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Maurice Whelan 

Imagining Freud! 
 
 
What if Sigmund Freud came among us today? What might he have to say to us and 
about us? Through the use of Freud’s own words and stories about his life, and a 
few speculations of his own, Maurice Whelan imaginatively recreates the presence 
of the founder of psychoanalysis by reading a letter that Freud might have written 
in 2008!  
 
 
 

 
Maurice Whelan is a practicing psychoanalyst, Chairman of the Sydney Institute 
for Psychoanalysis and a published fiction and non-fiction writer. 
 
 
“Some people change the world. Without them, without their initiative, we’d all be 
somewhere else. Freud changed the world. It’s hard to imagine what it would be like if he 
had never existed or if he had been content with a nice little doctor’s practice in Vienna. 
Without Freud’s initiative we’d all be someone else.  
 It is well nigh impossible to imagine what life would be like without him – he 
changed the world so much. We are who we are because of him. The mirror we look into 
when we try to define our identity has been shaped by him. The way we think and feel and 
the manner in which we speak about ourselves has been moulded by Freud’s mind.”                               
 
                                                        Maurice Whelan    Sydney Morning Herald Thursday 7 February 2008 
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Introduction. 

I appear before you now like the actor who speaks the Prologue in a 

Shakespearean play, who takes up his position centre stage and asks the 

audience to suspend belief and allow their imagination to transport them out 

of their present reality. This evening I am going to play the part of a 

Viennese Professor, of small stature, who was born in 1856, and died in 

1939, who would never have been mistaken for an Irishman. So, while a 

casting director might never have offered me the part I will stake my claim 

to conjure up for you the spirit of Sigmund Freud founder of psychoanalysis. 

I will read for you a letter that I imagine Freud might write to us today. 

 

Dear Friends of the Nicholson, Ladies and Gentlemen. 

I see we are in the 21st century. Next year will be the 60th anniversary 

of my death. I’d hoped to end my days in my native Vienna but hate and 

intolerance drove me out. At the age of 82 I became a refugee. I spent the 

final year of my life in London where I died on Sep 23rd 1939. I see you 

have around you many images, still and moving images of my life and my 

home in Vienna. Before I vacated my rooms and left them to the mercies of 

the Gestapo a photographer Edmund Engelman secretly used the magic of 

his camera to record the space in which I worked for 50 years. My couch has 

been faithfully presented and above all you have here a fine selection of my 

beloved archaeological objects. 

I pondered before picking up my pen, to consider what to say to the 

world. I could point you to the 24 volumes of my collected psychological 

papers or to the numerous biographies written about me. The International 

Psychoanalytical Association founded at Salzburg in 1908 has today some 

11,000 members on all parts of the globe. Every library around the world 
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will have some book or mention of me and my ideas. Apart from those who 

still continue with the clinical practice which I invented there are countless 

forms of psychotherapy based on my ideas. In addition every aspect of the 

arts and humanities and the social sciences have been shaped for better or 

worse by my writings. 

So when in 1993 Time magazine had a cover photo of me with the 

question: “Is Freud Dead” you can appreciate why I had a slight chuckle.  

You will be pleased to know that I’m not going to instruct you to read. 

Instead I am going to ask something of you. As you will know when a 

patient came to see me I invited them to lie on my couch. I sat in a chair at 

the head of the couch. What I now want to ask of you is this: I invite you to 

sit in my chair. Go on, humour an old man. If you want to know me, put 

yourself in my place. 

Settle yourself in; look around. In my rooms in Vienna and in London 

when I sat in my chair I was surrounded by my archaeological collection. 

There were 1000 pieces in my room; 50 on my desk alone. Imagine you are 

sitting among them. Each and every piece has its own history. They had 

been collected over a period of 50 years. When I sat among them I enjoyed 

their presence, their stillness. I felt in touch with the people who made those 

small objects thousands of years ago. People who reached out and took into 

their hands inert material and gave it a shape, gave it beauty, meaning, 

created art.  

