
A Case of Hysteria (Dora)1

Facts Regarding the Case of Dora

Dora's real name is Ida Bauer, her birthdate is 1 November 1882, and she lived on the 
same street (Berggasse 32) where Freud had lived. She was raised in a middle class Jewish home 
with two parents and a sibling. Her sibling, Otto Bauer, at the time was considered a leading 
Marxist theorist and a leader in the Austrian Social Democratic Party. Their father, Phillip Bauer, 
was a successful textile manufacturer. In 1875, Phillip married Katharina Gerber. Perhaps, Dora 
developed the history of illness from her father. Phillip had an almost life long ordeal with 
blindness and eventually a sexually transmitted disease. The first of these issues came about in 
1888 with a tuberculosis diagnosis. The Bauer family moved to an Alpine health resort in Meran 
(which is now Merano, Italy). In 1894, Phillip learned he had syphilis, which he contracted be-
fore marriage, and received treatment from Sigmund Freud. Unknowingly, Phillip had infected 
his wife and upon finding out, caused her to become quite obsessive; especially concerning 
cleaning of their apartment. Katharina believed that she was infected with both gonorrhoea and 
syphilis; and suffered severe abdominal pain. Regarding the obsessive cleaning, she routinely, 
every Friday, cleaned the family apartment and kept the public rooms locked to avoid any 
dirtying. 

The first indication of Dora's sickness is listed as 1890, at age 7, when she suffered 
breathing problems. Four years later, she was ridden with migraines, the inability to speak 
aloud, and a chronic cough. Eventually, the cough would go away on its own, but the other is-
sues were treated with electrotherapy and hydrotherapy.  It is presumed that Dora’s teenage 2

years are consumed with sickness, that is her own and that of her father. The events forthcom-
ing are the result of Freud’s treatment of Dora beginning in 1900. On a side note two important 
events require mention: (1) Venereal disease was thought to be widespread [three quarters of 
Victorian men were infected with gonnorrhoea and a considerable percentage with syphilis] 
(xv) and (2) Many bourgeois families were plagued by less lurid but still disabling illnesses 
(vxi). “In the later nineteenth century it was believed that the increased pace of modern urban 
life harmed people’s nerves and caused such afflictions as nervous exhaustion, hypochondria, 
and hysteria” (xvi).   

 Dora and Herr K.

Freud assumes from the outset of this case, that Dora is a hysteric and must be suffering 
from sexual trauma. On the surface, this is believed to be the result of a previous sexual proposi-
tion she received from Herr K (or Hans Zellenka). Let’s recall that after Philip’s sickness, he re-
treated the Bauer family to an Alpine health town. In this town, he met Hans Zellenka, who was 
a high reputed neurologist. Initially, Hans referred Philip to Freud and later Philip referred Dora 
to his treatment. It is confirmed that Han’s wife (Peppina) and Philip develop an intimate love-
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affair. Dora watched over the Zellenka’s children. In 1898, Ida and Philip go to visit the Zel-
lenkas, which leads to Dora being “dropped off”. That is, presumably, to be left under the care of 
the neurologist Hans. “A few days later, she [Dora] told her mother, who told her father, who 
later told Freud, that Herr Zellenka, while walking with her beside the lake, had made a sexual 
proposition to her, whereupon she slapped his face and ran away” (xi). Dora urged her parents, 
especially Philip, to break off ties with the Zellenka’s, but he refused. This, doubtless, conflicted 
the relationship between Dora and her parents; eventually to the point of threatening suicide. 
“Soon afterwards while arguing with her father, she fainted, and on recovering, had no memory 
of the incident” (xi). At this point, Philip seeks help from Freud for Dora.

Initially, it was reasoned that Dora’s hysteria was the result of symptoms consistent to 
unsatisfied sexual desire. Briefly, it is necessary to describe Freud’s methodology. First, he used 
“free association”, which encouraged the patient to relax concentration, allowing the mind to 
float, and utter (regardless of absurdity), any ideas that came to light. “Free association was the 
basis of the method of dream-interpretation which Freud had been perfecting in the years be-
fore his treatment of Ida Bauer” (xxii). Also, along this same process, Freud developed the idea, 
as found in Interpretation of Dreams that dreams represent the fulfillment of a wish. These wishes 
are not openly admitted and are repressed by the conscience. It is the psychoanalysts job to un-
ravel this repression. Another method implemented and later abandoned, was the seduction 
theory, which believed that disturbances (specfically related to hysteria) were all tracted to 
“premature sexual experiences in childhood” (xxiii). This theory was abandoned, because he 
thought it was improbable that child abuse was so widespread. To replace the seduction theory, 
Freud theorized that emotional disorders were rooted in the internal structure of the psyche, 
that is to say the Oedipus Complex. Admittedly, within the methods, is the existence that vari-
ous symptoms have multiple meanings along with several unconscious thought processes.   
___
*Before evaluation of Hysteria, several terms require development:

