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  Only days after arriving at university as a fresh-faced student, I found myself in the Senior Common Room, clutching a glass of Jerez sherry, at a Fresher’s Week drinks

  party with the faculty. After chatting first with a medieval historian, and then with a professor of ancient Greek, I became ensconced in conversation with an eminent biochemist.

  ‘Freud,’ he bellowed, ‘you’re interested in Freud?’ ‘Yes,’ I mumbled, clearly betraying all the naivety and ignorance of a fledgling, trainee psychologist.

  ‘Hunh,’ he smirked contemptuously, spilling drops of his third or fourth glass of sherry as he pontificated. ‘Fifty per cent of everything that Freud wrote is completely wrong . .

  . and the other fifty per cent is just plain common sense.’ Feebly, I attempted to argue my case that Freud might, perhaps, have some merit, but to no avail. This distinguished gentleman had

  resolutely made up his mind. Freud did not qualify as a proper scientist. Disconsolate, I left the party, worried that my youthful admiration for Freud might be dangerously misguided.




  Any jibes that I had to navigate in the 1980s rather pale by comparison with what Sigmund Freud had to endure during the first decades of the twentieth century. A neurologist by training, Freud

  specialized in the treatment of nervous diseases such as hysteria and anxiety neurosis; and as a young doctor, he shocked the Viennese medical establishment with his observations that many

  psychologically unwell people might have suffered from traumatic experiences in infancy and childhood, often of a sexual nature. Freud wrote about these traumas in graphic detail, avoiding the

  euphemisms regularly deployed in late-nineteenth-century discourse. This remarkable frankness caused many senior physicians to lambaste Freud as little more than a sexually perverse lunatic.




  When Freud died in 1939, Mr Andrew Rugg-Gunn, a Senior Surgeon at the Western Ophthalmic Hospital in London, attacked the dead psychoanalyst in the pages of the venerable medical journal The

  Lancet, exclaiming that ‘Freud’s unhealthy obsession with sex has been responsible to an overwhelming extent for the depravity of mind and perversity of taste that has affected,

  among others, English people and particularly English women since the last war. In itself a sufficiently grave evil, this result has had consequences immeasurably malignant, for it undoubtedly

  paved the way for wide acceptance of that complete Jewish ideology out of which sprang bolshevism, nazism and the present war.’ But The Lancet also published an encomium written by

  Dr John Rickman, one of Freud’s earliest British disciples, who claimed that Freud ‘made one feel to be in the company of a new kind of being – an ideal for human nature’.

  Clearly, Freud has evoked a great range of responses, from those who have come to regard him as the most important psychologist in history, to those who have ridiculed him as an obsessive,

  lascivious charlatan.




  Born on 6 May 1856, in Freiberg, Moravia, part of the sprawling Austro-Hungarian empire, Sigismund Schlomo Freud grew up in a relatively impecunious home, the son of a struggling wool merchant

  and his wife. In 1859, the family moved to Vienna, where the young Freud distinguished himself academically. Shortly before he graduated from school, Freud changed his name from the Hebraic

  Sigismund Schlomo to the more Germanic ‘Sigmund’, both as an expression of his wish to avoid, as much as he could, the regnant anti-Semitism of the period, and to pronounce, with

  Wagnerian bravado, his knightly intentions. Sigmund Freud would not be a struggling merchant like his father. He would attend the Universität zu Wien (University of Vienna), the ancient seat

  of learning founded in 1365, and would become a physician.




  Freud qualified successfully as a medical doctor in 1881, and shortly thereafter, he joined staff of the Allgemeines Krankenhaus, Vienna’s premier hospital. Also at this time, he made the

  acquaintance of a prominent, more senior physician, Dr Josef Breuer, who told Freud about his extraordinary treatment of a young Viennese lady, Bertha Pappenheim, who suffered from a host of

  puzzling hysterical symptoms such as visual hallucinations and unexplained paralyses. Whereas other doctors of the period would prescribe sedatives, or rest cures, or hot baths, or, indeed, no

  treatment at all, for their hysterical patients, Breuer began to have conversations with Fräulein Pappenheim. Surprisingly, simply by talking, her symptoms began to

  disappear, prompting the young woman to refer to this process as ‘chimney sweeping’, or as the ‘talking cure’. Dr Breuer’s account of this work impressed Freud hugely

  and taught him a great deal about the treatability of the neuroses, those psychological disorders which seemed to have no obvious physical cause, and which did not respond wholly to conventional

  somatic treatments.




