THE EXPLORATION OF DREAMS:
KOKOSCHKA'S DIE TRAUMENDEN KNABEN AND FREUD

Rosa J. H. Berland

In early twentieth-century Vienna, Sigmund
Freud and Oskar Kokoschka were involved
in analogous projects—the exploration and
ekphrasis of the terrain of the human mind.
Freud initiated a scientific (and imaginative)
course of psychological discovery, while
Kokoschka immersed himself in a project n
which the visual mediated between the liter-
ary and spiritual. In 1908, Kokoschka was
commissioned by the Wiener Werkstite
to design an illustrated book for children.
He created Die triiumenden Knaben (The
Dreaming Youths), a stunning example of
Jugendstil. The book includes poetry and
lithographs depicting an intense personal
experience encountered in a fantastic dream
—*"und ich fiel nieder und triumte” (and |
fell down and dreamed). Kokoschka's book
15 an important early example of the mean-
ing of dreams as explored by Freud. The
reader/viewer follows Kokoschka's vision of
sexual awakening, with its attendant exhila-
ration, fear, and guilt mediated by the
speaker’s dream state, a world full of the
strange and the sublime.

These juxtapositions parallel Freud's ac-
count of the dreamworld and the illogical
ordering of dreams: “In the first place, dreams
take into account In a general way the con-
nection which undeniably exists between all
the portions of the dream-thoughts by
combining the whole material into a single
situation or event. They reproduce logical
connection by simultaneity in time.”" In the
first edition of The Interpretation of Dreams
(1899, Freud examined the mechanics and

structure of dreams. His description of the
visual and narrative dreamworld is akin to
poetic ekphrasis. As he revised his work in
later editions, Freud's emphasis on the crea-
tive abstraction of dream formation 1s en-
riched by symbolism and the connection be-
tween dreams and primeval modes of
expression, Thus, it 1s primarily his early
descriptions of the expressive power of dreams
that relate to Kokoschka's literary work.”
The poem was not well received in Vienna
and has only recently started to attract critical
attention for its expressive power, primarily in
the context of Kokoschka's better-known
literary works such as his expressionist play
Miirder, Hoffnung der Frauen.” Die trdum-
enden Knaben 1s composed of wide litho-
graphs and narrower, condensed columns of
verse on the far nght of the page. Only litho-
graphs | through 4 bear a precise illustrative
relation 1o the verse.* Kokoschka’s dissonant,
descriptive poem articulates a symbolic
poetic world of unlikely metaphors and
similes in which the creative power of dreams
brings forth its own visual landscape:
This dreaming within me:
... my dreams
are like the northern, snowbound
mountains
that hide the ancient fairy tales.
My thoughts course through my brain,
forcing growth, just as the stones must
grow,
No one knows whereof I dream.
No one comprehends,”

This passage names the experience of dream-
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ing and celebrates the imaginary world, par-
ticularly the experience of the artist’'s con-
nection to the remote and distant landscape of
imagination and the unconscious. As a poet
and artist. Kokoschka trned to something
bevond historical life. A close examination of
the set of poems and images traces this de-
velopment.

We begin with the poet’s sexual awakening,
which takes place in his troubling erotic

schichie 3o die sufhrt sy
sein  Wenn man an  sie
rihrr hinter sllen worten
wie frewe ich mich dafl du
mir gleichst wie du mit

] komme du nicht
niher, aber wohne in
meinem haus und ich will

FEEIFEE
E figgh
)
B

!
:

3

¢ 13

g2

iﬁti
H A

:
E
¥
i
:

Hi
i
&
i

il
K
1

i
i

b
E:

il
:
;

Oskar Kokoschka, The Awakening. From Die triumenden Knaben (Vienna: Wiener Werk-
stiitte, 1908). Lithograph, 25.8 % 29.3 cm. The Museum of Modern Art, New York. (Photo: Scala/Art
Resource, NY)

dreams. The dream phase is signaled by the
line *“and [ tell down and dreamed,” which first
appears on page |, The poem mirrors the way
that dreams merge waking experiences. Ac-
cording to Freud: “The dream-content . . . is
expressed as it were in a pictographic script,
the characters according to their pictorial value
instead of according to their symbolic
relation.”™ In Die tréiumenden Knaben, events
and images do not follow waking rational



sequence. Irrational, subjective elements are
emphasized within a nonlinear narrative.

