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We think back through our mothers if  we are women. 
Virginia Woolf, A Room o f One’s Own

One can only begin to advance along the path of discovery, of discovery of 
writing or of something else, from the point of mourning or in the 
reparation of mourning. In the beginning the gesture of writing is linked to 
the experience of disappearance, to the feeling of having lost the key to the 
world, of having thrown it away.

Helene Cixous, ‘From the Scene of the Unconscious to the Scene
of History’

For my mother, Janet Margaret Heath (1947-1991)
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Abstract
This thesis is structured around the dual scenarios of doctor/patient and 

artist/model. Having analysed the underlying politics of class and gender that 
structured the relationship between doctor and padent, and between artist and model, 
at the fin-de-siecle, it goes on to examine how these relations were transformed by two 
developments: the emergence of psychoanalysis in relation to hysteria, and the growing 
involvement of women as artists in the field of modernist painting. Its key research 
questions fall, therefore, upon identifying a historical method for understanding the 
impact of women’s self-enunciation in these scenarios that shifts the now classic image 
of masculinised modernism in both its psychological and aesthetic dimensions.

It is centred upon a close reading of two case studies—that of ‘Frau Emmy von 
N’ from the Studies on Hysteria, published jointly by Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer 
in 1895, and that of model-turned-artist Suzanne Valadon (1865-1938)—and examines 
the extent to which the scenarios of doctor/patient and artist/model underwent a 
radical internal transformation as a result of their reconfiguration by the women 
involved. Moving between psychoanalysis and modernism at the moment of their 
historical co-emergence, and re-reading their conjunction through contemporary 
feminist theory, it also interrogates one of the traditional blind spots of psychoanalysis: 
maternal subjectivity.

In the first two chapters, I revisit Freud’s first written case history of ‘Frau 
Emmy von N’ in order to explore the significance of Freud’s belated acknowledgement 
of his patient’s ambivalent experience of motherhood to the history and theory of what 
would become psychoanalysis. Having tracked the shift in the relations between doctor 
and patient that occurred over the course of this early, proto-analytic, encounter, I go 
on to examine a corresponding transformation in my second identified scenario of 
artist/model. In the third chapter, I consider the social, artistic and psychic dilemmas 
faced by those self-consciously modem ‘New Women’ who sought in the early years of 
the twentieth century to participate in modernist art and culture not merely as mute 
objects of representation, but as creative subjects in their own right. In this chapter, I 
investigate how the question of the maternal might be processed in the being of 
women as artists in the modernist moment. Having analysed both the possibilities and 
limitations of those psychoanalytic theorisations that view feminine creativity as 
necessarily bound up with depressive mourning for the mother and the maternal body, 
in the final two chapters, I draw upon the Matrixial theory of Bracha Ettinger in order 
to consider how the traces of some different relation to the feminine/maternal may be 
otherwise inscribed in certain paintings of the female nude by Suzanne Valadon.
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In t r o d u c t io n  
D o c t o r /Pa t ie n t — A r t is t / M o d e l

In the closing years of the nineteenth and early years of the twentieth centuries, a 

particularly complex and mutually enriching relationship developed between the arts and 

the sciences. That fin-de-siecle moment is not only to be characterised by the series of 

significant formal innovations in the fields of art and literature which have collectively 

come to be labelled European Modernism; it also witnessed the emergence of a number of 

new disciplines which were premised upon a scientific investigation into the workings of 

the human mind, including psychology, psychiatry and psychoanalysis. Tracking the dense 

web of connections that linked these different cultural fields, Mark Micale writes of a 

‘shared Modernist project’, in which the aesthetic and psychological domains were joined in 

a ‘common probing of sexuality, subjectivity and self-identity.’1 Existing research into the 

cultural affinities between psychological medicine and the literary-artistic avant-garde at the 

fin-de-siecle has, however, been slower to acknowledge that their mutual interest in the 

structure of individual consciousness and in the driving forces of sexuality was 

fundamentally inflected by the cultural politics of class and gender, as an emergent class of 

male, bourgeois professionals took as their particular object of investigation, female 

subjectivity and sexuality.2

This thesis takes this oversight as its point of departure. It identifies the doubled 

structure of doctor/patient and artist/model as a conceptual framework through which to 

approach this particular cultural-historical moment. In Foucaultian terms, both of these 

scenarios may be considered particularly dense sites for the transfer of power: during the 

late nineteenth century, the relationship between doctor and patient, and between artist and 

model, both hinged on the encounter between a representing, enunciating masculine 

subject and a represented, enunciated female body.3 Through a detailed reading of two 

case studies—that of ‘Frau Emmy von N’ from the Studies on Hysteria, published jointly by

