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Reports: from the life of the child 

The psychic life of the child: 1. The emergence of the family 
romance1 

 
By Melanie Klein 

 
Translated from German into English by Sophie Leighton 

 
As the short incident that I now want to report only makes sense in 

connection with its pre-history, I must first give some concise 
information about the development that preceded it.  

 
My five-year-old son Erich, a healthy strong child, has also developed 

normally mentally, but rather slowly. He did not begin to speak until he 
was two years old, and he was over three and a half before he could 
express himself consecutively. Even then, the kind of especially 
remarkable utterances that are heard very early now and then from 
children of that disposition were not observed. But nevertheless, both in 
his appearance and in his nature, he gave the impression of being an alert 
and intelligent child. Very slowly he mastered some individual concepts. 
He was over four years old when he had learnt to distinguish colours and 
almost four and a half when he had understood the concepts of 
‘yesterday, today, tomorrow’. In practical things, so as concerns the 
development of his sense of reality, he was distinctly behind other 
children of his age. What was remarkable, however, was his memory—he 
remembered and remembers every detail of relatively remote things—and 
he has essentially mastered any concepts or facts that he has once 
understood. In general, he asked no fewer questions than normal but also 
no more. At the age of around four and a half, a rather more rapid mental 
development began, as well as a stronger desire to ask questions. 

 
Easter was approaching and he had heard lots of good things about the 

Easter hare. He seemed to like this very much and when he asked me 
 

1 Klein’s membership paper presented to the Budapest Psychoanalytical Society in 
1919, published in 1920 in the Internationale Zeitschrift für 
Psychoanalyse, 6(2):151-155.  
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whether there was really an Easter hare—and I said no—he was 
obviously very reluctant to accept it. He returned to this question a few 
more times and on one such occasion he wanted to prove to me that the 
Easter hare existed by the fact that the S children (the housekeeper’s 
children who are his playmates) possess a real Easter hare. After I 
explained that that was a real hare but not a real Easter hare, he went 
quiet and immediately started talking about something else. At around the 
same time, he told me very animatedly about the devil: his tracks had 
been seen in the garden and the S children had heard a deep voice saying: 
‘I am the devil’. When I told him that none of this was true and it was 
only a ‘story’, he argued that he himself had just seen the devil from a 
long way away on the meadow. ‘He is brown all over and very tall’. It 
was easy to prove to him immediately by looking that the tall brown devil 
was a foal! But all the same he seemed only half-convinced and this 
belief was also difficult for him to give up.  

 
It was also around this time that he refused one evening to come back 

up from the garden. The next morning he spontaneously justified this 
disobedience to me by saying that he would have liked to hide in the 
garden to spend the night there. He repeated this wish a few times 
afterwards, adding that he wanted to spend the night down there with the 
S children. When I objected that the grass was damp and he would catch 
a cold, he said that they had their cabin there (a small sheltered area 
created by an extended part of the house) in which they would then sleep 
together. He also sometimes said that he was the S children’s brother—as 
well as the brother of his siblings. Certainly when he was angry with his 
elder brother, he occasionally declared to him that he was no longer his 
brother.   

