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Love, work, and knowledge are the wellsprings of our life. They should also govern it.
WILHELM REICH



Foreword

Publication of Reich’s early writings at this time is not merely to provide the
evidence that established him as a pioneer in psychoanalysis but primarily to
enable the serious reader to become familiar with studies which form the essential
links in the evolution of his work from psychoanalysis to orgone biophysics.
Confusion about the logic of this development has contributed to the skepticism
that has greeted his discoveries and to the hostility which surrounded his person
and led to his untimely and tragic death. This confusion may in part be attributed to
the inaccessibility of these early writings. Some of them were never published;
others were banned in Nazi Germany; while still others were dispersed throughout
Europe in the troubled circumstances preceding World War Il. Moreover, prior to
his immigration to the United States in 1939, Reich had already separated himself
from the psychoanalytic movement and had committed himself to the biophysical
investigations which led to the discovery of orgone energy. He was therefore more
interested in the publication of his later work. Now, from the vantage point of this
later work, we have the opportunity to examine the early writings in a manner that
will enable us to discern a direction previously overlooked.

In 1920, when Reich became a member of the Vienna Psychoanalytic Society,
this was the situation in psychoanalysis: as long as Freud entertained the idea of
the metabolism of a sexual energy (as ambiguous as it was) in connection with the
diagnosis, treatment, and prognosis of neurosis, he remained in touch with a
hoped-for physiological explanation of psychological phenomena. However, when
he concluded that he could not apply the idea satisfactorily to those neuroses
which appeared to have an exclusive psychic content—the psychoneuroses—as
opposed to the “actual” neuroses, which he considered to have a somatic origin,
and when he was unable to solve the question of how sexual excitation is
transformed into anxiety, or how a psychic disturbance is converted into a bodily
disturbance, his enthusiasm for an organic theory of neurosis evaporated and he
turned instead to psychology. Unfortunately, the changes he introduced did not
improve the prospects for effective therapy. In fact, the metapsychological
modifications he propounded, such as the sublimation of genitality, cultural
adjustment, and the death instinct, seemed to reflect his disenchantment with the
possibility of cure and the need to reassure those who were apprehensive that
psychoanalysis would encourage antisocial “acting-out,” thus constituting a threat



to culture. Although it has been stated that Freud never entirely discarded prior
concepts, thereby making it possible to argue about what he really did say and
often to select what one wanted from his revisions, it is clear that his theory of
neurosis became a psychological one and that “libido,” deprived of its original
sexual definition, became nothing more than an innocuous metaphor now on the
verge of extinction.

When, in view of the extreme prevalence of neurosis and the impracticality of
mass treatment, the question of its prophylaxis inescapably arose, Freud appeared
reluctant to place the burden of responsibility on society. Conceding no possibility
of a fundamental change in human psychic structure, which he decided was
inherently evil, and resigning himself to the inevitability of human destructiveness,
he pessimistically concluded that social existence demanded instinctual
repression, even though he simultaneously affirmed that repression is the source of
neurosis. In acquiescing to the need for adjustment to what he knew to be a sick
society, he unfortunately failed to make a distinction between an authoritarian
society and societies based on natural self-regulation, as described for example by
the anthropologist Malinowski. His biologically deterministic view of society, e.g.,
the idea of a universal Oedipus complex, eliminated any hope of preventing
neurosis on a mass basis.

Just as Freud had essentially abandoned any expectation of finding a somatic
basis for the psychoneuroses and was inclined more and more to “psychologize
biology,” the youthful Reich appeared on the psychoanalytic scene with his
enthusiasm for the idea of a “sexual energy.” In 1923 he presented a paper to the
Vienna Psychoanalytic Society in which he took issue with the neglect of the
genital function, specifically in the treatment of psychoneurosis. This signaled the
beginning of his sex-economic approach to neurosis and psychosomatic disease.
Thereafter, we are assured of an unrelenting effort to comprehend genitality as a
biological function apart from the function of procreation and to establish its
relevance in health and disease. In 1924, at the psychoanalytic convention in
Salzburg, he categorically stated that there could be no neurosis without a
disturbance of the genital function, thus taking exception to Freud’s broad sexual
theory in which genital dysfunction was viewed as one isolated symptom among
many and not as the primary etiological factor. Years of investigation followed in an
effort to establish the exact nature of the genital function. The initial result, still
within the framework of psychoanalysis, was the unifying economic concept of
orgastic potency. This concept with which Reich undertook to clarify the libido
theory of neurosis was not understood by most psychoanalysts, who stubbornly



viewed genitality as an exclusively local phenomenon and entertained the
erroneous notion of the “mutual independence of the erogenous zones.” Similarly,
his technique of character analysis, although considered to be his most important
contribution to psychoanalysis, was never understood in the context of its
relationship to his orgasm theory.

While Reich continued to adhere to the libido theory and to emphasize the
“‘quantitative factor in psychic life,” Freud was moving away from it and
emphasizing his new ego psychology. The divergence this created between them
proved to be a mixed blessing for Reich. As he later pointed out, it was not very
comfortable to find himself in disagreement with the master, who sarcastically
referred to his student’s orgasm theory as a “hobbyhorse” and a simplistic universal
“antidote to every neurosis.” At the same time, the questions that Freud’s revisions
raised helped Reich refine his own position and defend Freud’s original thesis
regarding sexuality. Questions of culture, prophylaxis of the neurosis, the negative
therapeutic reaction, which Freud was unable to solve in a practical way, found
clarification in Reich’s theory based on the principle of a biological energy—a
principle which he hoped would eventually be demonstrable and measurable.

By the time he was presented with substantial evidence for viewing genitality as
the central issue in neurosis, Freud had already extended himself too far into
psychology. He received Reich’s Die Funktion des Orgasmus (1927), which had
been dedicated to him, almost indifferently. It amounted to an offhand rejection, the
sort of response often encountered today when a sincere attempt is made to
present the facts that have been accumulated confirming Reich’s bioenergetic
theory.

As already noted, psychoanalysis raised many questions which Freud tried to
solve by resorting to conjecture—his metapsychology. With his formidable
background of knowledge and his mental legerity, he may have been entitled to
indulge himself in such a manner, particularly when the complications that arose
from advocacy of the libido theory threatened the hard-won acceptance of his work.
However, the modifications he introduced, even though he admittedly viewed
some of them with skepticism, created contradictions which, because of the
authority he commanded, have not been resolved within psychoanalysis to this
day. Reich, on the other hand, was rarely inclined to engage in the luxury of
speculation; when he did so, he frankly admitted it. In general, he hewed carefully
to clinical observation and experimental investigation. Thus, it should be possible
to examine the evidence of his discovery of biological energy, to attempt to
duplicate what he observed and investigated, and to determine whether, in fact, it
is as he found it. If responsible scientific inquiry does not confirm his claims, they



can be rejected. It should not be necessary to attack his findings and conclusions
with uninformed and arbitrary opinions. One may be for or against Freud’s
metapsychological revisions, which he did not necessarily offer as final solutions;
but one cannot be for or against Reich’s experimental findings as a matter of
personal prejudice. One need not resort to pejorative condemnation if scientific
refutation is possible. Reich sought to rescue the physiological libido theory from
what has been referred to as the “quagmire of the metaphysical tradition” and to
place it on a firm scientific foundation through biological experimentation. His
results are available for conscientious scrutiny by biologist, physicist, and clinician
alike.

Viewing his work retrospectively, as we are now in a position to do, it is easy to
see the logic of its development from psychoanalysis to sex-economy and, finally,
to orgone biophysics. Its continuity is so apparent that any tendency to fragment it
or to ignore the relatedness of all his findings indicates a failure to comprehend its
essence —the energy principle which unites all aspects of his work. In 1952, while
preparing a bibliography on orgonomy, Reich referred to this relatedness and its
basis when he wrote that the subject of his work, despite its ramifications,
constitutes a “functional and logical whole” and that in comparing the “first
endeavor toward a biophysical formulation of instinctual processes in Zur Trieb-
Energetik* (1923) with the latest orgonomic work in 1952, [one] will easily discover
the red thread which, in a work period of a third of a century, runs through all the
clinical, experimental, and theoretical labors: The theme of the bioenergetic
function of excitability and motility of living substance”

To grasp this “red thread,” and to follow the process by which Reich arrived at
his discovery of orgone energy, is absolutely necessary to an appreciation of its
significance. Reich never failed to emphasize this fact. He wanted to establish that
his work was not “pure invention,” “that every part of it owes its existence to the
peculiar course of scientific logic,” and that he was nothing more than an
“‘executive organ of this logic.” An impartial examination of the step-by-step
progression of his clinical and experimental investigations would soon convince
one that the findings were not mere accidents but the result of a consistent thought
process at first employed intuitively and later recognized as particular to the
thinking of an individual who is unencumbered by the mechanical and mystical
restrictions characteristic of the average human being. As a corollary, we may also
assume that the capacity to comprehend Reich’s theoretical conclusions and the
often intense emotional reactions to them must depend to some extent on the
biological structure of the inquiring individual. How to contend with this “subjective”



factor in any attempt to arrive at an objective evaluation of his discoveries is a
problem that will not soon be solved.