While I sat and looked around, the past and the great stories and 

human challenges that encircle these objects seemed to flow around me and 

pass through me. Imagine you are alone with them; that the space in which 

you sit and work and write and think is filled with them. I loved those 

pieces. Collecting them over a lifetime gave me great pleasure. 
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 There is another part on my working space that you need to know 

about if you are to enter into the spirit of our little game. My books, all 3600 

of them lined the shelves and walls of my rooms. My earlier advice to hold 

off reaching for a book was not meant to discourage you from reading. 

Reading was one of the great pleasures of my life. I’ll tell you two little 

stories about books. 

In 1906 Hugo Heller who was a Viennese bookseller wrote to me and 

to other well known people and asked us to name ‘ten good books.’ I was 

unclear what he meant by the word ‘good.’ I wrote back and asked if he 

meant the ten most magnificent works of world literature, in which case we 

would be talking of Homer, the tragedies of Sophocles, Goethe’s Faust, 

Shakespeare’s Hamlet, Macbeth, etc. I also wondered if ‘good’ really meant 

significant. If so we would have to start with Copernicus, with Darwin’s 

Descent of Man I said to him also that if by ‘good’ he meant my favourites 

that Milton’s Paradise Lost and Heine’s Lazarus would be top of my list. 

Well, as you can see Ladies and Gentlemen I took a little detour 

before I got to answer his question. I rather liked little detours. You never 

know what you stumble upon. Anyway I proceeded with the task. You see I 

read widely. My ten authors were of seven nationalities: Dutch, English, 

French, Russian, Swiss, Austrian and American. I spoke and read in a 

number of languages. My list of ten good books included two novels, a 

biography, imaginary correspondence, a cycle of poems, novellas, a 

collection of humorous sketches, stories about savage animals and little less 

savage men, formal essays, and a history of Greek philosophy. My writers 

included Mark Twain, Macaulay, Anatole France, Kipling, Zola, Keller, 

Mayer, and Dekker.  
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My second story concerns the writer Arthur Schnitzler. Like me he 

trained as a doctor and a neurologist but he gave them up and spent his life 

writing literature. When he was 60 I wrote to him to wish him long life and I 

said the following: 

‘I think I have avoided you from a kind of awe of meeting my 

‘double’…whenever I get deeply interested in your beautiful creations I 

always seem to find behind their poetic sheen the same pre-suppositions, 

interests and conclusions as those familiar to me as my own…your deep 

grasp of the truths of the unconscious…the way you take to pieces the social 

conventions of our society, and the extent to which your thoughts are 

preoccupied with the polarity of love and death; all that moves me with an 

uncanny feeling of familiarity. So…you know through intuition – really 

from a delicate self-observation – everything that I have discovered in other 

people by laborious work. Indeed I believe that fundamentally you are an 

explorer of the depths, as honestly impartial and unperturbed as ever anyone 

was.’ 

So what am I saying to you Ladies and Gentlemen? I’m saying that 

my ideas were the fruit of much reading. I’m saying that my psychoanalysis 

drew on the wisdom of the great writers and thinkers. When the book 

Studies in Hysteria was published in 1895 a reviewer said: ‘We do not know 

how science will judge the theories of Breuer and Freud, but they have the 

poets on their side, and that means a great deal. For us yet the poets have 

been those who knew best about the secrets of the human soul.’ 

Having talked about my books let me return for a moment to my 

archaeological collection. They were all very old: Syrian, Egyptian, 

Etruscan, Greek, Roman, Chinese. 
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So, on the one hand we have the books full of ideas, words, language, 

thoughts, concepts; a great store of human rationality. And on the other hand 

all these objects, many made before the written word existed, before there 

was an alphabet. No written words. No words to pass on to posterity. The 

image, the shape, the touch is everything.  

 Here, in the middle of those worlds, between the sophistication of 

language and mute humanity, between them I placed my chair and my 

couch. I saw that world between rationality and art, between the organised 

coherent place of words, and the place before words and beyond words. I 

saw that in-between place. I didn’t invent it. The poets and writers pointed 

me to it. The great writers showed the way: Schnitzler knew that world. 