The poetry undulates and attempts to
capture the essence of the erotic, set in a
strange landscape populated by mysterious
creatures. The narrator 1s compelled by his
own emerging sexuality, vet he is also
terrified by its newness and strangeness. At
times, he is ashamed of his impulses;
however, in passage after passage, the dis-
covery of sexuality is praised and exalted.
The sexual impulse is described as com-
pelling, enchanting, and beautiful; but it is
also terrifying:

.. . mext to you, seeing your arm,
bending, a story so fragile it ceases to be
as s00n as anyone touches it

[ see behind all words and signs

(Oh, how joyful I am!)

that you resemble me,

how you resemble me,

o not come closer.

The last line of this excerpt introduces the
ordinary in the sense that the poet’s voice,
after a passage of intoxicating joy, suddenly
breaks the mood by asking the loved one to
keep away.

Plate 7 illustrates the result of Kokosch-
ka’s explorations, introducing the theme of
isolation and the division of the sexes.
Mountains frame the figures of Adam and
Eve, and the sky has become white; two
birds fly about picking at the flowers, and a
stag rests. Three boys gesture in the hills,
and the trees are ripe with berries. Ko-
koschka speaks of consummation:

I reach into the lake and plunge my
hand
into your hatr.

Kokoschka wants to banish shame:

Away sinful, fraudulent scruples!
There are bright fires in the dwarf
forests.

In the dream, he must overcome bourgeois
scruples and find love as a complete man,
wholly unfettered by shame—"hesitancy
and longing, baseless shame™—which is
itself shameful because it cripples love. This
15 the essence of the work: the banishing of
shame and the initiation of the poet into the
world of dreams. Die trédumenden Knaben
orchestrates this process in a hallucinatory
and expressionist manner, moving between
various dream states. Freud describes the
conflation of images in the nonlinear narra-
tive of the dreamworld, The dream acts “like
the painter who. in a picture of the School of
Athens or of Parnassus, represents in one
group all the philosophers or all the poets.”™
Freud further observes that dreams are “not
clothed in the prosaic language usually
employed by our thoughts, but are on the
contrary represented symbolically by means
of similes and metaphors, in images resem-
bling those of poetic speech.™

What relates Freud's early work on dreams
1o Kokoschka's work 15 the use of ekphrasis
a5 a means of describing the visual world of
dreams, focusing on expressive qualities with-
out allegiance to linear narrative.” Kokoschka
himself was deeply invested in the concept of
individual experience and vision, and the use
of the unconscious and the irrational to create
art, The artist once remarked to J. F. Hodin,
“Since the Renaissance the thread of life has
been broken; that is what is called Ratio-
nalism. The Dark Ages are still visionary, but
with the advent of intellectual Classicism and
Humanism the only admissible approach has
been logical.”'™ For Kokoschka, the com-
position of Die triumenden Knaben moves
beyond rationalism. The artist stands in the




landscape and observes the events and pro-
cessions around him, an ecstatic and expres-
sive example of poetic ekphrasis:

| wait beside a Peruvian tree of stone,

its many-fingered leaf arms reach

like frightened wrists and fingers

except that a contorted band of lighter
color

lures the mute animals in the dark air

away from falling starflowers,

quickening the blood,

in fours and fives, out of the green

breathing sea forests

where it quietly rains.

They creep away, waves beating

over the woods, penetrating

the rootless, red-flowering,

unnumbered air-twigs—

like hair in seawater they dive and suck

out of this wind through green waves.