1. Psychoanalysis is based on the observation that individuals are often unaware of the factors 
that determine their emotions and behavior. Because these factors stem from the unconscious, 
the most determine efforts are often ineffective. Psychoanalystic treatment explores how 
these unconscious factors affect current relationships and patterns of thought, emotion, and 
behavior.   3

2. Hysteria is a state in which your emotions (such as loss of voice, sexual desire, insomnia, ner-
vousness) become erratic. This plagued women, or at least was initially stereotyped to women, 
as female hysteria.  In a modern interpretation, these symptoms may be more closely linked to 
bipolar disorder, border line personality disorders, or anxiety neuroses. 

3. Neurosis is a mental disorder involving distress, but without hallucinations or delusions. A 
person's behavior is within the realm of socially acceptable. 

I. The Clinical Picture  
 

 http://www.apsa.org/About_Psychoanalysis.aspx#What3
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After considerable description of Dora’s medical history (that was summarized above), 
Freud commences to develop the “causes” for her ailments. The major trigger was the incident 
between Herr K and Dora—that is the sexual advance. Herr K’s wife, Frau K, tried to argue that 
Dora’s mind was ripened by sexual fantasy and that her husband had done nothing wrong. 
However, Dora’s father knew she wanted him to end the relationship with the K family, but re-
fused, specifically because of his friendship with Frau K. According to Freud, “Feelings of gen-
uine friendship bind me to Frau K and and I would not like to hurt her”. (21). Further, “Poor 
woman, she is very unhappy with her husband, of whom, incidentally, I don’t have the highest 
opinion; she has suffered from her nerves a great deal herself and she has found me her only 
true friend...we are two unfortunates who console one another as best we may with our friendly 
sympathy” (21).  Dora’s father goes on to admit there is nothing left between his wife and him-
self. Doubtless, this all sounds like a convenient excuse. Freud goes on to discover through free 
association that Dora and Herr K had a previous traumatic sexual episode when she was four-
teen. In this instance, Herr K has locked the inside of his store and kissed Dora on the lips. 
Freud mentions that this should have been an occurrence to stimulate a “virginal girl” (as he 
calls her), but instead she lashed out and ran away and since tried to avoid being alone with 
him. Although Dora has experienced two traumatic events, Freud argues that after the incident 
in the store, Dora became fully hysterical. He says, “I would without another thought consider 
anyone a hysteric if a cause for sexual arousal evokes overwhelmingly or exclusively feels of 
disgust...”(23). The problem with his initial finding fails to consider consent. Perhaps, a “virginal 
girl” may be excited by an intimate expression, but surely, there has to be consent by the girl. 
That is to say, that she has attraction or want; not just using the generalization that she should 
want it. Remembering back to Madness and Civilization, Foucault argues that when a mad indi-
vidual (also, adding women) cannot be clearly diagnosed, the generalization of hysteria is ap-
plied. But Freud does admit he is not entirely convinced by this idea he calls “affective 
reversal” (23).   4

After the “affective reversal” idea has been ruled out, Freud begins to develop another 
explanation. In an early conversation with Dora, he questions her knowledge of what causes 
and the physical signs of arousal in the male body. To this, she answers yes, but is unaware of 
where she learned it. More attention is directed toward the relationship with between Dora’s 
father and Frau K. On one summer holiday, the “true” nature of their friendship was exposed 
(although there is still doubt) when Frau K and Dora’s father move to rooms that are in close 
proximity inside a shared family suite. Another incident involves Frau K and Dora’s father be-
ing in a forest for a long time together. When Dora questions her mother about this separate 
event, her mother remarks that her father went there to kill himself, but that Frau K talked him 
out of it. Freud mentions that Dora did not believe this explanation. It is also insinuated that 
Frau K had been receiving gift and money from Dora’s father. There was at least one person 
who had tried to notify Dora of her father’s relationship; that was the governess. It is presumed 
that the governess had sought to turn Dora against Frau K, but more accurately was just in love 
with her father. When Dora no longer approved of this governess, she was dismissed.  