Shakespeare, Goethe, Dostoyevsky knew it. Their familiarity with the 

complexity of the human mind, their knowledge, their wisdom, underpined 

my psychology. They knew about that in-between world. Great writer know 

how to enter that world. The English essayist William Hazlitt wrote: 

‘There is a method of tying periods on the ear, or weighing them with 

the scales of the breath, without any articulate sound.’ Authors, as they write 

may be said to “hear a sound so fine, there’s nothing lives ‘twixt it and 

silence.” 

 But while I owe all these writers a great debt I did something of my 

own, something original, something that no one had done before me. I found 

a new way to allow entry into that world and by entering into that world, that 

space I created the means by which human beings can know themselves. 

And so to the next step. This you must take if you are to fully 

understand what I am talking about: you need to lie on the couch. Use that 

most wonderful of human faculties, your imagination. Lie back. Allow 

yourself to enter into that in-between world. 
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I will tell you another little story that may help. When I was 13 I was 

given a book as a gift. It was a collection of essays written in 1823 by the 

Swedish writer Ludwig Borne. Borne gave advice to a writer on how to 

write imaginatively. He said: 

‘Take a few sheets of paper and for three days on end write down, 

without fabrication or hypocrisy everything that comes into your head. Write 

down what you think of yourself, of your wife, of the Turkish War, of 

Goethe, of the Last Judgement, of your superiors – and when three days 

have passed you will be quite out of your senses with astonishment at the 

new and un-heard-of thoughts you have had. This is the art of becoming an 

original writer in three days.’ 

 

Ladies and Gentlemen 

When I was 63 I found that little book of essays and when I re-read it 

I was amazed to see how much in it agreed practically word for word with 

things I have always maintained and thought. I have Borne to thank for what 

I believe was my truly original action, that chair and that couch. You see 

that’s precisely what I said to my patients when I invited them to lie on the 

couch.  

It’s what analysts the world over still say: speak about whatever 

comes spontaneously to mind. We put so much value on rational thought and 

think we are masters of our own destiny but alas we are not. It is not easy to 

relax the censorship that we and society have imposed. It’s hard to let 

thoughts and words come freely without fabrication or hypocrisy. But it’s 

the key that allows you to enter another world. Saying what comes to your 

mind spontaneously allows you to inhabit a new world. It opens a gateway 

which Shakespeare signalled at the end of The Tragedy of King Lear. 
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The weight of this sad time we must obey, 

Speak what we feel, not what we ought to say. 

 

The writer Jean Malaquais was asked once why he persisted in being a 

writer. He wrote for 12 hours a day and had no more than 300 good words to 

show for his labours. He admitted he sometimes hated his craft. Sometimes 

it was torturous. ‘But,’ he said in an effort to explain himself, ‘the only time 

I know the truth is when it reveals itself at the point of my pen.’ 

A young woman lay on an analyst’s couch. She had attended for a 

year and a half. She spoke about the many things that troubled her. Then one 

day she came in and lay down. She talked in the way she usually talked for 

ten minutes. Then she stopped. There had been brief periods of silence. This 

was different. The analyst waited and wondered. Twenty minutes went by. 

The young woman spoke and she said, ‘I’ve just realised something. For the 

past year and a half I have been talking over myself. I have never stopped 

and really listened, never…really…listened…to…myself.’ There was a long 

pause. She added, ‘It’s true. I have done it all my life.’  

Now that’s an instance of what I am talking about. 

Without fabrication or hypocrisy what answer would you give to this 

question? Do you listen to yourself? Do you listen to other people? Do you 

think about other people? Listening and thinking like that is rare. It’s the 

realm of the gods! 