 
Not long after these questions and conversations, the young child’s 

sexual curiosity had manifested, and with the following external cause: 
the older siblings had repeatedly talked about events that had taken place 
before Erich’s birth and when he asked whether he was there then, he was 
given the answer: ‘You weren’t born then’. This explanation had clearly 
distressed him, and he even took revenge once by telling his elder sister 
about one of his experiences, adding: ‘That was before you were born’. 
But a few days later he had approached me directly with the question: 
‘Where was I before I was born?’ On receiving the explanation that he 
was still inside me then because the child grows in the mother until it is 
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strong and big enough to live outside her as well, that it then comes out 
and that this is called ‘being born’, he showed little interest in the matter 
itself, but only concluded with great satisfaction: ‘Then I was also there 
when I was inside you’. Afterwards he stated on some occasions, during 
further conversations about more remote things: ‘I was also there, I was 
inside Mummy then’. But it soon became clear that his interest in the 
matter itself only appeared to be small. After this worry that once he had 
not been there was resolved to his satisfaction, he came back with the 
question, now differently formulated: ‘How is a person made?’ Then I 
gave him a more detailed and thorough explanation and told him that 
there were forty small eggs in the mother, that an embryo developed from 
one of these eggs and so on. He seemed to understand me and asked no 
further questions but behaved strangely. He was visibly distracted and 
rather embarrassed when I had hardly begun the more detailed 
explanation, and immediately began to talk about something else; he was 
obviously trying to get away from the subject that he had raised. 
Nevertheless, from this point onwards, he constantly put this question 
almost daily, formulated in the same way. He always posed it 
spontaneously (since I always avoided prompting him to ask questions or 
even only artificially stimulating them), but as soon as I began to explain, 
he always showed the strange, distracted, embarrassed behaviour, as well 
as trying to change the subject. It was unmistakably clear—just as with 
the Easter hare and devil questions—that his truth drive was struggling 
with his wish to be able to preserve the false, more fantastical belief that 
was perhaps more congenial to him. Nevertheless, he repeatedly posed 
this question. 

 
One time he also asked: ‘And is there no child growing in Daddy?’2 

Then for a short while he would subject me to this question, but also 
addressed it to his nursemaid (incidentally sacked shortly afterwards), 
who against instructions replied to him that children were brought by the 
stork. He then repeated the question with his elder brother, who replied to 
him that human beings were created by God. These answers do not seem 
to have satisfied him, as he finally returned to me with the question, 
‘How is a person made?’. I then repeated to him the explanation more 
often given, after which he became more talkative this time and told me 
that the governess had told him that (incidentally he seemed to have 

 
2 It also seems that the question about the father’s contribution was 
unconsciously at work in him; he has not yet posed it directly. 
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heard that previously from someone) that children are brought by the 
stork. ‘That’s only a story’, I replied. ‘The S children told me that the 
Easter hare did not come at Easter, but that the governess hid the things in 
the garden’.3 ‘They were completely right’, I replied. ‘Not true, there’s no 
Easter hare, that’s only a story?’ — ‘Certainly’. — ‘And is there also no 
Father Christmas?’— ‘No, there’s no Father Christmas either’. — ‘And 
who brings the tree and puts it up?’— ‘The parents’. — ‘And there are 
also no angels, is that also a story?’ — ‘No, there are no angels, that’s 
also a story’.— Then he stopped asking questions for a while, sighed and 
said after a pause: ‘But locksmiths exist, don’t they; they are real? 
Otherwise who would make boxes?’ 

 
Two days after this conversation, he told me at breakfast that 

immediately after the meal he would move in with the housekeeper. ‘I 
will be the S children’s brother and also Mrs S’s son’. He is already 
calling himself Erich S. When I ask who I will have then, he says ‘J and 
R’ (his siblings). I object that they are already older, but I still very much 
want to have a younger child— so should I take his friend Grete as a 
child in his place? After a short struggle he says, ‘yes’. But immediately 
afterwards he asks me whether I will still love him then? My answer—
that then I will have to love Grete instead of him—evidently unsettles 
him—but he finds his composure and goes silent, which is especially 
striking, as the mere threat that he will be less loved makes a deep 
impression on the otherwise unusually tender and affectionate child.  

 
When he is asked what Mrs S will sleep on then, he says: ‘My bed 

should be brought up to me, I will bring my tooth-glass and toothbrush 
myself.’ I ask him what will happen with the shirts that are being sewn 
for him, which he is so looking forward to having? ‘You’ll send those up 
to me when they are ready’. I object—what if I do not allow it and will 
not let him go away? ‘Then I will run away’, he says very firmly.4 I 
immediately reply to him that I will not prevent him from leaving us, but 

 
3 Apparently, he had been completely convinced in the Easter hare question only 
by the S children’s explanation (who otherwise tell him all kinds of ‘stories’). 
Perhaps that had also finally stimulated him to go a little further towards 
answering the question that was so often asked but unheeded: ‘How is a person 
made?’ 
4 When he was two-and-three-quarter years old, he had in fact once run away 
from home. For a while afterwards, he still showed a great desire for adventure 
and the wish to run away. He still has a very good memory of this event.  
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that he must first ask Mrs S whether she will take him. Immediately after 
the meal, he declares: ‘I’ll go and ask Mrs S now’. Again, I make one 
more attempt, asking whether he won’t be sorry to leave us there, and 
then who will love him as I do?’ Then he says: ‘Mrs S will be much 
fonder of me than you are’. 