  Most nineteenth-century physicians regarded hysterical neurotics as silly, hyperemotional society women. Today, we might refer to them, somewhat unkindly, as ‘drama queens’. But

  Freud began to look beyond their attention-seeking behaviours, suspecting that these women suffered from deeper concerns. In order to improve his knowledge of hysteria and the other psychoneuroses,

  he spent several months in Paris at the Salpêtrière hospital, working with France’s leading neurologist and hysteria specialist, Professeur Jean-Martin Charcot, who taught Freud

  that men, too, could suffer from hysteria, and, even more importantly, that the symptoms of hysteria could be cured through hypnosis. Vitally, the young Sigmund Freud had now come to appreciate

  that neurosis need not be a permanent, crippling condition; the illness could, in fact, be ameliorated, albeit not by medical means, but, rather, by psychological methods.




  Upon his return to Vienna, Freud opened his own private practice on Easter Sunday 1886, deploying the newfangled ‘talking cure’ that he had learned from Breuer, and the hypnotic

  procedures that he had absorbed from Charcot and others (eventually abandoning the latter technique, and concentrating on the development of the former). One of his patients, a woman called Madame

  Benvenisti, must have found her treatment with Freud helpful, and in thanks, she gave him a couch as a present. Freud soon began to encourage his patients to lie on this comfortable divan, and he

  then seated himself behind the couch – out of sight – which allowed his patients to speak about their private fears and fantasies, their memories and desires, their sexual and

  aggressive impulses, and their dreams and symptoms, in a less inhibited manner. To his astonishment and delight, the talking cure proved exceptionally powerful, and Freud began to achieve

  impressive results. His patients began to articulate their traumas, and as a consequence, they experienced freedom and relief for the first time. While most of the Viennese danced to the

  light-hearted waltzes of Johann Strauss the Younger, which helped them to forget their troubles, Freud forced the Viennese to remember, and he created a unique setting in which they could do

  so.




  It would be anti-historical to suppose that Freud burst onto the psychiatric scene as Athena from the skull of Zeus. Other physicians in Vienna, and on the Continent, had also begun to undertake

  work of a similar nature; indeed, much of fin-de-siècle Vienna brimmed with the excitement of new ideas not only in medicine, but also in politics and in the arts; and by the turn of the

  twentieth century, the Austrian capital had become a breeding ground for revolutionary ideas, whether in the drawings of Egon Schiele, who defied convention with his sketches of bare, corpse-like

  figures; whether in the music of Arnold Schönberg, who introduced atonality; or whether in the plays of Arthur Schnitzler, who wrote about sexuality with great explicitness. Freud formed only

  a part of this swirling climate of creativity, of liberalism and of provocation, albeit quite an important part.




  In 1895, Freud and Breuer published a book about their ‘talking cure’ for hysteria, a monograph which launched Freud as a growing presence on the international medical stage. Shortly

  after publication, one Alfred von Berger described Freud’s new psychological treatment in a Viennese newspaper as ‘Seelenchirurgie’ (‘soul surgery’),

  brilliantly encapsulating Freudian therapy as a new form of medicine, which treated not the body but, rather, the mind. The next year, in 1896, Freud introduced the term

  ‘psycho-analyse’ (psychoanalysis) for the first time, in French, in a neurological journal. An impressive stream of publications followed thereafter, among them the famous

  Die Traumdeutung (The Interpretation of Dreams), which appeared on 4 November 1899, but which bore the date 1900 on its title page, indicative of the publisher’s recognition

  of this book as a vital new work for a daring new century. This magnum opus not only revealed the fruits of Freud’s intensive study of the dream as a deeply meaningful part of one’s

  mental life, but it also provided a carefully reasoned, intricately articulated model of the functioning of the human psyche; one which consists of a conscious mind, somewhat restricted in size, as

  well as an unconscious mind, quite cavernous by comparison, which governs most of our thoughts, outside of our conscious awareness.