My life took a particular turn when I began to listen to myself. After my 

father died I put aside an hour a day when I was on the couch. Listening, 

whether to oneself or another person is a rare commodity. My chair and my 

couch fostered listening inside that in-between world. It’s a delicate 
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business. The whole enterprise requires of you that you become a poet. Not 

that you have to write the poetry, but it’s like being out in the country in the 

early morning and suddenly you see a spider’s web glistening with dew 

drops. If you have a poet in you, you will stop and stare and wonder. You’ll 

retrace your steps and turn your head and gaze upon those delicate, invisible 

fibres; beauty suspended on a fine thread. You will delay whatever it was 

you were rushing on to because you have stumbled on something far more 

important. What I say to the world today is: listen to the poets; listen to the 

poetry within yourself; look for the poetry in other people.  

Some say that the life of a psychoanalyst is a lonely business. Let me 

read for you what one of the early English analysts Ella Sharpe had to say 

about her life and work. 

‘From the limited confines of an individual life, limited in time and 

space and environment, I experience a rich variety of living through my 

work [as a psychoanalyst]. I contact all sorts and kinds of living, all 

imaginable circumstances, human tragedy and human comedy, humour 

and dourness, the pathos of the defeated, the incredible endurances and 

victories that some souls achieve over human fate. Perhaps for this I 

personally am most glad I made my choice of psychoanalysis, the rich 

variety of every type of human experience that has become part of me, 

that never would have been mine either to experience or to understand 

in a single mortal life, but for my work.’  

Ladies and gentlemen, I said something that my detractors and also 

some of my followers seem to forget. I said that, ‘Psychoanalysis is not...a 

system starting out from a few sharply defined fundamental concepts, 

seeking to grasp the whole universe with the help of these and, once it is 

completed, having no room for fresh discoveries. On the contrary, it keeps 
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close to the facts in its field of study, seeks to solve the immediate problems 

of observation, gropes its way forward by the help of experience, is always 

incomplete and always ready to correct or modify its theories’.  

Theories are like wine bottles. They’re necessary but it is what is 

inside that is of real value. Listening is the foundation of self-knowledge. A 

chair, a couch, a person having regular and frequent times to enter into that 

world allows all manner of things to be listened to. What is ancient within us 

all can find expression. 

Critics of me have been numerous. Anthony Clare the Irish 

psychiatrist described psychoanalysis as ‘the most stupendous confidence 

trick of the century.’ I note in his Obituary (he died in 2007) that someone 

described him as ‘a silken-tongued midwife of celebrity tittle-tattle.’ We all 

have our faults! 

It is wiser to be your own critic. Subject what you think to the most 

thorough examination and you will not be afraid when others offer their 

opinion. 

Do I have anything new to say to the world? Well, I think what I said 

throughout my life was revolutionary. No one is irreplaceable and if I had 

not existed some else might have done what I did. But imagine they didn’t. 

What would the world be like? What would the world be like if there was no 

Shakespeare or Goethe, no Galileo no Copernicus, no Darwin? 

It is not my place to return and pronounce upon the world. Instead if 

you have questions ask them of yourself. What do you think? If my ideas 

help you to think then they are useful and be my guest subject them to the 

best criticism. In your observations stay close to the facts in the field of 

enquiry use what instruments you can devise to measure the secrets of the 



 11 

human soul, use what instruments you can devise to measure how well you 

listen. 

There are prisons that incarcerate people for their political views. 

There are creeds, lay and religious, that imprison the mind. I saw myself as 

part of a long tradition that championed freedom of the human spirit. It is not 

a freedom that is granted by edict or conferred by another. It is a freedom 

that each human being must find and choose for themselves. “Know 

Thyself,” said Socrates. The only way to possess that freedom is through 

self-knowledge. The unexamined life is not worth living because the human 

potential that can be released when a person knows and accepts themselves 

is immeasurable. The world needs people with that energy. 

I turned a spotlight on many human intimacies, personal, emotional, 

sexual. I offered a language to enable people to speak about what used to be 

hidden. In much of life when we feel restricted we are our own prison 

guards. We are afraid of what we think of ourselves. It is a great tragedy that 

a person spends a human life in fear of themselves, unable to find the words, 

unable to trust another human being to listen to them. Our mind can become 

like Bluebeard’s castle full of secrets locked away. Over time we forget what 

we have put in there; we live in unnamed fear.  