Freud begins to develop the idea that Dora actually loved Herr K. Dora admits that she 
was told by her cousin that she was “crazy about that man” (31). However, Dora admits that she 
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could have been in love with him (note that she had been receiving gift, Freud makes these gifts 
sound expensive), but after the lake incident that no longer existed. Also, there is a correlation 
discovered between Dora’s sickness and the absence of Herr K. For example, “Dora had suffered 
a great many attacks of coughing with loss of voice; could the presence or absence of the 
beloved have had an influence on the coming and fading of her symptoms?” (32). It is discov-
ered that these attacks lasted three to six weeks, the exact amount of time between visits with 
the K family, but specifically Herr K. What Freud is arguing about Dora, is that with her sick-
ness, she is demonstrating her love. Earlier I mentioned that during sickness Dora would lose 
her voice. During loss of voice, Dora was able to find great comfort in writing letters, especially 
to Herr K.  The significant being that she was able to converse with her beloved and this offered 
relief. As Freud mentions about this phenomena, Dora would be ill (with longing, perhaps) 
when he goes away, and healthy (with happiness) when she is with him. Also, this cannot be 
confirmed exactly, there is sufficient evidence to support his claim.  

Freud develops the idea that Dora is actually jealous of Frau K. “Behind Dora’s superva-
lent train of thought about her father’s relationship with Frau K, there also lay jealously of the 
lady herself—an emotion, then, that could arise only from attraction towards her own sex” (50). 
This is a result of the “affective reversal" and commonly occurs because the sexual libido for a 
man is firmly repressed in hysterical women and girls and is instead directed towards the same 
sex.  In another example, Dora is described to have a very close relationship with her cousin, 5

but when the cousin traveled to the resort town with her father, she suddenly had no interest in 
remaining so close. As a result, Dora had an attraction for the cousin for some time, but when 
she became jealous of the relationship with her father, the friendship ended. The difference be-
ing that Dora had a much longer relationship with the K family than her cousin. It is described 
that Dora had been around this family well before puberty, specifically during which she devel-
oped an in-depth relationship with Frau K. During the visits, Freud discovers that Dora and 
Frau K shared a bedroom and caused Herr K to sleep elsewhere. From this, the women are de-
scribed as intimate friends, between which nothing was hidden.  

Freud concludes “that Dora’s supervalent train of thought, concerning her father’s rela-
tionship with Frau K, was intended to repress not only her once conscious love for Herr K, but 
also, in a deeper sense, her unconscious love for Frau K. Effectively, what has been argued in the 
section is that Dora has two concurrent dilemmas: she loves and hates the same people at the 
same time is sort of like a perpetual Oedipus complex.    

  
II. The First Dream

 The First Dream describes a recurring dream that Dora has: “There is a fire in the 
house...my father is standing beside my bed and wakes me up. I dress quickly. Mama wants to 
save her jewel box, but Papa says: I don’t want to burn with both my children because of your 
jewel box. We hurry downstairs, and as soon as I am out of the house I wake up” (54). Freud is 
unable to determine the first time Dora has this dream, but is able to determine the first occur-
rence was at some point around the incident at the lake. As aforementioned, Dora’s mother is 
quite obsessive about cleaning and locks certain parts of the house to prevent the accumulation 
of dirt. Freud is able to determine from Dora that a portion of the house that is locked at night 

 “This current of emotion are to be regarded as typical of a hysterical girl’s unconscious love-life”(53).5
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includes the dining room. Within the dining room is her brother’s bedroom. So, it can be con-
cluded that Dora’s Papa does not agree with his son being locked within the house with no es-
cape in the event of a mishap. On another occasion, Dora and her father travel to the resort for 
treatment. She remembers sleeping on a couch and suddenly waking with Herr K standing next 
to her. She questions him about his reason for standing next to her and he is unable to offer any 
explanation except that he had to fetch “something” from the bedroom. Dora acquires a key 
from Frau K to lock herself into the bedroom. One day, she is able to lock herself into the bed-
room, but the next day finds the key has suddenly disappeared. From this, Freud concludes this 
is the theme of the dream. With this same episode, Dora mentions that she wanted to key so that 
she would be able to dress in private. Attention is now directed to the jewel box. Dora mentions 
that her mother loves jewelry and that her father has given her gifts of such frequently in the 
past. Dora mentions a quarrel between the parents, where as the mother wanted pearl drops to 
wear in her ears, but the father did not like that style and bought a bracelet instead. Dora men-
tions that she was given a jewel box by Herr K as a present. A box of jewels, as Freud calls it, 
refers to the “female genitals” (59).  

