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Author’s note

All of the works of Hermine Hug-Hellmuth are referenced in MacLean and Rappen (1991). I have used their cataloguing in my guide to her work. For example, in the case of referring to her paper “The child’s concept of death” I will put (1991), referring to MacLean and Rappen followed by a second bracket [1912d] including the year that the paper was published according to MacLean and Rappen’s categorisation.




Introduction

The illegitimate child soon feels his special position in a cruel society … and the awareness hurts as the frost does in a spring night.

—MacLean & Rappen, 1991, pp. 271–272

My first introduction to Hermine was in 2021 when I was writing a book about illegitimacy and I wondered if it was a topic that had interested psychoanalysts (Coles, 2021). The first psychoanalyst I could find who had written on the subject was Hermine Hug-Hellmuth. She had written two articles about the psychological problems that faced the illegitimate child in the 1920s, “The importance of the family for the fate of the individual” (1991 [1923]) and the “Libidinal structure of family life” (1991 [1924a]). Her ideas made an immediate impression upon me, as she wrote most sympathetically about their suffering, and yet I had never heard about her. This then led me on a search to find out more about her.

It has been a difficult journey to find out more about her life as she was murdered by her nephew Rolf in 1924 and it was thought within the professional world of psychoanalysis that it was best she was forgotten. There are few details about her life and I have relied upon two sources. Graf-Nold (1988), who wrote a critical book about Hermine from a Jungian point of view that remains untranslated from German, Der Fall Hermine Hug-Hellmuth. Eine Geschichte der frühen Kinder-Psychoanalyse. However, Graf-Nold’s transcripts of the trial of Hermine’s nephew, Rolf Hug, have been invaluable. I am also indebted to MacLean and Rappen’s (1991) Hermine Hug-Hellmuth: Her Life and Work and their translations from German of most of her work. They highlight the little factual information about Hermine as a few days before she died she wrote a will in which she said that “no account of her work or life should appear”. This has meant that MacLean and Rappen have had to rely upon “a few autobiographical hints and three pages of letters”. They also found that there were only a few people “still alive” who could help and there were others, like Anna Freud, who obeyed Hermine’s wish that no account of her life should appear. They conclude, “we have tried to present everything factual that we have been able to find about Hug-Hellmuth. We have examined every secondary source of information about her that we could locate” (MacLean and Rappen, 1991, pp. xi–xii).

My aim in this book is to counter MacLean and Rappen’s avoidance of “biographical speculation based on her psychoanalytic papers” and to try and imagine Hermine’s interior life from the papers she wrote, as well as speculate about the social and emotional conflicts she confronted as she grew up in fin de siècle Vienna (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. ix). Above all I emphasise something that MacLean and Rappen discovered but never explored. Hermine’s father brought an illegitimate child, Antonia, into his marriage with Hermine’s mother, Ludovika Achelpohl, and “changed her birth date to make her legitimate”. They then comment that “It created what became accepted as the truth, but it was a myth of legitimacy, and her age changed to conform to the truth” (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 4). I take the view that this lie that Hermine was expected to believe is at the centre of her difficulties and that her murder rests upon the historical repercussions of this lie.

There was also something more personal that drew me to Hermine. As I have already said, I was initially moved by her profound understanding of the psychological suffering of the illegitimate child. As I read on I realised that Hermine was a complicated woman whose writing conveys a deep love of children and this had echoes with my early life.

When I was five my mother employed a governess to teach my brother and sister and myself as we lived in the depths of the country and there was no school nearby. Ethel Ellis was her name. She must have been in late middle-age when she came to us just after the Second World War. She had had a wealth of experience as a governess to children whose fathers ruled the Empire. Her stamp collection testified to all the exotic places in which she had lived. Her link in my mind to Hermine was that she also loved children and she loved us. “Ellie” as we called her, never tried to mother us and Hermine’s writing about child psychoanalysis makes clear that she never tried to usurp the parents from their place in the child’s mind. I never remember sitting on Ellie’s knee or being given a kiss or cuddle, she was not a motherly person. I believe that Hermine also was not a motherly person. But, unlike Ellie, Hermine was called upon to look after her orphaned nine-year-old nephew, Rolf, and there she failed. She was unable to express maternal love or care and that was the precipitating factor that brought about her tragic end. She could love children at a safe distance but the never-ending care that a mother must give to a child was beyond her reach.

