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ACTS OF WILL[image: Image]


The thought and the form are equal in the order of time, but in the order of genesis the thought is prior to the form. The poet has a new thought: he has a whole new experience to unfold; he will tell us how it was with him, and all men will be the richer in his fortune. For, the experience of each new age requires a new confession, and the world seems always waiting for its poet.
—R. W. Emerson, “The Poet,” Essays


 

The happiness of my existence, its unique character perhaps, consists in its fatefulness: To speak in a riddle, as my own father I am already dead, as my own mother I still live and grow old. This double origin, taken as it were from the highest and lowest rungs of the ladder of life, at once a decadent and a beginning, this, if anything, explains that neutrality, that freedom from partisanship in regard to the general problems of existence, which perhaps distinguishes me.
—F. Nietzsche, Ecce Homo


 

Biography is as little an objective science as history … the main purpose is the picture of the creative personality and not merely of the man of actuality, and the two portraits can naturally never be wholly identical. The effort to make them so is, however, the avowed or unavowed tendency not only of the biographer, but of the artist himself and of his public, present and future…. That in every age the poet’s life should be revalued and re-edited to suit the ideology of that age is only natural….
—O. Rank, Art and Artist
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Lengthy quotations are indented. Italic type indicates letter or manuscript-diary extract. Roman type is used for extracts from books and articles.

The Appendix section, preceding the notes and bibliography, is intended to orient general readers as well as researchers in the geography, chronology, and family relationships of the story.

The majority of footnotes (indicated in the text by superscript numbers) are reference citations. A few amplify the text and are easily identifiable by their length.

Unlike English, German is phonetic: pronunciations of letters are constant. The letter “a” in German is pronounced as in “father” or as the “o” in “rock,” which is virtually a homonym of “Rank.” The temptation to anglicize Rank (to rhyme with “thank”) should be resisted, as it has been for Jung. Incidentally, the names Freud, Adler, Jung, and Rank have the following meanings: joy, eagle, young, and slender or winding, respectively.

The umlaut, which may appear over the vowels a, o, and u, blends an “ee” sound with the marked vowel; thus “für” sounds between “fur” and “fear.” Ordinary as well as proper nouns are capitalized. In particular:

Gasse = alley or lane; Strasse = street or avenue. Verlag (“fer-LAHG”) = publishing house Gymnasium (hard “g” always) = academic high school, completed at about 18, and equivalent to about the first two years of American college Wien (pron. “veen”) = Vienna; Wiener = Viennese Zeitscrift (“z” pron. “ts”) = Chronicle (lit., “timewrit”) Jahrbuch (pron. “yar-buch”) = Yearbook, Annual The name Lueger (mayor of Vienna) is pronounced “lu-AY-ger.” Seelenglaube (pron. “ZAY-len-glaub-e”) = soul-belief

Among the problems in translating Rank and Freud, one of the most important concerns the word “soul.” In German, Seele means soul, mind, heart, human being, and the center of something—e.g., the bore of a gun, soundpost of a violin, or core of a cable. (Seelenkunde, literally “soul science,” is an older word for psychology.) Unfortunately the English equivalent for its adjective, seelisch, has fallen into disuse (soulish, soular, soulical), leaving only psychic(al) or spiritual. Despite its origin, “psyche” lacks heart, and Freud is mechanistic enough without such a burden. “Spiritual” has a religious connotation not in keeping with Rank or Freud; its use has misled some readers to suppose that Rank had a Jungian mystical-religious streak. I have sometimes used “soular,” a good “old” word, homophonous with a familiar term connoting warmth and energy, but not likely to be confused in context.
 
INTRODUCTION
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 Beyond Freudian Psychology



Jocasta

It is because I wish you well that I give you this counsel—and it’s the best counsel.

Oedipus

Then the best counsel vexes me, and has for some while since.

Jocasta

O Oedipus, God help you!

God keep you from the knowledge of who you are!

—Sophocles, Oedipus Rex1



In 1929 Dr. Otto Rank, at age 44, was making a rather good living as a psychotherapist in Paris, with a supplemental practice in New York. That year his most notorious book, The Trauma of Birth, appeared in English translation. After two decades as Freud’s devoted helper and most creative student, Rank had been independent for less than five years. At that point, lecturing at Yale University, Rank said that someday after he retired he might write a history of the psychoanalytic movement.2

No one before or since was better qualified to write it. Rank had served as Secretary of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society and Freud’s closest colleague from 1906 to 1924. He was one of a handful of men who attended all of the first nine Congresses of the International Psychoanalytic Association. He co-edited two journals and next to Freud was the most important psychoanalytic author.

But Rank died young, before he could retire. He never wrote his history. Most of what he said about the subject was virtually ignored during the heyday of psychoanalysis because Rank had become an outsider, a dissident. To my knowledge, no historian has ever commented on Otto Rank’s presentation of the origins of psychoanalysis. Psychoanalysts themselves have been poor historians of their profession. The Freud edifice constructed by Ernest Jones has been scrutinized and found wanting by some well-qualified outsiders: Paul Roazen, political scientist; Frank Sulloway, historian of science; and Ronald Clark, biographer. (Psychiatric historians like Franz Alexander and Henri Ellenberger completed their worthy projects too soon to benefit from Roazen’s original research, and even he did not have access to documents released in the last decade).

Distortions in history die hard, especially when few people care enough to correct them. For example, Jones, quoting Edoardo Weiss (the pioneer Italian analyst), asserts that Mussolini intervened with Nazi authorities on Freud’s behalf. Years later Weiss himself published a denial: He had told Jones emphatically that the rumor about Mussolini was false.3 Unfortunately such corrections overtake errors belatedly, if at all.

Another example shows the danger of careless abridgement. In his eulogy for Karl Abraham, Freud wrote, “So high a place had he won for himself that, of all who have followed me through the dark pathways of psychoanalytic research, there is only one whose name could be put beside his.” Freud’s willingness to stir up sibling rivalry at a funeral is noteworthy. How surprising, then, to find Ferenczi’s name at the end of the provocative sentence in a recent abstract of the eulogy. The explanation is simple: The abstract was made from the Standard Edition of Freud’s works, which contains extensive footnotes. The footnote so casually incorporated into the abstract said, “Freud no doubt had Ferenczi in mind.”4 Perhaps. But he could also have had Rank in mind, among others. The simplification falsifies Freud’s distinctive style, if not his whole intent. And it will be disseminated far more than either of the primary sources.

As will become evident later, Freud’s relationship with his mentor, Josef Breuer, was so conflicted that it led—in Rank’s opinion—to distortions, on Freud’s part, of the historical record and of psychoanalytic theory. Rank’s brief and poignant introduction to that story sets the stage for an understanding of his own relationship to Freud.
 

Psychoanalysis was born in the year 1881. Its father was the late physician Dr. Josef Breuer, who for nearly ten years kept secret the birth of this illegitimate child. Dr. Breuer then abandoned the child because it might appear a bastard of scientific medicine, of which he himself was a representative, and of psychotherapy, which is still under suspicion at the present time. It was then that it found a tender and loving foster mother in the person of Sigmund Freud. He reared the neglected and misunderstood being, and developed it into what we know today as psychoanalysis. It is now full grown and self-reliant. It leaves behind it a very interesting past.5



The ten years of secrecy refers to the delay in publication of Breuer’s case. His patient, Anna O., developed pseudocyesis (false pregnancy), and attributed fatherhood to Breuer, which frightened him away. Freud, unintimidated, drew on his background in hypnosis and explained the intense affect in the patient as “transference” derived from childhood relationships, not to be taken personally by the doctor.

Rank labeled psychoanalysis a “bastard,” the unplanned offspring of prestigious scientific materialism and the discredited metaphysics of Mesmer and faith healers. Yet there is more to Rank’s metaphor: It represents part of his own biography. Freud has been called many things, but only his foster son called him a mother! Otto Rank could not have done so unaware of its symbolic meaning.

A child unloved and intimidated by his father, Otto Rosenfeld (Rank) might as well have been taken in as a foster child by his mother, a warm, intelligent, and caring woman. His brother Paul, three years older, was favored with an academic career leading to a law degree. Despite his frail health, Otto had to attend trade school and work long hours. At 21, Rank, who disowned his father in name and act, met Freud, who nurtured him to maturity.

Freud’s psychoanalytic theory focused on the father as both guide and threat to the son, while the mother was the boy’s unattainable sex object. There was an active (male) and a passive (female) parent. Freud decided that this model of parental roles fit neatly into the Oedipus legend, but in so doing he left out some major themes while stretching the framework to include others. Oedipus valued the parents he knew but not his biological ones, who had cast him away. A motif that Freud only began to explore but which Rank fully developed can be summarized: In human affairs, relationship outweighs biology. To put it in Rank’s words:
 

In The Trauma of Birth I compared the creative drive of the artistic individual to the creation of the individual himself—not merely in the physical but also the soular sense of the “rebirth” experience, which I regard psychologically as the singular creative act of the person. Thereby not only is the individual, the “soular I,” born from the biological “somatic I,” but the person is both creator and creature at once; from creature he actually becomes the creator—in the ideal case, of his self, his personality.6


 

FATHER, MOTHER, AND SON: THE OEDIPUS MYTH


The classic Sophocles play concerns a royal couple, Laius and Jocasta, who are told by an oracle that their newborn son is destined to kill his father and marry his mother. Laius orders Jocasta to have the child put to death. Its feet bound (“Oedipus” means swollen foot), the infant is given to a shepherd, who, instead of exposing the child on the mountainside, gives it to another shepherd. He in turn finds a childless couple who become loving parents to their foundling son.

As a young man, Oedipus has his fortune told by an oracle and hears the same dire prophecy of patricide and incest. He immediately leaves the home of his beloved foster parents to protect them from the prophesied horror. On the road he meets a group of travelers; a dispute erupts about right of way and Oedipus kills two men in the ensuing fight. Later he comes to the Sphinx, half-woman, half-lion, who held Thebes in the grip of famine. The one who could solve a riddle would defeat her, but should he fail he dies. “What goes on four legs in the morning, two at noon, and three in the evening?” was the riddle.