Even before coming to Freud and psychoanalysis, Reich had been
preoccupied with thoughts about the nature of the force that governs life. To be
thus absorbed is not an unusual phenomenon; at one time or another most self-
conscious beings have reflected on this question. In the absence of a verifiable
answer, or because of the customary reaction of indifference to the question, it is
almost always discarded, or else a mysticized answer is provided. For Reich,
however, there was an enlivening of interest that gradually replaced his vague,
desultory ruminations. He found metaphysical constructs evasive and
unconvincing, but the idea that a life force could be demonstrated and have
practical application did not seem implausible to him.

The failure to realize that, despite Reich’s identification with psychoanalysis,
his paramount interest always lay in the search for this life force has caused many
to look upon his advancement into sociology, biology, and physics as immodest
and evidence of an inability to recognize his own limitations. They would have
preferred that he confine himself to psychology and devote himself to the detailed
investigation of psychological minutiae which turn out to be ivory-tower evasions of
the real problems of life. Had they understood his purpose correctly, they would
have anticipated that the search for manifestations of a basic life principle would of
necessity lead to inquiries into seemingly diverse realms of natural science.

Some may have actually sensed his intentions, but in their skepticism they
categorically rejected everything he said or did. Others, appreciating the value of
one or another of his findings pertinent to a particular area of interest, appropriated
it for their own purposes without making an effort to comprehend its relationship to
the entire scope of his investigations. Thus, the psychoanalysts took over his
characterology and awkwardly incorporated it into the body of psychoanalytic
practice; the Marxists appropriated his sociology, referring to it as his “Marxist
period” and retaining it in its unrevised or, as they prefer to view it, “undiluted” form;
the so-called neo-Reichians and non-verbal technicians, his bioenergetics, while
immodestly proclaiming their supersedence of Reich without any understanding of
the basic energy theory but with naive notions about improvements in the
technique of therapy. What is not understood in all this usurpation of his work is
that its fragmentation vitiates its essence, renders it sterile, and leaves behind only
unrelated remnants to be exploited. This inability to appreciate the “red thread” that
runs through all Reich’s work is also responsible for the inconsistencies often
expressed by critics who admire the work for a considerable distance and even
recognize its direction, only to end by making a mockery of the discovery of orgone



energy, despite the fact that this discovery so clearly and incontrovertibly unifies
everything that preceded it.

In Reich’s investigations into separate realms of science he was searching for a
common principle. It was not a matter of psychology here, or sociology or biology
there, without trying to reconcile them in such a principle. Discontinuity, on the
other hand, is characteristic of the mechanistic way of thinking. It ignores functional
interconnections; it compartmentalizes, looks for differences, is not interested in
clarifying relationships on the basis of a common principle. Mechanistic thinking
may examine every minute detail of a problem but be unable to draw a conclusion
that is in accord with all the superfluous information accumulated. It reaches a
dead end; it can go no further. At that point it could simply be admitted that a limit of
understanding has been reached. But more often the inability to go any further
evokes distress which is avoided or relieved by a retreat into mysticism—*“the
mysticism of divisive observation” (Reich); or, as with the critics, by resorting to
innuendo, ridicule, and defamation of the one who finds it possible to proceed
unhampered by the organismic restrictions that characterize unyielding, armored
human beings.

Reich’s discovery of the life energy has never been factually contradicted. Any
criticism that has been expressed has been flagrantly emotional; it has never had
the quality of a serious, scientific refutation. Indeed, it is monotonous to repeat over
and over again what Reich did say, only to find that his critics consistently ignore
these efforts and choose merely to echo what others similarly uninformed have
said; or to have to contend with tongue-in-cheek representations of the facits,
designed to invite disbelief. If Reich had only philosophized about an élan vital, or
speculated about a “psychic energy,” there would be no occasion for a factual
refutation. Rejection or even ridicule might then conceivably, if not comfortably, be
tolerated. But when the discovery of a ubiquitous energy is made on the basis of
observation and reproducible experimentation, then nothing but a factual refutation
is permissible.

It is now eighteen years since Reich’s death, but it can be stated with
confidence that the hostile reactions to his work have not disposed of it; they have
only delayed its rational evaluation. A new danger has been developing, however,
which can only encourage those who seek to fragment his work or, without sober
inquiry, to reject his discovery as a “biological myth.” With the passing of time, the
negative reactions are being displaced by an enthusiasm that invites distrust
because of its unobjective and mystical quality. It represents the same sort of
approval that prompted Freud to warn that “the world is accepting me in order to



destroy psychoanalysis.” It is readily discernible, for example, in the sudden
enthusiasm for “Reichian therapy,” a euphemistic term that raises grave doubts
about the genuineness of the therapy being employed or, in any case, represents
an exploitation of the least important aspect of the science of orgonomy.

Reich felt less distress over the inevitable, mindless rejection of his discovery
than over “truth peddling,” which he defined as “fake admiration that takes over a
discovery and through its language and terminology so infuses it with ... emptiness
that confusion and contempt spread out in all directions.” Evidence of this type of
response has appeared increasingly in articles, journals, books, etc. Immodest
claims of priority are also occurring, and the assumption of a mantle of authority by
unqualified persons is an additional, irresponsible consequence of the pseudo-
scientific interest in his work by those who nibble away at it for their own selfish
gain.

Our society being as corrupt as it is, this unfortunate state of affairs is inevitable.
However, some comfort may be gained from the expectation that these uncritical
responses, whether positive or negative, are transitory and will eventually give way
to an objective evaluation. It is to be hoped that such an evaluation will not
continue to be restricted, as it has been, to the clinical and sociological precursors
of the discovery of the life energy which, although they meet all the criteria of
scrupulous scientific inquiry and deserve thoughtful consideration, may leave room
for differences of opinion, but will be directed principally toward the actual physical
evidence of the discovery. To assist in encouraging this direction is the primary
purpose of publishing Reich’s early writings, for they are not merely of incidental
historical value, they are an integral part of the development that led to the
discovery of orgone energy.

CHESTER M. RAPHAEL, M.D.

Forest Hills, N.Y.
1975



Papers first presented between 1920 and 1938 but subsequently incorporated by
Reich in works now published—e.g., Character Analysis—will not be included in
this or ensuing volumes of Reich’s early writings.

MARY HIGGINS, Trustee

The Wilhelm Reich Infant Trust Fund
New York, 1975



Libidinal Conflicts and Delusions in Ibsen’s Peer
Gynt*

I teach you the Superman ...
What is the ape to man?

A laughing-stock, a thing of shame.
And just the same shall man be
to the Superman:

a laughing-stock, a thing of shame.

NIETZSCHE, Thus Spake Zarathustra

Two facts must be mentioned in support of my attempt to subject Ibsen’s verse
drama Peer Gynt to psychoanalytic study. The first is the profound and singular
nature of the work. The second, by no means of lesser importance, is the fact that
Peer Gynt belongs to that group of poetic writings which, because of their obscure
symbolism and the impenetrability of meaning and coherence in some of their
thought sequences, have generated the most diverse interpretations and
explanations. | feel that this last fact in particular constitutes a valid criterion of the
depth of the work in question, and hence | dare to hope that my efforts are being
put forth in the right direction, and that using the psychoanalytic method of inquiry
for an in-depth examination will prove rewarding.

My interest will be engaged mainly by the notable congruence between Peer
Gynt and a paranoid psychosis. This will be demonstrated in the course of my
examination based on etiology, symptomatology, and tendencies toward
restitution.

The long-standing inquiry of psychologists concerning the relationship between
poetic and psychotic phenomena has been more than adequately answered in the
psychoanalytic studies of Freud, Rank, Sachs, Jones, Sadger, and others. If further
problems did arise, they were only the natural consequences of a research method
that operates below the conscious level. If our comprehension of psychosis and
neurosis has enhanced our grasp of poetic fantasy, we may now hope that the
latter, in turn, will provide new insight into the nature of clinical psychoses. Itis self-
evident that science, with its rigid concern for cognition, cannot show consideration
for those voices which, in defense of art, have been raised against the so-called
“destructive” influence of science. It may indeed be difficult to make a decision in
regard to this. Probably both sides are right. To the comfort of the defenders of ar, it
may be said, with Freud, that the fact that the poet’s work has its roots in common



human ground can never be a determining factor in literary evaluation.

