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INTRODUCTION

“If I have seen further [than other people] it is by standing upon the shoulders of giants.”

—Isaac Newton, 1675



 

THE BRAIN HAS NOT always gotten respect.

When turning a corpse into a mummy, the ancient Egyptians used a small hook to scrape brain matter out through the nostrils. Then they threw it away. After all, the brain did so little—everyone knew that intelligence and emotions arose from the heart, which  was carefully preserved.

Ancient Babylonians revered the liver as the true source of thought and emotion.

The great thinkers of ancient Greece were divided. Some, including Plato, concluded from early anatomical  studies that the brain was the center of intelligence. However, Aristotle, that powerhouse born in 384 B.C., insisted the center of thought was in the center of the body: the heart. The brain was merely a sort of air conditioner, cooling off the body from the heat the heart made with all that thinking and feeling.

Galen, the famous physician from the second century A.D., knew the mind resided in the brain, yet his approach to treating a mentally disturbed patient was way off the mark. Galen believed that four humors, or fluids, generated by the brain—blood, phlegm, yellow bile, and black bile—determined not only physical but mental health. An excess of yellow bile caused ill temper, for example; an excess of black bile caused melancholy or depression. Diagnosis was a matter of examining urine, and “cures” were often a matter of bloodletting and vomiting to rid the body of that excess bile. Galen’s four-humor theory dominated medical thought for more than a thousand years.

By the Middle Ages, surgeons—often the local barbers—were claiming that a “stone of madness” lodged in the head caused strange behavior. They would dig out bits of brain and a person could be “cured.” For a fee.

Even Leonardo da Vinci, Renaissance wonderboy  and ahead of his time in so many ways, stuck to a prejudice about mental illness that was common in his day—a person’s face reflected what was going on inside, for good or ill. An ugly, deformed face was the outward reflection of a twisted, sick personality.

And well into the 1700s, peasant folk commonly believed that mental illness was either punishment for sin or the work of the devil. Or a character weakness—depressed people were blamed for lacking self-control. Physicians still searched for medical causes of dementia, attributing it to bad blood, bad air, even bad food, and attempted to treat it with medicines including some made from highly poisonous plants like hellebore. The main “treatment” was to hide people with problems away and shut them up. If they weren’t too troublesome you could lock up your mad uncle in the attic, or put your crazy sister out in the barn. For the uncontrollable, special hospitals kept them away from society—asylums that were more like jails.

Then came the Scientific Revolution, fully flowering in the work Isaac Newton began in the mid-1600s. The scientific method is about measuring, quantifying, observing the physical world, and testing those observations. Scientists made triumphant discoveries in  areas where things can be seen—physics and chemistry, astronomy and biology. Through autopsy work in the 1600s, Thomas Willis, a British doctor, revealed that the brain was the center of both thought and sensation—it was a complexly structured organ, command central of the entire nervous system.

The brain—scientists began to understand exactly how essential it was to life. By the 1880s, the field of psychiatry, the medical treatment of diseases of the mind, had been born. One of its first books was by the German doctor Theodor Meynert, who specialized in the anatomy and function of the brain. Meynert was a “psychiatrist,” a word just coming into use, replacing “alienist” (the patients were the “aliens,” locked away in asylums, mentally alienated from real life).

So science, it appeared, could be applied to human behavior. Scientists struggled with such questions as: Why do humans act the way they do? What does the brain control? What is normal and what is abnormal behavior? Could science be used to help troubled people? Where do our bodies end and our minds begin? What is the “mind,” anyway? Is it solely the turf of poets and philosophers? Or can scientists claim it as their territory as well?

Scientists started talking about the brain in two ways—as an anatomical entity and as an emotional mind. One is a physical organ that governs the nervous system, with different parts that control specific functions like speech and memory and the five senses—the neurological brain. The other is something we can’t see, a mind that decides what those memories mean and how they affect us—the emotional brain.

Into the late 1800s, psychiatry flourished, but by focusing on anatomy—what the physical organ of the brain did. Early psychiatrists treating diseases of the nervous system saw mental illness as the brain being out of whack. They searched for physical reasons for brain disorders—lesions in the brain, perhaps. “The modern science of psychology,” wrote American doctor William Hammond in 1876, “is neither more or less than the science of mind considered as a physical function.”

There were some quirky detours taken while investigating the brain. Two doctors from Vienna—Franz Joseph Gall and Johann Spurzheim—promoted a popular pseudoscience called phrenology. They believed that the brain had some thirty or more separate organs, each of which controlled a different personality trait such as intelligence or criminal tendencies. Phrenologists believed that bumps on a person’s skull corresponded to various organs and dictated a person’s character. They would visit asylums and “prove” how the shape of the patients’ heads matched their illness. Phrenologists also prized owning the skulls of geniuses. Mozart’s was the trophy of one collection.

