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Editor’s Note  

The Body, The Mind and The Soul 

According to traditional Platonism, humans contain a perfect soul or psyche that is limited by our 

bodies. In this model, once our bodies cease to function, our souls would continue to exist 

forever. In the common era, Greek physician Galen was one of the first doctors to state that mind 

and body were the same thing. As such, our passions would be reflective of our brain and 

counseling could become an effective treatment. With the Enlightenment, a more clear 

distinction of the mind and soul was established. The mind would entail our emotions, passions 

and intellectual skills. However, a distinction between the mind and the body was still 

established. The dualist model of the mind and body was still accepted in many circles.  

 Following Santiago Ramon y Cajal’s model of the central nervous system, a physicalist 

model of the mind has become the most popular theory accepted among scientists. According to 

this model, there is no mind outside our bodies. The soul cannot be studied in an ontic sense, 

therefore it can be rejected in the scientistic philosophical order.  

 The physicalist model carries two possible disarrangements: the problem of free will and 

the problem of consciousness. In this model, free will and consciousness do not fit in. Free will 

cannot be explained physically, or at least absolute free will cannot. However, it cannot be 

rejected entirely either. Thus, free will has been a headache for many neuroscientists who 

fiercely believe in the physicalist model. Some philosophers have proposed a partial free will 
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model that would be more inclusive. Nonetheless, a partial model would not be possible either in 

a mere physicalist model of the mind. As commented in a prior edition of this journal, a feedback 

loop model of the cortical and subcortical structures may be more inclusive. In the interim, free 

will exists at least in an abstract form- in our subjective inter-realities.  Consciousness has been 

another headache for neuroscience and philosophy. From a mere physical model, consciousness 

would not exist in the way it has been philosophically explained. Thus, some scientists have 

rejected consciousness too. Physically speaking, consciousness would be just an abstraction of a 

large sum of physiological mechanisms. However, near-death experiences, support a non-local 

consciousness theory. During a near death experience a person can be consciously aware of the 

self and their surroundings even when physiological functions have ceased. Many scientists 

though, reject near-death experiences as they cannot be studied under an orthodox scientific 

model but if we accept near-death experiences as a reality, the physicalist model of 

consciousness would fall apart. For now, a fully complete model does not exist.  

Fernando Espi Forcen 
       fespiforcen@gmail.com 
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Icons of Psychiatry
The Bodies of Pompeii 

Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University Medical Center, 

Chicago 

email: fespiforcen@gmail.com  

In 79 AD, Mount Vesuvius erupted leading to one of the greatest catastrophes in World’s history. 

The volcano violently spewed forth a deadly cloud of super-heated tephra and gases, ejecting 

molten rock, pulverized pumice and hot ash ultimately releasing 100,000 times the thermal 

energy of the Hiroshima and Nagasaki bombings. (1) 

 

 It is estimated that approximately 

between 15,000 and 20,000 people were 

affected by the volcano. At least 2,000 

people perished in the catastrophe. Today, 

nearly 1,150 bodies have been recovered. 

The description of the disaster was 

immortalized by poet and administrator 

Pliny the younger, who had to see his 

uncle die while attempting to rescue some 

victims. In his letter to Tacitus we can see panic that the victims experienced:  

 “you could hear the shrieks of women, the wailing of infants, and the shouting of men; 

some were calling their parents, others their children or their wives, trying to recognize them by 

their voices… there were some who prayed for death in their terror of dying. Many besought the 
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aid of the gods, but still more imagined there were no gods left, and that the universe was 

plunged into eternal darkness for evermore.”  

 

 

Following the catastrophe, the city of Pompeii was forgotten until it was rediscovered in 1599 

while digging an underground tunnel. The architect Domenico Fontana decided to preserve the 

findings. Later on, in 1739, the ruins of Herculanum were rediscovered by a construction worker 

when they were building a summer palace for the King of Naples, Charles Bourbon, later King  

Charles III of Spain. King Charles ordered the excavations of Pompeii and Herculanum.  

 Giuseppe Fiorelli took charge of new excavations in 1863. This time, he noticed 

occasional voids in the ash layer which had been found that contained human remains. Fiorelli 

devised the technique of injecting plaster into them to recreate the forms of Vesuvius's victims. 

