conformist, anti-intellectual consciousness of America.”

•In 2024, with Oxford University Press, I will publish Otto Rank and the Creation of Modern Psychotherapy, arguing that Rank, through his impact on Carl Rogers, Rollo May, and Irvin Yalom, is the creator of twenty-first-century psychotherapy. “I became infected with Rankian ideas,” said Rogers, the most influential American psychotherapist of the twentieth century. “I have long considered Otto Rank to be the great unacknowledged genius in Freud’s circle,” said Rollo May, a leading American psychotherapist and public intellectual during the second half of the twentieth century. “I gasped at his prescience, when reading his works,” said Irvin Yalom, the world’s most famous existential psychotherapist, “especially his books, Will Therapy and Truth and Reality.” If the twentieth century was the century of Freud, then the twenty-first is shaping up to be the century of Rank.
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