Ellie was never asked to take on the role of a mother but this did not mean we did not feel safe with her. On the contrary, in the nursery we knew she was deeply thoughtful about us and loved us in her more detached way. She made us toys, with her large masculine hands, such as a wooden school with figures made out of plastic wood, and a blackboard and a lavatory with a tiny roll of lavatory paper. She, like Hermine, understood that it was through play that our imagination was set alight. She was fair and just and never took sides in our childish quarrels; the puzzles she made with her pedal fret-saw were always appropriate to our age and so never caused jealousy. Perhaps most importantly she left me with a deep belief that historical origins could help me find some order in the bewildering confusion that surrounded my childhood. It is that idea that she imparted to me and that has stayed with me. Ellie has stood beside me at those complex moments when I have tried to understand Hermine’s history and what went so dreadfully wrong that she ended up being murdered by her nephew Rolf.

The book is divided into fourteen chapters. Chapter 1, “The end and the beginning”, starts with Hermine’s murder and is followed by a brief account of her aristocratic family history, which was extremely important to her. Chapter 2, “Vienna”, describes Hermine’s social and political background, building on her family history from Chapter 1. I gradually came to see that Hermine’s tragic life followed the same contours as the eventual destruction of the Austrian Empire, so this historical exploration of life in Vienna is key—we cannot understand a person’s intrapsychic world without first knowing something about the history of their time. There are no records about Hermine’s early life or her intellectual interests but as an extremely intelligent woman, who entered the masculine world of psychoanalysis, it seems likely that she took an interest in the cultural life around her as she grew up. The history of this period in Vienna illustrates the flourishing and the suffering of men, while women played a walk-on part only.

Chapter 3, “Educational reform”, looks at the educational difficulties that Hermine was up against as she became a teacher; the only career choice open to a woman at that time. Hermine then took up the extraordinary idea of studying physics and gained a PhD in radiology. She returned to teaching but her liberal educational ideals were being crushed as right wing and anti-Semitic forces were being re-instated. She supported her half-sister Antonia’s co-educational school, but after it collapsed and Hermine became quite depressed, she turned to psychoanalysis.

In Chapter 4, “Hermine’s psychoanalyst”, I turn to the influence that Hermine’s psychoanalyst, Isidor Sadger, had on her mind. I describe Sadger’s character through his own writing about his relationship with Freud, Recollecting Freud (1930). I also draw on the Minutes of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society to fill out his character from the responses of Freud and his colleagues to his work. Plus, Christopher Turner’s book on Wilhelm Reich, Adventures in the Orgasmatron (2011), adds invaluable insight into Sadger as an analyst.

In Chapter 5, “Hermine’s autobiographical writing”, I examine some of her pre-psychoanalytic writing to get some picture of her character and perhaps an idea of what she might have told Sadger as he analysed her. Chapter 6, “A Young Girl’s Diary”, takes a close look at the bestselling but controversial book Hermine put together in 1915 and had published in 1919. Chapter 7, “Antonia’s illegitimacy”, tackles that subject and the repercussions it had upon Hermine, and looks more at Antonia’s life.

In Chapter 8, “The Vienna Psychoanalytic Society”, I find myself wanting to rescue Hermine from her unsympathetic treatment of Rolf following the death of Antonia. Antonia’s death came at a moment when she had other battles to fight. Namely, her treatment in the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society.

Chapter 9, “Hermine’s early psychoanalytic work”, explores Hermine’s early psychoanalytic writing as she laid the foundation stones to her method of child psychoanalysis. Chapter 10 addresses war trauma. The First World War was not only a trauma for Austria and the Austro-Hungarian Empire but it was also a personal trauma for Hermine. The war awakened her own earlier childhood traumas of loss and deception and educational frustration, and she also lost Antonia in 1915.

The difficult relationship that Hermine had with her nephew Rolf is the focus of Chapter 11, “Hermine and Rolf”. The chapter is divided into two parts: the first concentrates on Rolf and all he suffered when he was orphaned at nine, and the second focuses on the testimonies of Hermine’s response to Rolf. The bewildering difficulty I have had in writing about Hermine is that I have been appalled by her treatment of Rolf, but I am deeply admiring of the work she was doing during this time. She was establishing original ideas about children and their development and yet she could not respond to Rolf’s needs and distress with warmth and humanity.