  A shrewd businessman and publicist as well as a conscientious scientist and prolific author, Freud knew that he would have to ‘market’ his psychoanalytical treatment, and that in

  order to infiltrate the psychiatric establishment, he would need to publish books and essays on his method, and train younger workers in the psychoanalytical art who could confirm his findings

  about the efficacy of the talking cure. After decades of unceasing toil, psychoanalysis eventually became so popular that it began to penetrate mainstream culture. In 1926, Georg Wilhelm Pabst, the

  noted silent filmmaker, released his movie Geheimnisse einer Seele (Secrets of a Soul) in Berlin, which dramatized the fictitious story of a man who underwent psychoanalytical

  treatment for a knife phobia. And on Broadway, that same year, the rising songwriters Richard Rodgers and Lorenz Hart created a new musical, Peggy-Ann, which contained many references to

  the new Freudian psychology, and which included an extended dream sequence.




  Clearly, Freud had arrived. But so, too, had the Nazionalsozialistische Deutsche Arbeiterpartei, who quickly identified Freud as a subversive Jew who not only wrote filthy sex books,

  but whose very philosophy implied that people could dare to take control of their own lives by undergoing psychoanalysis – clearly the very antithesis of the Hitlerian ideology of

  subordination to a fascist state. And so, in 1933, the Nazis burned Freud’s books in a huge bonfire in Berlin’s Opernplatz, along with the writings of other Jews such as Karl Marx and

  Albert Einstein. In spite of pleadings from his colleagues, Freud refused to emigrate from his Austrian homeland; but finally in 1938, after the Nazis had interrogated two of his children, he

  relented, and with assistance from his wealthy disciple, the French princess Marie Bonaparte, who bribed the Nazis, Freud fled with his family to safety in London, where he spent the last

  fifteen-and-a-half months of his life. Riddled with cancer of the jaw, Freud died at the age of eighty-three years on 23 September 1939, from an overdose of morphine – administered by his

  physician, to ease the unbearable physical pain.




  The life and work of Freud has held an unwavering fascination for me ever since my teenage years. As I persevered with my own training in psychology and in psychotherapy, I continued to read

  Freud with increasing engagement. Not only did I become a practitioner of Freudian psychotherapy and have continued to work in this field for the last three decades, but I myself also underwent a

  long period of Freudian psychoanalysis which I found to be an extremely beneficial experience in so many respects. Additionally, I trained as a historian, and in this role I have interviewed a

  small number of people who had had personal contact with Freud, as well as a large number of people (several hundred, in fact) who had worked with Freud’s earliest disciples. As a young man,

  I even spent a year working in Freud’s house in London – now the Freud Museum – and more recently, I returned to serve as one of the museum’s trustees. I confess, therefore,

  that I have a strong bias towards Freud, but one formed, I hope, from a lifetime of serious study of his contributions. As a clinician, I find Freud absolutely indispensable, and I take Freud with

  me into my consulting room on a daily basis, for he has furnished both me and my colleagues with the essential tools for understanding the origins and the treatment of psychological misery and

  madness.




  Although I have enjoyed a scholarly and professional love affair with Freud, it would not be at all correct to suppose that I idealize him, or that I have remained blind to his foibles, his

  vulnerabilities, or even to his occasional cruelties of character. Freud could be deeply warm and generous to patients, highly brilliant in his scientific work, and extremely imaginative in his

  capacity to turn his psychological insights into an international movement of psychoanalytical practitioners. But he could also be callous and ruthless, and, in a small number of instances, even

  professionally unethical. As the decades have unfolded, I trust that I have acquired a well-rounded insight into Freud’s life and work, which has allowed me to be highly appreciative as well

  as appropriately cautious. I have learned a great deal from Freud about how to live a good life, but I have also absorbed many object lessons on how to behave rather differently.
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  HOW TO SABOTAGE YOUR GREATEST SUCCESS
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  In 1994, the movie Four Weddings and a Funeral burst onto cinema screens, and soon became the highest-grossing British film of all time, earning an Academy Award

  nomination for Best Picture. Hugh Grant, the film’s leading actor, received a handful of prestigious awards and catapulted to international stardom, signing a deal with the American

  motion-picture company Castle Rock Entertainment, then owned by media mogul Ted Turner. Grant subsequently starred in his first major Hollywood movie, the comedy Nine Months. But literally

  two-and-a-half weeks before the film’s release, the Los Angeles Police arrested Mr Grant for lewd public conduct with a prostitute called Divine Brown.




