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Introduction

This paper proposes a depth-psychological view on how public spaces
contribute to the shaping of the collective unconscious. The approach
provides 2 new look at how the images of public spaces and their built
surroundings can be viewed in the unconscious of their users.

The presentation is in three parts:

I) A few remarks about the collective unconscious by way
of background;

2) A brief discussion of three illustrative dreams from the
author’s analytical practice where the theme of public spaces and
the urban built environment is specifically present;

3) Some concluding remarks that support a renewed
development of Jung’s psychology in this particular direction.

The collective unconscious in the street

We can consider cities as collective endeavors where thousands of
people come together, often with conflicting interests, to build and ani-
mate a shared working habitat. These endeavors develop over time —
across centuries or even millennia - as in the case of Rome.

Seen in this light, the city itself is a continually developing and essen-
dally man-made entity with multiple layers of buildings and streets, as
well as inhabitants with their varied occupations, all gathered within the
same perimeter. The city is modeled by its occupants but we can also say
that its own voice is expressed through them.

My own consulting room is situated in the heart of Lausanne, an old
city in the French speaking part of Switzerland, where I rent a room in a
XVII century building in a pedestrian street in 2 busy commercial area,
This street first became important in the Middle Ages with the increase
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Public spaces as builders

of pilgrims stopping by at the Cathedral of Lausanne on their way either
to Rome or Compostela (in Spain). Lausanne was on one of the routes
from Northern Europe to the South. By the time of the XIII to early
XVI century the street was already a commercial axis.

During this period many inns and commercial spaces were buile grad-
ually over the years, up untl the time when Protestantism reduced the
level of pilgrimage in the late XVI century. These buildings remained
through the centuries to come. Many of the older buildings are still there
today and are now housing contemporary shopping and office facilities.

In parallel, the region sutrounding Lausanne was invaded by the
Bernese in the early XVI century and remained a2 German marked area
until the early XIX century. For the last two centuries the region has
been a French speaking independent Canton (as they call it in Switzer-
land) and part of the Swiss Confederation. T give these details because I
am intrigued how something of this history permeates the psyche of the
people who come to see me - and also my own psyche.

I will not go into this too deeply during this presentation but my sug-
gestion is that by reflecting on the “setting” of our analytical practices we
might have a greater insight into the way that the surrounding built envi-
ronment impacts the unconscious of both analyst and analysand. It can
be seen as one element of a continually self-building collective uncon-
scious that I will also call the anima or soul of the built environment - the
anima mundi as Jung reminds us (and James Hillman even more so).

I would like to share a quote from Jung taken from the first page of
“A study of the transformatons and symbolisms of the libido” (first pub-
lished in 1912) Jung is discussing Freud, the incest fantasy and the Oedi-
pus legend and says:

The impression made by this simple reference may be lik-
cned to that wholly peculiar feeling which arises in us if, for ex-
ample, in the noise and rumult of 2 modern street we should
come across an ancient relic — the Corinthian capital of a
walled-in column, or a fragment of inscription. Just 2 moment
ago we were given over to the noisy ephemeral life of the pre-
sent, when something very far away and strange appears to us,
which turns our attention to things of another order; a glimpse
away from the incoherent multiplicity of the present to a higher
coherence in history. Very likely it would suddenly occur to us
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that on this spot where we now run busily to and fro a similar
life and activity prevailed two thousand vears ago in somewhat
other forms; similar passions moved mankind, and man was
likewise convinced of the uniqueness of his existence
(Jung,1912,1991,5).

Here Jung describes how, on a busy street in the midst of our ephem-
eral daily life, the sudden view and image of 2 Corinthian pillar can con-
nect us with another order of being, the feeling that passions similar to
~urs have been shared by humanity for more than two thousand years.

And in another quote from the same text of Jung a few lines down:

We of the present dav have nearly succeeded in forgetdng
that an indissoluble common bond binds us to the people of
antiquity. With this truth a path is opened ro the understanding
of the ancient mind; an understanding which so far has not ex-
isted, and, on one side, leads to an inner sympathy, and on the
other  side, to an  intellectual  comprehension.
{(Jung,1912,1991,6}.

This is the path that later Jung himself will take and it will allow him
= more fully elaborate the concept of the collective unconscious that
~ere, in his early description, is still at the very beginning.

My emphasis is on our unconscious connection to the city in simply
~cing together in the street

svachronistically. Let me exemplify this in a somewhat paradoxical
v. Joseph Campbell in his well-known book “The Hero with a Thou-

sand Faces” states:

The latest incarnadon of Oedipus, the contnued romance
of Beauty and the Beast, stands this afrerncon on the corner of
Forty-second Streer and Fifth Avenue (this is in New York
city), waiting for the waffic light to change. (Camp-
bell, 1949,1973 4).