Chapter 12 continues my exploration of the original contribution Hermine made to psychoanalysis at the peak of her career. Chapter 13 looks at Hermine’s last year of life, and Chapter 14, “The end”, gives an account of Rolf’s trial in 1925, which was extensively recorded in the popular press.

With the murder of Hermine Hug-Hellmuth, we lost one of the earliest and most original female voices. A woman who tried to be heard above the chorus of male misogyny.



Chapter 1

The end and the beginning

[There are some traumas] that cannot be repaired, but, rather, must be constantly revisited.

—MacGregor, 2016, p. xxxii

On 9 September 1924, the headlines of the evening press, Neue Freie Presse, in Vienna published the news of “The mysterious death of a writer”. The article went on to say:

The death of the writer Dr Hug-Hugenstein, which has not yet been confirmed, is currently being dealt with by the police. She was found dead in her apartment, Lustkandigasse 10, this morning … She was found on a sofa bed lifeless … she had a handkerchief pressed into her mouth like a gag.

Another newspaper, the Grazer Tagblatt, went on to suggest that the police were looking for “a 17-year-old nephew who visited his aunt several times during the last year, but has not been in the house recently … His current home is not known” (Graf-Nold, 1988, p. 287).

Dr Hermine Hug-Hellmuth, as she usually referred to herself, was the first Viennese child psychoanalyst, and she had been killed by her nephew, Rudolf Otto Hug. Six months later, on 20 March 1925, following his trial, there was an excoriating article written by William Stern (1871–1938) in Das Unterhaltungsblatt, in which he commented:

Over and above the people concerned, this crime takes on a different significance. It shows just how dangerous psychoanalysis can be when it purports to be more than a scientific theory or a therapeutic treatment, when it tries to interfere with culture, education or children. At the same time this murder is a demonstration of the argument that we, the critics of psychoanalysis, have constantly put forward—unfortunately in vain: the early manifestations of sexual behaviour alleged by psychoanalysis are in fact a psychological disorder and have nothing to do with ordinary child psychology. What Dr Hug-Hellmuth calls “child psychology” is in fact mostly about a “nephew psychology”. (Graf-Nold, 1988, p. 210)

Stern’s diatribe against Dr Hug-Hellmuth had an impact on the emerging psychoanalytic movement, and those who were loyal to Freud closed ranks; this quiet yet passionate academic woman has been largely ignored in the history of psychoanalysis ever since. It is time to look again at her life and work and assess her contribution to child psychoanalysis.

Hermine Wilhelmine Ludovika Hug von Hugenstein was an aristocratic Austrian born in Vienna in 1871 just as the Franco-Prussian War (1870–1871), between France and Prussia and Austria, had come to an end. Very little is known about her family background. She came from an Austrian Catholic family, whereas in the Northern States of Germany most followed the Lutheran tradition of Protestantism. It is not known when the family became ennobled, but we do know from Hermine’s writing that her grandfather was in the military and that he had renounced his title. It was a matter of great rejoicing for Hermine when her father applied for the title to be re-instated as her aristocratic lineage was important to her.

Hermine’s father, Knight Hugo Hug von Hugenstein, was born in 1830 in Prague that was part of the Austro-Hungarian Empire. He joined the military as a young man when the Habsburg Empire was fighting a litany of territorial disputes and suffering many defeats. Joseph Roth (1894–1939), in The Radetzky March (Roth, 1930) wrote that these Austrian soldiers already knew that they were supporting a “hollow empire” that left them in a limbo “of … soldierly existence” in which they experienced “periodic rages … that harboured its share of nocturnal abysses, full of dormant storms and the unknown voices of nameless ancestors” knowing full well “that over the glass bumpers from which they drank, Death had already crossed his bony invisible hands” (Roth, 1930, p. 9). He was surely describing what we would now call post-traumatic stress disorder.