“Man” is the answer that overthrows the Sphinx, saves Thebes, and makes Oedipus king and new husband of the widowed Jocasta. Years later another famine comes, relief from which depends on delving into a mystery of the double crime of patricide and incest. With obsessional zeal, Oedipus pursues an inquest which leads him to his own past. The fact of Laius’s death in a fight on the road, and the testimony of the old shepherds about the infant they saved, make the proud and stubborn Oedipus conscious of his unwitting guilt. Jocasta begs for a halt to the inquest, saying that chance rules life and foresight is not possible; she pleads for living and opposes pursuing knowledge that would destroy the innocent. Finally stricken with both the historical truth and Jocasta’s suicide, Oedipus blinds himself and goes into exile.

The play concerns biological and adoptive parenthood, generational conflict, mortality, anger, the power of truth to help and hurt, predestination versus will, and the making and breaking of family ties. Freud’s Oedipal theme—the son’s hostility toward father and his lust toward mother—is subliminal in the play, if not imaginary.

Oedipus and Laius shared a certain arrogance and combativeness; hence their fatal fight. (By contrast, Freud’s real-life father, harassed by anti-Semitic ruffians in the village street, would not risk life and limb to fight. Young Sigmund, on being told of this, was disappointed in his father.) Laius and Oedipus, respectively, heard a prophecy and moved to quash it, and those very efforts led to its fulfillment. But the motives of the two were wholly different. Laius sacrificed his only child to save himself. An anguished mother and two shepherds chose to flout the regal order, which flouted the divine “order.” For his part, Oedipus tried to escape the prophecy unselfishly: By leaving them he sought to protect his (psychologically) real parents.7

In this tale, an innocent son escapes a homicidal father. The son later acts to spare the beloved couple he perceived as his parents—and they were his true parents from the standpoint of relationship. Oedipus in fact reveals nothing resembling patricidal feeling. While Freud’s theory of repression allows us to interpret actions as more telling than words, even Freud did not claim that Oedipus had any idea who he killed, or who he married. Freud emphasized the play’s determinism, the folly of evasion, the necessity for solving riddles no matter how terrible the answer. He dismissed emotional in favor of biological reality, choosing self-knowledge ahead of life itself. His theory justifies the father’s fear as a response to the son’s rage; there is no paternal guilt. Freud ignored Jocasta’s plea to accept and live life. Having made the son guilty, Freud then exonerated him—not as a priest offering absolution, but as a scientist offering consolation.

Rank, in contrast, interpreted the expressed infanticidal wish of Laius as the father’s desperate reach for immortality, the denial of his starkly finite biological substance. Rank reinterpreted Oedipus in terms beyond psychoanalysis. Salvation, he agreed with Freud, comes not through priestly intervention with God. But he took issue with Freud’s willingness to sacrifice the son on the altar of science—knowing—for the father’s immortality. Rank was probably the first Freudian to identify and put to use the mother in himself. With Jocasta he argued against Oedipus and Freud: Living is better than knowing when the two are in conflict.

Freud revised Oedipus into a universal template for the family, normal and neurotic. Freud, not Sophocles, found every son rife with sexual love for his mother and jealous hatred toward his father, both emotions repressed in the unconscious with a force equal to their instinctual energy. Freud accepted the deterministic faith in the oracle and the futility of conscious willing. He subordinated present experience to the ominous future and the ineluctable past. Like the tragic Oedipus, Freud valued objective, rational “truth” above an equally valid emotional reality.

Freud overlooked the play’s theme of adoptive versus biological parenthood, the former characterized by love without any “biological immortality” motive, the latter by sacrifice of child for the sake of parent. Without denying the importance of biological origins, the story teaches that emotional disengagement leads to confusion and tragedy. Absence of relationship leads to a form of ignorance which cannot be overcome rationally. Jocasta’s wisdom, ignored by Oedipus and Freud but heard by Rank, divined the terrible cost of too much hindsight, foresight, and insight. Appropriately, Oedipus blinded himself.

Rank never called himself a feminist, nor did he explicitly espouse a maternal identity. His psychology recognized gender differences in social life and personal expression—not at the level of penis envy and womb envy but in terms of individuality, immortality, intimacy, and creativity. As a creative writer he needed a muse; as a therapist—or friend—he could be the muse. Thus without blurring his sexual identity he integrated positive elements of both sexes.

Rank’s experience as husband and father brought new insight. He appreciated, even envied, the closeness he felt between mother and child—Beata and Helene. In analytic work with patients, Rank found their transference feelings toward the mother to be stronger, more basic, than the paternal transference emphasized by Freud. Thus with fatherhood and professional maturity, Rank came upon an essential difference with Freud: a maternal element. (The original Mentor of Greek myth, to whom Odysseus entrusted his son, was sometimes inhabited by Athena, so the prototypical advisor was not lacking a womanly aspect.) If the maternal side of Freud had been stronger, he not only would have understood women better, but he might have allowed his protégé to separate more freely. Instead of nurturing Rank’s self-creation, Freud withdrew as though it were a threat.

In 1924, at age 68, Freud faced a slow death from cancer of the palate. At the peak of success, he could no longer work at the peak of his powers. Meanwhile Rank’s star had risen. His personal and professional breakthrough, his trauma of birth, came as Rank turned 40. (At precisely that age, in 1896, Freud had a similar experience: He worked out his theory of dreams while losing both his elderly father and his dearest mentor, Josef Breuer.) Rank, separated from his mortal mentor, now became the deep explorer of the soul, confronting riddles Freud had left unsolved.

Regarding Rank’s break with Freud, virtually all the attention of historians has been paid to changes in Rank, to account for his deviance. A well-known analyst wrote, “For three years (1923-26) Freud hoped that Rank’s new attitude was curable.”8 But some major changes in Freud just before and during those years have gotten short shrift. With Rank and Ferenczi, Freud was for several years a staunch supporter of “wild analyst” Georg Groddek—to the consternation of Jones, Pfister, and others. Again showing a liberal side, Freud championed the active therapy of Ferenczi and Rank, only later to back down under pressure from Jones and Abraham precisely as he did with Rank’s birth trauma theory. It would appear that Freud’s wavering and his poor handling of conflict in the inner circle contributed as much to Rank’s departure as any theoretical difference between the two men.


HISTORY OF A LIBEL


In 1926 Otto Rank left Freud’s inner circle, the “Ring” or Committee, to make his own way in Paris and New York. The departure of Freud’s favorite son was promptly interpreted by Rank’s rivals as a sign of his own emotional instability, and Ernest Jones sent out word to that effect But many American professionals including psychiatrists continued to seek out Rank for analysis and supervision.

Then, at a major conference in 1930 the eminent Dr. A. A. Brill slandered Rank before a large audience, denouncing his ideas as a product of mental disturbance. Rank was dropped from the roster of the American Psychoanalytic Association; analysts who had been trained by him had to resign from the APA or be reanalyzed by an approved Freudian. Freud himself vacillated between expressions of admiration for Rank’s contributions to psychoanalysis and condemnation of his maverick ideas and behavior.

To the extent that Rank expressed himself politically in these times, he opposed the fascism of Hitler, Mussolini, and Franco. Yet in 1939 Erich Fromm—not an establishment Freudian—published an article labeling Rank’s “will therapy” as a Nazistyle totalitarian philosophy.

Upon Rank’s death that same year, Ernest Jones described his late rival as a mentally sick man. In his subsequent biography of Freud, Jones relentlessly pursued this theme.
 

Rank in a dramatic fashion presently to be described, and Ferenczi more gradually toward the end of his life, developed psychotic manifestations that revealed themselves in, among other ways, a turning away from Freud and his doctrines ….

I had known that Rank had suffered much in childhood from a strongly repressed hostility to his brother, and that this usually covered a similar attitude toward a father. This was now being unloaded on to me, and my dominant concern was how to protect Freud from the consequences ….

It became plain that a manic phase of his cyclothymia was gradually intensifying.9



Comparing Rank with Carl Jung, Jones said, “The outstanding difference in the two cases is of course that Jung was not afflicted by any of the mental trouble that wrecked Rank and so was able to pursue an unusually fruitful and productive life.” Unfortunately this testimony became widely accepted even in New York, where—as Jones himself later admitted in a complete reversal—Rank had a highly successful career. Reviewing the Jones work in The New York Times, critic Lionel Trilling exaggerated the falsehood, stating that Rank and Ferenczi both died insane.10

In 1958 Jessie Taft’s fine memoir Otto Rank was reviewed in the mass media. Although it effectively refuted Jones, reviews of her book in Time magazine and The New York Post carried on the libel: “Ernest Jones, the peppery little Welshman, was perhaps the first to realize that Rank was deeply disturbed … a victim of manic-depressive psychosis.” Dr. Walter Alvarez, the widely syndicated medical columnist, diagnosed the adolescent Rank as “a typical schizoid or mildly schizophrenic person. … Like so many men of this type, who one finds in mental hospitals, he soon was feeling that he belonged to the group of heroes. … See what sort of a man it was who presented some of our psychiatrists and social workers with many of the weird theories of mental illness on which they now base their teachings and behavior.”11

Marthe Robert represents a second wave of historians who discredited Rank in Europe and America. “The practice of excessively short treatments could easily lead to charlatanism,” she wrote, “especially as Rank, who was not a doctor, preferred to address ‘lay’ analysts and thus opened the doors of the profession to all comers.”12 Rank was a doctor—a clinical psychologist, not a physician. And Freud was the strongest advocate for nonmedical (lay) therapists; he hoped to prevent the domination of psychoanalysis by psychiatry. In this he was thwarted by the efforts of Jones and Brill, the most powerful psychoanalysts in the English-speaking world, where analysis flourished after World War II.

Karl Menninger, perhaps the most influential American psychiatrist and psychoanalyst, wrote: “The three months of analysis advocated by Otto Rank proved to be a farce for some and a tragedy for others.”13 But Rank never advocated a fixed length of time for treatment, only that an ending be kept in focus.