This technique is still in use today. More than one hundred plaster bodies are preserved today, 

including adults, children and animals. (2) The plasters reflect what they were doing at their very 

last moment of their lives.  
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 Thanks to technology, today we have new information about the circumstances 

surrounding the victims. After analysis of the burned marks in some of the victims skulls, we can 

conclude that many of the victims did not die from asphyxiation and had prolonged agony as 

they were covered by ash, as scientists initially thought. Injuries in the skulls of the victims 

suggest a traumatic death for many of the affected people. Moreover, after Vesuvius eruption, the 

temperature of the the city was thought to reach a temperature of at least 600 degrees Celsius 

(1112 Farenheit). Thus, it is now thought that most people died instantaneously from the wave of 

heat caused by the volcano. In this regard, the victims of Pompeii have similarities to the victims 

of Hiroshima and Nagasaki in which the majority also died from the heat wave caused by the 

bombs. This heat theory is further supported by the fact that victims have been often found in a 

relatively normal position: a father holding a child, a person sitting, two people sitting next to 

each other… which suggests an instantaneous 

death. Genetic analysis studies of the recovered 

bodies now is attempting to see if some of the 

victims found together were actually relatives. 

As Pliny stated in his letter, the people were 

looking for their relatives by yelling at each 

other within the black cloud. In a moment of 

panic and fear the natural human reaction is to 

search for your family and try to make sure 

they are safe.  Recently, many of the plasters 

obtained by Fiorello haven undergone CT 

Scans. This technique had been used for 

Egyptian mummies but it had never been used 

on Pompeii’s bodies until now. A remarkable 

aspect has been the good oral hygiene that the 

citizens of Pompeii had at the time. Most 

victim’s teeth have been preserved. This is 

likely explained by the abundance of fluoride in 
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the water and by their diet. The citizens of Pompeii probably ate a diet rich in fruits and 

vegetables and low in sugars. (3) 

 The study of Pompeii’s victims allow us to see the human aspects of the catastrophe and 

empathize with the suffering of the victims. If we compare to other catastrophes in human 

history, we can see the same kind of reactions. We all are human beings. As mammals, in times 

of panic, the fight, flight or freeze response takes place unconsciously. Once we recovered some 

cognitive control. The natural response is to search for our loved ones.  

References 

1. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eruption_of_Mount_Vesuvius_in_79 

2. https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Pompeii 

3. https://www.archaeology.org/3725-150930-pompeii-ct-scans 
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Articles 

Tombs Without Bodies.  
Witnesses Of Slavery In the Current Region Of 

Murcia, Spain 

Carlos Espi Forcen, Ph.D., Department of Art History, Murcia, Spain  
email: orestedruso@gmail.com 

  

Romans in Spain. 

The current Region of Murcia in Spain was part of the first territories conquered by ancient 

Romans outside Italy. Romans arrived in Spain during the Second Punic War. After Carthaginian 

defeat in Sicily during the First Punic War in the 3rd century BCE, Carthaginians chose to 

conquer the Iberian Peninsula in order to recover their economic prosperity. Their interest in 

establishing a Punic Kingdom in the northern part of the Mediterranean inspired them to found a 

new capital in their newly conquered Iberian territories. They chose to do so in the best natural 

harbor that they could find and named it after their original city Qart-Hadash (New Carthage), 

today known as Cartagena in the current Region of Murcia. 

Hannibal left from Qart-Hadash with an army of elephants and Iberian mercenaries in 

219 BCE to conquer Saguntum and crossed the Alps to attack the Romans in their own territory. 

This was the beginning of the Second Punic War that lasted 17 years. Hannibal defeated the 

Romans several times in Italy and their army was almost totally devastated. The Romans proved 

to be unable to confront Hannibal in regular battles; therefore, they opted to attack Carthaginian 

territories in order to limit Hannibal’s supplies of goods and soldiers. The main Roman general 
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was Publius Cornelius Scipio, later named "the African" -due to his final defeat of Hannibal in 

the battle of Zama in 202 BCE. Before this final battle, Scipio led an army in the Iberian 

Peninsula that sieged and conquered the Carthaginian capital of Qart-Hadash, ruled by 

Hannibal's brother Mago, in 209 BCE. The newly conquered city was renamed Carthago Nova –

Latin translation of Qart-Hadash. Carthago Nova turned into a prosperous Roman city over the 

following centuries. 