Although the psychological nature of Peer Gynt is the prime concern of this
undertaking. | shall also be able to obtain, as a secondary advantage, some insight
into the intrinsic, continuous structure of the drama. It is precisely this continuity of
structure that was denied by certain critics who made Ibsen and his works,
especially Peer Gynt,' the subject of anagogic interpretation. (I shall return to this
later.) The unexpected transition from Act lll to Act IV (on the Moroccan coast), the
experience in the Tronde Mountains with the three Saeter Girls and in the Kingdom
of the Old Man of the Dovre, the peculiarity of Peer Gynt’s return, among other
things, have all given rise to extremely divergent assumptions and made the work
appear to be a series of short sketches of Peer Gynt’s life.

Lack of space, however, as well as consideration that anagogic criticism is
often subjective, forces me to forgo a comprehensive report on these
interpretations.

| am inclined to divide the interpreters of Peer Gynt into two main groups. The
first includes those who would like to see in Peer Gynt a personification of the
Norwegian per se. The second, those who attribute to Ibsen the intention of
presenting a certain type of human being, or even a being who represents
humanity itself. In the latter group we would like to point to Eckart,? who adapted
Peer Gynt for the German stage, and Weininger, who, by way of unconscious
identification, devoted a great deal of attention to the drama, as expressed in his
beautiful and often profound essay “Henryk Ibsen and His Work Peer Gyni
(Concerning the Ultimate Things).” The first group, however, is the larger of the
two. It includes Brandes, Schilenther, Ella Kretschmer, and Jaeger, all of whom
engaged in work on Peer Gynt, either alone or in connection with other dramas.

All of them agree that Peer Gynt is a dreamer who “was not always sure
whether his dreams were reality or life itself a dream” (Schlenther). He was
diverted from his search for identity, becoming first an idler and later a fortune
seeker and (according to Jaeger) an unscrupulous egotist who sought his values
outside himself, not balking at dealing in souls or even smuggling gods to reach
his spurious ideal. Brandes and Ella Kretschmer both recognize the importance of
his childhood influences (i.e., the debauchery of his father as well as the blind
partiality of his mother) upon his adult personality. Ella Kretschmer® states: “... In
order to understand him [Peer Gynt] we must keep her [Aase’s] fate in mind. She
had seen better days and had been highly regarded and honored wherever she
went, due to her lineage and wealth. But her deceased husband had led a
dissipated life and become a drunkard. Thus it was no wonder that he lost his



respect along with his fortune. When he died Aase and her son were left behind in
the most dire circumstances. To make life more bearable for herself and her child
she withdrew into a world of fantasy and encouraged her son to do likewise, giving
no thought to how detrimental these endless daydreams are to an undeveloped
youth. For this reason he always finds himself in a fictitious world. He comes to
view this dream world as reality, and by relating as true the fairy tales he himself
has fabricated, he is trained to become an inveterate liar. This then is the product of
the principles by which his mother raised him.” Her own upbringing and previous
wealth had supposedly made her defenseless against the later heavy blows of
fate, and the consequences that arose from this are said to have determined Peer
Gynt's future. We can see what importance Kretschmer places on the fact that
Aase, to put it bluntly, sought a substitute for her lost husband in the satisfaction
that all kinds of fantasies provided, and allowed Peer to share in them. This
explanation, however, remains completely superficial and does not reveal any of
the deeper motives and tendencies of such modes of action. Eckart comes closer
to understanding Aase’s behavior (and in this he is in agreement with Weininger’s
concept of “mother love”) when he states: “Mother Aase doesn’t merely love Peer
Gynt, she is in love with him.” The correctness of this opinion (which could be
inferred only indirectly in the final version of Peer Gynt) is completely supported by
Ibsen in the unused first version of the drama.*

AASE: Your father was known as a man of honour,
The Lord was merciful and took him up

E’er you could disgrace his very blood,

You rogue! [She cries] Ne’er do you follow me
Obediently by the hand,

Like my Niels, your elder brother!

Alas, he heeded the call to arms

To perish in the king’s employ.

Ah, Peer, you are the only one left,

You are tall and strong and should improve
Your poor old mother’s wretched fate

By overseeing house and grounds.

Be my support, my stay, in place

Of husband and son now deep in their graves.

Schlenther also emphasizes the blind love of his (Peer Gynt’s) mother and
draws special attention to her attitude toward bride-rape, for which she admires
Peer. ... His feelings for his mother, even if not deep-rooted, prove that his heart
was not barren from the very beginning, and prepare us for the rapid flowering of
his love for Solveig as well as for its premature decline...” His behavior toward her
is viewed as the negation of all that is good within him. (We shall have ample



opportunity to see that this deduction is incorrect.)

Peer’s infidelity toward Solveig is said to climax in the wanton scene with the
three Saeter Girls and his courting of the daughter of the Old Man of the Dovre in
his kingdom. Eckart sees the goblins as personifications of Peer’s passions and
desires, which remain with him even when Solveig visits him in his seclusion. “Of
course we never interpret the Troll scenes completely, for creatures of fantasy
attain a life of their own when personified—they no longer simply represent, they
are. It can probably be said of Peer’s struggle with the Great Boyg, however, that it
signifies his struggle with his own personality, with his own intransigent nature,
which acts as a constraining band around his better self, not allowing it to break
through to freedom and clarity.”

In contrast to this, there is Weininger’s interpretation of the Great Boyg as “the
salvation negating principle” and as a personification of the “lie.” “In this respect
Peer Gynt is in conformity with the very concept of tragedy itself, and symbolizes
more completely than any other drama in world literature the searching and striving
as well as the erring and failing individuality which has reached the consciousness
of its guilt and is struggling toward deliverance.” Only Weininger’s narcissistic
constellation has managed, in unconscious identification, to approach the
underlying impulse of this Ibsen drama, but still without achieving ultimate insight.
Weininger arrives at his interpretation of the Great Boyg via the father-son conflict
and his theory of “philanthropic” and “misanthropic” character types. He defines a
philanthropic type as a person who sees his goal in the “affirmation” of life, the
strong and persistent eroticist, of which fathers and teachers are the extreme
examples. “He who feels himself to be a son can only hate himself; in other words,
a son was driven to become a son, to allow himself to be engendered and to
emerge as an empirically limited subordinate. He attributes the choice of
dependent status to himself and therefore hates himself. He feels he will be forever
unfree, as though he had given up his own free will and sought a crutch in the act
of being born. In this manner the self-loving and self-hating personality types
develop father and son concepts.”

| suspect that he is speaking of the eternal struggle between these two types
when he says: “The Great Boyg is the entire strength of the empirical self, which
continually wrestles against the conceptual self...” and then proceeds to reach the
conclusions already mentioned. Peer supposedly represents all those people “for
whom the other person always remains a standard—all the Jehovah worshippers
in humanity (Jehovah being simply a colossal personification of the ‘other’ in that
he exerts influence over the thoughts and actions of the individual).” If we recall



Weininger’s misogyny, his attitude toward the Jews, and many other conspicuous
peculiarities of his work, we shall understand his interest in Peer Gynt more
readily, and having completed our study of the drama, we shall have reason to
believe that the most successful steps toward understanding Weininger’s kind of
misogyny are to be taken from this point of departure.

Although Weininger’s study seems to be most important and well worth a
detailed review, | shall refrain, for my work would remain half completed if | were to
risk becoming enmeshed in the tempting prospects that would undoubtedly present
themselves, thus forgetting the task before me.

Perhaps this would also be a good time to address myself to the external
circumstances surrounding the creation of Peer Gynt. But | shall postpone this also
for a more opportune time and devote myself solely to the psychoanalytic study.

THE BUCK FANTASY

Before | begin, it must be emphasized that | can claim validity for my views only to
the extent that they can be shown to pertain to the essentials of Peer Gynt’s
libidinal conflicts by disclosing cohesive relationships in the context of the drama,
with the assistance of experiences based on dreams, fantasies, neuroses, and
psychoses. Furthermore, | am aware of my limitations due to the fact that | must
face the problem of working with third-hand material. | do not have the original
before me, but rather its translation by Christian Morgenstern, and there is reason
to suspect that a good deal of it has taken on his subjective coloring. This will
probably not prove detrimental to our understanding of the framework of the drama
as a whole, but it will no doubt obscure its finer structure, from which justifiable
conclusions about the poet might be drawn based on facts found in Ibsen’s original
work.

For this reason | shall, at least for the time being, make Peer Gynt himself the
object of my study, without consideration of whatever he may represent.

In order to make as clear a statement as possible, it will be necessary to
consider not only the course of the play as it is performed but also to view it from
above, so to speak, in order to see the work in its entirety and to select the material
required for our study from wherever practicable.

We shall start with an event in Act | which is remarkable not only by virtue of its
strange character but also because it introduces the plot per se and is an event
which lends to the entire play a special texture due to the threads which weave
throughout it. We refer to the Buck Fantasy.