Some correctives appeared in books favorable to Rank by Ira Progoff, Paul Roazen, and Ronald Clark, and articles by Jack Jones, Max Lerner, and Philip Freund. But the denunciations continue in recent psychoanalytic writings: “Clinical evidence of a narcissistic disturbance in Rank’s personality can be found in the patterning of his mood swings, in his lifelong tendency of grandiose isolation, and in the quality of his object relations.” This posthumous analysis suggests that Rank suffered from “a dangerous fragility in his self-representation along with a looming threat of self-fragmentation,” and that “isolation and insulation from human contact was apparent throughout his life.”14 As recently as 1983, in a biography of the late Anna Freud, who did not regard Rank as mentally ill, the author echoes Jones in citing Rank’s “eventual paranoia and psychotic collapse.”15

Considering the duration and extent of the attack on Rank, it stands out among examples of psychoanalytic character assassination. He was demeaned in public and private, in plain words and in jargon, in professional and lay circles. It is hard to imagine a stigma greater than to be labeled mentally ill by leading authorities in psychiatry and psychoanalysis. Rank did not fight back directly: he tried to find assistance in disseminating his views but did not defend or counterattack. (I have found no mention of Ernest Jones, for example, in Rank’s publications or correspondence after 1925.) The sorry result of the stigma has been the virtual disappearance of the works of Otto Rank. For a whole generation only a few hardy souls studied his books, and even fewer taught his ideas in universities and clinics.


THE RANKIAN REVIVAL


The late Ernest Becker, a professor of sociology, was one of those exceptions. He came upon Rank relatively late, but his last two books—The Denial of Death (Pulitzer Prize, 1974) and Escape from Evil—brought his discovery to a wide and enthusiastic audience. “You cannot merely praise much of his work,” Becker said, “because in its stunning brilliance it is often fantastic, gratuitous, superlative; the insights seem like a gift. … Rank’s thought always spanned several fields of knowledge.” Becker recognized the problems, too: “Rank is very diffuse, very hard to read, so rich that he is almost inaccessible to the general reader.”16

Although Rank did not live into the nuclear age, Becker shows how his ideas touch our present dilemmas with characteristic subtlety and force. Thus in a sentence is distilled an explanation of “overkill,” be it in primitive warfare or the irrational arms race of today: “To be stronger than enemies who wish your death is to be stronger than death itself.”17 Demagogues through the ages have seduced multitudes by promising to defeat (or defend against) an evil enemy that symbolizes death itself.

The modern era brought the democratization of immortality: The photograph, sound recordings, radio, newsreels, and magazines gave a sense of permanence to images and events of ordinary life. Science and technology opened new paths to eternity as the traditional routes—established religion, royalty, and tribal or racial identity—were obstructed by doubt and change. Rank witnessed the advent of the telephone, the automobile, radio, cinema, the airplane—devices which made common folk feel in command of destiny. But he also saw the unprecedented destruction wrought by World War I. Although he died before the holocaust and the leveling of cities which came with World War II, Rank’s teaching about life fear and death fear needs no revision. It can help us face constructively the marvels and threats of the nuclear age, when we can obliterate all the trophies and tokens of immortality, all human history, even the future.

On a less global scale, the psychology of Otto Rank is being discovered—sometimes unwittingly reinvented—by leading scholars and therapists. “Knowingly or unknowingly, every therapist assumes that each patient has within him the capacity to change through willful choice. The therapist, using a variety of strategies and tactics, attempts to escort the patient to a crossroads where he can choose…. The interpretive remarks of the therapist can all be viewed in terms of how they bear on the patient’s will.” So states psychiatrist Irvin Yalom, a recognized authority on group and existential psychotherapy who readily acknowledges his debt to Rank. The late Silvano Arieti made similar points, but apparently arrived at his position without knowing Rank’s work.18

Like Arieti, Judd Marmor, a third psychiatrist of international renown, represents a progressive force in psychoanalysis. Unlike Arieti, he recognizes Rank’s role. “In some ways Otto Rank may well be the most important historical forerunner of the brief dynamic psychotherapy movement … [He] laid the groundwork for the subsequent recognition of the predominant importance in personality development of the pre-oedipal years, particularly the early mother-child relationship. It is unfortunate that the issue of disloyalty to Freud has cast a heavy shadow over the value of Rank’s achievements…. We can now perceive that Rank was the prime theoretical precursor of these developments [including the concept of separation and individuation] without in any way denigrating the later creative contributions of people like Rene Spitz, Margaret Mahler, or John Bowlby.”19 The density of Rank’s writing may excuse the ignorance of general readers, but professionals constantly confront texts of equal difficulty; it is only surprising how often we ignore past luminaries to follow those who gain the limelight for the moment.


RANK—PERSONAL AND PROFESSIONAL


Difficult though Rank’s writing may be, his teaching and therapy were easy to enjoy and assimilate. I spoke with a number of his former patients and students who remembered him vividly and with great affection.

One woman was rather nonplused on meeting Rank for the first time. She had somehow expected a tall, handsome Teuton: “When he opened the door I was so surprised: he was a small man [Rank stood about five feet four inches tall] with a potbelly, his thick glasses made his eyes look as though they were bulging. Then after a short while with him I forgot all about that. His personality became so important.” Quite unathletic, Rank made up in brains and charm what he lacked in looks; no one ever claimed he was handsome, but many found him an attractive person.

He was gentle and humorous. His therapy was straightforward, respectful, honest, a conversational partnership. Rank told her he learned as much from every patient as the patient did from him. “I never try to cure. I utilize the neurosis,” he once said. As for his books, he said, “Read them if you want to, but forget them, don’t act on them. Read Huckleberry Finn—everything is there!”

“With Rank there was no dogma,” she told me. “Everything was open from minute to minute. Nothing was imposed on you. Rank was not looking for disease, he was not trying to eradicate anything. He wanted you to open up and be as you might want to be but didn’t dare to. He had an overwhelming force but it did not take away from anything else—it gave you a force of your own. Talking about my husband (who also was in treatment with Rank) he said, ’You might not like what he turns out to be.’ I felt this as a subtle suggestion to let go of any preconceived idea of what he was. I must allow the process of finding out to go forward without imposing any restraint on it.”

When she and her husband considered educating their son for a time at home, Rank discouraged the idea. “He must go to school. We don’t know what he is going to have to fit into when he is thirty, but that he will have to fit in is sure.” Freedom within structure was the guiding principle.20

For Rank, each therapeutic encounter was a slice of life. The analytic hour may not be typical of life, but what happens within its limits includes an intensification of feeling in a real relationship: an art work, no mere artifact. Rank cultivated and celebrated that intense here-and-now reality which classical analysis avoided. His discovery might be called “psychopoiesis” in contrast to psychoanalysis. Like the artist who works within the borders of his canvas to enhance a portion of experience, or the poet who transcends his own complaint about the poverty of language, Rank seized Freud’s invention, the analytic hour, and fashioned from that excellent tool a new instrument for the creation of personality.

To patients’ vulnerability—love, anger, pain, joy—Rank responded humanely, within clinical bounds. While discovering the mother in himself Rank also recognized the limit to the protective, healing touch of maternal love: the need to separate, the trauma of birth. Rank taught that each analytic hour, a partial life, contains union and separation, as does the whole therapeutic relationship on a larger scale. Those who practice Rankian therapy do not hide from the patient’s affect, nor do they hide relevant feelings from the patient. Feelings are to be taken as real until proven otherwise, rather than the reverse, which psychoanalysis teaches.

One of his students found Rank to be very different in person from his writings—informal, human, warm. This young man recalled asking Rank about a case reported by Jessie Taft involving therapy with a provocative child. Taft had allowed the child near a window from which he could have jumped and hurt himself. Some people criticized her for not setting firmer limits. “I put the question to Rank: What was his position?”

Rank answered: “The therapist may do whatever he believes is pertinent to the process and moment of therapy with a particular individual, as long as he takes responsibility for and deals helpfully with what he precipitates in the patient.” Characteristically, Rank did not give a simple directive, but offered a guiding principle, leaving the choice to the listener.21


AT THE FRONTIER


These memories of Rank date back to the late 1930s, the end of his life. He planned to obtain citizenship in his new homeland and retire to California with his American bride of three months, when he succumbed to complications of an infection.

Rank was the first from the Freudian circle to penetrate—and be penetrated by—America. His interest in American culture dates back to his youth, when he wrote about Twain and Emerson in his diary. (Emerson also had a major influence on Nietzsche, one of Rank’s intellectual mentors.) One of Rank’s teachers at the University of Vienna was steeped in the psychology of William James. Before he graduated, Rank translated into German a psychoanalytic article by Harvard neurologist James Jackson Putnam.22

An American by choice in his last years, Rank strongly identified himself with Huckleberry Finn. He took the nickname “Huck,” calling himself the twin of the idealistic, earthy hero of Twain’s great novel. Although Rank didn’t say why he saw a resemblance, one can suppose that his approach to liberating poor enslaved souls was direct, emotional, and practical like Huck’s with “nigger” Jim. Tom Sawyer, by contrast, preferred an elaborate, bookish strategy to free the slave—an approach hedged with emotional detachment, like Freud’s. Questions of propriety, personal involvement, and style all enter in, just as they do in therapy. Freeing the trapped or downtrodden human will was Rank’s special mission. He felt it could only be done with honesty, humor, humility, and a will of one’s own.

As leading advocate in modern psychology for the conscious will, the present, and the reality of caring and catalysing, Rank became the pioneer relationship therapist, an existential pathfinder. He brought to therapy the Kierkegaardian motto, “Life can only be understood backwards; it can only be lived forwards.”

Having begun with birth, and having made the present moment the focus of therapy, Rank confronted the future with his concept of will. This concept, more than any other issue, separates Rank from therapists before and since. With it he moved away from Freudian determinism to the idea of choice, within limits. Rankian psychology combines responsibility with freedom in creating one’s own personality. In this creative process—a psychological rebirth—the therapist serves as midwife. If with respect to Freud one can say, “The unexamined life is not worth living,” then on behalf of Rank one can say, “The uncreative life is not worth living.”

Tension exists in psychological theory—as in life—between knowing and experiencing. Freud pulls toward one pole, Rank toward the other. So it is with their differences about past and present, father and mother, wish and will, science and art. That the two were joined for so long testifies to the strength of complementary ideas in two individuals whose goal—a new depth psychology—was the same. But the two men, closer to each other than Otto to his father or Sigmund to his sons, could not stay together.

Considering his humble roots, poor physical health, and lack of medical credentials, Rank did well in the competitive world beyond the prickly but protective Freudian circle. The resistance he encountered after the break was fierce, but Rank met it as a free spirit, disciplined but no longer a disciple. To the question, Was the separation choice or necessity? follows the answer: For Rank, the student of creative will, it was mainly choice, but he could not stay the same; Freud, an apostle of determinism, vacillated, wishing it were different, but he could not change.