Shortly afterwards, the Romans added the Iberian territories as the new province of 

Hispania. The Iberian Peninsula was populated both by Celtic and Iberian tribes that did not want 

to be invaded by Carthaginian nor Roman people. But the Romans had come to stay and were as 

violent as previous Carthaginian invaders; so, there were constant revolts brutally subdued by 

Roman governors.  As a result, thousands of Celtic and Iberian soldiers and civilians were killed, 

and many others were enslaved. 

The Blind Tower. 

Slavery was a key factor for economic growth in Roman dominated territories. Slaves were 

considered the property of their owners, but some of them were highly valued in society for their 

knowledge or skills. Many were released and given freedom and became important citizens in 

the places where they lived. The history of Roman slavery in the current Region of Murcia can 

be better understood through Roman funerary monuments and gravestones of ancient Carthago 

Nova and its surroundings. A good example is the main funerary monument of the ancient city: 

the so-called Blind Tower, whose name was coined due to its lack of window openings (fig. 1). A 

marble stone on the front side bears a now erased inscription that nevertheless could still be read 

during the Early Modern Period. Old engravings of the monument indicate that the writings read: 

TITI DIDI P•F CORNELIA; i. e., "To Titus Didius, son of Publius, of the Cornelian tribe". Titus 

Didius was a well-known Roman politician of the Roman Republic. In 103 BCE he was elected 

Tribune of the Plebs, in 98 BCE he became Consul alongside Caecilius Metelus and finally 

Proconsul of Hispania Citerior -Hither Spain, namely the eastern province of Spain- between 97 
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and 93 BCE. As the governor of Hispania Citerior, Titus Didius was in charge of oppressing 

cruel wars against the local Iberian and Celtic population; he subdued the rebels and made 

thousands of slaves. The Titus Didius 

that was once buried in the Blind Tower 

of Cartagena could not be the Proconsul 

of Hispania Citerior, since he returned to 

Rome and died in battle during the Social 

Wars in 89 BCE. Besides, the Titus 

Didius of the Blind Tower was son of 

Publius; whereas the governor of Spain 

was the son of another Titus Didius that 

had likewise been the Tribune of the 

Plebs. The fact that the father of the Titus 

Didius buried in the Blind Tower was 

Publius and not Titus means that he was 

not the firstborn of the family, since it 

was a Roman custom to name the 

firstborn with the praenomen of the 

father. The date of the Blind Tower is not 

clear, but it is widely considered as a 

monument of the 1st century BCE. How 

is it possible that the Titus Didius of the Blind Tower had the same name of the former governor 

of Spain? It was common that freed slaves assumed the name of their owners once they became 

freedmen; so, most likely the Titus Didius buried in the Blind Tower may have been a descendant 

of an Iberian slave liberated by Titus Didius that had become rich enough to be buried, 

remembered and commemorated in such a noble funerary monument. 
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The Lucius Gravestones in the Archeological Museum of Murcia. 

Two gravestones bear the name Lucius in the Archeological Museum of Murcia and both are 

important to understand the history of Roman slavery. The older one which dates back to the 1st 

century AD from the 

ancient city of Carthago 

N o v a b e a r s t h e 

i n s c r i p t i o n : 

L • L A B I C I U S Ↄ • L 

MALCIO, which means 

“Lucius Labicius Malcius, 

freedman of Caia” (fig. 

2). Freed slaves were 

meant to specify their 

slave origin in official 

documents and in their 

tombs. No doubt this 

Lucius Labicius Malcius 

was a rich man in 1st 

century Carthago Nova, 

the letters on the inscription and the material of the gravestone indicate that he had spent an 

important sum of money on his tombstone. Even if he had been a slave, through his tombstone 

we know that he had become a wealthy citizen. As L is the abbreviation for Lucius, C is for 

Caius. The inverted C means that he had been freed by a woman, but Lucius Labicius chose not 

to specify the name of the woman. Since women were not allowed to have praenomen, the 

generic Caia was used to state that he had been liberated by a woman without indicating her 

name.  
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 A 2nd century gravestone from the Roman city of Lorca also housed in the Archeological 

Museum of Murcia is even more interesting. The stone bears the inscription: D M S LUCIUS 

ANNORUM XXX HIC SE TTL (fig. 3). D(IS) M(ANIBUS) S(ACRUM) means “to the memory 

of the gods Manes”, it was an incantation used by Romans to be protected by their dead 

a n c e s t o r s . L U C I U S 

ANNORUM XXXIII HIC 

S(ITUS) E(ST) means 

“Lucius, at thirty-three 

years of age, lies here. 