1 Mark S Micale, ‘The Modernist Mind: A Map,’ pp.1-19 in Mark S Micale (ed.), The Mind o f  Modernism:
Medicine, Psychology and the Cultural Arts in Europe and America, 1880-1940 (Stanford: Stanford University Press, 
2004), p. 1.
2 The collection of essays edited by Mark Micale as The Mind o f  Modernism (see note 1 above) remains the most 
detailed, cross-disciplinary examination of the intellectual traffic between psychiatric medicine and the 
creative arts during this period. For an exploration of the cultural affinities between the realms of psychology 
and the visual arts in particular, see also Lynn Gamwell, Exploring the Invisible: Art, Science and the Spiritual 
(Princeton & Oxford: Princeton University Press, 2002) and Debora L Silverman, Art Nouveau in Fin-de-Siecle 
France: Politics, Psychology and Style (Berkeley etc: Berkeley University Press, 1989).
3 For an analysis of the emergence of a penetrating, ‘plurisensoriaP medical gaze over the course of the 
nineteenth century, see Michel Foucault, The Birth o f  the Clinic: An Archaeology o f  Medical Perception (1963], trans.
A M Sheridan (London & New York: Roudedge Classics, 2003).
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Sigmund Freud and Joseph Breuer in 1895, and that of model-turned-artist Suzanne 

Valadon (1865-1938)—I will examine the extent to which these two implicitly classed and 

gendered scenarios underwent a radical internal transformation at the fin-de-siecle as a 

result of their reconfiguration by the women involved. The thesis thus intervenes in both 

the history of psychoanalysis and the history of modern art. A retrospective tracking of the 

points of convergence and divergence between these different cultural fields at the moment 

of their historical co-emergence is informed by an engagement with contemporary feminist 

cultural and psychoanalytical theory. Thus re-read, my selected case studies are revealed to 

raise a further, and inter-related, series of questions around the maternal (body, subjectivity', 

ambivalence) and its articulation within both psychoanalytic theory and modernist art 

practice.

In order to appreciate the full significance of the shift that, I shall be arguing, can 

be tracked in the relations between doctor and patient, and artist and model, at the fin-de- 

siecle, it seems necessary first to come to an understanding of the underlying dynamics of 

power and authority that had, up to this point, characterised the interactions between both 

doctor and patient, and artist and model. In this introductory chapter, I shall, therefore, 

offer a detailed analysis of a series of late-nineteenth-century literary and visual 

representations of the doctor/patient, and the artist/model, relationship in order not only 

to establish their social and cultural significance, but further to demonstrate how certain 

tropes recur across these visual and textual inscriptions of the dual scenarios that 1 identify 

as key sites of investigation into questions of class, gender, sexuality, agency and authority 

in the late nineteenth century.

The widespread medico-cultural interest in questions of gender, sexuality and 

subjectivity that has been seen to characterise the fin-de-siecle coalesced around one 

particular figure: the female hysteric, who came at this time to serve as a privileged object 

of both scientific investigation and aesthetic contemplation.4 As cultural historian Janet

4 This thesis has necessarily involved in dialogue with the very rich body of interdisciplinary scholarship on 
the cultural history of hysteria that has been published over the past thirty years. The fascination with 
hysteria that was so evident during the closing years of the nineteenth century has striking parallels with the 
remarkable reflorescence of interest in the disease during the last quarter of the twentieth century. For a 
comprehensive overview of the history and historiography of hysteria, see Mark S Micale, Approaching Hysteria: 
Disease and its Interpretations (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995). While hysteria appears to have 
gained increasing currency within the academic humanities it has all but disappeared as a clinical diagnosis 
over the course of the twentieth century. Several recent studies have attempted to account for this paradox. 
Micale proposes that, by the turn of the last century, hysteria had become overextended as a diagnostic term. 
What had come to be seen as a catch-all category was, he suggests, increasingly broken down into numerous 
smaller units, including disorders such as anorexia nervosa or multiple personality syndrome. Other studies 
trace the emergence of what are felt to be veritable epidemics of hysteria within late-twentieth-century
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Beizer has emphasised, the late-nineteenth-century heyday of hysteria cannot be confined 