CHAPTER 1[image: Image]
 An Adolescent Diary


 

Thou shalt not give birth reluctantly.
—Otto Rank’s Eighth Commandment



“I was born with hair complete, the third child of weak but apparently healthy parents,” wrote Otto Rank in his adolescent diary. Born Otto Rosenfeld on April 22, 1884, Rank was the second son of Simon and Karoline Fleischner Rosenfeld. The family lived in a small apartment on Czerningasse, a narrow lane near the main street of Leopoldstadt. “Leopold City,” separated from old Vienna by a canal of the Danube, was the main settling place for Jewish immigrants in Vienna. Sigmund Freud had lived there as a schoolboy. Simon Rosenfeld had moved there from Burgenland, an eastern province near Hungary. Karoline, like Freud, was from Moravia, now part of Czechoslovakia.

Simon, an artisan jeweler, married Karoline in a Jewish ceremony on August 31, 1880, when he was 31 and she 23. A son, Paul, was born nine months later on May 30. Their second child, Elisabet, was born in September of the following year; she died within a few months. When Otto, their last child, was born, Simon was already 35 and Karoline (born the same year as Freud) was 27.1 (A Rank family tree appears in the Appendix, p. 415.)

Few details remain of Rank’s early years. What evidence exists comes from the diaries Rank started when he was 18½. At that age, he summarized his early years in a sentence: “I followed the usual course from first bath to teething, and the usual childhood diseases and unpleasantness such as measles, diphtheria, school, and so forth, in quick succession, only to fall back broken at the first milestone of my dangerous path.”

The milestone to which Rank refers was rheumatic fever. Caused by a streptococcal infection, rheumatic fever affects patients diversely, with results ranging from sore throat and joint problems to heart disease. Poor nutrition and overcrowded conditions increase the risk of contracting the disease. Without penicillin, recurrences of the disease are likely. Rank, an unhealthy child, continued to have bouts of rheumatic fever throughout his adolescence, and it contributed to his premature death.

Rank mentions his parents only in passing in the diaries. His father is described as an alcoholic, quiet before drinking and boisterous afterwards, leaving the impression of an inaccessible man. His mother, he says, was satisfied to see her boys decently fed and clothed. A childhood friend gives a warmer picture of the family: “In September 1889, I came from my Moravian birthplace to Vienna, and my friendship with the brothers Paul and Otto began that first day. We children attended the primary school in the Czerningasse, Leopoldstadt. Otto’s parents took great care of the young lads, and his mother, especially, was very close to him.”2 Otto’s reticence in talking about his parents in his diaries may belie the close relationship he seems to have had at least with his mother.

Rank appears to have had a good relationship with his older brother, Paul. “My brother is so full of the joy of life, without thoughts of the opposite (that is real optimism), that I am quite unable to contemplate his death, and find the thought of it much more painful than the thought of my own dying. That is surely remarkable!”

The two boys usually spent a few weeks every year with their mother’s relatives in the country (Moravia). There, just as at home, they were primarily left to themselves—“or, what was worse, to the handymen and maids.” Otto felt they lacked parental guidance in many areas—education, religion, perhaps social relationships—yet thought it helped to instill independence in them. Their independence eventually got them into trouble with their father. The brothers had their opinions on many matters and let them be known. Paul, “one of those people whose candor helped rather than harmed,” forged a path for his younger brother. When their father asserted his authority, he usually met with hard resistance from Paul and Otto. There were clashes between the father and both sons, but Otto does not describe them. Eventually, there was a complete falling out, after which Paul and Otto no longer even greeted him. An “idyllic” family life followed: blessed silence, punctuated occasionally by screaming arguments, mostly between Paul and Simon. Otto and his mother could not stand the noise and fled from it if possible. Later, Otto went out almost nightly and when home, would plead for quiet so that he could study. This was usually respected.

Otto remarked in his diary that school was his only diversion. Paul went to the Gymnasium (academic high school), while Otto had to enter technical school in preparation for a trade. The older son was given preference in being allowed the better education, leading to a career in law. Otto resented being deprived of academic opportunities: “A second son cannot choose his calling because it must be different from his brother’s.” Otto pursued learning on his own, reading Schopenhauer, Nietzsche, Ibsen, and many others.

Rank had a good record at Bürgerschule (middle school) and, at the age of 14, went on to technical school and trained for a job in a machine shop. He worked at a shop job arranged by his uncle, “a consummate Philistine and workhorse,” but was completely uninterested and bored. Otto still suffered from rheumatic symptoms, and the shop work was too strenuous for him physically. He was transferred to the office. The bouts of joint pain and fatigue then became less frequent, occurring only after great exertion or in damp weather.

“So I grew up, left to myself, without education, without friends, without books,” Rank wrote in his diary. Given his parents’ modest background, they could not have supplied the intellectual stimulation he needed. He spent much time alone and felt pangs of friendlessness at times. When he was older, he found the lack of friends “no longer deep, for I have learned that friends are mostly props or burdens, in either case bad.” Paul, three years older, preferred to associate with comrades his own age, while Otto was drawn more to grown men than to schoolboys. Twice, Otto found himself in traumatic situations, according to his diary. He bitterly alludes to an erotic experience at age 7 with a “friend.” At 20, the diarist Rank curses this man for seducing him. “Given my extraordinary curiosity and desire for knowledge and my deep-seated propensity for experimenting, the cornerstone of my later suffering was laid then; it was also the gravestone of my joy.” In another incident, Otto says one man took a special liking to him and “thought to show it by enlightening me on some already-mentioned phenomena. Then I really had subjects enough besides school but, as I feared, too little strength for other ‘diversion.’”

From his diary we learn that at the age of 15 Otto suddenly awoke to culture, reading voraciously and attending theater and concerts. Paul helped his younger brother—then an apprentice locksmith—by getting student tickets. The first performance they attended was Schiller’s The Maid of Orleans, which so impressed Otto that he became a steady patron of the performing arts. From then until he was almost 19 (1899 through 1902) Otto rarely spent an evening at home. “The evening illusion of the theater cast a veil over the raw reality of the day,” he wrote.

Rank read widely—from Stendahl and Dostoevsky to the works of popular writers of the day, such as the German playwright Frank Wedekind, who satirized middle-class morality and espoused more liberal sexual attitudes. But Rank found his mentors in the nineteenth-century pioneers of a new self and social consciousness: especially Ibsen and Nietzsche. Apparently Otto Rosenfeld took the pen name Rank from a character in Ibsen’s A Doll’s House.3

At 19 Otto informally adopted his non-Jewish name and changed his religious registration to konfessionslos, “unaffiliated.” The Rosenfelds were not a religious family. Apparently there was not even a bar mitzvah. “My parents lived, as Jews now live even in the towns, keeping to one or two Holy Days, customs, usages, and prejudices, leaving the rest to dear God.” Among Viennese Jewish writers who had changed their names were Felix Salten, Peter Altenberg, and Egon Friedell. Conversion from Judaism—a bigger step than Rank took at the time—was common for occupational and social reasons, notable examples including Alfred Adler, Hermann Broch, Karl Kraus, Gustav Mahler and Arnold Schönberg. Otto Weininger’s conversion to Catholicism had a more ideological basis. Rank’s disaffiliation expressed his intellectual and social independence from traditional religion. The name change separated him from his father and his Jewish forefathers. Thus he began to create a different self, a new personality, a destiny of his own.

Rank does not explain why he changed his name from “rose field” to “slender.” The adjective rank sounds very much like rang, “struggled.” As a noun Rank is sometimes used in the sense of “crookedness, winding course, tendril, intrigue, trick, artifice.” The young wordsmith must have known these less familiar meanings, which befit the tortuous path and grim milestones of which he wrote.

Ibsen’s Dr. Rank was a sympathetic older man, a warm but sad physician who befriended Nora in A Doll’s House. Having supported her personal growth and human rights, Dr. Rank declared his love for Nora, only to be rebuffed. He also diagnosed general paralysis (neurosyphilis) in himself: “My poor innocent spine must do penance for my father’s wild oats.” In the nineteenth century it was thought that heredity and/or degenerate living caused the disease. Otto Rank feared that his own father, Simon, exhibited symptoms of such degeneracy, another reason for Otto to identify with Ibsen’s liberal, noble, but hapless doctor.

Rank had little faith in organized religion, and he was tortured by his fear of death, lying awake many nights in childhood agonizing over the problem. “Especially that never-never-never coming again, and the impossibility of thinking it through to the end, flooded me with terrible anxiety.” He became convinced that he suffered from syphilis, as in this diary entry when he was 19: “Today I confirmed slight symptoms in myself of BRAIN PARALYSIS (I find the words sound so beautiful, says Oswald Alving).” In Ibsen’s Ghosts, Alving is the young man who goes blind in his mother’s arms from syphilis, his father’s legacy.

This grim diagnosis re-presented itself to Rank when his father, who often complained of headaches, went into what seemed a drunken frenzy. Otto was alone in the house with him when Simon began to bellow hoarsely and beat the table with his hands until they were bloody. Huddled in a corner, Otto stared, motionless. Later he reflected on his own constitutional weakness—“from birth perhaps not a single part was completely right”—aggravated by lack of good parental care, and concluded that he had the dread disease and would slowly die, blind and demented. For a time he found it hard to maintain his sanity. Within a few weeks—probably feeling better physically—he passed this crisis with a newfound equanimity that left him able to shrug off “petty human needs.”

Another incident occurred when Rank first heard that Nietzsche had died of syphilis.
 

February 16 [1904]. Paralytics usually are, before the outbreak of the last stage of this loathsome disease, highly gifted minds. (Nietzsche, Hugo Wolf. Ibsen lets Oswald Alving, very nicely observed, be an artist.) I believe that happens because the fight they instinctively wage against the disease strengthens the resistance of the menaced organ (brain) and speeds, improves, and refines its function from fear of approaching incapacity.



Otto Rank’s diaries consisted of four slender notebooks of lined pages filled with neat black script. They were carefully copied, sometimes months later, from pocket-sized memo books full of penciled thoughts, quotations from reading, references, and cryptic scribbles. A fifth book contains Rank’s poems from the same period: January 1, 1903, to July 1905.

Rank modeled his diaries after others he had read: Playwright Friedrich Hebbel (1813-1863) is one diarist he mentions. The two and one-half years of self-observation, from ages 18½ to 21, were intended for Rank’s own study and for some vaguely defined posterity, a readership who, Rank said, “may find more than expected.”