(SIT) T(IBI) T(ERRA) 

L(EVIS) is a Latin phrase 

that loosely means “May 

the ground be light to 

you” which was used in a 

similar way as the current 

“Rest in peace”. The most 

interesting part of the 

inscription is that the 

praenomen Lucius has not 

been abbreviated with the 

letter L, as it usually is in Roman inscription, and that the buried man has no nomen nor 

cognomen. The reason for this was that Lucius must have been a slave, whose tombstone had 

been paid for by his owner. This shows that the relationship between owners and slaves could be 

very close and affectionate. The loss of Lucius must have caused great sorrow and affliction to 

his owner, who chose to remember him forever by paying for his gravestone. 
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The Corpse 

Simon Wein, MD, Pain and Palliative Care Service, Davidoff Cancer Center, Beilinson Hospital, 

Petach Tikvah, Israel 

email: simonwe@clalit.org.il 

Epigram 

Genesis 3:19 (King James Version) 

'In the sweat of thy face shalt thou eat bread, till thou return unto the ground; for out of it 

wast thou taken: for dust thou art, and unto dust shalt thou return.' 

Introduction 

To meet a fresh Corpse is discombobulating – life, then suddenly non-life.  

Most people expect their own Corpse to undergo a ceremony informed by aesthetics, the 

afterlife, achievements, justice, family, friends, meaning and loss.  

The actual mechanism of disposing of the Corpse would seem less critical than the fact of a 

ceremony.  

For example to Western sentiments, Sky Burials in the Himalayas might appear heartless. Above 

the tree-line and with either permafrost or too-shallow-soil, regular burial or cremation is not 

practicable. Thus the bodies after preparation and ceremony are exposed on the mountain top to 
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the elements and the vultures. Buddhist belief of transmigration of the soul and a generosity 

towards Nature, complete the rationale. 

The Germans murdered and cremated millions in World War 2, unceremoniously. They valued 

life differently. (War per se is not the reason. For example it is a highly valued endeavor to 

repatriate bodies of soldiers missing in action – even decades later.) 

Today many people are voluntarily cremated, accompanied by a ceremony.  

A question arises: Does the manner or ceremony in which we dispose of the Corpse influence 

and reflect the way we value the Living?  

The Soul  

In the Abrahamic religions Belief in an Eternal Soul means the Corpse must be honoured since 

the Corpse was the Holy Vessel that contained the Holy Soul. A vessel that carries something 

holy itself becomes holy, by impregnation. 

If a living person were to dishonor the Corpse then it would be like dishonouring the Living and 

God. And yet we know that were a body atomized, soul-believers would not disrespect the 

person's memory nor would the immortal soul be endangered. 

What is the origin of the Abrahamic belief in bodily resurrection and the immortality of the soul? 

A Valley of Dry Bones  

The Vision of the Valley of Dry Bones is a prophecy in chapter 37 of the Book of Ezekiel in the 

Old Testament. Around 590 BCE Ezekiel forewarned ancient Israel of its destruction because of 

Volume 6 Issue 3 Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry !15

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Prophecy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ezekiel_37
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Book_of_Ezekiel


idol worship, licentiousness and murder. After the destruction Ezekiel was exiled to Babylon. His 

bones and tomb are in Kifl in south-eastern modern Iraq. 

The prophet Ezekiel envisions himself in a valley full of dried human bones. Ezekiel is 

commanded to prophesy that the bones should reconnect into complete skeletons, and then be 

covered with tendons, flesh and skin. God reveals that the bones are the People of 

Israel in exile and commands the Prophet to resurrect these Corpses by re-implanting the Spirit. 

This will enable the Nation of Israel to return to the Promised Land. 