The meaning of the dream is, according to Freud as follows: 

Dora thinks that Herr K is pursuing her, wants to get in her room, and danger is threat-
ening her box of jewels. If something bad happens her father will be to blame. Accordingly, 
she creates a situation of opposite expression, that is, everything is the opposite. Her mother 
is Dora’s rival for affection from her father. While her mother rejects the gift of jewelry, 
Dora would be quite happy to accept it. From this, the ideas of accept is replaced by give 
and rejected is replaced with refused. “That means that you were ready to give Papa 
what Mama refuses him, and it was something to do with jewelry” (59). Recalling the jewel box 
given to her by Herr K, Dora develops a “parallel chain of thought”, in which “Herr K takes 
your Papa’s place standing beside your bed; he gave you a jewel box and in return, you 
must give him your box of jewels” (59).      

Explaining why Dora dreams that the fire is at night, Freud relates to perhaps an occa-
sion when her father had to go out at night. Fire has a dual meaning: (1) that fire in its natural 
state can be dangerous and (2) as Freud explains, the childhood phrase, of not to play with fire. 
That is to say, “don’t play with fire or you’ll get burned”. Fire in this case, is love; and it can be 
concluded that there is a fear of being burned by the fires of love. Freud concludes that Dora 
probably suffered from wetting the bed longer than children usually do. Dora adds later that 
after having this dream, she would smell smoke. She admits that her father, Herr K, and herself 
enjoy smoking. Slightly before the advance at the lake, Dora smelled smoke from Herr K’s cig-
arette and associated smoke with the unwanted advance. Freud also adds that a smoker’s kiss 
would be reminiscent of smoke. The explanation in the dream that the box is out of reach or dif-
ficult to open represents Dora (or anyone for that matter), guarding their genitals. During an-
other session, Dora wore a purse around her neck and made had signals that suggested she was 
masturbating. Freud cites his sessions with an elderly woman, who had a box with sweets in it, 
who became quite excited with Freud helped her open the box. Again, we have a dual meaning. 
The box was actually hard to open and that the lady was hard to open for sexual advance. Effec-
tively what has happened in this dream is that Dora has created a situation whereby her father 
saves her from danger, which in this case, is the danger of love and while maintaining the in-
tegrity of her genitals.    

!5



 
III. The Second Dream  
 

The Second Dream, describes another dream that Dora had: “I am walking in a town I 
don’t know, and I see streets and squares that are strange to me. In one of the squares, I see a 
monument. Then I reach a house where I am living, I go to my room and find a letter from 
Mama there. As I have left home without my parents’ knowledge, says her letter, she did not 
want to write and tell me that Papa was ill. Now he has died, and , she writes, if you like, you 
can come home. I start out for the station and ask about 100 times: where is the station? I am 
always told: another five minutes’ walk away. Then I see a dense forest ahead of me, I go into it, 
and there I ask a man whom I meet. He tells me: the station is another 2 1/2 hours' walk away. 
He offers to accompany me. I decline the offer, and go on alone. I see the station ahead of me, 
but I cannot reach it. And I have the usual feelings of anxiety you get in a dream when you are 
making no progress. Then I am at home; I must have travelled by train in between, but I don’t 
know anything about that. —I go into the porter’s lodge, and ask the porter where our apart-
ment is. The maid open the door to me, and says: Your Mama and the others have already gone 
to the cemetery” (80).  

Freud mentions that interpreting this dream was difficult, especially since Dora ceased 
having sessions with him. A normal girl should be able to get over an unwanted advance im-
mediately, but Freud thinks Dora wanted revenge for Herr K’s not so idle attempts of seduction. 
Now, to the meaning: 
 