Certainly Rank changes, in the diaries, from a self-conscious and self-critical introvert to a more confident and self-possessed young man. As the diary progresses, we see Rank gain perspective, showing more empathy, becoming less aloof and rigid. He began to view life with a more disciplined, sober, and moderate response. Wordiness characterized Rank’s youthful writing and, to some extent, all his writing. He gives a hint about this in saying that coming to the point leaves him indifferent This idea foreshadows what he later called “life fear.” If one ceases to trust one’s feelings because they change, one will withdraw from people, or engage them in a relationship with caution. Later, Rank learned to trust and accommodate change in himself and others.

In the flush of growing self-confidence tempered with humor and a sense of paradox, Rank wrote his own version of the Ten Commandments, including, “Thou shalt have no God” “Fathers and Mothers! Honor your children and love them” “Thou shalt not covet thy neighbor’s wife, for there are plenty of others” and “Thou shalt not be so bold as to want to tell the ‘truth.’”

Rank’s diaries differ from Freud’s famous self-analysis, undertaken at the much later age of 40. The Interpretation of Dreams presents Freud’s scientific expedition into his own unconscious. Rank sought a more philosophic understanding of life and the mind, an artist’s attempt to discern the design of human development in a godless world. No less profound than that of his fellow atheists Nietzsche and Freud, Rank’s existential quest moves along the edge of the psychological abyss of meaninglessness. Rank questioned human existence when he was not scorning it, as he followed the philosophers who looked deeply into themselves and, like Nietzsche and Kierkegaard at times, nearly went over the edge into madness or despair. Can one see, learn, feel too much? Can the self-conscious life be lived? These questions stayed with Rank and became part of his later teachings about the creative life and art, about how psychology affects its theorists and practitioners and society in general. Rank, like Kierkegaard and Nietzsche, drove himself to the end point of thought and feeling. “My thoughts behave like circles on water. A little stone makes a dot, from which thoughts spread ever outward until they break on the shores of the unthinkable.” Finally, he confronted the paradoxical imperative to live self-consciously. In the diaries, and later in his life, Otto Rank found existential truth in the present, in which living and understanding, experiencing and knowing, unite for some elusive moment. He found that insight and self-consciousness can heal, but can also hurt; dwelling on life’s grimness and absurdity defeats life. Religion no longer worked for Rank, and he sought meaning and consolation first in art, then in creative human existence.

The diaries oftentimes read like a stream of consciousness. One does not always know the events in Otto’s world and cannot understand the significance of his reactions. The diaries tell little of his personal life. Many pages are filled with notes about his attitudes toward music, women, sickness, death, literature, and, of course, philosophy. Some of the entries read like adolescent yearnings; others foreshadow his later theories. But the diaries are important documents of Rank’s thinking life and provide a sketch of the world as he perceived it.

MODELS AND MENTORS

Otto Rank began his diary on January 1, 1903, with a parable entitled “Life and Death.” The tale concerns a giant who is busily grinding coffee beans with sadistic pleasure: Their noisy demise amuses him greatly. He replenishes the supply and changes hands when one tires from grinding. Some beans manage to escape the final chute a little longer than others. This is young Rank’s caricature of the human condition, a parody of life by a grim observer outside Vienna’s gay coffeehouses, where life was viewed as hopeless but not serious.

Rank was isolated, showing his poems and essays to no one, telling no one he was a writer: “I could not bear a confidant.” He struggled to be self-critical and self-conscious: “To test every word under the microscope and under the hammer, before writing it down. And even then to doubt its origin and meaning.” He goes on to say:
 

Many times I read a thought of mine as if it were that of another; it does not occur to me that I could have written something, and I would like to meet the man who authored it. Am I in another state when I write? Is it a higher one?

I see in myself not a steady development but growth by leaps and bounds. I really have periods for certain states. For months I do nothing and then suddenly get into feverish activity. It’s like that for me in many other things … I believe that in loneliness every idle person starts to think—provided he doesn’t hang himself from boredom first.



Just after his nineteenth birthday, there is an entry in the diary in which Rank expresses his despair of ever living fully and creatively, and says his pride will make him die rather than muddle through: “But no middle ground; no cattle-life!” He cannot abide mediocrity. Claiming that Europe has become effeminate and weak, he looks back longingly to a time when the great minds explored life during antiquity and the Renaissance. He then goes on to praise the novel Max Havelaar by Multatuli (1820-87), the Dutch author and critic of colonial life in Java. (Sigmund Freud, when once asked to list ten good books, put Multatuli first, along with Kipling, Twain, and Zola.) Rank compared Multatuli’s humor to that of Mark Twain, who later became Rank’s favorite author. Many of Twain’s works had been translated into German, and Twain had lived in Vienna for a year. A celebrity there during Rank’s adolescence, Twain wrote about the turmoil in Vienna regarding which languages would be official in the Hapsburg Empire.

An apprentice machinist, Rank pursued academic learning on his own. Much of his diary consists of comments about works he has read, leaving a valuable record of the development of Rank’s intellect. He recorded quotations from writers he admired in the diary, which is also his “commonplace book.” Rank read Charles Darwin’s Origin of Species (in German), grasping it readily, the fundamental principles being “almost self-explanatory.” Although he found much of it of interest only to specialists, Rank admired Darwin’s erudition, modesty, and “real English collector’s patience.” Can a theory like Darwin’s stand apart from a philosophical system? Rank thought not, but noted that Darwin avoided anything intangible or metaphysical, such as the origin of the mind or of life itself. We see here Rank’s lifelong concern with ideology, unconscious as well as conscious. The widespread resistance to Darwin Rank ascribed to scientists’ envy and popular prejudices. “His colleagues’ envy ceased with Darwin’s death; the prejudices of a people are lost only with their own death.”

Although Rank wrote about many writers, artists, and composers in his diaries, three stand out as intellectual mentors. Rank studied the lives as well as the works of Arthur Schopenhauer (1788-1860), Henrik Ibsen (1828-1906), and Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), whose writings also inspired Rank to study the music of Richard Wagner. Rank compared his development with theirs, growing intellectually and emotionally through acquaintance with the works of great men. Just as societies of average people unconsciously prepare for the coming of a hero or savior, “so must I slowly and unconscious of the goal, plow through a mass of ordinary works in order to reach the solid ones.” Of these nineteenth-century geniuses, Ibsen was still living as Rank wrote his tribute, while Nietzsche had died three years before, when Otto was 16.

Schopenhauer was the first of the three to change the way Otto looked at the world. From Schopenhauer he quotes: “Only befogged as it is by the thought of humanity as the highest and only goal can the human intellect call man beautiful in contrast to animals and in regard to the rest of nature.”

Rank left Schopenhauer “for a rough journey until at the right moment I met Henrik Ibsen.” Soon Rank came to regard Ibsen as the writer “who best understands and describes human beings.” In the play Wild Duck Otto recognized his own parents in the main characters, Hjalmar and Gina Ekdal. In a diary entry of October 12, 1903, Otto exclaims “Tragedy of Hjalmar’s son—I. Hjalmar’s son.”

Hjalmar is a caricature of selfishness whose devoted, sensitive only child—Hedvig, 14—lives and dies for his approval. Hjalmar’s extreme narcissism blots out concern for others, most importantly his wife and daughter. A hypochondriac and procrastinator, Hjalmar boosts his weak ego with promises about an invention that will make him rich and famous. His modest, tolerant, and industrious wife Gina keeps the family going. Young Hedvig consoles and indulges her childish father despite his insensitivity to her needs. Thus Hjalmar completely forgets Hedvig and returns from a banquet with empty pockets, though he promised to bring back some delicacies. Reminded of this, he hands her a menu: “It’s not a great treat, all that fancy stuff … read the menu and later on I’ll tell you what the different courses taste like.” The cupboard at home was almost bare, but Hjalmar had Gina feeding him shortly after his return.

Hedvig is going blind, a tragedy for which Hjalmar pities himself. A turning point occurs when, under pressure from a meddling friend who insists that “truth” is always therapeutic, Gina admits to Hjalmar that she is not sure whether he or another man is Hedvig’s biological father. Hjalmar uses this revelation to separate himself from Gina and the innocent child, who then shoots herself. Like Oedipus Rex, Ibsen’s Wild Duck dramatizes the effect of too much truth, or truth brutally applied. It suggests also that a man like Hjalmar—Rank’s father—cannot be helped by insight.

Marriage, parenthood, heredity, sight and blindness, the “life lie” or consoling illusion of the average person, and the consequences of intervention by a truth fanatic are themes which make the play rich and still vital today. For Rank, Ibsen provided not only a trenchant analysis of his family, but also a negative view of “truth” as confrontational therapy. The Ekdals, like the family of Oedipus, have essential secrets and delicately balanced illusions. Ibsen’s message pervades Rank’s therapeutic philosophy, which, unlike Freud’s, respects the need for illusions and the hazards of unmitigated self-consciousness.

Rank reflects, in another entry which links playwright, actor, and philosopher:
 

For a long time I had serious thoughts of suicide which, as Nietzsche says, helped me get past many a night and many a day. Then in reaction came a tremendous love of life and creative joy, which swept me into activity, I definitely decided then to become an actor, and this idea took such hold that I immediately began to study some roles. Vividly I recall how I memorized Faust and declaimed it well instinctively, but with relatively little understanding. Too shy to exhibit my abilities to associates, I never came to exercise the actor’s art and so finally lost interest in it. I have noticed generally, and especially in this case, that projects which fulfill me, states into which I commit myself wholly, very soon lose their influence over me. At first I thought that was progress, development, pursuit of the higher; but now I don’t trust my moods and wanderings, since I know they are unstable and unreliable.



Friedrich Nietzsche, Rank’s “model, leader, and guide,” perhaps the most dynamic psychologist before Freud, developed his own working concept of the unconscious. Oddly, Freud always claimed never to have read Nietzsche, yet many of his ideas suggest Nietzschean influences. The German philosopher was well known, though not accepted by academicians during his lifetime. His writings stirred younger intellectuals in the 1890s, when Nietzsche was deranged and dying.