Book of Ezekiel (37:1-14) 

1. The hand of the Lord came upon me, and by way of the Lord's spirit set me down 

in the midst of the valley, that was full of bones. 

2. And He made me go around and around; there were many, many (bones) on the 

surface of the valley, and by heavens! they were exceedingly dry. 

3. Then He said to me; "Son of man, can these bones become alive?" And I 

answered, "O Lord God, You alone know." 

4. And He said to me, "Prophesy over these bones, and say to them, 'O dry bones, 

hear the word of the Lord.' 

5. So says the Lord God to these bones: Behold, I will cause a spirit to enter into 

you, and you shall live! 

6. And I will lay sinews upon you, and I will make flesh grow over you, and cover 

you with skin and put breath into you, and you will live, and you will then know 

that I am the Lord." 

7. So I prophesied as I was commanded, and there arose a noise after I prophesied, 

and behold a commotion, and the bones came together, bone to its bone! 

8. And I looked, and behold! sinews were upon them, and flesh came upon them, 

and skin covered them, but there was still no spirit in them. 
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9. Then He said to me, "Prophesy to the spirit, prophesy, O son of man, and say to 

the spirit: 'So says the Lord God: From four sides come, O spirit, and breathe into 

these slain ones that they may live.' " 

10. And I prophesied as He had commanded me, and the spirit came into them, and 

they lived and stood on their feet, an exceedingly great army. 

11. Then He said to me: "Son of man, these bones are all of the house of Israel. 

Behold they say, 'Our bones have become dried up, our hope is lost, we have been 

cut off from ourselves.' 

12. Therefore, prophesy and say to them: So says the Lord God: I will open your 

graves and you shall come up out of your graves as My people, and bring you 

home to the Land of Israel. 

Two thousand five hundred years later this prophecy came true with the resurrection of the 

nation State of Israel.  

The metaphor of the revival of the Nation was borrowed by theologians and supported a belief in 

the resurrection of the Individual's body and soul after death. (Note 1) 

Non-believers 

There are those who do not believe that God sprinkled star-dust into our mortal bodies. For them 

the body alone explains the entire human existence. That is, the Mind is accounted for by the 

tissue of the Brain. And with the death of the body, life in all its glory simply ends and any 

further 'respect' for the body is faint-hearted sentimentality.  

Nevertheless the secular do not send the Corpse to become manure; or make them into 

lampshades or soap (as the Germans did in World War 2). Non-believers ritualize the disposal of 

their Corpses. They bury, cremate, urn, eulogize, memorialize and sculpt.  
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That is, the secular world does not use the Corpse for any material gain.  

Mechanism 

Religious and spiritual people believe that the immortal Soul separates from the Corpse after 

Death. Logically the Corpse should have no further function. Secularists do not believe in a Life 

(or a Soul) beyond the grave and similarly the Corpse has no further use. 

So why in both beliefs is there a universal practice to respect and honour the Corpse? What is the 

utility of this universal practice? 

At the graveside one is encouraged to self-reflect, and to consider, there but for the grace of God 

go I.  

As the Corpse is being interred one reflects on the path ones life has taken and its Meaning: of 

lost passion, of the sleeping Corpse finding relief from Life's vicissitudes, of regrets. At the fresh 

graveside we also review our successes, loves and joys. 

When we stop holding ceremonies and stop self-reflecting, we stop tweaking our consciousness. 

We diminish our ability to consider philosophical and ethical questions, or indeed the purpose of 

it all. We become less than our potential. 

A society which does not perform ceremonies for Corpses risks in my view, perpetuating Stalin's 

dictum.  (Note 2) 
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An Uncertain Conclusion 

I think the Corpse - that once housed the mind, consciousness and soul - should be treated in a 

holy, respectful and honorable way in order to properly value the Living. 

However King Solomon in Ecclesiastes (3:19-22) observed:  

'For what happens to the children of man and what happens to the beasts is the same… All are 

from the dust, and to dust all return. Who knows whether the spirit of man goes upward and the 

spirit of the beast goes down into the earth? So I saw that there is nothing better than that a man 

should rejoice in his work, for that is his lot.' (Note 3) 

Later though King Solomon, the wisest of all men, appears to have had a change of mind 

(Ecclesiastes 12:7): 

'The dust returns to the dust as it was, but the Spirit returns to God who gave it.' 