It would have been impossible for Hugo, once he had embraced a military career, to have been fully aware that the military life was modelled on the fatal preoccupation of the Austro-Hungarian Empire with “cast-iron moral … principles that exerted their influences over all aspects of his life” (von Rezzori, 1989, p. 64). As Stefan Zweig tellingly described in Beware of Pity (1938) “The Austrian officer was not allowed to wear mufti when off duty and military regulations prescribed that in his private life he should act … in accordance with the special etiquette and code of honour of the Austrian military caste” (Zweig, 1938, p. xxiv). So the die was cast when Hugo joined the military in 1848. It was also the year of social revolution in Austria, when young intellectual Austrians were influenced by the Second French Revolution taking place in France, and when Napoleon III was made the new Republican leader. They challenged the absolutist rule of Habsburg rule under Metternich (1773–1859) and Hugo had no choice but to support Imperial Austria.

We can only wonder what he felt when he was asked to fire on his fellow Austrians in the revolutionary battle that was fought on the streets of Vienna in 1848. But it did not deter him from continuing in his military career and he fought a territorial battle at Koeniggraetz in 1866. This was “a decisive battle in world history”, most historians agree, as it led to the “rout” of Austria and its eventual collapse (Ascoli, 1987; Howard, 1961; Kann, 1974). In retrospect, it was also a decisive battle that changed Hugo’s life and his subsequent family history. He was wounded in the leg when he was only thirty-six. He told Hermine some years later that he deeply regretted that his wound had brought his active military career to an end because “the happiest years had … been spent in Italian garrisons’ enjoying the company of ‘spunky Italian women’” (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 251).

It seems that it was not only “spunky Italian women” that entertained Hugo and he had several affairs with other women before he married at thirty-nine. At one point he became engaged to the daughter of a military officer, Ernestine von Joanelli, who was an aristocratic Austrian, but he broke off the engagement for unknown reasons. Then in 1863 he became engaged to another woman called Antonia Farmer who was the daughter of “a poor accountant”. Her father was unable to provide the obligatory dowry for a daughter who became engaged to a man in the military. The dowry was a life insurance for the woman in the likely event of her husband being killed (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 4). Hugo and Antonia Farmer were forced to break off their engagement but their relationship continued and in January 1864 an illegitimate daughter, also called Antonia, was born. Antonia’s birth was to have fateful consequences for Hermine. A military court refused to legitimise Antonia and sometime later the relationship between Hugo and Antonia Farmer came to an end. There is no record of whether they had brought up Antonia together in a shared household, but what we do know is that five years after Antonia’s birth, in 1869, Hugo left Antonia Farmer and married Ludovika Achelpohl. This time Ludovika’s parents were able to provide a dowry which allowed the marriage to go ahead.

When Hugo brought Antonia into his marriage he was able to legitimise her, but he did something more. He changed her birth date to 1869 the year he married Ludovika. Hugo’s forgery of Antonia’s date of birth was only discovered by MacLean and Rappen (1991) when they were researching their book on Hermine. Up until then, it seems to have been generally accepted, even in Hermine’s published work, that Antonia was only two years older than Hermine and that Antonia was Ludovika’s daughter and Hermine’s full sister (Graf-Nold, 1988; Gardner & Stevens, 1992). When MacLean and Rappen (1991) discovered the discrepancy between Antonia’s actual age and her purported one they brought to our attention the complicated family dynamics that surrounded Hermine’s early years. It is hard to imagine that anyone could have believed Antonia was only two years older than Hermine, except Hermine in her early infancy, least of all Antonia. Of all of the difficulties that Hermine faced in her life, surely the most damaging one to her mental health was Hugo’s deception about Antonia’s illegitimacy. This transparent falsehood that Hermine was expected to believe lies at the heart of her tragedy.

There were financial difficulties in Hermine’s childhood and this might help to explain her later anxiety about providing her nephew Rolf with the money he needed for his expenses. Hugo fell on hard times with the economic crash of 1873 that followed the disastrous Franco-Prussian War of 1870. He had to sell up his estate and then he lost all his investments when the stock market crashed; in order to make ends meet he had to return to work. He was accepted back into the army as a civilian in the War Ministry, with Antonia registered as his legitimate daughter. He now found that Antonia’s “legitimacy” helped him financially as a military fund provided money for her education. He gradually gained a good reputation in military circles and by 1880 “a military evaluation recorded him as being very industrious and having a strong sense of duty”. He had started a fund for helping the war-orphaned children of military officers, and he was described as valuing education “highly”. He was also described as “gifted”, and like most well-educated Austrians, he spoke at least four different languages: German, Italian, French, and Bohemian (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 5).

