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Victorian Europe was a site of amazing psychical manifestations.  Doctors passed magnets over the bodies of their patients to cure what we now regard as psychological problems.  The word “catharsis” was in the air as women diagnosed “hysterical” were ordered into confinement.  Donning a purple cape, Franz Anton Mesmer had “mesmerized” the sick by waving his magic wand over them as they sat drenched in “animal magnetism”; as a result, James Braid began work in 1812 on what would be renamed hypnosis. Jean-Martin Charcot, “the Napoleon of Neurosis,” would refine the technique in Paris, albeit while continuing to feed his patients pellets of magnetized iron.

Andries Hoek was a Dutch physician working with hypnosis in The Hague.  Starting in 1850, three full decades before Josef Breuer began treating “Anna O” (Bertha Pappenheim), Hoek and a remarkable patient, 22-year-old Rika van B, began fashioning the first truly cathartic method of psychotherapy.  

Beginning by telling Hoek her life story, the patient saw him daily for 11 months in lieu of entering an insane asylum.  During this time she often whispered directions for treatment which he carried out faithfully. In modern parlance, her unconscious served as an “analytic third” in the therapy.

At the height of her symptoms, which included convulsions, dissociative episodes, raving, depression, and suicidality, she reexperienced the death of her uncle’s servant by drowning, a trauma inflicted at age 9 and pathologically repeated when her fiancé committed suicide by drowning, an act for which she had blamed herself.  After this her symptoms disappeared; in fact, over the next two years Hoek often relied on her judgments about assessment, diagnosis, and treatment of other patients.  In 1853 she left for the East Indies to start a family. 

For a time, the relational therapeutic framework pioneered by Hoek and van B. and continued by Pierre Janet and his patient Leonie would give way before more interpretive and authoritarian analytic approaches to treatment; but the model of psychotherapy as co-creative and collaborative would eventually resurface and circle the globe.