Not a physical resurrection, rather a spiritual eternity. Though presumably, not the beasts. 

Images 

Dry Bones by Yaakov Kirschen is an Israeli cartoon strip. The name refers to the vision of the 

'Valley of Bones' in the Book of Ezekiel (37:1-14) which inspired Kirschen's dry humor and 

fatalistic outlook. 
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'The Vision of the Valley of The Dry Bones', an engraving, by Gustave Doré 

!  
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Ezekiel, by Michelangelo, on the ceiling of the Sistine Chapel, in the Vatican. A fresco 

created between 1508 and 1512.

!  
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Notes 

1. In the science fiction novel 'Old Man's War' by John Scalzi the author describes 

electronically recording a person's consciousness/mind/soul in order to re-implant 

it in a humanoid body. An Electronic Immortal Soul – why not? 

2. Stalin was reputed to have said: One death is a tragedy, a million deaths is a 

statistic. 

3. This last sentence resembles Voltaire's conclusion in 'Candide': "Work keeps at bay three 

great evils: boredom, vice, and need….Let us work without theorizing…'tis the only way 

to make life endurable." 
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Not Every Man Can Wear Leopard Briefs 
George Zimmar, Ph.D., Department of Psychology, Pace University, New York, NY 

email: gpzimmar@gmail.com 

Beach Scene: Teenage boy and girl on a blanket.   A burly lifeguard runs by on a tear. 

“Hey you’re kicking sand in our face!”, shouts the boy. 

“Aw Shut-up, you skinny runt!”  Husky lifeguard slaps boy humiliating him in front of his girl 

who sighs in distress. 

 Boy goes home upset, kicks a chair in fury and decides to sign up for the Charles Atlas, 

Dynamic Tension Body Building Program as advertised in a magazine. 

 Charles Atlas himself, in leopard print briefs was famously pictured in ads appearing in 

boys’ magazines of every stripe from comic books, auto magazines, model railroading, adventure 

tales, scouting, to popular science over 50 years.  His erect, bronzed, muscular, perfectly sculpted 

torso filled the page with an invitation from the smiling confident Charles Atlas,  

         “YOU CAN HAVE A BODY LIKE MINE!!” 

 The ad copy varied, but the same theme remained. A skinny young man is bullied and 

taunted in front of his girl, “Hey you bag of bones, get lost!”   At times he is punched, at other 

times slapped or knocked over.  At home he resolves to reconfigure his body through the Charles 

Atlas Dynamic Tension Body Building Program with the promise that “within a week you will 

see a change in your body.”   

 The 12 Step program consisted of a daily routine of obligatory chin-ups, sit-ups, push-ups 

along with an unparalleled series of activities in which the muscles of the arms and legs were 

placed in tension for several minutes. Some exercises were isometric, others isotonic.   No 

weights or equipment were required and all the activities could be done at home.   After a week 

of rigorous conditioning, the boy felt better about himself and was motivated to continue the 

program.  With a persistent daily routine that faithfully followed Charles Atlas’s guide, some 
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young men would show gains in muscle tone, strength, appetite 

and weight. 

 In boyhood, President Theodore Roosevelt experienced 

being the “skinny runt.”  He was bullied and punched by a couple 

of older boys, who taunted and beat him.  Like the boy in the 

Charles Atlas advertisements, he undertook a program of physical 

exertion, developed a strong physique, and a lifelong love of 

vigorous activity. He adopted “the strenuous life,” as he entitled 

his 1901 book, as his ideal, both as an outdoorsman and as a 

politician.”1 

 What motivated Roosevelt to vigorous activity and young 

men to the Charles Atlas program was the desire for self-

development. The appeal of self-help programs, whether for body 

building or winning friends and influencing people is based on a 

perceived self-deficiency that preys on a young man’s insecurity.   

The shortfall may be in physical strength or vigor, but more often 

it is related to a broad range of traits regarding what it means to be 

a man. 