Hugo’s belief in the importance of education had a lasting influence on his two daughters, yet they had to accept that he was deeply conservative and believed in the court values of family life that a man held all legal authority and “wives had to obey their husband’s directions in all matters concerning the household and the children” (Decker, 1991, p. 41). His conservative values are confirmed in Hermine’s writing where he was described as strict and authoritarian, and that he frightened and angered her as a child. Nevertheless, he left money in his will for the further education of Antonia and Hermine, even though the only opportunities that were open to them were teaching in primary or secondary education. Eventually, and not without a long struggle on Hermine’s part, both half-sisters were allowed into the University of Vienna and they both gained PhDs. Thereafter they became noteworthy figures in their society: Antonia founded one of the earliest co-educational schools in Austria, and Hermine became the first child psychoanalyst. They were a good example of what women were capable of doing if they were allowed to use their minds. Yet, Hermine’s death throws a penetrating light on the consequences of illegitimacy and the social and psychological suffering that Antonia and Rolf endured.

To turn to Hermine’s mother, there is much less information about her, as women’s lives were not usually of historical interest. Hermine’s mother was called Ludovika Achelpohl (1840–1882) and her parents, Ludwig Achelpohl and Therese Danner, were rich enough to provide her with a dowry of 8,000 gulden, so she was able to marry Hugo in 1869. She was already twenty-nine when she married, which was quite old for the time. The fact that she taught her two daughters at home until Hermine was eleven suggests she may have been a teacher before she married, though at that time there was no official training. She was musical and spoke both French and English, and she was clearly an intelligent and even a gifted woman. After her marriage, she suffered several tragedies. Her first daughter, who was born on 1 August 1870, died within two weeks of her birth. Hermine followed a year later on 31 August 1871 and might be called a “replacement” baby, or a baby who was always seen in relation to the imagined life of her dead sister (Schellinski, 2020). In 1874 Ludovika gave birth to another daughter, who only lived for a month. So, within four years she had given birth to three daughters of whom only one survived. Hermine must have been aware of her younger sister’s death and this no doubt influenced her when in 1912 she wrote with great sensitivity the first psychoanalytic paper on “A child’s concept of death” (1991 [1912d], pp. 34–35, 83). At the same time as Ludovika was giving birth to these three daughters Antonia was part of the family, and we can only assume that a nanny looked after her. What is more difficult to discern is Ludovika’s relationship with Antonia. We know that by the age of five a child will be able to hold events and people in mind, so it seems likely that Antonia would have remembered her actual mother and will have been a sad and angry child who missed her previous life. What is hard to imagine is how both Ludovika and Antonia responded to Hugo’s forgery. The nearest we can get in trying to understand how all these people could have lived with this deception is to read Hermine’s biographical writing. She maintained in one of her earliest papers, “On colour hearing” (1912 [1912e]) and then in A Young Girl’s Diary (1919) that she had a sister who was two or three years older than her. So all we can conclude is that either she believed this to be true, or she accepted the family deception in order that family honour could be maintained.

Ludovika taught the two girls at home until Hermine went to secondary school at eleven, though Hermine makes no reference to the nature of these lessons. Ludovika died of TB at the age of forty-three in 1883 when Hermine was twelve and Antonia would have been nineteen. Towards the end of her life Ludovika suffered from depression and she seemed to have assumed that Hermine suffered the same. She would say that on grey foggy days Hermine suffered “a spleen like the English in foggy weather”, and this is important to bear in mind when Hermine seems to become quite acutely depressed during the First World War (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 251).

MacLean and Rappen (1991) have drawn an interesting conclusion to Hermine’s short-lived relationship with her mother. They suggest that the death of Ludovika’s two daughters at birth and her encroaching illness meant that “It would have been almost impossible to provide mothering under such conditions”. They go on to suggest that Hermine suffered “maternal deprivation” that affected her personality and “her interpersonal relationships would be most affected” (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 41). While the death of Ludovika must have had a profound effect upon Hermine and her subsequent depressions may well have been the result of this early loss, nevertheless, in Hermine’s writing her descriptions of her mother are lively and she describes an involved mother who took an interest in her. This suggests that we need to look elsewhere for other factors that contributed to Hermine’s life-long depressions and her difficult interpersonal relationships. I think her relationship with her father and his deception and the relationship with her half-sister Antonia are as crucial in trying to understand Hermine’s emotional difficulties as the loss of her mother.