Consideration of the emotional mind, the thing that can’t be seen, lagged behind the study of the physical aspects of the mind. By the nineteenth century, treatment of the emotionally disturbed may have become more humane at least, yet it remained largely ineffective. Rest cures, for example, helped give patients peace and quiet, but didn’t treat the underlying causes of the sickness. No one thought of listening to patients, trying to figure out what ailed them. They spouted nonsense, so paying attention would just make them worse.

Meanwhile, as the twentieth century approached, another doctor from Vienna sat in a quiet room with troubled patients lying on a very important couch. Chain-smoking cigars, he listened and kept on listening. His faithful dog napped at his feet, trained to recognize when a patient’s hour was up. Furiously  the doctor would write up case studies that read like mystery stories.

He pioneered a treatment called talk therapy, based on the theory that unconscious fears can make people sick. Uncovering those fears would help banish the illness.

His name may ring a bell—Sigmund Freud.

Freud didn’t answer all the questions about the emotional brain. And often the answers he did come up with were wrong. But he was among the first doctors to believe that psychology was actually a branch of science. Freud certainly didn’t discount the physical brain, but he primarily dealt with emotions, through his talk therapy, or psychoanalysis. Freud theorized that the emotional mind could make the physical body ill, and that’s what he wanted to treat—the memories, emotions, dreams.

“We have the means to cure what you are suffering from,” he told the “Wolf Man,” one of his famous patients. “Up to now, you have been looking for the causes of your illness in the chamber pot.” No more looking at urine, as Galen would have, nor bumps on the skull and other notions from centuries past.

Today, because of Freud’s work, we take it for  granted that there are sometimes hidden motives for what we do. We understand that childhood experiences mold our later life, that dreams may have important meaning, and that private fears may loosen their grip if discussed openly.

According to the mighty Newton, scientists make their discoveries by standing on the shoulders of those who came before them. Science is incremental, step by step, with no discovery made in a vacuum, no “Eureka!” moments. So whose shoulders did Freud stand on?

Exceptionally well-read, Freud had many mentors—one of them was Theodor Meynert—and he owed a complicated debt to the science of his day, starting with his idol Charles Darwin’s revolutionary theory of evolution. But in inventing a system and vocabulary for studying the emotional brain—used for generations after him—he largely worked alone. Many (including Freud himself at times) questioned whether he was a true scientist—his work didn’t have some of the hallmarks of the scientific method, like experiments with results that could be duplicated. He felt jealous of people in sciences like physics who could present proof for their theories—he admitted he didn’t have it (yet).  Freud was like an explorer, hacking through a thorny jungle all alone. “No wonder that my path is not a very broad one, and that I have not got far on it.”

After his death in 1939, supporters carried on Freud’s work. Others rejected some of his ideas and took psychoanalysis in new directions. And in the last quarter century, medication has eclipsed talk therapy altogether as the quickest means to treat mental illness. Nevertheless, thousands of books have been written about Freud; try Googling him and you’ll find millions of references. He’d be thrilled.

Not coincidentally, the man who popularized the term “ego” as a scientific concept had a rather large ego himself. He was bound and determined to map  terra incognita, the unknown, previously inaccessible land of the mind. That was how he’d achieve his biggest dream—to become a famous hero.

And Freud was going to be a hero.




CHAPTER ONE

“My Golden Sigi”

ON MAY 6 , 1856, young Amalia Freud laid eyes on her firstborn child. Sigismund Schlomo Freud was his name. Later on, he shortened his first name to Sigmund. But to his mama he was and would always be “my golden Sigi.”

Clever and obedient, this was obviously a boy who could do no wrong, who would accomplish something brilliant in life. He later acknowledged that he was “his mother’s undisputed darling” and always credited his confidence to this. Beautiful, fierce—a “tornado” or a “tyrant,” depending on one’s point of view—she was almost twenty years younger  than her husband, a widower with two grown sons from his earlier marriage.

As much as Amalia idolized Sigi, he soon lost her full attention. Eleven months after his birth, another son, Julius, was born. Like many an older sibling, little Sigi wished his rival out of the way. But then Julius died from an infection before he was a year old. What was the impact on Freud? Looking back on his childhood, Freud felt he’d been left with a burden of guilt. Had his “wish” come true?

More siblings arrived—six more eventually, all surviving childhood—and Sigi was cared for by a beloved nursemaid. When she was caught stealing and sent to prison, Sigi was bereft. All these losses, before he was even three years old.