Walking alone in a strange town among unknown streets and squares, are sleeping rec-
ollections of an album she has been given as a Christmas gift. When she wanted to show visit-
ing relatives, she was unable to find it. Accordingly, she asked her mother and about location of 
“the box”. It is presumed, that this was a box of photos. This album was gifted to her by an engi-
neer she had met in a manufacturing town. The monument, as Dora recalls it, was this engi-
neer’s efforts to remind her of him. Also, it is acknowledged that he intended to approach Dora 
about marriage. The unknown town relates to Dora’s visit to Dresden. At that time, she was un-
familiar and visited several sites, including a famous picture gallery. A cousin in her party, of-
fered to show her around, but she declined and went alone. Inside this gallery, she spent two 
hours admiring Raphael’s Sistine Madonna. Of course, with Freud relation to sex, he reasons that 
the Madonna is a representation of the virgin—that is Dora’s virginity. The asking of 100 times 
for directions relates to the evening before the adventure in Dresden where Dora asked her 
mother for the key to the liquor cabinet. She was trying to obtain a bottle of cognac for her fa-
ther. Although her mother was in deep conversation, Dora asked impatiently for an answer. 
Dora probably did not ask 100 times (Freud says five is reasonable), but snapped at her mother 
to finally get an answer. Here Freud draws a link between the key and a box, relating it to the 
genitals of both male and female. At this same party, Dora’s father is the recipient of a toast, 
wishing him a long life. The letter she received from her mother relates back to the letter Dora 
previously wrote about her intent of suicide. The suicide letter was supposed to force the father 
to break off the relationship with Frau K, but failed. Here, there is the idea of death; this is death 
of her father and her own death. Freud thinks that by running away in the dream (or suicide in 
actual life), Dora sought to punish and seek revenge against her father. By removing herself 
from his life, whether in life or death, her father’s heart would be broken out of grief and long-
ing. If this occurred, the father would need much more than cognac to sleep. The letter inviting 
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Dora to come back home, references a letter she had received from Frau K, inviting her to come 
visit. Freud is able to determine that this letter had an unusual question mark in middle of sen-
tence. It would appear as if you like? you can come home. Again, this reminds Dora of the inci-
dent at the lake. After the advance by Herr K, Dora flees. She finds out that by foot, it would 
take 2 1/2 hours to get back to the town, so she seeks out a boat. In the dream, this 2 1/2 hour 
time frame is recalled. Further, at the lake Herr K runs after her and she recalls a forest in both 
the dream and in life. In review of the painting at the gallery in Dresden, Dora observed 
nymphs in the woods. Freud draws a conclusion between the idea of a station and cemetery as a 
substitute for female genitalia, which he calls “symbolic sexual geography” (85).  In conclusion 6

of the dream, Freud mentions that Dora reading in her room calmly was odd. The book she was 
reading was large and contained forbidden material, to which no child would read calmly, as 
they should be tense with alarm, anxiety, and fear of being discovered by the parents. With the 
death of the father and the rest of her family away at the cemetery, she was free to love and live 
however she wanted and no longer needing to seek revenge.  

Freud develops a brief narrative between Dora and himself, during which she states her 
intention to no longer continue session with him. Specifically, she states she came to this conclu-
sion fourteen days before. Freud relates this to a governess or maid giving a two weeks notice. 
Dora recalls a governess that had been hired to care for the children of the K family. This gov-
erness was the target of very similar sexual advances from Herr K, specifically he used similar 
rhetoric that “there was nothing between him and his wife anymore”. This was the exact phrase 
Dora recalled he used on her at the lake. When the governess told her parents of the incident, 
they demanded she leave or have nothing to ever do with them, that is, she could not return 
home. Freud links this idea of fourteen days and the governess‘ story as a reason for slapping 
Herr K at the lake. She thought she was going to be treated like a house maid, and in turn, 
lashed out. Breaking off the sessions was the same as the governess running away from Herr K. 
In conclusion, Freud tells Dora, “I know now what you don’t want to be reminded of: it is that 
you imagined he was making advances to you in earnest, and would not desist until you mar-
ried him” (93). I suppose, Freud is trying to discredit the entire notion that Herr K ever ad-
vanced himself sexually to Dora. However, not long after his comment, she seemed moved, 
smiled, and left. Dora’s father came to visit him after the last session and wanted the sessions to 
continue. Freud thought that his was only an attempt for him to convince Freud to convince 
Dora that the relationship between Frau K and her father was a fantasy.  
 
IV. Afterword

Freud indicates that in writing this study, he had two objectives: (1) to offer a comple-
ment to his work The Interpretation of Dreams, showing how an otherwise useless skills can be 
employed in revealing what is hidden and repressed in the life of the mind and (2) arouse inter-
est in a series of relationship which are still entirely unknown to science today, because they can 
be discovered only by the use of that particular procedure” (98). Freud calls this science the jux-
taposition of different kinds of emotions including opposites, repressions, and displacements.  

Dora came to see Freud a year and a half after the session initially ended and wanted to 

 Here, he compares the dark forest to public hair and nymphs living in those woods with female 6
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resume treatment. It is speculated that this was not true. She explained that she had been in 
great confusion, but that her condition had improved. The physical ailments she had before had 
now came less often. She mentions that one of the children in the K family passed away. She 
went to visit the K family and they welcomed her as if nothing ever happened. Then, she forced 
Frau K to admit to the affair with her father and also made Herr K admit to the events at the 
lake. Accordingly, she took this news to her father, which vindicated her. As a result, she has not 
contacted the K family since. Dora mentions that she became sick again, but it was in shock of 
an incident she has witnessed. The victim of this incident was Herr K. Dora mentions the inci-
dent made her recall her father’s affair, but that she was not focused entirely on studies and not 
things of the past. In conclusion, Freud states that Dora lived out her second dream: she got 
married to the engineer in the second dream and broke away from her father and the illness that 
plagued her. Effectively, she returned to real life. 
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