This fragmentary imagery forms a dream-
like aesthetic experience. The narrator en-
counters strange creatures in a kKinetic land-
scape, trees reach out, animals proceed in
rhythm with a breathing sea forest. Kokosch-
ka's poetry creates a surreal world that fluc-
tuates between the conscious and the un-
conscious, Freud describes the process of
dream formation as one in which “displace-
ment-transference and displacement of psy-
chical intensities [occur]. Dream displace-
ment is one of the chief methods by which
distortion is achieved.™"!

However, in keeping with the labyrinthine
world of dream states, Kokoschka's lines do
not always distort or create a particularly
nightmarish quality. They also explore the
sensuality of human love:

Once | was alone in my white room,

yet perhaps even then [ carmed you
inside.

Now you stay and speak to me,

a voice 15suing from pollen-heavy
flowers.

(her lines describe sexual contact in the
language of hallucinatory sensuality:

Night. The heat overcame me

there in the woods.

The copulating snake stroked her skin

against a hot stone, the water-stag
rubbed

his horns on the cinnamon bush,

I smelled the musk of the animals

in the undergrowth.

The poet identifies with these sexually active
creatures. Momentarily peaceful, the stag in
plate 5 may symbolize the development of
the young poet entering his first sexual sea-
son. The fluctuation and shifting of the lan-
guage signals to us the entrance into the
dreamworld.

I lie in dream for anxious hours, sobbing

and twitching like a child helplessly

driven from the lair into pubescence.

This is not infancy 1 endure,

nor manhood, only boyvhood:

hesitancy, and longing, baseless shame

of growing, greenness, overflowing
feelings,

loneliness.

Kokoschka once described the book as a
love letter to the young Swedish Kunst-
gewerbeschule student Lilith Lang, with
whom he was infatuated at the time. This
passage reveals the confusion of a boy’s sex-
val awakening."? However, the greater part
of Kokoschka's visionary poem speaks of
the sweetness of a new love affair, where
shame has no place:

A maiden visits me,
Your lean, unlined fingers should hang



on my knees like sated flowers,

The green trees love you, and the red
hands

embroidered on the blanket in the hut
love you,

| say aloud, the sea grass on which you
lie loves you, too.

I could almost say it: a man loves you.

Here Kokoschka describes two separate
phases of a dream. The mood changes radi-
cally: the nightmare of the first extract is not
the same dream as the idyllic bed-of-sea-
grass dream, In which the poet feels no
shame. Rather, he now expenences diffidence
(or fear of diffidence)—or, perhaps. a sense
of the difficulty of articulating such powerful
emotions. By varying the length of the verse
line and by breaking the phrases with a slash
at unexpected intervals, Kokoschka under-
scores the dissonance of the dream.

The poem’s dream sequences demand a
reading that does not follow a straight-
forward pattern. Gaps force the reader to
make intuitive leaps and to participate in the

dissonant, irregular, and surreal dreamworld
that reflects the unconscious. These narra-

tive gaps are deliberately abstracted and
stylized to elicit a specific response in the
reader. Freud also emphasizes the power of
poetic dissonance to illuminate the creative
visual power of dreams in ekplirasis: “The
way in which dreams treat the category of
contraries and contradictories is highly re-
markable. It is simply disregarded. "No’
seems not to ¢xist so far as dreams are
concerned. They show a particular prefer-
ence for combining contraries into a unity or
for representing them as the same thing.
Dreams feel themselves at liberty, moreover,
to represent any element by its wishful con-
trary: so there 15 no way of deciding at first
glance whether any element that admits of a

contrary 15 present in the dream-thoughts as
a positive or as a negative.”!”

