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Course title:  Psychoanalysis: the unconscious as seen through the 

visual arts and literature 
 
 
Instructor:    Dr. Wolfram Bergande 
 
Email address:   w.bergande@fu-berlin.de 
  
 
Track:    B-Track 
 
Language of instruction:  English 
 
Prerequisites: Students should be able to speak and read English at the upper 

intermediate level (B2) or higher. 
 
Contact hours:  72 (6 per day) 
 
ECTS-Credits:   7 
 

 
Course description 
 
Psychoanalysis is a scientific approach to the human psyche and a method in psychotherapy 
that was developed in the late 19th century in the multi-culturally vibrant city of Vienna by the 
Austrian-Jewish medical scientist and practitioner Sigmund Freud. It builds on Freud’s basic 
discovery that there is a dimension to human subjectivity that is unconscious and often 
counteracting the individual’s discretionary, rational self-control. 
 
Freud found the first traces of this unconscious agency in dreams, daydreams, parapraxes 
(forgetting, misspelling, mislaying or loosing) or in jokes – and in the repeated irrational and 
self-harming behavior of his patients. 
Following Freud, psychoanalysts would claim that any action, artifact or event has this 
unconscious dimension to it and that it can and should be analyzed as a symptomatic 
compromise between hidden motives and conscious intentions. 
 
Today, as a result of further developments and through the integration of new empirical 
findings, the original ideas of Freud live on in the practical and theoretical work of 
psychoanalysts all over the world, especially in western countries. 
 
Psychoanalysis has turned into an important discipline of psychology and psychiatry and a 
validated form of psychotherapy paid for by many medical and social insurances worldwide 
and particularly in German speaking countries. It is part of a number of curricula in medical 
studies/psychiatry and psychology/psychotherapy as much as in the humanities, e.g. in the 
cultural sciences, modern language studies, art studies and art history, film studies and 
gender studies. 
 
This seminar introduces students to psychoanalysis, the visual arts and literature in a first 
step through the study of the basic concepts and ideas of Freud and on to later 
developments and schools in the field, especially (but not limited to) the French Lacanian 
tradition. 
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For many branches of psychoanalysis, the arts play a special role. This is because art – 
apart from science and in contradistinction to religion – can be seen as a major cultural 
technique for self-knowledge and self-enlightenment. More than a mere representation of an 
outer or inner reality, it serves as a tool for the discovery of unconscious feeling and thought. 
 
Consequently, the seminar approaches psychoanalytic concepts via the analysis and 
interpretation of works of art, particularly visual artworks (film, painting, sculpture). Hence 
concepts which in theory may seem abstract become clear, concrete and intuitively 
graspable once they are pinpointed in e.g. contemporary film or literary texts. 
 
As we go along, we will also highlight the current limits of the psychoanalytic approach by 
looking at various critiques of psychoanalysis: is it a non-falsifiable (K. Popper) and self-
confirming ersatz world view? Do psychoanalysts over-emphasize sexuality at the expense 
of other factors that drive subjectivity? And we look at some arguments Freud or his followers 
actually got wrong. 
 
By attending the seminar, participants get a state-of-the-art introduction to classical Freudian 
and contemporary psychoanalysis through the lens of the arts. 
 
They will be able to detect, analyze and interpret unconscious structures in visual arts and 
literature and will be able to transfer the psychoanalytic approach to their respective field of 
study or work. As tapping the unconscious dimension of human reality indeed is crucial to 
any human reality, participants acquire insights and tools for true innovation in their 
profession. 
 
 
 
Student profile 
First year of bachelor’s degree or higher (preferably but not necessarily in a humanities or 
social sciences discipline – including law or economics – or in medical education). 
 
Course requirements 
1.Regular attendance and active participation in class. 

2.Group presentation in class (about 30 minutes) on a text or a topic from the syllabus. 

3.Writing an essay (about 2,000 words) on a text or a topic from the syllabus or on a self-
chosen topic coordinated with the course instructor and related to psychoanalysis (due date: 
July 15, 2023; please send your essay as a clearly named file in PDF format to: 
w.bergande@fu-berlin.de). 
 
Required language skills 
The language of instruction is English. Language proficiency on an advanced intermediate 
level (B2) is a prerequisite for participation. For orientation purposes, you can assess your 
language skills here (Common European Framework of Reference for Languages (CEFR): 
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId
=090000168045bb52 
 
Grading 
Fully understanding the complexity of the course topics relies on interactive discussion and 
debate. Readings of the texts provided are the basis for lectures and discussions and should 
be completed prior to each session. You should attend class prepared to summarize main 
points and apply the readings to in-class analysis. In addition, you should be willing to 
brainstorm based on your own ideas and prior experience to add value to the class 

mailto:w.bergande@fu-berlin.de
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090000168045bb52
https://rm.coe.int/CoERMPublicCommonSearchServices/DisplayDCTMContent?documentId=090000168045bb52
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discussion. The focus of your grade will be your delivery of the presentation in class and the 
essay you write. 
 