 Charles Atlas proved to be a model of masculinity for millions of men.2 Born Angelo 

Siciliano in Acri, southern Italy, he emigrated to New York with his family in 1903 when he was 

10.  As a teenager, he was the proverbial 97-pound weakling and experienced hazing at the beach 

while with a girl.  Resolute in his desire to build himself up, he found traditional exercises like 

sit-up and, push-ups lacking in producing the desired results.  At the Brooklyn Museum 

sculptures of Hercules, Apollo and Zeus inspired his conditioning goals. Watching lions in the 

Bronx Zoo as they actively stretched, contracted, and extended their muscles gave Angelo the 

idea of a unique conditioning program to increase muscle mass and strength.  Gazing at  a 

stretched-out lion, he asked himself: “Does this old gentleman have any barbells, any 

exercisers?. . . And it came over me. . . .He’s been pitting one muscle against another 
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 Within a few years Angelo’s 

perfectly formed body propelled him 

to a career as artists’ model having 

posed for over 70 public statues. 

Later he changed his name to Charles 

Atlas formed a company with the 

advertising genius Charles Ronan.  

Together they organized a campaign 

for Dynamic Tension Body Building 

12 Step Program.   The hazed and 

beaten boy unable to defend his girl 

at the beach was shown repeatedly.   

Charles Atlas called on him build up 

his body and by implication his self 

confidence and masculinity.  The ads 

were ubiquitous in boy’s, and men’s 

magazines for 6 decades and led to historic sales of any body building program.  Daily letters 

poured into the company from young men extolling the 12 Step Program and seeking counsel 

from Charles Atlas.4 

 “Live clean, think clean, and don’t go to burlesque shows.” was at the heart of the advice 

dispensed by Atlas in the 1930s and ‘40s.  Atlas neither smoked nor drank and his life was 

scandal free.  His exercises were framed with detailed lifestyle advice on how to dress, sleep, 

breathe, eat, and relax.”5   Atlas answered letters with a paternal touch, asking whether the young 

man attended church and how life was going for him.  Implicit in his counsel was that while 

physical well-being was important, strength of character was preeminent.  However, the Atlas 

message of masculinity is in reality rooted in biology, as an analysis of the ubiquitous beach 

scene reveals.  

Volume 6 Issue 3 Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry !26



 The young man and his girl were on a blanket under an umbrella, suggesting domesticity. 

Partially naked and exposed they had laid out a territory for building their relationship. The burly 

lifeguard invaded this “household” by kicking sand on the couple, thereby asserting his interest 

in the girl.  If the girl had not been present, the lifeguard most likely would not have paid any 

attention to the boy, except perhaps to cast a disdainful glance or hurl an insult.   The boy was 

beaten by the lifeguard to establish male dominance in the presence of a female.   Unable to 

defend himself and the girl, the vanquished boy retreated.  The girl sighed with disappointment, 

leaving the boy feeling impotent, forlorn, and angry. 

 Animal groupings are organized in hierarchies entrenched in billions of years of 

evolution.  This is true for all animal species, including humans.6   A social hierarchy is 

pyramidal, with individuals arrayed from top to bottom in terms of dominance.  The individual at 

the top of the hierarchy, a male, is 

often more aggressive or successful 

in beating down competitors to 

lower positions in the order. The 

dominant male attracts females and 

procreates more often.  Individuals 

at the lower rungs fend for 

themselves for whatever sex 

partners are left over.  Was the 

beach scene drama so remote from 

the theater that has played out over 

many centuries across all species? 

 Charles Atlas’s promise in the cartoon ad brought a different ending to the story--an 

ending that defied evolution.  The boy sent a check for $29.95 and obtained the 12-Step Dynamic 

Tension Body Building Program.  He followed the steps of the program and transformed his 

body.  On returning to the beach, he smashed the bully’s face with “Hey fella—no more pushing 

small guys around.  I am a man and I stand my ground.”  How fitting that the girl comes up to 
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him and adoringly gushes “Oh Mac, you are a man after all”, to the delight of the beach crowd.  

In the end, the guy gets the girl and society’s adulation as a hero. 

 Not every man can wear leopard print briefs and get away with it.  In fact, very few 

graduates of the 12-Step Dynamic Tension program attained Charles Atlas’s physique yet many 

praised the results it achieved to their self-confidence.  Like any difficult resolution to change 

one’s behavior, most respondents dropped the exercises and returned to old habits. However, the 

implicit message Atlas conveyed struck a chord with young men worldwide to this day.   