Rank believed his generation was nourished by Nietzsche. “I virtually bathed in Nietzsche’s genius, and got a charmed, weather-tight and bullet-proof skin to shield me against attacks from without as I go along my way.” Through psychoanalysis Rank eventually came to grips with the human paradox inherent in living self-consciously, but Nietzsche first led him to the brink of self-conscious—existential—ecstasy and despair. Mankind may end, Nietzsche said, by everyone going crazy. “That may have been the situation at the beginning,” Rank mused; “then the circle would be closed. But where is the culmination? Moreover, everyone may be crazy already; we have no criterion for that.” Rank was to study Nietzsche for many years, turning away from him only when he began to work with Freud.

Much of Rank’s energy was directed toward absorbing and understanding the work of these mentors. He does not disparage those who reformulate thoughts expressed by others before them, noting that the average writer lives by spinning out the thoughts of weightier men: He must work back through the original creative process and start afresh. According to Rank, the rest of mankind needs this repetition of important thoughts: “If you repeat something to the mob often, they finally believe it … and in the final analysis mankind is a mob.” He notes that sometimes one of these thought restorers becomes famous, thus raising the status of the idea, which may then even become attributed to him (Rank’s example: Columbus and Amerigo Vespucci). Rank deplored, however, those who make popular slogans out of misunderstood ideas from great minds, displaying cheap intellectual elitism. He discusses the transmission of cultural values in a passage on genius and popular taste.
 

Nietzsche: “Children do not learn from authority or teaching that this melody sounds beautiful.” But, that it should sound beautiful to them. If you ask the average person who talks with awe and admiration of Shakespeare, Goethe, or Beethoven wherein lies the importance of these men, he will stutter embarrassedly, stumble, and finally not know what to say. At best he will respond that their works are “just beautiful,” that he “likes them.” But he also likes the daily vomit of undigested mental food, called feuilleton [the section containing light articles, serials, or features] in his favorite newspaper. Whence comes that appreciation? The first opinion, authority; the second, his own taste.



Although of humble origins, Rank, like many of the philosophers he read, was himself an elitist, and felt the pull of genius. He wrote about self-confidence, “the first condition for greatness,” coupled with realism, humility, and humor. In the diary, he offers a ladder of mankind’s development, in order from the lowest to the highest:
  	Religiosity. Smeared with tar, because customs or prejudices are usually pasted on.

 	Respect for art. Covered with a sticky sweetness which soon cloys and disgusts.

 	Worship of women. Most hang on this rung their whole lives. It is smeared with sweet fly poison, at first intoxicating but later cruelly lethal. One must be light of foot, heart, mind, and free, to be able to slip away.

 	Inertia. Here sit the practical people.

 	Disgust. Grumblers, sick and morose.

 	Knowledge. The learned.

 	Skepticism. Skeptics and psychologists.

 	Philosophy. Here, on the last and highest, stands the philosopher, if such a one exists. Seldom does one climb so high. That air is too rare and thin, the thoughts also. His powers fail before then.

 

THE VIENNA OF RANK AND WEININGER

Otto Rank’s Vienna was the cosmopolitan center of Europe. It has been compared to The Athens of Pericles, and to Florence under the Medici. After a long development from pre-Roman outpost to seat of the Holy Roman Empire to capital of the far-flung Hapsburg Empire, Vienna had become a mecca for students of music, art, and medicine. A crossroads city on the Danube, a southeastern conduit from Europe to the Ottoman Empire, Vienna held together a diverse realm of nationalities and ethnic groups and a Babel of tongues, customs, costumes, and currencies. The Hapsburg Empire stretched from Belgrade to Brussels and from Milan to Breslau, having grown since the Middle Ages more by prudent matrimony than by military prowess. Perhaps because languages did not meld—eight were official in parliament when Rank was a youth, and many more unofficial—music, which needed no interpreter, charmed and moved the populace and made Vienna famous.

In 1800 Beethoven conducted the premiere of his First Symphony in Vienna. One hundred years later Freud published his epochal book, The Interpretation of Dreams. The one changed music as the other changed psychology. The century between these cultural milestones witnessed revolutionary changes in everyday life, thought, and feeling. Scientific and technological developments included canned food and the camera, the railway and bicycle, the typewriter and fountain pen, the machine gun and anesthetics, and the light bulb, telegraph, gramophone, and telephone. Mozart had died by 1800, but Haydn, Beethoven, and Schubert composed into the century in Vienna, and Brahms, Richard Strauss, Hugo Wolf, Schönberg, and Lehar were active in Rank’s time. Like music, medicine thrived in the city, attracting physicians from around the world, including thousands from America. A remarkable group of Viennese physicians were also artists and musicians, and Arthur Schnitzler left medicine to be a playwright. Mathematics, poetry, philosophy, theater, and criticism all flourished. So did anti-Semitism and the beginnings of Zionism.

As of Freud’s arrival in 1860 there were about half a million people in Vienna; the population had grown by 300,000 when Otto Rosenfeld was born. The 14,000 Jews present at mid-century multiplied ten-fold by 1900, many of the new arrivals refugees from Russian pogroms in 1881.4 Hapsburg Emperor Franz Josef came to power in 1848, reigning over a monarchy which lost substantial territory to the new German and Italian nations. His Austro-Hungarian kingdom suffered a terrible shock in 1889 when Crown Prince Rudolph, the hope of the liberal constituencies, died with his mistress in an apparent murder and suicide. When the international celebrity Mark Twain came to Vienna in 1897, he found things so astir politically as “would set any country but Austria on fire from end to end.” Yet people could waltz away any thoughts of war or revolution and cleverly say, “It is dis-union which has held our empire together for centuries.”5 Rank, like Freud, grew up speaking German, the dominant language, while belonging to the Jewish minority in an overwhelmingly Catholic nation.

Politically Vienna of the “Gay Apocalypse,” as Hermann Broch called it, was a study of change and resistance to change. The fin-de-siècle period combined stagnation and ferment, tired ritual and fierce new imagination. Vienna could dress like a queen, act like a strumpet, and feel quite neurotic. It was a city that “suffered from reminiscences,” like Freud’s hysterical patients.

During this period of technological and cultural upheaval, changes in politics and religion disconnected generations from their past. Nationalism flowered while traditional belief systems were shaken. The assimilation of individuals and groups was offset in part by a new ethnic sensitivity. Individuals like Otto Rank, lacking father and faith, sought a beacon, a steady direction.

As Rank reached adulthood, the young Viennese philosopher Otto Weininger (1880-1903) produced a literary bombshell: Sex and Character. It created a sensation in Europe and beyond, affecting Freud, Strindberg, Rank, and, not least, Adolf Hitler. Rank’s diary entry of February 22, 1904, describes Weininger’s work with adulation, noting that every argument presented mirrored Rank’s ideas and experience: “there it was in my own words.” The book appeared in the summer of 1903; a few months later, at 23, Weininger shot himself. Sex and Character went into two dozen posthumous printings and many translations.

A scholarly diatribe on the weakness and self-hatred of women and Jews, the book urges freedom from sexual bondage through abstinence. For Weininger, whose erudition and brilliance sweep the reader along, Wagner was the greatest man since Christ, and Parsifal the greatest work in world literature. Raising women from slave to animal to human, Weininger wrote, required that male and female abjure the degrading act of sex and move toward a utopia—“until the two be one, until from man and woman a third self, neither man nor woman, is evolved.”6

Weininger’s fame spread, helped along by Strindberg and the drama of his own suicide. The book mentions the work of Josef Breuer and Sigmund Freud on hysteria, and may have introduced young Rank, among others, to the fledgling science of psychoanalysis. Freud had actually met Weininger and read his thesis in manuscript. Later Freud denied knowing him, only to be caught lying about his involvement with the student philosopher. Otto Rank was not the first young genius to approach Freud with a manuscript. The first, Weininger, represents a heretofore unrecognized link between Rank and his future mentor.

Rank soon outgrew his strong affinity for Weininger. His own attitudes toward women and sex were never as extreme. In the early papers of his diary, Rank regards woman as little more than seducer of man and producer of babies: “Who knows a famous woman composer, painter, sculptor, poet, philosopher?” Girls, he observed scornfully, learn theories of piano playing and man-catching and then “perform.” He also wrote, with somewhat more subtlety: “The woman is born to acting. In recognition of this fact, Shakespeare only permits men to play in his theater, since he wanted to make an art of acting. With women it is nature.” Viewed from the present, statements like these have led to charges that Rank was a male chauvinist. However, he came to value experience over art, which he felt often served as a masculine substitute for living.

Nearing his twentieth birthday, Rank makes it clear he has not yet been close to a girl. He suffered a transient phobia of touching anyone without wearing gloves. That pathological fear of germs and intimacy probably stemmed from his traumatic early introduction to sex. Meanwhile, Otto had allowed chiefly abstractions to excite him: literature, philosophy, drama, music, art, science. That spring the smell and sight of flowers began to stir him.

But Otto found a way to resist sexual passion: He would imagine the beloved’s body in an unappetizing state. His adolescent struggle with erotic feeling took a less elegant form than Weininger’s but was less extreme and more workable. The very need for such resistance reveals the strength of Rank’s sexual drive, and his growing attraction to women. Probably he was resisting masturbation as well, a practice that in those days was still blanketed with medical as well as moral prohibition, and which Rank thought had contributed to Nietzsche’s demise. Discussing sexual intercourse, Rank creates a somber dualism: Every pleasure is balanced by pain, and vice versa.
 

Every coitus, the momentary pleasurable sinking into the unconscious feeling of eternity, into Nothingness, is compensated by a death (that of the child) and the momentary painful sinking away into the selfsame unconscious nothingness. Death, the insoluble riddle which life bestows on man. Curiosity and thirst for knowledge will not let him rest; he knows how to get the answer from life—he dies.



Already Rank was expressing ambivalence about living fully in the passing moment. He felt the universal human imperative toward immortality. Without religion, he found in art a way of preserving part of the self for posterity rather than exhausting it in living. Eventually as Rank’s own experience balanced his erudition, Rank found art to be overvalued at the expense of life. In an undated, early romantic essay on meeting a girl, he poignantly expresses the internal conflict between living fully and savoring the event in memory—but without being sure he actually lived it.7

On March 19, 1904, Rank took a position in a Vienna machine shop earning 31 Heller (six cents) an hour. He writes of suffering horribly, waking up mornings feeling empty and aimless, and wanting to go to sleep again “at once and forever.” At the same time he began to analyze, and remove himself from, two favorite authors. Both Weininger and Nietzsche, Rank decided, admire what they lack and want; what they have, they deprecate. Thus Weininger’s sensitive, feminine endowment made him anti-woman. Rank pursued the analysis further:
 

Great men are usually woman-haters because sensuality, only a momentary stimulus, does not fill their lives as with the average man (as with all women), but hems it in, limits and degrades. But after fulfillment they realize the complete absurdity, aimlessness, and shame of these desires and rage against the woman instead of their own senses, themselves. Ascetics never were enemies of women. Illustrious men project their rejection of lust upon the woman who allays it, only to have it flare up the more violently. Wagner seems always to have composed right after intercourse.