to the domain of medicine; it was instead a ‘broader based cultural symptom’ that also 

permeated the realms of literature, theatre and the visual arts.5 During the late nineteenth 

century, a whole range of medical, literary and visual theories and images of hysteria appear 

to have converged in order to form what Mark Micale has termed a ‘single, integrated 

sociocultural milieu from which all authors could draw in the formation of a common 

“culture of hysteria”.’6 Examinations of the literary portrayal of hysteria in particular have 

revealed a complex interplay between medical and fictional representations of the disease 

that precludes any notion of scientific ‘truth’ and literary ‘copy’.7 In this introductory 

chapter, I want to shift the terms of this discussion from literary to visual representations 

of hysteria. Building upon some preliminary observations by art historians Richard 

Thomson and Anthea Callen, I will analyse the correspondences between medical and 

artistic representations of the female body in late-nineteenth-century Paris. The focus for 

this investigation falls upon the visual iconography of the hysterical female body developed 

by and for Dr jean-Martin Charcot at the Salpetriere and the images of women bathing 

produced by Edgar Degas (1834-1917).8

Having revealed the dispersed politics of class and gender that structured the 

relationship between doctor and patient, and between artist and model, at the fin-de-siecle, 

it will become necessary to analyse how these scenarios were transformed by two key

popular culture. For Elaine Showalter, the range of psychogenic syndromes endemic at the close of the 
millennium (she includes in her analysis chronic fatigue, Gulf War syndrome, recovered memories of sexual 
abuse and alien abduction) is indicative of the fact that hysteria is in fact a ‘universal psychopathology of 
everyday life’; see Elaine Showalter, Hystories: Hysterical Epidemics and Modern Culture (New York: Columbia 
University Press, 1997). Juliet Mitchell has, however, taken issue with this line of interpretation, pointing out 
that, from a psychoanalytical perspective, there is little evidence to point to the role of either infantile conflict 
or sexuality in these mass events. Mitchell herself convincingly argues that the decline of hysteria as a 
diagnostic entity was connected with the discovery of male hysteria initially in the late decades of the 
nineteenth century and then subsequently during the First World War. She shows how, in Freud’s early 
work, male hysteria came to be displaced into the Oedipus complex. This theoretical gesture, she proposes, 
not only eliminated the male hysteric and realigned hysteria with femininity, but also, because of its stress 
upon vertical, inter-generational relationships, also radically underestimated the significance of lateral, sibling 
relationships. Mitchell’s own emphasis upon the centrality of such relationships to the Oedipus complex 
leads her to reposition hysteria as a structuring response to certain aspects of what it means to be human; see 
Juliet Mitchell, Mad Men and Medusas: Reclaiming Hysteria and the Effects o f  Sibling E'relations on the Human Condition 
(Harmondsworth: Penguin Books, 2000).
5 Janet Beizer, Ventriloquised Bodies: Nanatives o f  Hysteria in Nineteenth-Century France (Ithaca & London: Cornell 
University Press, 1994), p.3.
6 Mark S Micale, ‘Discourses of Hysteria in Fin-de-Siecle France,’ pp.71-92 in The Mind o f  Modernism, p.86.
' See especially Beizer, Ventriloquised Bodies; Jann Matlock, Scenes of Seduction: Prostitution, Hysteria and Reading 
Difference in Nineteenth-Century France (New York: Columbia University Press, 1994) and Claire Kahane, Passions 
o f  the Voice: Hysteria, Narrative and the Figure o f  the Speaking Woman (Baltimore & London: The John Hopkins 
University Press, 1995).
8 Richard Thomson, Degas: The Nudes (London: Thames and Hudson, 1988), p.10; Anthea Callen, The 
Spectacular Body: Science, Method and Meaning in the Work o f  Degas (New Haven & London: Yale University Press, 
1995), p.52.
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developments of this moment: the emergence of psychoanalysis in relation to hysteria, and 

the growing involvement of women as artists in the field of modernist painting that 

retained the female body as a key trope. The key research questions of this thesis fall, 

therefore, upon identifying a historical method for understanding the impact of women’s 

self-enunciation in these two key scenarios that shifts the now classic image of masculinised 

modernism in both its psychological and aesthetic dimensions.