The Freud home was a shabby one-room apartment in Freiberg, a small market town now part of the Czech Republic. Freud’s father, Jacob, was a traveling wool salesman, a not very successful one, possibly financially irresponsible. The family struggled. Later in life, Freud would appreciate Jacob’s “deep wisdom and fantastic lightheartedness,” but he felt that his childhood had been clouded by worry.

Still, the extended Freud family was close-knit,  and the children got to frolic in the quiet countryside, with its soft green meadows and shadowy forests, the snowy Carpathian mountains in the background.

Then, in 1859, hoping to make more money, Jacob uprooted his family. Their eventual new home was 150 miles south—in the big glittering city of Vienna, Austria, bordered by the beautiful blue Danube River on one side and forest on the other three. Vienna was the capital of the huge and powerful Austrian Empire, stretching from Switzerland to Russia. Like many Jewish families, the Freuds envisioned a better future for their children in Vienna, where anti-Semitism—discrimination against Jews—was on the wane. The emperor, Franz Joseph, had given Jews some civil rights in 1849. Full citizenship came in 1867. Now Jews could enter any profession, own their own homes, and live in any neighborhood, not just the ghetto restricted to them.

But four-year-old Sigi was devastated by the move. He later claimed to be haunted, even at this tender age, by the loss of his childhood home, the greatest loss of all: “I have never got over the longing for my home.” And while he remained in Vienna for almost his entire life, he continually badmouthed the city—it was  “disgusting.” He once wrote, “I hate Vienna with a positively personal hatred.” Yet he thrived there—it was to be a zone of comfort he never left, until forced to many years later.

Jacob, on the other hand, failed to thrive in Vienna. For years, the Freuds stayed in a one-room apartment in a dismal, overcrowded neighborhood. This slum was where most Jewish arrivals lived until they could afford to move.

At first, little Sigi was taught by his mother and father at home. At nine he entered a gymnasium —a combination of middle and high school. Very academic, very strict. Memorization was the main technique, with a thorough drilling in Greek and Roman classics. Sigi went straight home after school to study all night. He was first in his class almost every year, with perfect marks in all his subjects—languages, religion, physics, math, history, and geography, and even conduct. He could be compassionate and kind. When he was ten, he organized his teachers and other students to make bandages for Austrian soldiers wounded during the war against Prussia (now part of Germany and Poland).

One of Freud’s most painful memories was from  age ten. His father, trying to show how times were better for Jews now, recounted an ugly incident he had faced many years before. A man had knocked Jacob’s new fur hat off his head into the mud and taunted, “Jew, get off the sidewalk.” Sigi was appalled at the racism as well as his father’s reaction: Jacob merely picked up his mud-splattered hat and walked away. In this story, his father—supposedly his protector—acted like a coward. This was not the behavior of a hero. If only, the boy thought, Jacob had been more combative, physically confronting his tormentor. Sigi was ashamed.

Vienna’s population was the fastest-growing of any European city, exploding to two million by 1910. Businesses were thriving, gorgeous buildings sprang up, parks were landscaped, creative and intellectual endeavors flowered. Along the Ringstrasse, the magical circular boulevard lined with cafés, people nibbled pastries or the famous chocolate dessert, Sacher torte. They sipped wine or coffee and flirted, gossiped, philosophized. Their city had the best doctors and scientists, the best museums and schools, and without question the best music. Beethoven, Mozart, Schubert, and Johann Strauss had all lived there. It  became the home of composer Gustav Mahler, as well as artist Gustav Klimt and others. Vienna was a mecca for artists. (The young and untalented Adolf Hitler spent seven years there painting—badly.)

Young Freud did love Vienna’s museums. But he didn’t go to coffeehouses or the fabulous opera house or art galleries. In part this was because he was poor. Also, his passions were quieter. He was one well-read boy, curious about everything in print—German classics, literature from ancient Greece and Rome, contemporary writers and philosophers. He mastered one language after another in school—Latin, Greek, French, perfect English (devouring and memorizing Shakespeare’s plays in English), then taught himself Italian and Spanish.

One of his favorite writers was Ludwig Borne, especially an essay of his called “The Art of Becoming an Original Writer in Three Days.” Borne advised a writer to take paper and write down “everything that comes into your head” with total honesty and without thinking about it: “You will be quite out of your senses with astonishment at the new and unheard-of thoughts you have had.” Automatic writing, this was called.

Freud was a born writer. Like many people, he found his dreams interesting, but he actually took the trouble of writing them down in a notebook every day. No one knew what dreams meant or didn’t mean, but to him they were worth putting on paper.