An important figure did enter Hermine’s life at the time of Ludovika’s death—Aunt Dora—and she may have given Hermine some maternal support. Aunt Dora was her mother’s sister and came to help in the house when Ludovika became ill. There has been dispute as to how long she stayed or even when she first came to stay. In MacLean’s and Rappen’s (1991) account she arrived in 1874 when Hermine would only have been four years old but they do not say whether she stayed permanently or not. Hermine remained attached to Aunt Dora all her life. She lived with Hermine in her one-bedroomed flat at 10 Lustkandlgasse in the Ninth District of Vienna during the time that Hermine was training as a child psychoanalyst and there are records from Hermine’s work that show she was living with Hermine at the time when Antonia would come and stay with Rolf. In 1915, at the time of Antonia’s death, she was still there, and also when Hermine had to take in Rolf in 1918. Their relationship may have been long-lasting but it was difficult and they had frequent rows. By contrast Rolf had been tenderly concerned about Aunt Dora when she became bed-ridden and died in 1920. Aunt Dora was a significant figure in Hermine’s and Rolf’s lives, though the nature of their relationships is difficult to understand (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 41).

Antonia was probably the most significant person in Hermine’s life, though in the two biographies that have been written about Hermine by Graf-Nold (1988) and MacLean and Rappen (1991) she remains a shadowy figure, whose own traumatic life is overlooked. Yet she was to have, indirectly, a catastrophic effect upon Hermine’s life and her importance cannot be overstressed. We know that her father had left enough money to pay for her university education and that she wrote her PhD on the poet Novalis, Contributions to the History of the Texts of Novalis Fragments that was published in 1906 (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 7). During this period she also had enough money to start a co-educational boarding school in 1904 with the von Lichtenfels, and Hermine also made a financial contribution towards the school, suggesting she supported Antonia’s educational hopes (ibid., p. 7).

The founding of the school was a controversial achievement at the time and was at the forefront of educational innovation in Austria. The children were to be given a much more rounded education that included outdoor activities and domestic education and it was a direct challenge to the stifling rote education that most middle-class Austrians suffered. Stefan Zweig (1881–1942) in his autobiography, The World of Yesterday (1943), describing his schooling wrote that it “was more than too much, and scarcely left any time for physical development, sport, walks, to say nothing of recreation and gaiety” (Zweig, 1943, p. 28). Alfred Adler (1870–1937) had a similar experience. “When I was a little boy our Austrian school expressed perfectly the government’s ideal of citizenry unquestioningly obedient to bureaucratic officialdom. I had to be quiet, my hands folded on the table. I was not allowed to move. My duty was to obey orders” (Turner, 2011, p. 55).

Antonia wanted to initiate a much more interesting and humane education with boys and girls mixing together. Her pedagogic ideals were part of an educational shift that had been slowly taking place across Europe beginning with Pestalozzi (1746–1827), followed by Froebel (1782–1852), and later Montessori (1870–1952). These thinkers all had liberal ideas and they emphasised that children’s natural intelligence and creativity needed to be encouraged not repressed. Importantly, the educational reforms that Antonia embraced were also part of a rise in feminism in education that was based on Froebel’s kindergarten school he had set up in 1848, in which he hoped that education would help women and children to be liberated (Willis, 1964).

In England, a school run on similar principles to the one started by Antonia, was founded in the West Country, just before the First World War. It was called The Little Commonwealth, and it was to educate children who were delinquent or out of control. It was run by an American self-styled educationalist, Homer Lane (1875–1925). Children were to be given autonomy and responsibility for the way the school was run and should be treated with loving respect. Homer Lane’s ideals were later taken up by A. S. Neill (1883–1973) who started Summerhill, a school that is still run along these principles. Admirable though these ideals might have been, this type of creative education was particularly stretched when dealing with quite damaged children. Educators still had little understanding of the powerful relationship that could be built up between teacher and child in this more liberal atmosphere. Within fifteen months of The Little Commonwealth opening, Homer Lane was sued for sexually molesting two of the girls (Willis, 1964). Antonia’s particular educational experiment also foundered over a sexual scandal, though in this case it was slightly different. Antonia had an illegitimate child, Rudolf Otto Hug, with the headmaster, Rudolf Rossi von Lichtenfels, her co-founder. This led to the school closing down in 1908 (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 7).

