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A Critique of Kurt Eissler’s Leonardo Da Vinci
Lertsiri Bovornkitti*
*Faculty of Fine Arts, Srinakharinwirot University, Bangkok 10110

This paper is an edited, transcribed version of the 19th chapter of Edith Kramer’s book entitled
Art as Therapy, published in 2000 by Athenaeum Press, Gateshead, Tyne and Wear, Great Britain. In
this chapter of her book, Kramer reflected on the critical thoughts and ideas expressed by Kurt Eissler
who made an analytical assumption and investigation into Leonardo Da Vinci’s life and work, based
on psychoanalysis theory. He had disagreed on several points regarding Freud’s written critique on
the genius. Eissler’s findings that the psychological defence mechanism of a genius is much more
complex and different from that of ordinary individuals, or even from that of great creative artists,
and that the psychopathology of the genius, as in the case of Da Vinci, who employed total sublima-
tion of genital sexuality in order to be free from suffering that emerged through internal conflicts,
made him an extraordinarily creative, functional person and provided him peaceful emotional health.
For non-genius artists, they could only convert a fraction of their sexuality into creative work while a
great deal of energy is wasted on unproductive illness. Kramer, however, did not fully agree with the
hypothesis, and asserted further that general artists and ordinary people with a vulnerable ego, be-
cause of a deprived basic defense mechanism, could also use the ego supremacy found within the
enormous gratification which creative work contains, to maintain control and equilibrium of the
mind between the id and superego, creating energy without exhausting it on a complex system of
defenses. The resulting increase in energy explains the extraordinary capacity for work, self-suffi-
ciency, courage, and resilience of such artists.

Key words: Leonado Da Vinci, Kurt Eissler, Sigmund Freud, art, sublimation, id, ego, superego
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