Peer Gynt has spent a number of days away from home in solitude, apparently



passing his time in daydreaming. Still under its effects, he relates one of the
daydreams to his mother: Hunting a magnificent buck, he fells it with a single shot.
“Straddling aloft” its back, he grasps his knife and is about to plunge it in. But the
buck, with Peer on his back, breaks into a breathtaking gallop along the “Gjendin
Ridge,” “sheer and sharp as the blade of a scythe” [p. 25],* until both plunge off the
steep cliff toward the lake below.® The end of the episode becomes increasingly
unclear; the landing and the rescue are not mentioned at all. Analysts are
thoroughly familiar with fantasies and dreams of similar content, although perhaps
without the poetic embellishments. | therefore ask your indulgence for the following
description of internal relationships, which are interconnected like links of a chain
and necessitate an interruption of our study.

What | have in mind are those dreams of flying in which an increase of general
tension (gasping for breath due to haste, etc.) ends in sudden release. | surmise
they represent an unsatisfied coitus with typical depiction of fore- and end
pleasure. In Peer Gynt the beginning of the fantasy containing the idea of
“straddling aloft” and the symbolic significance of the knife lend our hypothesis an
even greater credibility. Even if we view this fantasy as the strongly censored
fulfillment of an unconscious desire, there still remain details which need
clarification. In doing so | hope to gain access to the unconscious drives leading to
fantasy formation. We shall come to see that they are the determining factors in the
inevitability and specific character of Peer Gynt’s fate.

First our attention is arrested by the fact of the buck

leaping to his feet at once!

As he rose, the sudden lurching

jerked my sheath-knife out of my hand;

but his antlers held my legs pinned,

tightly gripped against his loins,

holding me as in a vice.

Then, with a sudden leap, he bounded ...
[p. 24]

How is this to be taken? The fantasized object becomes active, determining the
course of what follows, and Peer Gynt himself, with his legs firmly pinioned, is
delivered helpless to the object of his daydream. We must marvel at the fact that
Peer, otherwise so full of his own audacity and prowess, appears atypical in being
the “loser” or passive party in this fantasy, whereas daydreamers usually live out
their heroic attitudes in their daydreams. This peculiar aspect of the fantasy has its
unconscious basis, which can only be grasped when approached from a different
angle.



If we direct our attention to the figure of Peer’s mother, Aase, to whom the story
is being related, we are struck by several interesting aspects of her behavior. At
first she receives Peer with abuse and accusations. It is her remark “That’s a lie,
Peer’ which is the opening line of the play. But soon her cynicism and rage turn
into a terrifying vicarious experience of a situation in which her only child is
exposed to the utmost danger. Her remark “Peer! For God’s sake tell me quickly!”
[p. 26] expresses this and more; she wants to savor her terror to the very end.
Soon, however, she reflects more rationally, returns from Peer’s world of fantasy,
and remembers that she had heard the same story when his father “was siill a
squire.”

We know, as stated earlier, that we have every reason to suspect that Aase is in
love with her son and has taken him as a substitute for her lost (and, after all,
unfaithful) husband, as well as for her deceased son (first version). But let us listen
to what else she has to say. Aase scolds Peer for spending days on end idly
dreaming and accomplishing nothing. While he was “confined” to his buck, Ingrid
was promised to Mads Moen and the wedding was to take place the next day. Peer
had let the final opportunity to improve his and Aase’s fate pass by. Peer wants to
rush off at once to make up for his neglect: “They will clear the field for me.” But, as
he says this, he does something which at first defies our understanding: He lifts
Aase onto his back, “m carrying you over to the wedding-feast”—and then—“Now
we’ll play at Peer and reindeer’—(prancing abouf)—“I'm the reindeer, you be
Peer!” [p. 34]. He sets her down, despite her rage and resistance, on the roof of the
mill. Peer himself gives us the solution. The object of his desires is his mother, with
whom he later identifies. He exchanges roles with her, and now she is at his
mercy, just as in his fantasy he was the plaything of the buck (in other words, his
mother).” “I'm carrying you over to the wedding-feast’ is the confirmation of our
explanation.

The infantile incompetence expressed so clearly in the fantasy, as well as the
added identification with the mother, allow us to conclude that Peer’s attitude
toward his father was passive. This passivity is in contradistinction to his aspiration
to become an emperor on horseback, which dominates his later dream life.

The cause of the hypostatization of the Buck Fantasy was his mother’s
reproach that he had not won Ingrid despite the fact that she was well disposed
toward him. Now we understand in part the motives which hindered Peer Gynt (i.e.,
his incestuous fixation), and also the manner in which his unconscious interpreted
the accusation, as if it was directed to Aase herself.

But this incident is of even greater importance in the light of what is to follow. On



the one hand, Peer Gynt’s narcissistic libido has been stimulated by the reproach
(vide Peer’s indignation on hearing the news of Ingrid’s wedding: “What? The man
the girls all laugh at? [Mads Moen] How can...” [p. 33]. On the other hand, the news
that Ingrid now belongs to someone else adds a new dimension to Peer’s love.
Freud saw this as being characteristic of the choice of a love object in many men:
the woman whom one loves must belong to someone else. Peer rejected Ingrid as
long as she was free, in spite of her love for him. Now that she is to belong to
someone else, she becomes the object of his libido, which up until this time was
fixed solely, as we have seen, on the object of his incestuous fantasies.

Here we meet with the first transformation in Peer’s libido. This transmitting of
libido toward an object, however, is erratic. lts fixation on the fantasized
(incestuous) object is still strong enough to make this a transitory phase, as we
shall see, for as long as the satisfaction of narcissistic libido demands.

On the road to Haegstad, Peer is already torn between his narcissism and his
infantile inferiority. “That's Haegstad farm. I'll soon be down there.” Shorily
thereafter: “Hm, I'd do better to go home again” [p. 38]. His return to realistic
thinking is strongly jolted as a passing couple speaks of his father as a drunkard,
calls his mother insane, and refers to him as a simpleton (perhaps this is a
projection of his own feelings of inferiority). His libido, which had just begun to
venture forth, now regresses to a narcissistic level in order to revel in fantasies
once again:

PEER GYNT: Oh well, let them gossip—it doesn’t hurt me!....
That’s a funny shaped cloud—why it’s just like a horse!
(Staring into the sky)
There’s a man on its back—and a saddle—and bridle.
Behind it there rides an old witch on her broomstick ...
it's mother! She’s shouting and screaming “You beast!” ...
(Gradually closing his eyes)
Aha, now she’s frightened!
Peer Gynt rides ahead with a whole host behind him,
four gold shoes on his horse, silver crests on his harness....
... but never a one sits so well on his charger,
and none of them sparkles like him in the sun....
Womenfolk curtsey, for everyone knows that
i's Emperor Peer with his thousand retainers.

[pp. 39-40]

For the moment | do not wish to go into the significance of this fantasy, but one
should note that the content of his subsequent delusion (emperor in Cairo)
emerges here for the first time.

The ridicule of the smith tears him away from his fantasies and brings about his



decision to carry out his plan, even if not entirely without a final struggle.

| wish that I'd had a butcher’s training,

I'd cut the sneering out of their throats!

(Suddenly looking around)

Who'’s that? Was there somebody laughing behind me?
| was certain | heard ... No, there’s nobody there.

I'll go home to mother.

[p. 41]

Weininger considers Peer’s perception of the whistling and laughing to be his
only moral impulse. It is also my opinion that this laughter can be nothing other
than a projection of Peer’s conscience, which seems to be saying ‘quo vadis?’
Freud’s theory was—and psychoanalytic research has proven the point time and
time again—that the auditory hallucinations in cases of paranoia and dementia
praecox are in part projections of negative desires and thoughts and partly the
voice of one’s own conscience. We shall have ample opportunity to deal with this
and other paranoid formations of the Peer Gyntian psyche. But let us first return to
the story.

After diverse experiences in the inn, Peer Gynt carries out his plan to abduct
Ingrid. We are now aware of the underlying motives for this, but here we must direct
our attention to the fact that this act, too, contains at least one of the characteristic
traits we saw earlier in the Buck Fantasy:

ALSAK: That's the steepest part!
My God! He can climb like a mountain goat.
[p. 54;italics added]

Even this very real bride stealing is marked by the character of the Buck
Fantasy, and its lingering effects have Peer Gynt carry Ingrid off to lonely, steep,
rocky regions. His unconscious does not see her as Ingrid but as the woman of
another man, i.e., the mother image. The content and significance of this deed lie in
the second realization of the Buck Fantasy and the fulfillment of its basic
unconscious desires.

PEER GYNT'S MADNESS

We must now advance into the plot and put ourselves in Peer’s place in the stage
of his development of which Schlenther says: “Act IV, set in Africa, not only
removes the hero from the plenitude of normal life into the desert, but the reader is
also led into the desert of allegory and caricature. With the selective, carefree



genius of a romanticist of the earliest school, Ibsen porirayed the three
experiences: Peer’s being robbed on the Moroccan coast, his life as a prophet with
an Arabian tribe, and finally his coronation as emperor in the insane asylum in
Cairo. But Ibsen’s brilliant display of intellect and imagination fails to comfort or
delude us as to the lack of credible progress in the plot and we are inclined to greet
his return to the more natural artistic means of the previous acts with heartfelt
applause.” | will not succumb to the temptation of fleeing this world of “allegory and
caricature,” but intend to linger in these regions as long as is required to clarify the
relationship between each of the separate sections of the drama.