Participation in discussions, debates, during expert interviews   25% 
Presentation in class on a topic from the syllabus     30% 
Research essay         45% 
 
Readings 
 
A comprehensive reading list with all mandatory texts (in PDF format) will be provided online. 
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Course schedule 
 

Date Program* 

Tuesday, June 06, 2023 
 

Introduction 
 
Freud: “An outline of psychoanalysis” 
 
The Lortie case 
Bergande: “The père-version of the political in the case of 
Denis Lortie” 
 
Teboul: Freud – a jew without God (film screening) 
 

Friday, June 09, 2023 
 

Basic concepts of the psychoanalytic theory of 
subjectivity (1) 
 
Freud: Introductory lectures on Psycho-Analysis 
 
I-IV “Introduction & Parapraxes” 
V “Difficulties and First Approaches” 
VI “The premises and technique of interpretation” 
VII “The manifest content of dreams and the latent dream-
thoughts” 
VIII “Children’s dreams” 
 

Tuesday, June 13, 2023 
 

Basic concepts of the psychoanalytic theory of 
subjectivity (2) 
 
Freud: Introductory lectures on Psycho-Analysis 
I 
X “The censorship of dreams” 
X “Symbolism in dreams” 
XI “The dream-work” 
XXXIX „Revision of the Theory of Dreams“ 
XXX „Dreams and Occultism“ 
XXXI „The Dissection of the Psychical Personality“ 
 
Expert interview with a Berlin based 
Psychoanalyst/Psychiatrist (NN). 
 

Friday, June 16, 2023 
 

Psychoanalytic case studies 
 
The Schreber case 
Schreber: Memoirs of my nervous illness 
Schatzman: Soul murder 
Freud: “Psycho-Analytic notes on an autobiographical 
account of a case of paranoia“ (extracts) 
 
 
The Ratman case 
Freud: “Notes Upon a Case of Obsessional Neurosis" (The 
Ratman) 
Lacan: “The neurotic’s individual myth” (on the Ratman) 
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Tuesday, June 20, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis and literature 
 
Freud: “Creative writers and daydreaming” 
Freud: “The Uncanny” 
Hoffman, E.T.A.: The Sandman 
 

Friday, June 23, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis and the plastic and graphic arts (1) 
 
Freud: “The Moses of Michelangelo” 
 
Excursion to an art exhibition in a museum or gallery in 
Berlin, e.g. Gemäldegalerie. 
 

Tuesday, June 27, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis and the plastic and graphic arts (2) 
 
Lacan: Seminar 11: The four fundamental concepts of 
psychoanalysis (extracts): “The gaze as object a”; “The 
anamorphosis” 
Lacan: Seminar 13: The object of psychoanalysis (extracts 
on Velázquez’s Las meninas) 
 

Friday, June 30, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis and film (1) 
 
Metz: The imaginary signifier (extracts) 
Mulvey: “Visual pleasure and narrative cinema” 
 
Lynch, D.: Lost Highway (film screening) 
Zizek: The art of the ridiculously sublime. On David Lynch’s 
lost highway (extracts) 
 
 

Tuesday, July 04, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis and film (2) 
 
Kristeva: “Approaching abjection”, in: Powers of horror 
 
Dardenne/Dardenne: L’enfant 
Elsaesser: “A cinema of abjection?”, in: European cinema 
and continental Philosophy 
 
Fiennes/Zizek: The pervert’s guide to cinema (film 
screening) 
 

Friday, July 7, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis and film (3) 
 
Haneke: The white ribbon (film screening) 
 
 
Adorno: “Freudian theory and the pattern of fascist 
propaganda” 
Erikson: “Hitler’s imagery and German youth” 
Mitscherlich: “The inability to mourn” (extracts) 
 
Expert interview with a professor of International 
Psychoanalytical University Berlin (www.ipu-berlin.de) 

http://www.ipu-berlin.de/
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Tuesday, July 11, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis, the arts and culture (1) 
 
Freud: Totem and Taboo 
Malinowski: Sex and Repression in Savage Society 
 

Friday, July 14, 2023 
 

Psychoanalysis, the arts and culture (2) 
 
Freud: Civilization and its discontents 
Curtis, A.: The century of the Self (film screening) 
 

*Field trips are subject to change depending on the availability of appointments and speakers. On field 
trip days, class hours may be adjusted. 
 
Filmography: 
 
Freud – a jew without God, D. Teboul (2019) 
L’enfant, J.-P. & L. Dardenne (2005) 
Lost Highway, D. Lynch (1997) 
The century of the self, A. Curtis (2002) 
The pervert’s guide to cinema, 
The white ribbon, M. Haneke (2009) 
 