Kokoschka seeks to recast poetry and
imagery from the natral world w a
landscape of memory, dream, wakefulness,
and sleep. In so doing, his project is tied,
poetically and conceptually, to Freud's
account of dream work. Beyond the explicit
exploration of dreams, Kokoschka's inven-
tive formal tactics must also be examined. It
15 the artist’s intention to represent objects of
the world apart from their wsual reality,
mirroring Freud's interpretation of dreams:
“But just as the art of pamnung eventually
found a way of expressing by means other
than the floating labels, at least the intention
of the words of the personages represented
—affection. threats, warnings, and so on—
50 too there 15 a possible means by which
dreams can take account of some of the
logical relations between their dream
thoughts.™"

Kokoschka imposes formal and concep-
tual shifts upon his book of graphic images
and poetry. He subverts formal traditional
artistic and literary structures of allegory,
mythology, and naturalism. If we regard
Kokoschka's Die triiumenden Knaben as a
collection of short verses representing a
night of dreaming, the work can be seen as a
suite of expressionist lyric poems about the
dream state. Observation, memory, thought,
and feeling are organized in a variety of
ways. The poet takes pleasure in the inno-
cence of youth and the strring of a new
sexuality,” The poetry thus resembles the
work of Rimbaud and Baudelaire, who
pioneered the notion that the artist must
vield to the powers of the unconscious,

Kokoschka's 1912 lecture “On the Nature
of Visions™ reveals his conceptualization of
the mind’s shifts between the conscious,
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waking world and the unconscious dream-
world: “If I am asked to make this all plain
and natural the things themselves must
answer for me, as it were bearing their own
witness. For I have represented them, I have
taken their place and put on their semblance
through my visions. It 1s the psyche, which
speaks.™ In Die traumenden Knaben, Ko-
koschka transforms natural objects and
empirical reality through the unconscious
and dreams. Taken together, the poem and
lithographs are the aesthetic representation
of the psychic space of the dream. They
constitute an early example of dream thought
in the creative world. The artist exists on the
margin between fantasy and nightmare. For
Kokoschka. the intangible spiritual world
existed as an organic whole outside of the
material and natural world: “This experience
cannot be fixed; for the vision is moving, an
impression growing and becoming visual,
imparting a power to the mind. It can be
evoked but never defined.”"’ Freud describes
such encounters in the imaginative terrain of
the dream: “the words which put together in
this way are no longer nonsensical but may
form a poetical phrase of the greatest beauty
and significance."'®

Freud believed that artists have a flexibility
of repression and that psychoanalysis can
provide information about the creative pro-
cess. He thought that we overestimate the
conscious character of intellectual and artistic
production.' In 1914, Freud wrote, “Uncon-
scious psychic activity enabled us to get the
first glimpse into the nature of poetic
creativeness.”™ Further, in the 1907 essay
“Delusions and Dreams in Jensen's Gradiva,”
Freud suggested that the artist draws on
sources not yet available to science: he has
access o the world of the rrational uncon-
scious dream state.

It is surely significant that Kokoschka's
autobiography Mein Leben (1971) begins
with a great fire on the night of his birth.
Flames light the sky as if to signify the
visionary talent of the infant, perhaps this
symbaolism related to a conflation of his own
birth and conception with the creative pro-
cess. Kokoschka believed in the portentous
symbolism of his birth night, just as he
believed in his ability to look into the souls
of the people he painted. This “visionary™
talent manifests itself in a lifetime of re-
markably stirring work and in Kokoschka's
polemical belief in the artist as visionary, a
medium into the world of dreams and the
unconscious. He claimed that he had
inherited the gift of second sight from his
mother and described his memaories as if
they were visions: orchestrating fantastic
compositions of intense color and detail,
anticipating his hallucinatory dreamscape
poetry. This 1s one of the most important
connections between the imaginative trajec-
tories of Kokoschka and Freud: just as Ko-
koschka saw his visions and dreams as
sources of creativity, so was Freud fascinated
by the complex creative and poetic power of
dream work.*!

Finally, as expressed in his visionary
poem, Kokoschka sees dreams as a mysteri-
ous vehicle for the truth of a deeper reality;

my dreams

are like the northern, snowbound
mountains

that hide the ancient fairy tales.

Kokoschka seeks the deep human truths hid-
den away in dreams like the ancient wis-
dom of the folk tradition, buried in remote
communities far removed from the daytime
world of logic.
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