Doctor/Patient

Historian Jan Goldstein has estimated that, between 1841 and 1881, the number of 

women admitted to the Salpetriere Hospital in Paris who were deemed to be suffering 

from hysteria rose from one percent to over 20 percent of the approximately five- 

thousand-strong patient population. As Goldstein emphasises, ‘it takes two to make a 

diagnosis—a patient with a set of symptoms, and a physician who gives them the label he 

deems appropriate.’9 This spectacular rise in the number of diagnosed hysterics can thus in 

part be explained by the appointment of Jean-Martin Charcot as chief physician of the 

Salpetriere in 1862. Charcot remained in charge of the Salpetriere until his death in 1893, 

and this period witnessed an unprecedented expansion in the scientific services and 

teaching facilities provided by the hospital.10

One of Charcot’s earliest tasks after his appointment was to rationalise the ward in 

which hysterical and epileptic patients were housed. He thus worked initially to distinguish 

the symptoms of hysteria from those of epilepsy, and then subsequently to codify the 

different stages of a specifically hysterical attack. Where previous investigations had 

emphasised the unpredictable and protean nature of hysterical symptoms, Charcot instead 

insisted that, ‘“hysteria is governed in the same way as other morbid conditions, by rules 

and laws, which attentive and sufficiently numerous observations always permit us to 

establish”.’ ’1 His clinical methodology accordingly stressed above all else the importance of 

close observation of the outwardly visible signs of disease:

9 Jan Goldstein, Console and Classify: The French Psychiatric Profession in the Nineteenth Century (Cambridge etc: 
Cambridge University Press, 1987), p.322.
10 By the 1880s, these included a casting room, a photographic studio, a laboratory for anatomy and 
pathological physiology, an ophthalmology service and an amphitheatre capable of holding an audience of 
five hundred. For a detailed description of this process of ‘medical modernisation’, see Mark S Micale, ‘The 
Salpetriere in the Age of Charcot: An Institutional Perspective on Medical History in the Late Nineteenth 
C enturyJournal o f Contemporary Histoiy 20 (1985), pp.703-731.
11 Jean-Martin Charcot, Clinical lectu res on the Diseases o f  the Nervous System Volume 3 (1889), cited by Daphne de 
Marneffe, ‘Looking and Listening: The Construction of Clinical Knowledge in Charcot and Freud,’ Signs 17.1 
(Autumn 1991), pp.71-111, p.76.
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He sits down near a bare table, and immediately has the patient to be studied 
brought in. The patient is then completely stripped. The intern reads the 
“observation” while the Master listens attentively. Then there is a long silence 
during which he gazes; he gazes at the patient and drums his fingers on the 
table. The assistants are standing, crowded together, anxiously awaiting a word 
that will shed some light. Charcot remains silent. Then he instructs the patient 
to move in a certain way, makes her speak, asks for her reflexes to be 
measured, for her sensitivity to be examined. And again he falls silent,
Charcot’s mysterious silence. Finally he brings in a second patient, examines 
her like the first, calls for a third, and, still without a word, compares them.

This minute observation, primarily visual, is the source of all Charcot’s 
discoveries. The artist who, in his case, goes hand in hand with the doctor, is 
not extraneous to his discoveries.12

His ‘minute visual observation’ of his naked female patients led Charcot to suggest that the 

apparently random writhings of an hysterical attack could in fact be divided into four 

distinct phases— the epileptoidphase, which mimicked a standard epileptic fit, was followed 

firstly by a period of clotvnism, then by a series of attitudespassionnelles and finally by a period 

of delirium—phases which could be further broken down into a series of some eighty-six 

individual movements, graphically represented by Paul Richer’s ‘Synoptic Table of the 

“Complete and Regular Great Hysterical Attack’” (Figure 0.1). Although intended to 

provide an exhaustive clinical classification of the symptoms of hysteria, Charcot’s 

investigations thus also simultaneously produced an aestheticised vision of the hysterical 

female body: in the ‘great optical machine’13 that was the Salpetriere under his control, the 

bodies of hysterical women were compared and contrasted, categorised and systematised, 

and recorded and reproduced, across a variety of media.