  One could cite numerous comparable stories of men and women who, shortly after achieving great fame or success, managed somehow to sabotage their achievements, oftentimes in spectacularly

  humiliating and self-destructive ways. Eliot Spitzer, for example, the much-admired Governor of the State of New York, became embroiled in a sex scandal soon after his election and, consequently,

  damaged his gubernatorial career.




  The news of Hugh Grant’s arrest baffled millions: how could the adorable, charming, well-bred, almost aristocratic Hugh Grant, envied by men the world over for his sexy girlfriend

  Elizabeth Hurley, find himself in flagrante with a sex worker who charged him, reputedly, $60, thus jeopardizing his relationship, his livelihood and his reputation? Likewise, how could Eliot

  Spitzer, renowned for his libertarian political work fighting white-collar crime, end up in a similar situation?




  These success-spoiling scandals would not have surprised Sigmund Freud. After many years of working psychoanalytically with neurotic patients, Freud had come to appreciate that people often

  suffer breakdowns and explosions in their private lives not after a failure but, paradoxically, after a triumph. In a classic essay, Freud endeavoured to explain the dangers of

  success:




  

    

      Psycho-analytic work has furnished us with the thesis that people fall ill of a neurosis as a result of frustration. What is

      meant is the frustration of the satisfaction of their libidinal wishes, and some digression is necessary in order to make the thesis intelligible. For a neurosis to be generated there must be a

      conflict between a person’s libidinal wishes and the part of his personality we call his ego, which is the expression of his instinct of self-preservation and which also includes his

      ideals of his personality. A pathogenic conflict of this kind takes place only when the libido tries to follow paths and aims which the ego has long since overcome and condemned and

      has therefore prohibited for ever; and this the libido only does if it is deprived of the possibility of an ideal ego-syntonic satisfaction. Hence privation, frustration of a real satisfaction,

      is the first condition for the generation of a neurosis, although, indeed, it is far from being the only one.




      So much the more surprising, and indeed bewildering, must it appear when as a doctor one makes the discovery that people occasionally fall ill precisely

      when a deeply-rooted and long-cherished wish has come to fulfilment. It seems then as though they were not able to tolerate their happiness; for there can be no question that there is a causal

      connection between their success and their falling ill.




      I had an opportunity of obtaining an insight into a woman’s history, which I propose to describe as typical of these tragic occurrences. She was of

      good birth and well brought-up, but as quite a young girl she could not restrain her zest for life; she ran away from home and roved about the world in search of adventures, till she made the

      acquaintance of an artist who could appreciate her feminine charms but could also divine, in spite of what she had fallen to, the finer qualities she possessed. He took her to live with him,

      and she proved a faithful companion to him, and seemed only to need social rehabilitation to achieve complete happiness. After many years of life together, he succeeded in getting his family

      reconciled to her, and was then prepared to make her his legal wife. At that moment she began to go to pieces. She neglected the house of which she was now about to become the rightful

      mistress, imagined herself persecuted by his relatives, who wanted to take her into the family, debarred her lover, through her senseless jealousy, from all social intercourse, hindered him in

      his artistic work, and soon succumbed to an incurable mental illness.




      On another occasion I came across the case of a most respectable man who, himself an academic teacher, had for many years cherished the natural wish to

      succeed the master who had initiated him into his own studies. When this older man retired, and his colleagues informed him that it was he who was chosen as successor, he began to hesitate,

      depreciated his merits, declared himself unworthy to fill the position designed for him, and fell into a melancholia which unfitted him for all activity for some years.




      Different as these two cases are in other respects, they yet agree in this one point: the illness followed close upon the fulfilment of a wish and put an

      end to all enjoyment of it.
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