It is hard not to think from this brief family history that the shadow of Hermine’s murder was cast upon her early life. She was born into a society where the decaying values of the Habsburg Empire following the Franco-Prussian War of 1870 and the vibrant energy of fin de siècle Vienna clashed. On the one hand, it was one of the most creative periods of European history in which three outstanding geniuses, Einstein (1879–1955), Wittgenstein (1859–1951), and Freud (1856–1939), found revolutionary ways of thinking about the world and human relationships. Yet on the other hand there were anti-Semitic forces intent on destroying the Jewish people and misogynistic prejudices curbing the hopes of women who fought hard to have the education that might allow them to be considered equal to men.

Hermine, who was recognised by all who encountered her as a remarkably clever woman, made important inroads into understanding these cultural forces by highlighting the way prejudices were re-enforced by the repressive forces of family life. Furthermore, she was the first child psychoanalyst to bring attention to the injustices done to a child born out of wedlock. She knew first-hand about illegitimacy from her half-sister and her nephew and she was the first psychoanalyst to point out the psychological suffering that was inflicted upon such children. They were treated as though they should not have been born. Yet in the end she was destroyed by the intergenerational trauma of illegitimacy that she had tried to understand.




Chapter 2

Vienna

Austria was an old state, dominated by an aged Emperor, ruled by old Ministers, a state without ambition which hoped to preserve itself unharmed … by opposing all opposition.

—Zweig, 1943, p. 33

The world Hermine was born into in Vienna in 1871 was a world in transition, held tenuously together by the Habsburg Empire that finally collapsed with the First World War in 1914. A large photograph of Franz Joseph’s I daughter, Gisela, hung on the walls of Hermine’s family home, and she believed it had been presented to her father by the Emperor himself. The dress that Gisela wore reminded her of a similar dress that her mother wore, thereby establishing a close connection between her family and the Emperor’s family (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 249). The importance of this photograph was further re-enforced by Hermine’s pride in her family’s aristocratic history, and at her death the family certificate of nobility, granted by the Habsburgs, was found in her jewellery box (Graf-Nold, 1988, p. 7). “As a child I often imagined my father being buried with full military honours, how the generals (even occasionally the Emperor) offered to help us in every way, how as they did so they proudly noted how Papa had provided for us” (MacLean & Rappen, 1991, p. 254).

Hermine’s childhood fantasies about the Emperor Franz Joseph I (1930–1916) may have been important to her as she grew up, and her family’s link to the Habsburg Empire may have helped to consolidate her self-esteem; however, the Emperor’s influence upon his sprawling and discontented Empire did not match her idealism. He had taken over as Emperor, from his feeble-minded uncle, Emperor Franz I, following the threat of revolution in 1848. This was an uprising that had spread across the innumerable Imperial states, and was centred especially at universities, where the students had taken their inspiration from the new or Second Revolution in France, when in 1848, Napoleon III became the new Republican leader. The unrest in Austria led to the Emperor Franz I agreeing to retire and allow his more liberal-minded eighteen-year-old nephew, Franz Joseph I, to take his place. It was hoped that Franz Joseph I would be able to calm down the fervent anger of the students and the proletariat. He was sympathetic to the demands that everyone should have constitutional rights, and for Freud and his psychoanalytic colleagues he was much admired for his stand against anti-Semitism. He liberalised some of the social restrictions on the poorer classes and he ensured that the Jewish people had greater freedom to pursue a professional life, but he faced an enormous social challenge. He found himself ruling over a “ramshackle conglomeration of kingdoms and principalities” (Monk, 1990, p. 9) that included “eleven countries, fourteen different languages and fifty-two million inhabitants” (Turner, 2011, p. 25).