From Schopenhauer’s will to live, via Nietzsche’s will to power, to Weininger’s will to value. One sees that the life of the philosophers becomes more powerful and worthless.

A normal man is done in thirty years. Life brings him nothing new any more. Fortunate are the souls to whom every day of existence is a new birth until their death.



In this passage, Rank offers a dazzling glimpse of his own future development. He uses the concept of projection to explain Weininger’s frantic, belabored, indeed hysterical attack on women, making them the sole source and provocation of sex. Rank’s own view of coitus may be somber, his reserve toward women still strong, but he no longer shares Weininger’s phobia. The keen edge of Rank’s analysis cuts to the core of Weininger’s fear. Rank admired the power of philosophical thought at the same time that he saw the loss of value—the worthlessness—in the philosopher’s life. In tracing the philosophical development of “will,” Rank leads directly to his own eventual use of the term, which is notably absent from Freudian psychology. The notion of continuing rebirth of personality is another important, embryonic Rankian concept. About this time, Rank described his mind at work.
 

True leisure, the mother of every important work, I have not yet managed. Every time I want to formulate something from the empty chaos of thoughts, a peculiar feeling overcomes me.… It is the exact opposite of freedom of will, a mixture of disgust with life and creative joy, indifference and interest, thoughts of death and plans for the future. It seizes me like dizziness, as if my head were a dark room, in which, at the midnight hour, spirits carry on their being. So I trace in my brain the thought-arrows shooting around, and, along with the highest, the most trivial things fly through my consciousness like shadows. Especially in the evening before going to sleep I have these attacks, as I would like to call them, and listening to music, when the images follow each other quicker than the notes. The condition reminds me of dreams, which I have very often. At best I protect myself from them through physical work.



ART AND THE ARTIST

Considering that he lived in turn-of-the-century Vienna, it is surprising that Rank did not say more in his diary about art and politics. He did write about drama, as noted, and music, which he called “the most sensuous art. It is a matchmaker among the arts and between people.” Rank felt that only two other composers match Wagner’s dramatic power and unity of word and tone: Bizet with Carmen, and Leoncavallo with Pagliacci. These operas meet Schopenhauer’s test of greatness, Rank says, because he himself could imagine supplying other texts: Great music stands independent of words.

Rank was ambivalent about Wagner, who created a new dramatic art form but whose music, he wrote, “is a substratum of his sexuality. Heavy, German, sick, mindless passion. How releasing is Mozart’s delicate, witty coquetry.” Having just heard Hugo Wolf’s opera Corregidor, Rank said, “Light Wagner, bright, gay, gifted … too bad that Nietzsche could not hear it.” Rank believed that Nietzsche could not free himself from Wagner—all the less, the more passionately he asserted that he was free. The love of music is something Rank had in common with Schopenhauer and Nietzsche, but not with Freud.

Throughout the diary, Rank expresses both his humility in the face of genius and his confidence that he too is an artist.
 

I am an artist, even if I fail to bring forth a single work of art. I lack the practical skill and the theoretical basis to be a musician, painter, or sculptor and the general, historical, and linguistic education for poet and philosopher. Well, the skills might be acquired; the rest I have. It seems too late for acquiring these skills systematically; moreover, beginning in youth, because of ignorance, and at ripe manhood, because of knowledge, I have lacked perseverance and focus on a small area. I have tasted too many fruits.



Rank’s mind was already a cornucopia, overflowing with ideas and interests. Instead of choosing an art, he would study the artist type, that is himself, one who has a creative gift and drive even if he or she never produces a work of art in the conventional sense. Self-consciousness, he says, is the artist’s only good fortune.

Before he had ever read Freud, Rank began to analyze his dreams.
 

Last night I dreamt that fire had broken out in the house where I live. I am on the top floor. There is no escape. I burn up completely, with all my possessions. No one knows I have ever lived. Vanished without a trace. It cannot be thought through. As I awoke, I was still within the dream realm and undertook to write it down. Now, if the house had really burned down last night? And I think about writing it down!



Rank wants his life to make a difference to someone. Its tracks must be preserved tangibly: in possessions, in works. That means the diary, a play, and some poems. The yearning for immortality became the central point in Rank’s understanding of the artist. At this time—he was not yet 20—tangible creation had more meaning for him than human relationships. With amazement Rank observes himself as recorder as well as dreamer, watches himself writing down the dream as though he might have done the same in the midst of a real fire: Art loomed larger than life.

Classic Freudian dream interpretation would uncover a wish, and would use sexual symbolism. The house would be seen as the mother, the fire as sexual passion, the destruction his castration for the Oedipal crime. Nevertheless, Rank’s pre-Freudian self-observation—which is not a full dream interpretation—remains a vivid visual poem, a creative condensation of life, death, and immortality. (The German word for poem, Dichtung, comes from the verb “to condense.”)

A distinction may be made between the science and art of dream interpretation. Freud’s science, easily mastered by Rank the artist, reduces the dream to elements of unconscious—often unconscionable—wishing. The dreamer enacts a drama scripted by family and biology; his or her uniqueness becomes no more than a variation on the Oedipal theme. By contrast, artistic interpretation proceeds outward from the dreamer’s unique self rather than inward to a predetermined instinctual core. The artist sees and develops what is knowingly wished and willed, not only what is hidden from consciousness.

Freud’s use of the Oedipal template for psychoanalysis refleets the creative use of his own experience, which included an unusual family constellation. With a mixture of observation and allegory, he formed a theory of the human family that was widely accepted as scientific fact. Similarly, Rank’s awareness of his own striving for immortality in an uncertain universe led him to postulate that as the artist’s driving force. Freud’s Oedipal libido and Rank’s need for immortality were personal imperatives articulated by great minds into generalized “truths.” The two men complement each other well: a scientist with artistic temperament, and an artist who was intrigued by science.

Lamenting the job that consumed his days and tortured his soul, all for a pittance, Rank passed his twentieth birthday in despair. The previous fall he had written, “At birth one is given life; with suicide one first takes it. Therefore an act of distinction!” Celebrating this negative act of will was for Rank a declaration of independence from life which contains the seed of a new affirmation. Now, in April 1904, he exclaims “I came near to killing myself. I see no other way out. Why didn’t I do it?”

In this mood Rank drafted a long letter to an unnamed friend and potential benefactor, evidently a man to whom he had sent some of his writing. Perhaps it was his family doctor, Alfred Adler, who was involved in a small discussion group on psychoanalysis with Sigmund Freud. Adler’s office was on Czerningasse, where Otto was born, and only a short walk from Rothe Kreuzgasse, the Rosenfelds’ address during this period.

In the letter, perhaps never even sent, Rank asks that this confession of his suffering be kept secret: “There is nothing more painful for a person than to have to reveal to a stranger, as I am now compelled to do, his innermost thoughts and feelings, like the retina of his soul, in which his whole being is reflected.” Otto described his frustration in technical school and the period of feverish activity which followed graduation. Then, in one day, “as if in an ecstasy,” he wrote down a four-act play. He felt his genius breaking through; he was like a tool without a will of his own, “a lightning rod of God.” There were periods of dryness and exhaustion, which he came to know as the norm for creative people.

In order to feed and clothe himself, Rank continues, he started working in a machine shop, hoping it would leave time and energy for writing. But “I am the kind of man who can do nothing superficial but must follow everything into the last nook and cranny, and each task begun occupies me fully until it is done.” Because he could not clear his mind of the awful job, he fell into terrible moods. “I traversed the road to the shop like one condemned who is led into slavery and not simply executed.”

Rank thought that he had learned more in the last five years than all mankind had in its whole existence. “But the almost sick brain activity which occurred over a few days last month exceeded all that had gone before…. My head hurt terribly, I had fever and was close to madness…. I could not even give free rein to my pain.” Dissembling with a mask, to appear normal, was the worst part.

Rank calls this confession “the image of a quivering human soul under the microscope, an interesting case for experimental psychologists.” He proposed leaving the job and his parents as soon as possible in order to avoid a violent conclusion, and beginning his own career as a writer. He begged the man for a loan, 1,000 Kroner (about $200; over a year’s wages for Rank). That would partly support a year in Paris, where he could learn French while earning fees teaching German and then doing translations. He notes that important French psychologists have only partly been translated into German. The draft letter concludes with thanks for any answer, since the person addressed is “the only human being to whom I could turn.”

Otto did not go to Paris. When spring arrived, just after he turned twenty, Rank’s dark mood had lifted: “The perfume of flowers acts like all pleasant impressions received through the sense organs, bringing sexual excitement. Does sexuality actually move through all nature or does only man find it, or only I?” The isolated romantic felt a strong, sensual pull into life, a force not yet governed by his will, and to some extent a disturbing challenge.

Rank had changed. He began to accept sexual feeling and question it tenderly. He no longer resembled the phobic, self-hating Otto Weininger. Rank writes further of the “anti-sexuality of genius,” which exists because such men do not need a child to complete themselves; they turn the unused procreative energy partly to controlling sexual desire, but mainly to their works. He generalizes, saying that the genius rarely has children, but if he does, they resemble him little.

Otto Rank’s identity, his evolving self-definition, starts from the depths and reaches for the heights. Born with a poor constitution to a boorish, hostile father and a sensitive, caring mother, Otto cut his weak ties to his past, setting himself apart from his religion and changing his name. A humanist condemned to work with machines to support a seemingly empty life, Rank pursued meaning through books and the arts, and managed to nourish a hungry soul. (Beethoven overwhelmed him; after Rank heard the Ninth Symphony and “staggered” home, all he could write was “There are names—Beethoven!”) Rank’s passion for music and philosophy distinguished him from his next mentor, Sigmund Freud, who had a strong aversion to both.

Rank’s formidable intellect brought him pleasure mixed with pain. He became more moderate, mellower, more complex. He made imaginary companions of authors and artists. His feelings toward women steadily changed from scorn and disgust to wary attraction; he could write of Don Juan, “Not the wild sensualist, but the man who seeks the ideal of woman and cannot find it.”