This 1s an often quoted sentence, but I suggest that, in contrast to
=22t Campbell and other Jungians usually do, we should consider what
=% Street can teach us and not only what Oedipus teaches us.
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My contention is that the urban environment contributes to our «in-
carnations» and expresses itself through them. Jung concentrates on in-
ner imaginal confrontations as emerging spontaneously from the collec-
tive unconscious through “relics” from the outside world. I believe that
there is more going on with the collective unconscious. I prefer to say
“human made artifacts with their own soul” rather than “relics”. Uncon-
scious processes are alive in such objects and this corresponds to a con-
tinual building of the collective unconscious. This approach dismisses
“projection” and enhances instead the “ability to listen fo the environ-
ment”.

Among Jungians this perspective has been proposed many times by
James Hillman and perhaps a way to summarise my attempt is to say that
I am aiming here to illustrate a couple of Hillman’s thoughts. A central
theme for Hillman is Awima mundi. Anima mundi is most commonly re-
ferred to as Mother Nature, as the voice of Nature, but Hillman adds that
Anima mundi talks also through the built environment, through man-
made objects. I quote Hillman:

Ler us imagine the anima mundi as that particular soul
spark, that seminal image, which offers itself through each
thing in its visible form. Then anima mundi indicates the ani-
mated possibilities presented by each event as it is, its sensuous
presentation as a face bespeaking its interior image — in short,
its availability to imagination, its presence as a psychic reality.
Not only animals and plants en-souled as in the Romiantic vi-
sion, but soul is given with each thing, God-given things of na-
ture and man-made things of the street. (Hillman,1982, in
Moore,1989,99).

And a few more lines:

This sudden illumination of the thing does not, however, depend on its for-
mal, aesthetic proportion which makes it “beautiful”; it depends rather upon the
movements of the anima mundi animating her images and affecting our Imagi-
nation. The soul of the thing corresponds or coalesces with ours. (Hillman,1982,
in Moore,1989,99).
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In this quote I would like to draw attention to the way Hillman gives
“Siects their due, by considering

them “animated” they have a story to tell, zheir story and not or not
25t what we “project” on them. The soul of things. More concerned
—4th animation than individuation, perhaps also our connection to the
-allective as much 2s to the individual.

Three examples

The three brief examples that T will now present are case material
“om my analytical practice in Lausanne. And T will take care in respect-
ing Hillman’s warning. Again I quote:

Ty interpret the world’s things as if they were our dreams deprives the world of its
dream, its complaint” (Hillman,1982, in Moore,1989,101).

In other words we shall look for “the dreanm and the complaint” (and 1
suggest that one could also say wish and worry) of the street in the ex-
amples that I will discuss. My assumption is that these have somehow
been captured by my patents, in what they tell and relate, but captured
unconsciously and made present in the dreams and stories that they tell.
Tn turn they contribute in expressing and further building something col-
lective - as 1 see it, the collective unconscious - while also having obvi-
ously an individual meaning for the patients relating these images.

Perhaps, as Jung says, the street offers “relics” of passions that we stll
share today with our ancestors, but it also tells something about an ongo-
ing construction, where city life and the built spaces might be seen as an-
imating all pedestrians’ imaginaton. The street tells its dreams and cor-
plainis by coalescing with our souls, and this is how the collecdve uncon-
scious enters the individual. So it depends on what the person does with
his or her imagery. Thus, mine is 0ot really 2 clinical report on patients
or, put another way - it is like clinical material, but where the patient is the
built environment of the old city of Lausanne surrounding my analytical
practice, rather than the persons whose stories 1 relate. In doing this ’'m
perhaps more of an environmental psychologist than a Jungian analyst.
Let’s see.
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First example

The patient tells me: “This morning in coming to your practice for our session,
I looked at the buildings of the sireet and 1 had the impression that they bad some-
thing German about them. 1 then walked by this shop where they sell these biscuits
called 1dckerli (A specificallySwiss-German biscuit) and I just felt attracted
into it and purchased a box of them. Anyhow it’s curions and also that in Geneva
(the town where the patient lives and from where she comes to our ses-
sions) I have never felt anything German. .

Let us now comment: the patient is a 60 vear old woman who is
French but whose parents emigrated from Northern Germany and Po-
land to France before the Second World War. We had often discussed
her parents and in coming to this particular session one could say that
the built environment surrounding my analytical practice is “coloured”
by them, and touches upon the patient’s complex relation to Germany. -
We could also say that the purchase of the biscuit-box is a form of con-
nection with this complexity. But rather than progress in this direction I
would look at it from the point of view of the buildings: #heir dreans and
compiainis and 1 will comment on only two points that the patient men-
tions: that the buildings have something German and that she suddenly
found herself in the Swiss German biscuit shop.