In the interest of clarity, | shall also separate Peer Gynt’s adventures into three
large consecutive periods. | have already mentioned the Buck Fantasy, which falls
into the first period of fantasy formation, the stage (expressed in terms of the libido)
in which the individual, as a consequence of an unconscious incestuous fixation,
withdraws his libido from the external world, leaving a small portion which is
directed toward the object of his fantasy. We know from the theory of neurosis that
this condition cannot last long due to the increasing stasis of sexual energy, which
finds no real outlet in the object of the fantasy and is replaced by a neurosis or
psychosis. Neurosis occurs when the repressed drives are at least partially
satisfied by symptomatic actions; psychosis, when the libido is withdrawn from the
fantasized objects and directed toward the self. In the latter case, a regression to
the narcissistic stage of sexual development takes place (megalomania; dementia
paranoides).

Among the interpreters of Peer Gynt, utter confusion reigns as to whether Act IV
was indeed experienced by the hero at all, or whether it is a digression into fantasy
on the part of the poet. This is, however, completely irrelevant for our discourse.
Peer Gynt may live alone in the woods at this time, imagining himself to be an
emperor while existing on herbs, or the dramatist may actually have him
experience this part of the plot. In the first case, we can understand Ibsen; in the
second case, we will withhold our belief, and may even be able to prove that in this
instance Ibsen’s unconscious ran away with him and that he still owes us the
evidence on which his interpretation is based. Personally, | cannot make a
decision in favor of one or the other. The fact that Ibsen suddenly makes his hero a
millionaire, without preparing us in the least, speaks for the first possibility, and
several weak attempts at rationalization speak for the second. For instance, at the
very moment in which Peer Gynt has been robbed by his so-called friends, he feels
himself confronted by an absolute void and wishes for a horse. Ibsen then inserts a
scene in which thieves abandon a horse out of fear and Peer suddenly takes
possession of it. The dramatist cannot erase the impression, however, that this is



an unsuccessful attempt at rationalization. | prefer to think of Peer Gynt’s delusions
of grandeur and the “omnipotence of thoughts” in the same way as in the incident
where Peer’s prayer causes the stolen ship to sink, replete with all its treasure and
his criminal friends, and a sheet of flame plus the dull sound of an explosion give
evidence of the destruction.

The second period is the Peer Gyntian madness, which shows a marked
intensification from millionaire to prophet to emperor.

In regard to the third period, | shall mention, for the time being, only that it
begins with the scene in the insane asylum in Cairo and that it is the stage of
restoration.

| ought also to mention that the transition from the second to the third period is
more clearly defined than from the first to the second. If, with the scene on the
Moroccan coast, we mark the beginning of Peer’s madness (which actually
dominates the entire representation), then we must also remember that we found
traces of his future insanity earlier, running through the fantasy-formation stage.

It is now our task to view Peer’s delusions in a purely descriptive manner; later
on we shall have to inquire into their connections with his previous experiences,
and for this we shall adopt the medical approach, i.e., from the symptom to the
anamnestic reconstruction of explanatory material.

Peer Gynt gives us a few brief, not exactly detailed, hints as to the origin of his
wealth. He had gone West empty-handed and had had to work hard and struggle.
But good fortune favored him. He had been diligent and amassed his present
fortune. Peer seems to have forgotten the past altogether. Only once, in an allusion
to his experiences in the Kingdom of the Old Man of the Dovre, does he mention a
lady of “royal blood” toward whom he had been inclined but whom he had to give
up because of the unacceptable demands made by his “father-in-law.” Further, we
discover that he is by no means disposed to remain at his present level on the road
to success. Peer himself describes the core of his being better than we possibly
could:

The Gyntish Self—itis a sea
of fancies, cravings, and demands;
in short—what stirs inside my breast
and makes me live my life as Me.
But as the Lord has need of clay
to make a world He can be God in,
so |, in turn, require some gold
to make myself an Emperor.

[p. 115]



Peer doesn’t want to be a “little King of some little place.” He wants to be an
emperor with wealth, power, horses, and men (the result of the revelry and
ostentation he experienced at home during his youth)—as rich and mighty as his
own father and even more so. However, we find Peer miserable and abandoned,
disgracefully defrauded by his friends, and robbed of his wealth, sitting in a tree,
the victim of hunger, like a primitive, helpless child, in strange contrast to his
previous abundance of wealth and power.

It may be that the dramatist, in this comparison of Peer before and after, is trying
to demonstrate the frailty of all misconceived striving for perfection. The following
scene draws our attention to this error and delusion in no uncertain terms: Armed
with a stick, Peer is trying to defend himself from a black ape (the primitive state).
Soon others appear and begin to throw their excrement at him—

It's the old one —with paws chock-full of filth!...

... The brute!

The whole lot—all over me! Ugh, how disgusting!

Or perhaps it was food! It hasn’t much flavour ...

still, that’s all a question of what you’re accustomed to.
[p. 124]

But daydreams transport him from coarse reality, and the sight of the immense
ocean of sand awakens in him the desire to advance himself in life again by means
of some grandiose scheme: By breaking through the row of sand dunes which hold
back the sea in the West, one could turn the desert into fertile land, cities would
arise—“On a rich oasis set in my ocean/I'll settle men of Nordic stock’—and
Peeropolis would be the capital of the new land of Gyntiana. Just one thing is
lacking for the realization of these dreams—“My Kingdom— half my Kingdom for a
horse!™

(The horse whinnies in the ravine) ...
Impossible! Yet true! | know I've read
somewhere that faith can move a mountain,
but not that it can produce a horse!
Absurd! And yet the horse is there.

[p. 129]

We are amazed: Peer Gynt desires a horse for the realization of his fantasy. The
wish he expresses just prior to this seems more comprehensible —“*Some money—
and the thing is done—/a golden key to the ocean’s door!” [p. 129]. At this point, we
recall the ride in the Buck Fantasy. But how strange this present daydream seems!
We automatically think of a small boy at play in the sand, making lakes, breaking



dams, and building cities—naturally naming his creations after himself. He builds a
special castle for his own dear parents and tries to prove his gratitude to them by a
gift of “enfranchised land.” But by this he is attempting to fulfill a different wish—that
his own power and glory may now eclipse that of his parents!

Peer’s feeling of helplessness impresses us as a “lucid moment” in the course
of his megalomania. Here he becomes conscious of his situation and of his
childishly retarded ego, even though this takes place through a psychotic
projection onto a toad he is observing:

Here’s a toad! Hidden deep in a block of sandstone —completely immured —just his head peeping out
as if through a window. And there he sits watching the world ... and he is to himself—enough!
(Thoughtfully)
“Enough...?” “To himself...?”
Now where does that come from?
Did I read it when young, in some so-called “good book”?
Was it the prayerbook? Or Solomon’s Proverbs?
Dear me! How | find, as the years go by,
that my memory fails me for dates and places!
[pp. 126-7]

His experience with the Old Man of the Dovre still haunts him, but he is not able
to attain clarity. Are we to understand his remarks as a regeneration fantasy, as a
first step toward recovery? It might be wiser to wait until we have more material to
confirm this assumption.

Next we encounter Peer as a celebrated prophet surrounded by a circle of
beautiful girls, among them Anitra, and we learn from him that he has fallen into
this role quite involuntarily but that he seems to feel entirely at home in it.

This period would have nothing remarkable to offer if it were not for a few
striking indications. We refer to the sudden ending of his career as a prophet and to
a certain scene inserted here into the course of the plot. In this, a woman (Solveig)
sits at the distaff in front of her hut in the woods and sings a song that definitely
refers to Peer’s return.’ Lastly, we must note the predominance of erotic elements
in this period in contrast to the previous one in which he played the part of a very
rich man.

Remorse overtakes Peer; his conscience begins to bother him and he is
ashamed to have courted “that little goose” (Anitra). Soon enough, however, he
comes to terms with himself again and begins to scheme:

So ... something new! Some enlightening quest!
Some goal that is worthy of money and pains.
[p. 146]



This gives him the idea of becoming a man of science. He has already discarded
the idea of writing for a living as beneath him:

to bid farewell to the pleasures of Love ...
and all to solve the riddle of Truth!
Thatis the test of a man of Science.

[p. 147;italics added]

Perhaps we already have some idea of the meaning of his delusions in regard
to being a prophet or a man of science. Still, at this point, we must restrain
ourselves and leave Peer Gynt at the statue of Memnon, where he is about to put
his plan into practice, while we turn to an examination of the events which occur
between the Buck Fantasy and the onset of his madness.

