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Freud’s office in Vienna, his chair in the center. Found image, most likely by Edmund Engelman ca. 1938.  

 

A specimen residing amongst books, vitrines, masks, a carpet-draped couch and a desk 
populated with statuettes.  From the clutter emerges Freud’s office chair, like a levitating chess 
piece.  The reddish leather slightly engorged over the straight-backed skeleton frame.  A bulbous 
crown attached to a tight waist, with arms floating at the shoulder, the seat lump like crossed legs.  
This rigid conjurer vibrates with intensity, its blank leather stare a watchful automaton. 

It appears more alive than its absent sitter ever would.  Its presence animates the objects around 
it, the room chatters, echoes of an archive of telling tales and ancient myths, as it seems to 
merely wait.  It waits and waits. 

One of the more compelling parables of psychoanalytic history has recently been dramatized in 
David Cronenberg’s film A Dangerous Method.  We witness Freud and his protégé Carl Jung, 
mirroring myth in the son’s rejection of the authority of the father, served up with a Hollywood 
spectacle of slightly kinky sex.  As we watch the hysterical Sabina (with skeletal squirming 
tantrums) awaken Jung from his sexual slumber, the rupture of scientific objectivity occurs as 
Jung goes rogue, and begins his search for the universality of the unconscious. 

Lesser known, and awaiting a film adaptation, is Freud’s own role as understudy turned rebellious 
son, as he both paid tribute to and rejected his mentor, the French neurologist Jean-Martin 
Charcot, whose studies of hysteria at times flirted with superstition   In a therapeutic climate that 
used magnetism and hypnotism as primary tools and traced hysteria to a dysfunction of the 



uterus, Freud described Charcot as having “an artistically gifted temperament… he was 
accustomed to look again and again at things that were incomprehensible to him, to deepen his 
impression of them day by day until something dawned upon him.” 

The dawning of psychoanalysis and its attendant legends are reoccurring motifs in the work of the 
Los Angeles artist Shana Lutker.  Using the periphery aesthetics surrounding the treatment of 
hysterical conditions, Lutker re-imagines objects that suggest an alternate narrative of 
psychoanalysis.  This narrative, often untold, is that many of the important early patients of 
Charcot and Freud were women.  These women were afflicted both by hysteria and society that 
had no tolerance for its symptoms.  Derived from the Greek word hystera, or womb, hysteria was 
commonly seen as a gender-specific illness with such extreme symptoms that radical solutions 
were required.  In this context, radical treatments from male neurologists and psychoanalysts 
were given broad latitude. Diagnosis often described hysteria as a displacement of sexual urges, 
the problematic behavior a symbolic act of repressed emotion.  The resulting hysterical outbursts 
did not conform to the expected mode of feminine behavior in rigid late-Victorian society.  

In Lutker’s work, common objects become anthropomorphic stand-ins.  Both restrained and 
overtly gender-specific (in that they suggest objectified female anatomy), her sculptures tread into 
the mysterious linkages between mind and sexuality that early psychoanalysis was so insistent 
upon exploring.  Lutker’s installations seem like metaphorical psychosexual tune-up shops.  Crib-
like chairs become restraint devices; tuning forks become bowed-open legs; a spiked wall rack 
enforces spinal posture just by sight alone; a pair of carved totemic, distinctly female legs 
appears as if they could come apart, serving as giant chopsticks or nutcrackers. Lutker’s recent 
exhibition in Zurich evokes Freud’s desk covered in totemic objects if Freud had preferred a more 
taxonomic, and less directly evocative display: coiled rope, triangular wedges, locks of hair, 
harnessing devices, a mask with a comically elongated nasal passage, and other oddities so 
elusive they can only be guessed at (seed pods? River rocks?  Dried crustaceans?). Lutker 
enforces a need for ordered arrangements, yet their placements offer no rational resolution.  They 
mirror gestures, knotted entanglements, vacancies, interiors, insertion points. 

In proximity to these arranged objects are photographic reproductions of a woman having a 
hysterical fit.  The contortions reflect the conditions of the typical female patient, that was often 
identified in clinical records by only a single upper-case letter (and thusly Lutker titles her shows 
using punctuated sets of initials). These photos may have a host of associations, ranging wildly 
from yoga to performance art, but having the knowledge of involuntary suffering, the women 
appear possessed.   

In Freud’s Collected Papers he recalls the common use of superstition to explain hysteria, writing 
“in fact, the Middle Ages had chosen this very solution, in declaring possession by a demon to be 
the cause of hysterical manifestations,” and also commenting that Charcot, “drew plentifully from 
existing records of witchcraft trials and of possession in order to show that the manifestations of 
neurosis were the same then as they are now.” 