He and his best friend, Eduard Silberstein, exchanged endless letters with poetry and word games, gossip, titles of books they were reading, thoughts about girls.

But he didn’t exactly date. “Young ladies are boring,” he confided to Eduard. The two teens had formed a secret society they called a “Spanish Academy,” speaking Spanish and taking on names of dogs from Cervantes’s classic novel, Don Quixote. Freud called himself Cipion, a smart, moralistic dog. He felt he had a good grasp on right and wrong. At fifteen, he led a student revolt against a teacher accused of not knowing his material.

Sometimes Freud lectured Eduard on behavior—against tempting a girl into sex before marriage, for example: “A thinking man is his own legislator. . . . But a woman, let alone a girl, has no inherent ethical standard; she can act correctly only if she keeps within the bounds of convention.”

As a big brother, Sigi was pompous, even bossy. He helped his younger siblings—a brother and five sisters—with their homework and freely gave advice on how they should behave. He warned one sister against listening to compliments, saying that praise made young girls “vain” and “insufferable.” He told another sister that the novels she read were improper for a girl her age.

Disappointed by his weak, unsuccessful father, Freud was dazzled by strong men in history, especially those who combatted their foes. As a little boy, he would reenact battles with his toy soldiers, labeling each with the real names of soldiers. Later he admired military leaders who fought against great odds, like Alexander the Great, who conquered the Persian Empire; Hannibal, the North African general who crossed the Alps to challenge Rome; Oliver Cromwell, a commoner who became ruler of England; and Napoleon, emperor of all Europe. One of Freud’s biggest heroes was the Renaissance artist and scientist Leonardo da Vinci—so intellectually curious, so fiercely independent.

He also much admired his mother, who continued to brag about her oldest son. While the rest of the  family did without, Freud was allowed to run up debts at the bookstore. His greatest pleasure was in adding one book a month to his personal library.

At sixteen, during his last year at the gymnasium, for his final exam, he translated Sophocles’s famous play  Oedipus Rex, which tells of the Greek hero’s tragic end. Oedipus was the fellow in Greek mythology who had become king by answering the riddle of the Sphinx. This monster, half-woman and half-lion, was terrorizing the city of Thebes. The only way to stop her was to solve her riddle: “What walks on four legs in the morning, on two legs at noon, and on three legs in the evening?” Oedipus correctly replied that it was man—who crawls on all fours as a baby, walks upright as an adult, and uses a cane in old age.

So Oedipus vanquished the Sphinx, but during this adventure he ended up killing a man and then marrying his widow. The man turned out to be his father, the woman his own mother. Upon learning what he’d done, Oedipus blinded himself. This tragedy, popular from ancient times to this day, stirred Freud greatly as he put in long hours translating it from Greek into German. Full of significance for him as a student, the story was to reveal  even deeper meanings to Freud years later.

Upon graduation, his plan was to go to the University of Vienna and study law. He was ambitious and wanted to help people, just as he’d been improving the lives of his hapless siblings. Perhaps he would become a political leader, now that Jews were allowed to work in the government.

But something else began luring him. When he was seventeen, he attended the World Exhibition in Vienna, a showcase for science and technology, the biggest display thus far in Europe. Freud was so stimulated that he went every day all that summer, seeing thousands of exhibits—steam engines, the latest in first-aid practices, machines that mass-produced goods. The future was in science.

That same year, he went to a public lecture where a scientist read aloud an essay attributed to Germany’s great poet, Goethe. Called “On Nature,” it was a mushy ode to the mysteries of nature, portrayed as a forever-nurturing mother.

Freud promptly went home and announced in a letter to a friend, “I have determined to become a natural scientist. . . . I shall gain insight into the age-old dossiers of Nature, perhaps even eavesdrop on her  eternal processes, and share my findings with anyone who wants to learn.”

He was switching from law to science. He made a snap decision that science would be the arena where he would accomplish “deeds of improbable greatness.” Freud was never one to underestimate himself. Science would be the weapon he would wield against the forces of darkness, the many problems in the world.

In 1873 he entered the University of Vienna to study zoology, the branch of biology that focuses on animal life.

At this time he had a favorite fantasy. On the university campus were statues of professors from days gone by. He liked to imagine that one day a statue of Sigmund Freud would join them. He could even see the caption on it: a quotation from the play Oedipus Rex—“He divined the famous riddle and was a most mighty man.”

As he later wrote, a little more modestly, “I felt an overpowering need to understand something of the riddles of the world in which we live and perhaps to contribute something to their solution.”

What particular riddle he would solve, he didn’t know. Not yet.
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