EARLY SYMPTOMS

We left Peer just as he had successfully abducted Ingrid, and we recognized in this
act the realization of an unconscious incestuous wish. The Buck Fantasy and his
mother’s ridicule of his masculinity had preceded it and functioned as causal
elements. Let us now attempt to fill in the omissions in our understanding of the
causal relationships among the facts we already know.

First of all, our attention is drawn to the result of the episode with Ingrid. Peer
has abducted and seduced her, and now wants nothing more to do with her. He
himself gives us the reason for this: In the inn he had met Solveig, the daughter of
an immigrant couple. At first she had been willing to grant his request for a dance;
but later, after having been warned about him by her mother, she reluctantly
declined. It is understandable that Peer fell in love with Solveig when he returned
from his fantasies to the world of reality. We may also assume that he would not
have carried out his plan to abduct Ingrid had he not been rejected by Solveig. For
this reason, his reaction to the obvious rejection of his newly elected libido object
was all the more vehement. Perhaps this last point was a determining factor in the
violence of his bride-rape. This manifest rejection may very well have been
reminiscent of his youthful choice of an incestuous libido object and therefore also
a decisive factor in his later behavior toward Solveig, which clearly bears the mark
of deep inhibitions.

Can your eyes be pure? Can you deny my
request? Will he who beholds you become pure?

These lines provide sufficient explanation of the reasons for his withdrawal from



the passion he has experienced and his turning to pure, innocent, and virginal
Solveig.” The significance of the connection between his denied request and the
intensity of his attachment to Solveig cannot be overemphasized. This love
conditioning is familiar enough in the life of mankind in general, and especially
among neurotics.

It is interesting to see Aase’s reaction to the heroic deeds of her son, whom she
had, up to this time, credited with nothing but:

... lies and stories,

his greatest strength was in his tongue —
he never did anything in his life!
He—oh, I want to laugh and cry!

[p. 57]

Her delight in Peer’s daring masculine coup rings through her words, and we may
assume that she identifies with the stolen bride. In the light of her apologetic
remarks to Solveig, which follow directly, | must admit that in this particular case
Weininger was right. | realize that Ibsen, whose works elevate the problems of
women to such central importance, has understood the relationship of this mother
to her only son correctly.

AASE: (To Solveig)
We clung together in want and sorrow —
for | must tell you, my husband drank,
roaming the district with foolish chatter,
wasting and trampling our wealth underfoot
while | sat home with Little Peer ...
What could we do but try to forget?...
some try lies, and some try brandy,
but, ah, we took to fairy tales
of princes, trolls, enchanted beasts,
and stolen brides ... But who’d have thought
those devil’s tales would stay with him?

[p. 58]

We cannot overlook the ostensible coincidence in her incidental mention of the
bride stealing (which is actually basic to her entire confession). As an analyst, |
have become accustomed to directing my attention to the inconsequential and
correctly assuming that the significant lies behind it—in this case it would be
Aase’s inhibitions springing from her own desires, with resulting consciousness of
guilt.

Peer’s subsequent three experiences (the Saeter Girls in the Tronde
Mountains, the kingdom of the trolls, the Great Boyg) present us with a problem that



is not easy to solve. These are the most beautiful but also the most profound and
confusing events the dramatist has Peer Gynt experience. They represent for the
layman and the theatergoer, as well as for Ibsen’s ingenious interpreters, a weak
spot in the comprehension of the play, a misunderstood and often obscure literary
passage. In spite of their difficulty, these experiences allow enough scope for
widely divergent reactions. As impartial onlookers, we ourselves can scarcely
suppress a compassionate or amused smile at Peer Gynt's lies, or even his
megalomania and his experiences in Morocco, while the scene with the Button
Molder or the death scene aboard ship give us an uncanny feeling. Although these
experiences make a lasting impression on us, we find ourselves no better able to
account for our own reactions than to explain the responses of an entire audience
in the grip of Sophocles’ Oedipus, or any other momentous tragic drama which
brings into play the deepest elements of human life.

Freud has taught us how such works can best be understood, and | shall
therefore attempt to illuminate this portion of the drama using the methods and
understanding that psychoanalysis offers.

Most interpreters are inclined to view the scenes with the Old Man of the Dovre
and the Great Boyg as dreams—but the scene with the Saeter Girls as actual
reality. | feel justified in classifying this last scene with the former two, especially
since it derives a certain significance from its connection with them. We shall see
later on just how this significance supports my claim. Furthermore, we must note
that it is not at all important which way they are viewed, since we have undertaken
to find the etiologically meaningful moments of Peer Gyntian madness.
Psychoanalysis teaches that delusions and dreams are at least equal to real
experiences in regard to their causal effect.

Peer Gynt is in a cheerful and self-confident mood after having abducted the
bride. He is in the Tronde Mountains trying to escape from his pursuers and has
recognized the value of reality (or desires fulfilled in reality) as opposed to fantasy,
when he exclaims:

Yes, this is life! It uplifts me and strengthens.
The devil may take all my worthless lies!
[p. 60]

But even here we are forced to observe that this desire, which has been fulfilled
through an object in the external world, contains a prodigious amount of narcissism
and that the underlying reason for his gloating is delight in his own prowess. It is
possible to view this as an intense reactive ebullience in contrast to his previously
empty fantasies, for Peer seems to be convinced that they had no real content. We



are more inclined, however, to suspect that Peer’s narcissistic constitution, with
which we are already acquainted, lies behind this. We have in mind the Buck
Fantasy and his later decline into a narcissistic psychosis.

The following scene can be viewed as the continuation, so to speak, of a little
heroic episode experienced in reality: “I'm a three-headed troll—just the one for
three girls,” Peer calls to the three Saeter Girls. In answer to their question “Are you
man enough?” comes Peer’s self-confident reply, “Try me and see.” As | mentioned
before. | look upon this scene as a dream or a fantasy. Therefore, | must now
inquire into the unconscious thoughts which underlie it. Perhaps the sketchy
histories the Saeter Girls volunteer will provide the key to our understanding: The
fiancé of the first married an old woman; the fiancé of the second remained with a
gypsy in the North; the fiancé of the third killed their offspring and was hanged. We
must confess that we cannot make very much of these stories as they stand. If we
consider them in context, however, realizing that this fantasy follows fast on the
heels of Peer’s three most important experiences (i.e., Buck Fantasy—mother, rape
of Ingrid, meeting with Solveig), we may assert quite confidently that this fantasy
represents not only a repetition of those three experiences but in addition presages
the following: In reality, Peer had possessed Ingrid only; his fantasy now brings to
fulfillment his desire for the other two women. In this light, the lament of the first girl
appears as a greatly disarranged accusation of Aase’s husband by Aase herself;
the tramp of whom the second girl speaks is an allusion to the fact that Solveig and
her parents were actually not native to the terrain but settlers; finally, the tale of the
third, pertaining to a murdered child, connotes that Ingrid is the only one Peer
possessed. | shall return to this point, but we must mention first that here a
consciousness of guilt begins to take root which is to be the decisive factor in the
onset of Peer’s psychosis, as well as a hindrance to his final union with Solveig.
Once again a remark by the third Saeter Girl, “Like the mountain trout from the
blackest pool,” is a far cry from the rejoicing of the other two. Peer’s answer, on the
other hand [p. 62], “Dismal bodings and wanton thoughts—laughing eyes and a
sob in the throat!” gives rise to serious doubts as to whether this scene is purely
pleasurable in character. It is surely much more likely to be the beginning of a long
sequence of rampant conflicts and, as we shall see, of libido regressions. For the
moment it is still directed toward fantasy objects. Along with the other two
experiences which we must now examine, it is full of the characteristics of his
future psychosis. Peer seems to sense this as he storms around in the mountains,
“‘wild and distraught”:

Palace on palace is rising!



See, how that gateway glitters!
Stop! Will you stop! Now they’re drifting
farther and farther away!
The cock on the weather-vane’s spreading
his wings, as if he would hover....
Now all is blue haze in the gorges
and the mountain is locked and barred....
A gleam like the bands of the rainbow
pierces my sight and my senses.
What is that distant chiming?
What weighs my eyelids down?
Ah, how my head is aching....
Thatride on the ridge at Gjendin
was a tale—a damnable lie.
Climbing the steepest hillside
with the bride ... drunk a night and a day ...
hunting with kites and with falcons ...
threatened by trolls and their kinsfolk ...
sporting with crazy women ...
all a lie—a damnable tale.

[Pp. 62-3]

We see that Peer himself has found the cause of his agitation and that he puts
his most important experiences and fantasies in a very close relationship to one
another. This is the same conclusion we reached circuitously by other ways and
means.