How coincidental then, while contemplating Lutker’s appropriated vintage images of contorted 
poses, I also happened to be reading In The Devil’s Snare, a new book by Mary Beth Norton, on 
the Salem witchcraft crisis of 1692.  The book takes a fresh look into the sociological causes of 
an epidemic of hysteria amongst New England’s young girls. 

When looking at hysteria through the lens of the Salem witchcraft trials, of which there are 
excellent records and court transcripts, two interesting things are revealed.  First, nearly all of the 
victims of demonic possession that resulted in hysterical fits were girls and young women.  
Second, a combination of traumas and oppression was most likely causing this widespread 
eruption of symptomatic hysteria.  In Norton’s book she presents a compelling case not only for 
the influence of the afflicted girls’ close proximity to the horrific mass murder of the Indian Wars, 
but also postulates that the girls’ position in the hierarchy of New England society fostered an 
encouragement of acting out.  Norton argues:   



“The repeated fits thoroughly disrupted household routines.  Old girls and teenagers 
performed essential domestic labor as assistants to the female heads of their families – in 
these cases, a mother, a mistress, and aunts.  Now their labor was unreliable or 
unavailable… a maidservant who was being inexorably drawn into the fireplace or a 
niece who was being sporadically hauled “to & fro” could not make her customary 
contribution to the necessary work of the family.  Moreover, curious and concerned 
neighbors… stopped by in large numbers to witness the extraordinary events and to 
assist in caring for the sufferers… Within a short period of time the young women 
became the focal points around which all other members of the household revolved.  
That alone was extraordinary.  Usually, girls --- whether daughters, nieces, or servants – 
resided at or near the bottom of the family hierarchy, with brothers, mothers, and 
ultimately fathers ranked above them.  Subordinates in seventeenth-century society 
commonly served their superiors, and so too had the “afflicted girls” of Salem Village.  
But now others, including both male and female neighbors and familial superiors, were 
serving them.  Most notably, the male heads of their households and other adult men of 
their families gave the hours of concentrated attention, probably for the first time in their 
lives.” 

As the lowest figures, just above slaves, in a society that gave them absolutely no form of 
expression, is it any wonder that in the perfect storm of superstitious fear and periodic outside 
invasions, a slew of girls found themselves suddenly all-powerful, their words and actions 
directing their community? 

Recently, sitting in a plant-filled sunroom, I was having a conversation with my girlfriend (a 
historian), my father (a psychoanalyst) and my stepmother (a licensed clinical social worker).  We 
began a meandering discussion starting with Shana Lutker’s work.   My father wandered the 
terrain of psychoanalytical theory: from the early notions that hysteria derived from the uterus; of 
the role of art as a mediated expression or compromise of urges; to the use of objects for 
symbolization of symptoms; to famous cases where female patients exemplified sexual 
transference towards their therapist.  On the topic of the sexual fixations of early analysis, my 
girlfriend emerged with a interesting point:  in the late 19th century culture of enforced sexual 
modesty, a session with a male psychoanalyst was perhaps one of the few moments a woman 
was allowed to be alone with a man, and furthermore, probably one of the only situations where a 
woman could discuss sex openly. 

Freud had shifted the study of mental distress away from the general to the specific, giving 
opportunity for individual expression through psychoanalysis.  But perhaps not all repressions are 
self-inflicted, or contained purely in personal narrative.  For an unhealthy society raises sick 
children. When I asked my father if there was a noticeable shift in psychoanalytic theory during 
the 1960s and 70s, as more females became therapists, he replied that yes, there was a “shift 
from treating women as specimens of all womanhood.”    

It strikes me now, thinking back upon Lutker’s artworks, that she is not merely illuminating a 
historical disparity between the gazing male analyst and those nearly nameless female patients, 
but instead using an aesthetic transference of objects to preserve the innovations of 
psychoanalysis in a more equitable world.  Her ability to reconfigure the tools and objects 
associated with the classical psychoanalytic situation rewrites the history, a dynamic where the 
patient is the teacher, and the doctor the student.  For Lutker endows her objects with a breezy 
mystery that implies that the sufferer of maladies is perhaps playing an elaborate game, 
manipulating the rigid observer out of complacency, towards the shared goal of egalitarian 
liberation. 



 

Shana Lutker, "H.", 2010, Leather, wood, steel, 22” x 38” x 36” 

 