The establishment of a photographic service at the Salpetriere appeared to provide 

a particular means for the objective consideration of the hysterical female body under 

lab ora ton' conditions, the technical processes of photography allowing for the systematic 

recording of the hysterical attack according to minute divisions of time and movement. 

The use of photography at the Salpetriere formed part of a wider initiative to produce 

some permanent record of the identity of the inmates of prisons, hospitals and asylums 

across Europe in the latter half of the nineteenth century.14 The deployment of

12 Georges GuiIlian, Jean-Martin Charcot, 1825-1893. Sa Vie. Son Oeuvre (Paris: Masson, 1955), p.51, cited by 
Georges Didi-Huberman, Invention o f  Hysteria: Charcot and the 'Photographic Iconography o f  the Salpetriere, trans. Alisa 
Hartz (Cambridge & London: The MIT Press, 2003), p.22.
13 The phrase is Georges Didi-Huberman’s. See Invention o f  Hysteria, p.12.
14 Further examples include Hugh Diamond’s photographs of madwomen at the Surrey County As\'lum in 
England, Alphonse Bertillon’s efforts to photograph, categorize, and classify criminals at the Prefecture de 
police of Paris, Italian sociologist Cesare Lombroso’s photographs of female criminals and the 55,000
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photography as a technology of surveillance within these institutions was, however, 

dependent upon the belief that photography was an entirely objective, scientific and 

‘truthful’ mode of representation: for Albert Londe, director of the photographic 

department at the Salpetriere during the 1880s, the photographic plate served as ‘the 

scientist’s true retina.’15 According to Londe, photography was uniquely able to ‘determine 

the facies appropriate to each illness and each affection, and to place it before e v e ry o n e ’s 

eyes.’16 An image such as Figure 0.2 was thus not ‘o f  the individual young woman now 

known to us only as ‘Augustine’, but, like Richer’s ‘Synoptic Table’, was rather intended to 

depict the poses and facial expressions deemed to be most characteristic of each phase of 

the ‘complete and regular great hysterical attack’. The captions accordingly inform the 

viewer that this is one a series of attitudes passionnelles, specifically menace or ‘threat’. (But just 

who is being threatened? Is Augustine experiencing some threat? Or is she threatening 

someone else, someone behind the camera perhaps?) As Georges Didi-Huberman has 

emphasised, however, this attempt to generalise the specific case into a clinical tableau, to 

freeze time and break down movement into a series of individual images, always involves 

delay and intermittence. What is presented to us is, he suggests, ‘an event of hysterical 

jouissance that is simultaneously open, offered and indecipherable; and then the intervention, 

in this aporia, of a spectacle, a semblance.’17 This is, perhaps, the very paradox of the 

hundreds of photographs produced for Charcot at the Salpetriere: whilst they endeavour to 

offer a definitive mapping of the hysterical female body, they also simultaneously appear to 

register the fallibility of such attempts at epistemic mastery. At the same time as the 

hysterical symptom is photographically framed and presented for medical inspection, so 

too do the images evoke a very real sense of individual anguish, which seems to resist any 

attempt at coherent interpretation or classification (Figure 0.3).

The photographs are generally taken in close up against a dark background. 

Augustine is for the most part pictured in bed wearing a white shift, and the sharp contrast 

of light and shade serves to heighten the dramatic intensity of these images. The

photographs recording the progress of children at Dr Barnado’s ‘Home for Destitute Lads’. See Georges 
Didi-Huberman, Invention o f  Hysteria: Charcot and the Photographic Iconography o f  the Salpetriere, trans. Alisa Hartz 
(Cambridge & London: The MIT Press, 2003), in particular chapter 2 and Sander Gilman, ‘The Image of the 
Hysteric’ in Hysteria Beyond Freud, eds. Sander Gilman, Helen King, Roy Porter, G S Rousseau & Elaine 
Showalter (Berkeley etc: University of California Press, 1993). For a Foucaultian reading of photography as 
an emergent technology of surveillance, see also John Tagg, ‘Power and Photography: Part One. A Means of 
Surveillance: The Photograph as Evidence in Law,’ Screen Education 36 (1980), pp. 17-55.
15 Albert Londe, no source given, cited by Didi-Huberman, p.32.
16 Albert Londe, L  ’evolution de la photographic (Paris: Association fran^aise pour l’avancement des sciences,
1889), p. 15, cited by Didi-Huberman, p.48.
17 Didi-Huberman, p. 151.
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ATTITUDES PASSIONNELLES