 
Later he is eating some snacks in the garden with the S children and 

shouts over to me: ‘I’ve been given permission and I’m already living 
with them’. It became clear how systematically he was making this new 
choice of family from the way he gave up obedience to me. When I see 
him leaning out of the window early in the evening and call over to him 
to step back, he only does this when the children there with him make 
him do it; also he refers to me as ‘J’s Mummy’. He tells the girl he 
tenderly loves, who has already been in the house for years, when she 
objects to his moving his toys (for which he also makes arrangements): ‘I 
don’t talk with people like you’ (a way of speaking that is highly unusual 
for him). 

 
We let the thing run its course, but then still enquire as to whether at 

the S’s he might not be told that he cannot be taken in because something 
of that kind is impossible. At supper-time, he turns up again in the 
nursery. I ask him (seeming very surprised) why he is having supper here 
and not at the S’s? ‘I only want to live here after all’, he says. I ask 
whether something was said to him at the S’s. ‘The children said that it 
was only for fun’, Erich replied. But I don’t want to make it so easy for 
him and say mercilessly that I want to speak to Mrs S myself— perhaps 
she will then keep him after all. His eyes fill with tears and he says: 
‘Even if she allows it, I don’t want to live there’.— ‘Why not?’ I ask. —
‘Because I’m so fond of you, Mummy’.  

 
When I immediately kiss and hug him again, he is very happy and 

says afterwards to the girl: ‘Mummy was so very sweet. You didn’t see, 
we made it up and kissed each other.’ With this, it seems that the matter 
was resolved for him. He does not speak about it again, and when despite 
my instruction to everyone around us not to reproach him about the 
matter, his brother starts a conversation with him about it—the little one 
does not respond. 
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The impression this matter made on me was that it was as if the boy, 
who is especially linked by a tender love with one of the S girls, had done 
what so many young men do (though with less sincere admission), 
namely that with the choice of a spouse they at the same time make a new 
choice of parents, as shown in the event so often observed by which the 
woman draws the husband into her family.  

 
The deeper reason for this exogamy is familiar to us from Freud’s 

Totem and Taboo. 
 
Apart from this tendency to exogamy, some external reasons also 

seemed to me to have contributed—the fact that the S children 
surrounded Erich with special love certainly also nurtured his idea, and 
that Mrs S sometimes gave him sweets, but especially that she was a 
housekeeper who decided about fruit and the garden and exercised a 
leading role in the house. 

 
Dr Ferenczi, to whom I told this brief history and the conclusions I 

had drawn from it, and who also knew previously about the child’s 
questions, also pointed out to me another much deeper-lying connection. 
His opinion was that while on the one hand the explanations received 
went a long way towards satisfying the child’s investigative drive, they 
had on the other hand brought him into some conflict with the tendency 
to repression present. The idea that there are angels and a stork—however 
much his truth drive rebelled against it—had probably still pleased him 
more than the realistic and bare facts that he had now discovered for it. 
To the wish to seek out another, more elegant family (as the housekeeper 
certainly had to appear to him), the unconscious need would have given 
the impulse to seek out finer people, namely those who were not born in 
such an ordinary way, which may also have contributed to the stories of 
the devil, angels and so on, mostly being told to him precisely by the S 
children.  

 
The next morning brought striking proof of the accuracy of Dr 

Ferenczi’s view. Unexpectedly, immediately after the good morning 
greeting, Erich turned to me with the question: ‘Mummy, please say, how 
did you come into the world?’ 
 