Transcending his brief but consuming attachment to the brilliant misogynist, Otto Weininger, Rank saw as much hypocrisy in men as in women. “Men fear coitus as such (and the forbidden much more), and they call it morality. Man has preached monogamy to woman.” Rank concluded that while man’s sexuality is a need, woman’s is her essence. Because it is higher for her she can also degrade it more. Rank calls man’s sexual side “the semblance of will;” woman’s “is will.” In every woman, Weininger saw a prostitute. Rank saw nothing less feminine than the prostitute, “the man among women.” Anticipating a major principle of his later teaching, Rank bowed to the power and mystery of emotional attachment: “The man can never think as deeply about love as the woman can feel.” This can be taken as a statement of humility and perhaps envy. It speaks to the limits of Nietzsche, Ibsen, Weininger, Freud, and Rank himself.

Death, like sex, terrified Rank in childhood and youth and then became a tolerable thought, even a form of release. He had already entered his last will, “Mein Testament,” in his diary.
 

As it is possible that I shall not survive my dying day, and the slight physiological change called death can come at any hour, I state here for this unpredictable event my firm and solemn will. Above all I do not want printed announcements to publicize my death…. should the news of my death be placed in a paper … I commission my brother, whom I name as the unrestricted sole executor, heir, and legal successor, to make the following correction … : It is untrue that they who published the notice are deeply moved over my “departure”… Further, it is unimportant that I was “deeply loved” by them; indeed I never made such an absurd demand, yet, as I must correct it, I was only tolerated by them. Further, the title “vocation” under my name is incorrect—much better to say I was never “called,” but a series of needs and accidents dragged me into this business. Further, it is senseless to impart to “all friends and acquaintances” that “after great, long suffering” or “after brief, slight suffering” or otherwise have I “gently” passed away or “entered sleep.” For to measure suffering by length or weight is an affair of small merchant souls, and few people dare to fix in words the substance of their sorrow. But if suffering is a synonym for illness, which is not always appropriate, the length and type of my sickness would only interest doctors. As for the “gentle sleep in the Lord,” that can happen to an old woman on the fifteenth rosary. Evidently one “passes on” unpeacefully with noisy organ chords into the house or hotel of the dear God. Good for sleeping, prompt service, prices to suit. Further, it is of no consequence that my “earthly shell” be “consigned to eternal rest.” It is more in order that a rummage dealer (maybe the one person who is interested in my death) buy it, and that my cadaver, as I hope, be burned in a crematorium. Wreaths are to be refused, though not in the mind of the deceased, since no one has fathomed that. Dry foliage, brushwood, and wilted flowers, however, are to be accepted for fueling the fire. Whether the management of the crematorium agrees, I know not.
Otto R.
 


As a therapist Rank later became known for his focus on the ending. As a theorist he viewed each separation, starting with birth, as a painful beginning which human beings must both endure and embrace. As an existentialist Rank focused on living fully in the limited time between beginnings and endings, facing the anxiety and accepting the pain of transience and separation.

“I am a poet!” he exclaimed. “And I might rejoice, that I have already borne so much pain.” One of his poems, “To the Old Year,” expresses the glory of having ripened quickly, but continues: “What ripens early also dies early.” Then: “A shadow, yes … without it there would be no light. And the lightning that struck me—did it not illuminate the dark?” The last of the five stanzas says, “I will never be satisfied; always struggle, fight, strive. Peace is the happiness of crowds for whom life is eating and slumber.”

Rank embraced the difficult life as the only life. One might think he had no choice, but he made choice the paramount concern, so that living became an act of will. “Thou shalt not give birth reluctantly,” he offered as a new commandment to parents: The gift of life ought not be marred by hesitation. Although the newborn receives it helplessly and passively, there comes a time when he or she can choose actively. For Rank, this meant contemplating and rejecting death as a choice. He was excited, challenged, hurt, and frightened by life but he viewed the peace of passive resignation as a living death.

Rank said (to the unknown benefactor) that he could do nothing superficially, that every task had to be carried to completion. If Rank was burdened with a compulsion to persevere he also saw it as a boon. “I have an iron diligence,” he wrote in the diary, “the envy of many colleagues, and what I begin I finish effectively and with zeal.”

That sentence—it could be Otto Rank’s epitaph, a condensed biography—explains much of how this brilliant, long-suffering young man became a leader in the psychological revolution of the twentieth century. Many did envy him. He worked and lived enthusiastically. He transmuted the givens of life by acts of powerful will.
 

CHAPTER 2[image: Image]
 Self-made Soul


[image: Image]
 

Art is life’s dream-interpretation.
—Otto Rank, Diary, December 3, 1904
 


At the age of 20, Otto Rank came to terms with his own identity. He allowed parts of the past to die, so that he could take hold of the present and create a future. Rank made peace with his father, and with his own sexuality and mortality. His diary no longer echoes the hostility toward women that obsessed Otto Weininger. In 1904 Rank moved away from Nietzsche, discovered Freud, and matured from adolescent philosopher into a serious but not humorless young adult, ready to take control of his life. Depending more on experience, less on the ideas and art of others, Rank developed his own personality as a creative endeavor, a work of art in the new era of psychology. Conscious self-formation marks the epitome of Rank’s self-study—an act of will. It compares in significance with Freud’s self-analysis, which produced The Interpretation of Dreams, a work consciously motivated by science as opposed to art, but nonetheless also a creative act of will.

Apparently both a cause and a result of Rank’s maturing perspective was a new recognition of his father. Despite justifiable anger and disappointment about his upbringing, Otto now pays respect to Simon Rosenfeld in the diary by accepting paternal traits in himself. Rank now sees that his development proceeded “out of the tendencies of my father” (May 3, 1904).
 

My father’s importunate self-praise; my indestructible belief in my abilities.

My father’s effort to be witty, his persistent want and embellishment of a striking remark; my preference for clever turns of phrase and the expression of my pleasure thus, in the form.

My father’s attempts in reporting a conversation to imitate the tone and bearing of the speakers, to characterize them; my dramatic talent.

His fear of death; my problem.

His appearance of endured, assumed pessimism and his profligate optimistic nature; my apparent optimism behind which is hidden a deep suffering in life.

His dirty sexual appetite; my purified (after a long battle) refined sensuality.

My father’s drive to follow (imitate); my fabulous ability to accomodate.

His shrewdness (affected wisdom); my wisdom.

His self-will (caprice); my character.

I could give a longer list of examples. In short I possess his qualities, either projected on the globe, completely built up, softened, often increased to the extreme, or on the contrary, refined. I expiate his mistakes since I transform them into virtues.



Rank’s self-hatred has given way to self-acceptance, even pride. His ability to relate some virtues to his formerly despised father indicates a real reconciliation. Within himself the son has separated that of his father which he will keep and that which he will let go. With older, wiser eyes Otto views Simon as a flawed yet respectable character. As in a mirror, Otto reflects the image: respectable but still flawed.

This understanding proceeded out of a remarkable self-analysis. Rank moved from the vicarious perception of his father through Ibsen’s psychological caricature to a more complete internalized perception of his own. Rank let Simon Rosenfeld step off the stage into life, so that both father and son became more real. Had Simon been all bad, simply negative, there would have been less cause for conflict within Rank. But having changed his name, left his nominal faith, and set his sights on a career, Otto could look back, emancipated, and see more of a paternal legacy than rage, fear, neglect, and brain disease. Having finally separated from the pathetic but frightening father of his childhood, Rank found a way—and the will—to attach himself once again. Rank’s therapeutic triumph recalls that of Mark Twain, who, returning from college, was struck by how much his father had learned in four years!

Another epiphany occurred when Rank seriously contemplated taking his own life. He had previously written about the dignity of suicide as a noble choice in a world where so much of life is accidental and meaningless. But only at this point (May 14) did he make a real choice. Oppressed by the daily grind, and perhaps by loss of hope for a stipend for travel, Rank bought a weapon—he doesn’t say what kind—to kill himself. Unlike Weininger, however, he did not use it. “Afterwards,” he wrote, “there grew in me the greatest lust for life and courage toward death.”

In his moment of crisis, Rank, like other sensitive, self-conscious artists, accepted life with its ending. Having made death a choice, Rank made living an act of will. Choosing a second life, as it were, represents a psychological rebirth. As expressed in a contemporary phrase of psychologist William James, such a person—the divided self, the “sick soul,”—must be twice-born to live happily.1 Unlike Weininger, a psychological stillbirth, Rank emerged from his self-made womb a soul-artist and sexual man, capable of happiness. Later Rank says: “Life is just an experiment for discovering the secret of death.”

Rank sought a soul-father in books, music, and theater, having found his own wholly inadequate. He returned from these mentors to confront his real father at home, in this process becoming much more human. The limitations of everyday life could now evoke humor. “I draw in my tired nerves in the evening and crumple up like an empty balloon.” Rank’s workaday world of grinding wheels and pounding hammers enervated him. The people he knew did not attract him: Mostly “confined, small, narrow and suffering” they nevertheless provoked Rank to express himself: “Things that long fermented inside that I would not let out … now escape from me laughing.”

His preoccupation with death continued, but Rank’s reflections show more courage, generosity, and openness, less fear and gloom. Referring to his brother Paul, Rank ponders: “We are just as little extant after death as before birth … I feel the idea of your death more painfully than the thought of my own. Is that love?”

As Rank’s feeling grew to include love, his thought moved from philosophers to heroes. Napoleon became the subject of a projected biography, which he outlined in the diary. A psychological study, it was to pass lightly over love intrigues. It was to be written in forceful German prose: “French is too light and fine. German words—blows of a club.” Rank saw Napoleon’s empire as psychologically based, the man as representative of all men of action. He fell because he wanted to control everything himself, but the achievement was his alone. Rank contrasts Napoleon with Hamlet, who enters the scene lacking a worldview, only to be paralyzed by dour reflection. Napoleon acts, and learns from the effects of action; he, like Hamlet, considered the world bad, but believed he could set it right.

There is a parallel here to the later evolution of differences between Freud and Rank. The classical psychoanalyst is reflective, disengaged, and rather pessimistic. Freud had little hope of changing the world; he even professed little interest in changing many patients through analysis. Rank became a more active therapist, enthused about the possibilities of change, both individual and social.
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