But he goes a step further. In a vision he sees his father’s palace and recalls the
wild orgies held there:

| must be off. I'll saddle my horse

and ride where my fancy takes me; [vide Buck Fantasy]
I'll storm across the sea and become

Emperor of England.*

This precedes the vision. The quick sequence of these thoughts and the direct
connection of his sexual drives and his lust for power provide the final link in our
comprehension of the meaning, cause, and goal of his delusions as described
above. At the same time, we see confirmed here the suspicion mentioned earlier.
We might also note that his oedipal attachment to his mother has found
nourishment in the conditions prevailing at home, which were augmented by the
behavior of his mother, also discussed earlier. His desire to become as rich and
powerful as his father [p. 65]—“Peer Gynt, you have sprung from greatness, and to
greatness shall you attain” (closing remark of this scene)—and his incestuous ties
to his mother (which remain unconscious) are the underlying reasons for the
continuing fixation of his libido on the object of his first choice and for his later



regression to the narcissistic phase.

By this analysis we have now come to an understanding of his insanity in broad
outline. We hope that presently an analysis of the two dreams which follow™ (the
Old Man of the Dovre, the Great Boyg) will enhance our understanding of its subtler
structure. In dealing with them we shall confine ourselves to the manifest content of
the dreams and attempt to divine the latent thoughts from the material with which
we are already acquainted.

Peer finds a Woman in Green, whom he follows home after much pride-inflated
conversation. Her father is the Old Man of the Dovre, who reigns over his subjects,
the trolls, and Peer is to be her princely groom. In her father’s kingdom he asks for
her hand in marriage, but also demands the kingdom as her dowry. The Old Man
agrees, but makes a series of stipulations on which the marriage is to depend.
First, Peer must solve the riddle of the difference between a man and a troll. Peer
cannot find the right answer and the Old Man instructs him thus: “Outside, among
men, where the skies are bright, there’s a saying ‘Man, to thyself be true’; but here
among trolls, the saying runs: ‘Troll, to thyself be—enough™ [p. 69]. This is not
quite clear to Peer. “Enough, my son! That shattering word of power must be your
battle-cry.” He finally agrees, though unwillingly. The second stipulation is that he
must try the troll cuisine, the dung of the cow and the mead of the ox, not asking
whether it is sweet or sour but rather keeping in mind that it is homemade. Peer
also agrees to this unpleasant condition after some hesitation. Further, he must run
about naked and allow a tail to be fastened to him. But the Old Man imposes only
these external demands, and Peer’s beliefs are left unchanged.

The Woman in Green and her sister begin to dance, but when Peer is asked his
opinion, he compares them to “a bell-cow who plucks with her hoof at a catgut,
while a pig in short stockings cavorts to the noise.” The wrath of the trolls is
unleashed and the Old Man orders Peer’s left eye to be plucked out. Peer agrees
to this too, but asks whether it will grow back. When he hears it will not, everything
within him rises against this unreasonable demand. Shortly thereafter, the Old
Man’s daughter informs Peer that he is to become a father, and at this Peer tries to
flee as quickly as possible. However, the trolls overpower him, and buried beneath
a pile of them, he cries out, “Help, mother, they’ll kill me.” At the sound of church
bells the nightmare vanishes. But the next dream follows immediately: Peer is
struggling with something which, when asked “What are you?” identifies itself as
the Great Boyg. Just as Peer thinks he has subdued it, he again finds himself
struggling with something unconquerable. In desperation he calls out:

Backwards or forwards it’s just as far,



outorin,it’s justas narrow.

He’s here, he’s there, he’s all about me!

When I'm sure that I’'m out, then I’'m back in the middle!
What’s your name? Let me see you!

What sort of thing are you?

[p. 79]

He challenges the Boyg to an encounter, but it declines, saying that time is on its
side. Peer is in utter distress, although the Boyg remains completely passive, while
preventing his breaking through the circle. Suddenly Peer thinks of Solveig and
implores her to save him, but in vain. He collapses and the Boyg is about to fall
upon him when the bells toll again and the dream ends with the cry: “He was too
strong. There were women behind him.” Peer is asleep in front of Aase’s hut in the
mountains.

At first Peer’s experience with the Old Man of the Dovre seems to be a
continuation of the episode with the Saeter Girls, as well as being the fulfillment of
his two greatest desires, namely to become a rich king and to marry the Old Man’s
daughter (who is without doubt a personification of his mother). When he meets her
in his dream she is a princess—in other words, he elevates his mother to this
status. It would be well to recall here the scenes after the Buck ride in which Peer
sets his mother on the roof of the mill. Everything points to the fact that this
apparently senseless deed is full of deeper meaning. His mother is uplifted by
being put on the roof—(note the exclamation of the Old Woman when she sees
this, “Aase, you’ve moved up in life!”). The fact that the Woman in Green herself
leads Peer to the Old Man of the Dovre, so that he can ask for her hand, gives rise
to the thought that Peer feels justified in his own eyes when the Old Man (who can
be none other than a personification of his father) actually does give him “his
mother” in marriage. As we know, his father’s behavior in Peer’s youth gave rise to
the unconscious idea that he (Peer) was married to his mother (alone with her)—
that she had been bequeathed to him. We also know the results of this relationship.
(Quite recently | had occasion to observe the same thought sequence in a paranoid
patient.)

But these desires of Peer are not to be fulfilled without considerable difficulty.
We can distinguish a twofold nature in them from the stipulations made by the OId
Man: Peer’s own infantile desires and his anxieties. The first appear to be
demands made by his father and therefore complied with.

One other thing must be stressed. It is easy to see that the Peer as he appears
in his dreams, combined with the trolls, equals the real Peer. The trolls are
personifications of the unconscious desires and thoughts' of his own infantile



pleasure ego, whereas the dream Peer, who is struggling against the trolls (we
need only to think of his superior critical attitude toward them), seems to coincide
with his real personality or, better said, with the part of him which is striving toward
a real personality. No one could have depicted the arduous struggle between the
sex- and ego-oriented components of his personality better than did Ibsen in this
scene. All of the concessions Peer makes to the Old Man of the Dovre symbolize
the sacrifices which the moral self has to make to the libidinous drives of the
individual, at least up to a certain limit. In people who, unlike Peer, have not
remained in an infantile stage of development, people who have succeeded in
progressing from the pleasure principle to the reality principle, the sexual drives
have to make many concessions to the tendencies which do justice to the real self
(through repression, sublimation, condemnation), but again, only to a certain
degree. Perversion (sexual conquest) or neurosis (miscarried ego conquest) will
inevitably result as a consequence of the interference of extremely dynamic and
strongly libidinous drives.

This dream contains a regression to the phase of sexual development in which
the oedipal role, the castration complex in connection with it, and consciousness of
guilt begin to take root. From this point on, they are repressed, and from the
unconscious they exert influence on the life of the individual in a very definite
manner. The dream Peer is one part of the critical Peer, one part of his will to
repression and recovery. The struggle of this part of Peer with its infantile
unconscious counterpart evolves clearly.

It is hardly necessary to go into greater detail. The symbolism behind the
pinning on of a tail is clear enough. The remark of the Old Man of the Dovre “Don’t
come courting my daughter with no tail on your rump” is clearly the desperation of
the infant Oedipus because of his small penis, and simultaneously the fulfillment of
his desire for a larger organ. It is obvious that Peer cannot solve the Old Man’s
riddle as to the difference between man and troll (adult and child) because at this
time neither of these components has prevailed in him, although the pleasure ego
seems to be favored.

Peer is not acquainted with the phrase “To thyself be true” since it pertains to
the formation of a self by the adult who has progressed from the pleasure ego to
the real ego, while always keeping an eye on the ideal ego.” “To thyself be
enough,”* namely, pandering to the pleasure ego and withdrawal from the external
world, is his solution.

Even the common custom of the trolls of walking around naked does not
surprise us. In the challenge to eat cow dung and drink ox mead, the nourishment
of the trolls, we can see anal- and urethroerotic traits. Whoever has willingly



followed me up to this point and knows how much attention children pay to their
primary body functions, and also how important this attention is in the development
of later reactions (as well as being symptomatic in a number of neuroses and
psychoses), will not be surprised by what follows. But | also hear voices raised
accusing me of arbitrary interpretation, voices of those who are ready to close their
ears. Let us recall the scene in which we observed Peer after he had been robbed
by his friends. It is not surprising that we can now grasp the meaning of his struggle
with the apes. It is simply a reoccurrence of the cow-dung episode when the ape
dirties him from head to toe. The correlation between the two becomes even more
apparent if we recall that still another element of the troll dream appears in this
scene:

“Enough...?” “To himself...?”
Now where does that come from?
Did I read it when young...?

All this after he had just been as rich as Croesus. The connection psychoanalysis
has found between money and feces as well as between avarice and anal-
eroticism is to be seen here also. If the anal-eroticism we see in the dreams was a
determining factor for a specific element of Peer’s insanity—wealth—then the
scene following the loss of his wealth represents a reversal of the process. After
the disappearance of his madness comes the return to the phase which gave birth
to it, although we must also see this as an important rung on Peer’s ladder to his
highest goal, to become an emperor (father).