>1 KNACK

Figure 0.2
Paul Regnard, ‘Attitudes Passionnelles: “Threat,”’ photograph of Augustine 

from the Iconographie photographique de la Salpetriere (1878)

tManclie XXV.

ATTITUDES PASSIONNELLES

CRCCIFIKMENT

Figure 0.3
Paul Regnard, ‘Attitudes Passionnelles: “Crucifixion,”’ photograph of Augustine 

from the Iconographie photographique de la Salpetriere (1878)
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nineteenth-century claim as to the objective and unmediated nature of photographic 

representation is further complicated by the fact that they were often touched up with paint 

or coloured ink in order to ‘clarify’ or ‘embellish’ key details.18 Engravings were made from 

certain photographs, which themselves served as clinical illustrations of hysterical 

symptoms. Paul Richer’s engraving depicting ‘the phase of tonic immobility’ (Figure 0.4), 

for example, is based upon Paul Regnard’s photograph of ‘tetanism’ (Figure 0.5). In the 

engraving, however, the reclining female figure seems more obviously posed for the 

purposes of display: Augustine is no longer lying underneath the bedclothes, and her gown 

has ridden up to reveal her bare legs. Her facial expression is exaggerated, and she appears 

to foam at the mouth. The elaborate folds of her gown and the bedclothes on which she 

lies, together with her luxuriantly flowing hair, seem evocative of the extravagant drapery 

so characteristic of Baroque religious iconography (Figure 0.6). Although intended to 

provide a systematic and scientific classification of the movements, gestures and poses of 

hysteria, the visual language of diagnosis developed at the Salpetriere thus also appears to 

have drawn something of its rhetoric from a long-established artistic iconography of 

religious ecstasy.

As Debora Silverman has pointed out, the chief physician of the Salpetriere was 

simultaneously master of a domestic studio of the decorative arts: in collaboration with his 

wife and two daughters, Charcot made furniture, hammered leather bindings for books, 

embellished lamps, and sculpted bas-reliefs and terracotta figures.19 Charcot’s interest in all 

things artistic was, however, not limited to the private spaces of the familial home, but also 

extended into his professional life; as his biographer acknowledged, in the figure of 

Charcot, ‘the artist went hand in hand with the doctor.’20 The Nouvelle Iconographie de la 

Salpetriere, published annually under Charcot’s directorship from 1888 onwards, 

interspersed case studies of patients at the hospital—themselves extensively illustrated by 

photographs, engravings and line drawings—with description and reproduction of images 

of insanity7 by the Great Masters, including statues by Leonardo and Michelangelo, 

architectural sculptures from French cathedrals and Italian chapels, and paintings by Goya 

and Rubens.2’ Many of the drawings in the Nouvelle Iconographie were provided by Paul

18 ibid., p.34.
19 Silverman, Art Nouveau in Fin-de-Si'ecle France, pp.102-06.
20 Guillian, Jean-Martin Charcot, p.51, cited by Didi-Huberman, Invention o f  Hysteria, p.22.
21 For further discussion in this respect, see Silverman, Art Nouveau in Fin-de-Si'ecle France.



Paul
Figure 0.4

Richer, ‘The Phase of Tonic Immobility or Tetanism,’ plate engraved after Figure 0.5, 
from Etudes cliniques sur la grande hysterie ou hystero-epilepsie (1881-1885)

n .n .c h p  S.VI.

TETANISME
Figure 0.5

Paul Regnard, ‘Tetanism,’ photograph of Augustine 
from the Iconographie Photgraphique de la Salpetriere (1878)

Figure 0.6
Gianlorenzo Bernini, Blessed Ludovica Albertoni, 1671-74, San Francisco a Ripa, Rome






































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