The tragedy was that he was not able to embrace the challenge. He was controlled by his mother, the Archduchess Sophie, who wanted him to continue with the archaic and out-of-date rule of the Habsburg dynasty, and she, emotionally, held the power behind the throne. She had succeeded in suppressing his own identity and crushing his will through never giving him love and support, as she had his elder brother. He was an extremely sensitive young man and her continual criticism of him resulted in him developing a “colourless personality” (Kann, 1974, p. 310). He survived by retreating into an enclosed world in which he rigidly fulfilled his duties (Hamann, 1999, p. 5). One graphic description of his court was that he ruled “a military monarchy … [with] … a standing army of soldiers, a sitting army of bureaucrats, a kneeling army of priests, and a creeping army of informers” (Zweig, 1943, p. 21).

When finally Franz Joseph married at twenty-six, he fell under the spell of his fifteen-year-old wife Elisabeth, Duchess of Bavaria (1837–1898), whom he adored for the rest of his life. However, his wife and his mother hated each other and had very different views about Habsburg rule. His emotional loyalties were torn, and he found himself vacillating between their contradictory advice. Elisabeth wanted him to be more liberal and his mother expected him to be more authoritarian. Ultimately, he was defeated by his own lack of confidence. He could not rise above the idea of obeying the rules that were daily re-enforced by his unrelenting mother. She insisted that he repress his unruly feelings and the unruly demands of the people, and as Zweig (1943) added, emphasising his limitations, “Emperor Franz Joseph … in his 80 years had never read a book other than the army register” (ibid., p. 21). In other words, Franz Joseph I had never dared to stray from the narrow commands of keeping control and his reign exemplified the stifling restrictions of the failing Empire.

This portrait of the Emperor was very different to the childish fantasy Hermine seems to have had as she looked admiringly at his daughter’s photograph and its connection with her own family. She would not have appreciated that her father, as a soldier, was trapped in supporting the conventional military life imposed by the rigid rules of Franz Joseph I. This was born out by Hugo’s fiction that he was living a regular family life and that Antonia was the daughter of his wife and born in wedlock. A charitable interpretation of his deception is that he must have had the welfare of Antonia in mind, as the legal rules of the time disenfranchised the illegitimate child. It could also be seen as an act of moral bravery for he was putting his daughter’s future life before his own, knowing that if his forgery was discovered it would have ruined his military career. And there are aspects of Hermine’s character that denote a similar moral bravery. She challenged conventional society when she joined Freud and the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society in 1913. It was not unusual at that time for psychoanalysis to be condemned as “a talking cure championed by a Jew and his gang” and for Freud to be called “a rather disgusting freak” who was promulgating a doctrine that was “evil”, “satanic”, and “immoral” (Kahr, 2021, pp. 24–26).

Hermine was not alone in feeling stifled by the constraints of the conservative society she found imposed upon her. Zweig (1943) in his autobiography described how “young people … [were] to be held down or kept inactive for as long as possible” with the result that he and his fellow students went their own way, while silently holding the older generation in contempt (Zweig, 1943, p. 33). Similarly, von Rezzori (1989) describing his mother’s upbringing under the Austro-Hungarian Empire, wrote, “The strictness of her upbringing had established … a world cast in primer-like simplicity.” He continued, in chilling prose, to assert that in this society, there were “no real human beings, but merely standard roles whose comportment was assigned irrespective of individuality, character, temperament or nervous disposition”. Finally, he asserted that “any deviation into the specifically individual was a step towards chaos” (von Rezzori, 1989, p. 64). Hermine was to echo these same sentiments when she wrote, “The play-period, the golden happy childhood days” soon give way to “the brazen-toned word ‘duty’ … when he enters the school room” (1991 [1919], p. 40). Zweig’s criticism, Rezzori’s subtle understanding, Hermine’s challenge, and even Hugo’s deception were part of a strand in the cultural life of Vienna that was bubbling beneath the surface of Habsburg rule. The world of art and music, the opera and the café, and the scientific life at the University of Vienna were strands of the vibrant fin de siècle Vienna that had been energised by the disruptive ideas that had stemmed from the French Revolution. Vienna, in spite of the repressive regime that Franz Joseph I tried desperately to impose, had become the exciting cultural centre of Europe, and even, in some minds, it dominated Paris.
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