When you become well known the number of people who read what 

you actually wrote diminishes. People read biographies and think they know 

you; they read commentaries and think they have grasped what you said. 

The commentaries can be written by people who have also read 

commentaries. The end result is like looking at something through a grill, or 

through a series of grills. 

I was awarded the Goethe Prize for Literature, an award given for one’s 

talents as a writer. In 1915 I was, along with other writers, invited by the 
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Berlin Goethe Society to write an essay for a commemorative volume called 

Goethe’s Country. It was a good cause. The money from sales went to 

support libraries. In the final few minutes that have allotted to me before I 

take my leave and return to the nether world I will read part of my essay. I 

called my piece, On Transience.  

Not long ago I went on a summer walk through a smiling countryside 

in the company of a taciturn friend and of a young but already famous poet. 

The poet admired the beauty of the scene around us but felt no joy in it. He 

was disturbed by the thought that all this beauty was fated of extinction, that 

it would vanish when winter came, like all human beauty and all the beauty 

and splendour that men have created or may create. All that he would 

otherwise have loved and admired seemed to him shorn of its worth by the 

transience which was its doom. 

The proneness to decay of all that is beautiful and perfect can, as we 

know, give rise to two different impulses in the mind. The one leads to the 

aching despondency felt by the young poet, while the other leads to rebellion 

against the fact asserted. No it is impossible that all this loveliness of Nature 

and Art, of the world of our sensations and of the world outside, will really 

fade away into nothing. But this demand for immortality is a product of our 

wishes too unmistakable to lay claim to reality: what is painful may none the 

less be true. I could not see my way to dispute the transience of all things, 

nor could I insist upon an exception in favour of what is beautiful and 

perfect. But I did dispute the pessimistic poet’s view that the transience of 

what is beautiful involves any loss in its worth. On the contrary, an increase! 

Transience value is a scarcity value in time. Limitation in the possibility of 

an enjoyment raises the value of the enjoyment. It was incomprehensible, I 

declared, that the thought of the transience of beauty should interfere with 
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our joy in it. As regards the beauty of nature, each time it is destroyed by 

winter it comes again next year, so that in relation to the length of our lives it 

can in fact be regarded as eternal. The beauty of the human form and face 

vanish for ever in the course of our lives, but their evanescence only lends 

them a fresh charm. A flower that blossoms only for a single night does not 

seem to us on that account less lovely. Nor can I understand any better why 

the beauty and perfection of a work of art or of an intellectual achievement 

should lose its worth because of its temporal limitation. A time may indeed 

come when the pictures and statues which we admire to-day will crumble to 

dust, or a race of men may follow us who no longer understand the works of 

our poets and thinkers, or a geological epoch may even arrive when all 

animate life upon the earth ceases; but since the value of all this beauty and 

perfection is determined only by its significance for our own emotional 

lives, it has no need to survive us and is therefore independent of absolute 

duration. 

Ladies and Gentlemen. 

I leave you with my words: May you find my spirit within them. 

So, as the Man from Stratford said, 

‘Our revels now are ended. These our actors, 

As I foretold you, were all spirits, and 

Are melted into, air, into thin air: 

And if I Maurice Whelan could ease my way out of Vienna and out of 

the realm of the dead and into the substantiality of the living, I will, 

following Prospero say: 

                                        ‘This rough magic 

I here abjure;…………..I’ll break my staff, 

Bury it certain fathoms in the earth 
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And deeper than did ever plummet sound 

I’ll drown my book.’ 

It has been a great pleasure speaking to you. Thank you for listening. 

 

This was the opening lecture in The Sigmund Freud Lecture Series 

presented at The Nicholson Museum, University of Sydney on 7 

February 2008 to accompany the exhibition “Sigmund Freud’s 

Collection: An Archaeology of the Mind.” 

 


