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SIGMUND FREUD 
 

DREAM OF THE BOTANICAL MONOGRAPH 
 
I had written a monograph on a certain plant. The book lay before me and I was at the 
moment turning over a folded coloured plate. Bound up in each copy there was a dried 
specimen of the plant, as though it had been taken from a herbarium. 
 
 

ANALYSIS 
 
 That morning I had seen a new book in the window of a book-shop, bearing the title The 
Genus Cyclamen - evidently a monograph on that plant. 
Cyclamens, I reflected, were my wife’s favourite flowers and I reproached myself for so 
rarely remembering to bring her flowers, which was what she liked. - The subject of 
‘bringing flowers’ recalled an anecdote which I had recently repeated to a circle of 
friends and which I had used as evidence in favour of my theory that forgetting is very 
often determined by an unconscious purpose and that it always enables one to deduce the 
secret intentions of the person who forgets. A young woman was accustomed to receiving 
a bouquet of flowers from her husband on her birthday. One year this token of his 
affection failed to appear, and she burst into tears. Her husband came in and had no idea 
why she was crying till she told him that to-day was her birthday. He clasped his hand to 
his head and exclaimed: ‘I’m so sorry, but I’d quite forgotten. I’ll go out at once and 
fetch your flowers.’ But she was not to be consoled; for she recognized that her 
husband’s forgetfulness was a proof that she no longer had the same place in his thoughts 
as she had formerly. - This lady, Frau L., had met my wife two days before I had the 
dream, had told her that she was feeling quite well and enquired after me. Some years ago 
she had come to me for treatment. 
 
I now made a fresh start. Once, I recalled, I really had written something in the nature of 
a monograph on a plant, namely a dissertation on the coca-plant, which had drawn Karl 
Koller’s attention to the anaesthetic properties of cocaine. I had myself indicated this 
application of the alkaloid in my published paper, but I had not been thorough enough to 
pursue the matter further. This reminded me that on the morning of the day after the 
dream - I had not found time to interpret it till the evening - I had thought about cocaine 
in a kind of day-dream. If ever I got glaucoma, I had thought, I should travel to Berlin 
and get myself operated on, incognito, in my friend’s house, by a surgeon recommended 
by him. The operating surgeon, who would have no idea of my identity, would boast once 
again of how easily such operations could be per formed since the introduction of 
cocaine; and I should not give the slightest hint that I myself had had a share in the 
discovery. This phantasy had led on to reflections of how awkward it is, when all is said 
and done, for a physician to ask for medical treatment for himself from his professional 
colleagues. The Berlin eye-surgeon would not know me, and I should be able to pay his 
fees like anyone else. It was not until I had recalled this day-dream that I realized that the 
recollection of a specific event lay behind it. Shortly after Koller’s discovery, my father 
had in fact been attacked by glaucoma; my friend Dr. Königstein, the ophthalmic 
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surgeon, had operated on him; while Dr. Koller had been in charge of the cocaine 
anaesthesia and had commented on the fact that this case had brought together all of the 
three men who had had a share in the introduction of cocaine. 
 
My thoughts then went on to the occasion when I had last been reminded of this business 
of the cocaine. It had been a few days earlier, when I had been looking at a copy of a 
Festschrift in which grateful pupils had celebrated the jubilee of their teacher and 
laboratory director. Among the laboratory’s claims to distinction which were enumerated 
in this book I had seen a mention of the fact that Koller had made his discovery there of 
the anaesthetic properties of cocaine. I then suddenly perceived that my dream was 
connected with an event of the previous evening. I had walked home precisely with Dr. 
Königstein and had got into conversation with him about a matter which never fails to 
excite my feelings whenever it is raised. While I was talking to him in the entrance-hall, 
Professor Gärtner and his wife had joined us; and I could not help congratulating them 
both on their blooming looks. But Professor Gärtner was one of the authors of the 
Festschrift I have just mentioned, and may well have reminded me of it. Moreover, the 
Frau L., whose disappointment on her birthday I described earlier, was mentioned - 
though only, it is true, in another connection - in my conversation with Dr. Königstein. 
 