I mentoned that the pedestrian street in front of my office leading to
the Cathedral has a centuries’ long history of pilgtims coming from the
North of Europe. The street has housed inns and commercial activities
for ages. The three hundred year Swiss-German occupation has also left
some traces in the buildings although today these are hardly noticeable in
this French cultured region. Many buildings are still from the XVI and
NVIlth century, all are renovated, and some are recent new buildings
with trendy street window shops selling Italian or French fashion or
Swiss watches. The shop that sells the Lickerli biscuits has been there
only for the last 5 or 6 years but is an evident connection with the Swiss
German part of Switzerland. So the German flavour of the environment
picked up by my patient has a reality background although embedded in
the history of the place and is hardly visible. I have not heard about any-
one else commenting on the street in such terms. My padent talked just
about a feeling, no clear reference to construction details except for the
biscuit shop, where she simply felt attracted to enter.
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So the transmission or generation of images from the environment
was pre-dominantly unconscious. The environment somehow suggests
images of past activities (pilgrimage, foreign domination, ground for
rravelers) but also how Swiss German sweets can be viewed (or tasted) as
a synthesis of all this. Switzerland is today a united confederation and a
country that is continually crossed by Europeans — characteristics some-
how expressed in the dream and that could here be considered as exam-
ples of complaints and dreams of the city. The streets that the patient walked
through generated images that made her part of their worries and wishes.
And to round it off, I had myself never had this German feeling in the
streets of Lausanne before hearing my patient, so when I left my practice
that day and looked at the buildings in the street I went into a bar to have
a German beer and nort a glass of French wine.

Second example

I introduce this example with the dream of a woman patient close to
50 vears old who spends her davs at home, in a villa on the outskirts of
Lausanne, mostly reading books:

It is December 31 in the evening, I am in the pedestrian streets of Lasusanne,
close 1o your consulting room and the old square beve nearby, there are plenty of people
in the streets, several of them are vomiting. 1 am disgusted. Later in the night I enter
the Cathedral, it’s very calm and comfortable. Then I am bigh up in the building on
the gallery. I come down, 1 move fowards the exit, it lovks now like the old city library
(in reality located in a street nearby) with many bookshelves and books™.

In this dream there are many elements that have a concrete existence
in the built surroundings of my practice: the street, the public square, the
Cathedral, the public library. Incidentally my own practice is also filled
with bookshelves and books. To find traces of vomiting after a night of
celebration such as every Saturday or summer evenings, and especially
after New Year’s eve, is not unusual in the central streets around my con-
sulting room.

If we consider the dream, it colours two contrasting urban environ-
ments: the Dionysian excesses of celebrations in the street and the studi-
ous and elevated atmosphere of the Cathedral. In addition, the patent
(and here the dreamer) remembers having visited only once the Cathedral
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vears ago, and is never in the city when it is night-time or early morning
(in other words, not at the times when the streets are not vet cleaned
from the excesses of the night before. As we are in Switzerland by 8 AM
every morning cleaners have polished all the streets in town.) She is fa-
miliar with the public library, but in the dream it has a spiritual taint and
is somehow connected with my consulting room. We could now discuss
the dream as related to the dreamer’s situation. But instead, let me rather
take these dream images as activated by the patent walking to my con-
sulting room. We can then view them as complaints and dreams of the
streets that have entered her unconscious. We are reminded of the con-
trasting elements of the city but also of their coexistence: a place for ele-
vation and cultivation (something very Apollonian) zersus Night Clubs or,
among groups of youngsters, the park benches where they meet and get
drunk (Dionysian excesses).We could also see this as an expression of the
opposition between the young vomiting and old lofty reading, or instant
Nirvana opposed to the ecstasy of prayer. The city can be seen here as a
place for Christian and Pagan cohabitation, an opportunity to give it a
new beginning. Let me leave these considerations like this, a little bit in
the air.

Third example

Once again I begin with 2 dream. A dream of a woman patient aged
45 and living in a village at more than one hour’s distance from Lausanne
where she comes only for our sessions: ‘T am i the streets of Lausanne close
fo the Cathedral (and thus also close to my analytical practice). The streets are
even more narrow than they are in reality and all around 1 see impressive stones of the
Cathedral, either not yet built or having been taken apart, it is not clear. It is the
Middle Ages. 1 ran into a miserable woman who asks me for money and 1 look into
1y pockets and enply then for her so that she can take the bus fo get home. I look for
an instant deep info ber eyes and I fknow that she is really miserable”.