Now let us return to the dream. As punishment for his blunder and the crime of
calling the Old Man’s daughter a dancing, cat-gut plucking, belled cow, Peer is to
have one of his eyes put out. This threat is well known as a castration symbol in
the dreams of neurotics and portends punishment by the father for the incestuous
desires of the son. The latter are repressed in the dream and hence my
interpretation must temporarily be considered only an assumption. | might add,
however, that | shall be able to prove the correctness of this supposition later. Peer
resists this demand with all the strength he can muster. When the Woman in Green
tells him he is going to become a father (at which he makes an effort to flee), we
must think of the third Saeter Girl, who, on two occasions, mentions the murder of
her child. In the future | shall subject this singular point to a closer examination.

Peer’s rescue from the trolls by calling to his mother can be defined as a dream
element in three ways: first, as a course of action in accordance with his
unconscious thought of protection by his mother in time of danger; second, as the
fulfillment of a desire which can only be satisfied by the mother, to which the trolls



(i.e., his unconscious desires) are urging him; and, finally, as a reconstruction of
the incest barrier, which had been broken down in the dream, that is, a new
repression of the unconscious desire by mentioning its designation (“mother”),
which in turn contains the inhibited incestuous relationship.’

From what we now know, we shall not be able to approach the significance of
the Great Boyg because we haven’t the slightest clue to guide us. Let us make an
attempt from another angle and return to Peer Gynt in the situation in which we left
him, standing in front of the statue of Memnon, about to carry out his plan to
become a man of science.

Peer hears a rustling and the statue begins to sing:

From the Demi-god’s ashes rose songbirds
bringing back Youth.
Zeus, the All-knowing one,
shaped them for conflict.
Oh, Owls of Wisdom,
Where are my songbirds sleeping?
You must die unless you fathom
this, my song’s riddle.
PEER GYNT: | honestly do believe that the statue was singing. This must
be Antiquity’s Musicl...
(Writing in his notebook)
The statue sang. | could hear it distinctly,
though | failed to interpret the words of the song.
It was all a hallucination, of course.
[pp. 149-50]

Soon thereafter standing before the Sphinx:

Now where in the world...? | seem to remember
meeting something that looked like this hideous object ...
Yes, certainly I've met it. But where? North or South?
Was it a person? And if so, who was it?
That statue of Memnon, | realized afterwards,
resembled the so-called Old Man of the Dovre—
the way that he sat there so starchy and stiff ...
but this quite remarkably hybrid beast,
this changeling, that’s lion and woman at once,
did | get it out of a fairy tale,
oris it something | really remember?
A fairy tale...? Ah, I've got it now!
It was the Boyg whom | cracked on the noddle ...
Do you still talk in riddles? Let’s try you out:
Hi, Boyg, who are you?
[p. 151;italics added]



We feel that we now understand. If the Boyg was the sphinx who asked
Oedipus the famous question, then what can the dream mean other than the
reliving of the infantile stage in which the child sees himself confronted for the first
time by the problem of sexuality and perhaps even experiences the first big lie
(stork fable, etc.). Anyone acquainted, from analysis, with the struggle of the child
between what he is trying to understand and what he already understands will not
underestimate the meaning of the question “Who are you, disguised one?” which
Peer in his dream hurls in desperation at the Great Boyg.

Now we also understand the meaning of Peer’s delusions of being a prophet—
and a man of science. First, it was his belief, or rather his desire, to know
everything or even to predict the future; and second, his desire to continue his
infantile sexual investigations on a pathologically enlarged scale. (Analytic
practice provides us with a sufficient number of cases which show very clearly how
drives of this nature determine the childhood and sometimes even the adult choice
of a vocation. A patient once told me that at the age of eight he was motivated to
become a doctor so that he could see a great number of naked bodies without
punishment. As to the importance of such infantile brooding on the formation and
specific character of philosophic thinking, the reader is referred to the penetrating
commentary of Winterstein in Imago, 1913).

Just as this period of Peer’s insanity corresponds to the third dream, we may
consider the first two dreams as the forerunners of the first and second periods of
his madness.

CAUSAL ELEMENTS

Now that we have succeeded in discovering a significant causal relationship
between Peer’s madness and his experiences, it must be our task in the ensuing
account to point out the inevitability of his lapse into psychosis and the factors
which contributed to it. If the conclusions drawn from our inquiry have been correct
until now, then we shall also be successful in adding the last links to our chain.
Peer has fled the world and the consequences of his wrongdoing and is
preparing himself for a long stay in the wilderness. While vacillating between his
fantasies and reality, he is felling timber and building himself a hut. But even here:

There must be a bolt. | must bolt the door

against trolls. Against men and women, too.

There must be a bolt—a bolt that will hold

against little goblins and all their spite.

They come when it’s dark, and they rattle and knock:
“Open up for us, Peer, we’re as nimble as thoughts!



Under your bed you will hear us rustle—
among the ashes you’ll hear us scuffle —
we’ll fly in your chimney like dragons of fire.
Ha, Peer, do you think that your nails and your planks
can keep out the spiteful goblin-thoughts?”
[p. 88]

Poor Peer!...

He is overjoyed when Solveig, who has left her parents’ home, comes to share
his lot in exile. He wants to start a new life, everything will turn out for the best—but
no, the malicious goblin thoughts!

An old woman appears with an ugly, crippled little boy and reminds him of his
fatherly duties. Peer is amazed as the Old Woman provides further information:

THE WOMAN: As your hut grew, mine rose beside it.

PEER GYNT: (starting to go): 'min a hurry—

THE WOMAN: You always were, lad;

but | plodded behind, and I've caught up at last.

PEER GYNT: You’ve made a mistake, woman.

THE WOMAN: Yes—long ago!

Back on the day when you promised so much.

[we think of Ingrid]

PEER GYNT: | promised so much? What the devil is this?
THE WOMAN: You forget the night when you drank at my father’s;
you forget—

PEER GYNT: | forget what | never knew!

What nonsense you’re talking! Just when did we meet?
THE WOMAN: The last time we met was the first time we met.

[p.91]

Now we understand! The woman, an apparition of the Woman in Green, is
again a concentrated blend of Aase and Ingrid, a vision resulting from a projection
of his first incestuous love object. Peer cannot find peace. His conscious
inclination toward, and love of, Solveig is inhibited by an unconscious, disturbing,
and now projected incestuous fixation of his libido.

Still worse, his guilt feelings about his oedipal transgression are personified by
the boy and accentuated by the child’s physical and mental deformity (based on
popular belief in the detrimental effects of a consanguineous marriage upon the
offspring: inbreeding).

THE WOMAN: [in response to Peer’s threatening to kill her]
You try it—I dare you!

Aha, Peer Gynt, | can stand hard knocks!

| shall come here again every single day—

| shall peep through the door and watch you both.



When you sit with that woman beside the fire —
when you’re loving, and wanting to play and embrace —
| shall sit beside you and ask for my share.
Yes, she and | will divide you between us.
Goodbye, my dear. Go and get married tomorrow!
PEER GYNT: (clenching his fists):
And all this comes—
THE WOMAN: Just from thoughts and desires!'®
You’re unlucky, Peer!
[op. 92-3]

Once again Peer tries to rid himself of the disturbing thoughts and longs to
repent, but is finally overcome by despair [p. 93]. “Go round about,” said the Boyg.
So I must ... there’s no way now that passes straight from you to her [Solveig].” He
fears that Ingrid and the other three he “pleasured up there” will come and ask to be
taken and held close just as this woman, and that he will not be capable of this [p.
94]. “To speak, yet keep silent—confess yet conceal.” Asking Solveig one last
favor, to wait for him no matter how long he is gone, he flees to his mother, only to
find her on her deathbed.

The following scene of Aase’s death has little new material to offer other than
the deeply moving, remarkable poetic embellishments. For our purposes this
scene falls clearly into the same class as the Buck Fantasy. Now as then Peer
draws Aase into the world of his fantasy and reminisces about former happy times
in the Gynt household. He succeeds in making death easier for her, but he himself
lapses into madness directly thereafter.

Let us now try to summarize the circumstances which led to his madness. In the
seduction of Ingrid (the unconscious personification of his mother), Peer had
committed the crime of incest. This resulted in the awakening of guilt
consciousness, the first signs of which already became evident in the lament of the
third Saeter Girl and in the troll dream. The first strong eruption of these guilt
feelings occurred when Peer’s libido was in the process of fastening itself upon a
real love object. But guilt and unconscious fixation on his mother emerge victorious
from the frantic battle in which we watch the unconscious and the conscious
wrestle within him. We recall Peer’s begging Solveig to wait for him, and view this
as another loss of reality, having believed up to this time in a possible resolution.
With the death of his mother the last bastion of the libido falls and he subseque