I will make an attempt at interpreting the other determinants of the content of the dream 
as well. There was a dried specimen of the plant included in the monograph, as though it 
had been a herbarium. This led me to a memory from my secondary school. Our 
headmaster once called together the boys from the higher forms and handed over the 
school’s herbarium to them to be looked through and cleaned. Some small worms - book 
worms - had found their way into it. He does not seem to have had much confidence in 
my helpfulness, for he handed me only a few sheets. These, as I could still recall, 
included some Crucifers. I never had a specially intimate contact with botany. In my 
preliminary examination in botany I was also given a Crucifer to identify - and failed to 
do so. My prospects would not have been too bright, if I had not been helped out by my 
theoretical knowledge. I went on from the Cruciferae to the Compositae. It occurred to 
me that artichokes were Compositae, and indeed I might fairly have called them my 
favourite flowers. Being more generous than I am, my wife often brought me back these 
favourite flowers of mine from the market. 
 
I saw the monograph which I had written lying before me. This again led me back to 
something. I had had a letter from my friend in Berlin the day before in which he had 
shown his power of visualization: ‘I am very much occupied with your dream-book. I see 
it lying finished before me and I see myself turning over its pages. How much I envied 
him his gift as a seer! If only I could have seen it lying finished before me! 
  
The folded coloured plate. While I was a medical student I was the constant victim of an 
impulse only to learn things out of monographs. In spite of my limited means, I 
succeeded in getting hold of a number of volumes of the proceedings of medical societies 
and was enthralled by their coloured plates. I was proud of my hankering for 
thoroughness. When I myself had begun to publish papers, I had been obliged to make 
my own drawings to illustrate them and I remembered that one of them had been so 
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wretched that a friendly colleague had jeered at me over it. There followed, I could not 
quite make out how, a recollection from very early youth. It had once amused my father 
to hand over a book with coloured plates (an account of a journey through Persia) for me 
and my eldest sister to destroy. Not easy to justify from the educational point of view!  I 
had been five years old at the time and my sister not yet three; and the picture of the two 
of us blissfully pulling the book to pieces (leaf by leaf, like an artichoke, I found myself 
saying) was almost the only plastic memory that I retained from that period of my life. 
Then, when I became a student, I had developed a passion for collecting and owning 
books, which was analogous to my liking for learning out of monographs: a favourite 
hobby. (The idea of ‘favourite’ had already appeared in connection with cyclamens and 
artichokes.) I had become a book-worm. I had always, from the time I first began to think 
about myself, referred this first passion of mine back to the childhood memory I have 
mentioned. Or rather, I had recognized that the childhood scene was a ‘screen memory’ 
for my later bibliophile propensities.¹ And I had early discovered, of course, that passions 
often lead to sorrow. When I was seventeen I had run up a largish account at the 
bookseller’s and had nothing to meet it with; and my father had scarcely taken it as an 
excuse that my inclinations might have chosen a worse outlet. The recollection of this 
experience from the later years of my youth at once brought back to my mind the 
conversation with my friend Dr. Königstein. For in the course of it we had discussed the 
same question of my being blamed for being too much absorbed in my favourite hobbies. 
 
For reasons with which we are not concerned, I shall not pursue the interpretation of this 
dream any further, but will merely indicate the direction in which it lay. In the course of 
the work of analysis I was reminded of my conversation with Dr. Königstein, and I was 
brought to it from more than one direction. When I take into account the topics touched 
upon in that conversation, the meaning of the dream becomes intelligible to me. All the 
trains of thought starting from the dream - the thoughts about my wife’s and my own 
favourite flowers, about cocaine, about the awkwardness of medical treatment among 
colleagues, about my preference for studying monographs and about my neglect of 
certain branches of science such as botany - all of these trains of thought, when they were 
further pursued, led ultimately to one or other of the many ramifications of my 
conversation with Dr. Königstein. Once again the dream, like the one we first analysed - 
the dream of Irma’s injection - turns out to have been in the nature of a self-justification, 
a plea on behalf of my own rights. Indeed, it carried the subject that was raised in the 
earlier dream a stage further and discussed it with reference to fresh material that had 
arisen in the interval between the two dreams. Even the apparently indifferent form in 
which the dream was couched turns out to have had significance. What it meant was: 
‘After all, I’m the man who wrote the valuable and memorable paper (on cocaine)', just 
as in the earlier dream I had said on my behalf: ‘I’m a conscientious and hard-working 
student.’ In both cases what I was insisting was: ‘I may allow myself to do this.’  
 
-- 
Quote from The Interpretation Of Dreams.  