Back in narrow old Middle Age streets and a bus to get home, there
are some anachronisms in the dream. This patient is familiar with history
and many of her dreams have historical content. As might be inferred the
dreamer is into a personal quest, but let us look instead at the dream as
an cxpression of the images provoked by the city. I will only consider the
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beggar. It is a figure that was certainly present in Lausanne in the Middle
Ages, for instance during the pilgrimage peried, but that disappeared in
rich Switzerland after World war two. Since 6 ot 7 years beggars have re-
appeared in the streets of Swiss cities after having been absent for the last
50 years. So the beggar as an inhabitant of the city connects the past with
the present. In addidon there is an ongoing political and thus public de-
bate around the tolerance for beggars (who today are mainly foreigners
arriving to Switzerland).

The dreamer and patient is aware of but is not direcdy concerned
with this issue. Politically the question is now to decide whether the beg-
gars should be expelled from city centers (in the dream the beggar is “re-
ally miserable™). The dream shows a Cathedral that is still under con-
struction or perhaps under demolition. Spiritual building or demolition is
going on, the presence and debate on contemporary beggars somehow
relates to this. These might also be seen as the awmplaints and dreams of the
city itself. What is solidarity in a city today ? In the XIV century it was to
build Cathedrals, spirituality and solidarity joined, but nowadays, alt-
hough the misery is still real — what is solidarity *These are questions that
could be complainis and dream coming from the streets.

Synthesis and conclusion

Earlier I remarked how Jung mentioned the Corinthian column in the
contemporary busy street that suddenly captures our attention and con-
nects us with our ancestors. In this presentation I have attempted to
dwell on this with a different emphasis: unconsciously we capture images
and motives all the tme and this is also how the dreaw and complaints of
the street have an opportunity to enter our unconscious. Instead of relat-
ing the stories or dreams told by patents oaly to their own past and pre-
sent, I propose that we also take them as stories told by the city itself
about itself.

Simply by walking through the streets, something of the overlapping
layers of the collective history of these places enters our consciousness
and unconsciousness and may, as Hillman says, be called a soul-making
experience, part of the Awma mupdi. 1 trv also to discuss such issues with
my patents, suggestng that this is also a way to look for meaning —all of
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us taking part in the city as a continually self-building collective uncon-
scious.

The city can be looked at as Great Mother expressing the Auina mun-
di — this is also a loan from Hillman. We are now back to the realm of
mythological figures. But here it is not about my personal confrontation
with this figure but rather seeing the Great Mother as a human construc-
tion, the city alive in me, me part of her. My examples try to show how
she creeps into us unconsciously, offers her stories and images, building
them continually and we with her. Then it is up to us to decide what
place we give them. We can for instance consider that images of the city
in dreams express its dreams and complaints. If we do so I believe that we
can find a more explicit and indeed a more involved relation w the col-
lective unconscious. Because we see it in this case as built by ourselves,
it’s in the human-built streets.

Hillman says:

Personal therapy as cure, and that noton of cure itself, is
{.)defence against her {the Great Mother)— banning the city
from the consultng room. The litde mother of the consultng
room can take care of us for a while, but outside lies the great
wide world, and only the great wide world can cure us — not of
the Great Mother, but by means of her, for the word cure
comes from curia, “care”. (...). The citv itself morthers us once
we recover the child of imaginadon. (Hillman,1983, in
Moore,1989,169).

Regover the child of imagination. It can be understood to mean what I
have here called wishes and worries or cmplaints and dreams of the street.
To listen to them as such is psychologically as important as relating our
patients’ about the street to his or her own biography. The collective that
is expressed in the street and captured unconsciously by passersby, is
meaningful in connecting us with _Awiwa mundi — and with the Great
mother. Feeling good because I listen to the Awima muidi is psychologi-
cally as rewarding as following the path of individuation, and might have
other resonances in terms, for example, of our relations with others
around us.
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Let me emphasise that 1 am referring to an unconscious process that
we all take part in just by living in cites; it is not a forced collectvization.
It is not necessary to be in any way scared about this. My examples show
that there is a place both for an individual meaning in listening to dreams
where the city is present but also for the voice of the city itself. Perhaps
there is a place today for a fresh look on the collective, without the fear
of it being or becoming an imprisoning process. Today, at least in the
Western world, I think that the concept of an individual search for mean-
ing is the only one that is valued, with the risk that persons then loose
themselves in their loneliness. Opening ourselves to the voice and images
of the Anima mundi in cities might help us to find meaning through what
we share because we have built it and are building it together.

The views that I am expressing may evoke many objections, one be-
ing that T seem more concerned about the built environment than about
my patients. But I have become convinced as an analyst that it is im-
portant to look at the collective unconscious, not only as a deposit of
mythological figures and stories, but as 2 sdll ongoing collective construc-
tion. We can learn to listen to it as such, see it as an animated partner of
ours in the same way that children often do in a spontaneous way. In do-
ing so we find meaning in life as people who take part in a collective con-
struction and adventure and do not look only for the strictly personal re-
alisadon of ourselves.
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