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SEX!  MADNESS!  SCANDAL! 

 

WHO’S WHO and Time Line 

 

Sigmund Freud: b. 1856,Vienna – d.1939, know as the Father of Modern 
Psychoanalysis 

Carl Jung: b. 1875 – d. 1961, early disciple of Freud who later split with him to develop 
his own approach to analysis 

Ludwig Binswanger: b. 1881 – d. 1966, a doctor at the Burgholzli Hospital who also 
treated Sabina 

Sabina Spielrein: b. 1885, Rostov – d. 1942, Rostov, daughter of a Russian-Jewish 
family who was admitted to the Burgholzli Hospital in Zurich with severe psychosis, was 
cured by Jung and then went to medical school and became an analyst in her own right 

THE WORLD OF THE PLAY 

Setting: 1906, Burgholzli Hospital, Zurich 

In the dawn of psychoanalysis, Sigmund Freud was always on the alert for new 
disciples, especially those who would expand acceptance of his controversial theories. 
One early convert was the Swiss psychiatrist Carl Jung, who had had some success 
with a young patient named Sabina Spielrein, with whom Jung may have had an affair 
but who certainly became intricately involved with both men. The twisted tale of this 
triangle involving two titans of psychoanalysis, once so close and later so implacably 
estranged, and an obscure Russian woman, who pursued a career of her own as an 
analyst, was virtually unknown until a cache of documents was discovered in Geneva in 
1977.  Sabina Spielrein was one of the pioneers of psychoanalysis—a profound 
influence on both Freud and Jung until her death at the hands of a Nazi death squad. 

The play (based on letters to and from her which were discovered and published in 
1977) shows how even before dying with her two daughters at the hands of the 
Germans in her native Rostov in 1942, her fate was manipulated by both Jung and 
Freud for their own opportunistic ends: Jung published her case history and his 
Freudian analysis of her without her permission in order to gain favor with Freud; Freud 



then took Jung to America as his protege but warned him that bringing Spielrein along 
might provoke a scandal.  

The play follows the relationships of the three beginning with Sabina’s first encounter 
with Jung in the Burgholzli Hospital in Zurich where, in 1906, the 19 year old 
granddaughter of a Rabbi, had been admitted as a patient.  Jung was looking for 
someone to try out some of Freud’s “talking cure” ideas.  Traumatized by a 1906 
pogrom in her native Rostov, she selects Jung - and is selected by him - to be cured of 
her catatonia by the use of a myth of her own choosing: Siegfried. The Wagner Ring 
Cycle mythology figures heavily in the story. 

The triangular relationship between Spielrein, Jung and Freud had all the elements of a 
psychological thriller, wreathed in an aura of real history and sizzling with sexual 
passion.  The undercurrents of anti-Semitism lend further fuel to the dramatic fire. 

The play provides a tantalizing look into the life of a relatively unsung female pioneer in 
early psychoanalytic theory, Sabina Spielrein, a Russian Jew who was analyzed by both 
Jung and Freud.  
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