 A strong body in fitness and health is necessary to take charge of one’s life.  Beyond the 

beach scene stage a world exists that is contentious, capricious, and chaotic.  Strength of 

character and a clear purpose of being is required of a man to stand up to life’s challenges. Body 

and mind must face adversity erect in duty, chest out in confidence, and head up in vision to 

conquer the chaos of life.7   For men and boys, Charles Atlas’s masculine message appealed to 

millions who found that there was more than having artist’s model body to being a man.  
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Todd Haynes’ 1987 biopic of Karen Carpenter, 

Superstar: The Karen Carpenter Story, has long 

achieved cult status, surviving on bootlegged VHS 

recordings, and more recently as uploads to 

streaming platforms, ever since Karen Carpenter’s 

brother blocked wide release of the film on the 

grounds of copyright infringement in 1990.1  The 

film has been lauded by critics for its 

unconventional and richly metaphoric use of 

Barbie dolls in the place of live actors to portray 

the rise and fall of the singer and her struggle with 

anorexia.1,2  The viewer watches as Carpenter’s 

Barbie doll body is grotesquely whittled away 

against the backdrop of the Carpenters’ saccharine 

melodies, and the Barbie doll sized sets are often 

interspersed with disturbing images and newsreel 

footage from the time.  The film has also been praised for its send up of the made for tv biopic 

genre of films as well as its satire of the public service announcements that were ever present in 
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the 1980s.2  But the film is also a rich study of the history of anorexia nervosa in the public and 

academic consciousness, which rose to significant prominence following Carpenter’s tragic death 

by complications related to anorexia in 1983.   

 

 Prior to the 20th century, the 

medical community struggled 

to conceptualize anorexia as a 

treatable psychiatric illness. 

While descriptions of anorexia 

may have appeared in writings 

from ancient civilizations and 

anorexic indiv iduals a re 

described in writings from the 

Middle Ages3,4 (when self 

starvation was ascribed to 

either piety or witchcraft), it 

w a s n o t c o n v e n t i o n a l l y 

s u p p o s e d t o b e o f 

psychological pathology until the late 19th century.4  Gull first named the disorder anorexia 

nervosa in the 1870s, although his works were not widely disseminated, possibly due to the 

author’s difficult temperament, and a belief that the disease was a “female” ailment; similarly the 

contemporaneous writing of Lasègue faced a similar lack of enthusiasm.3 Around the turn of the 

following century, Freud and his contemporaries gave more prominent credence to the idea that 

anorexia was of psychological origin and classified it as a form of hysteria.3  But this line of 

thinking was replaced by some in the medical community in the early 20th century by the theory 

that anorexia was a disease of the pituitary gland.3  By the 1950s anorexia was reintroduced as a 

psychological disorder, and was grouped together in the first DSM with other disorders of the 

gastrointestinal tract that were felt to be influenced by emotional disorders, and by the second 
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edition of the DSM, it was grouped with neurotic disorders.3  The concept of eating disorders as a 

spectrum illness did not appear in the DSM in the 1980s.4   

 Through this historical lens, the film is a fascinating study of the theories surrounding 

anorexia in the 1970s and 1980s.  It has been noted by reviewers, for instance, that the film’s 

portrayal of Carpenter’s family is 

unflattering and it has been suggested 

that the portrayal of the Carpenter 

family may have been, in part, what 

led Richard Carpenter to block the 

film.  But the portrayal of Karen’s 

family could also be viewed as an 

i l l u s t r a t i o n o f p r e v i o u s  

conceptualizations of the role of the 

family in anorexia nervosa.   In the 

1970s, clinicians often described the 

prominent role of the family in childhood and adolescence as a direct cause of anorexia, with the 

theory of the “anorexigenic family” emerging during this time period.5  Minuchin et al in 1970 

posited that an overly rigid, enmeshed and conflict avoidant family environment pushed a 

physiologically vulnerable child into anorexia. While this theory does not necessarily assign 

blame to the parents of anorexic patients, it did suggest a psychologically homogeneous family 

environment, a characteristic which has since been refuted3, and it was instrumental in the 

development of early family interventions for eating disorders.   In Superstar, Carpenter’s family 

can be viewed as an anorexigenic unit.  Throughout the film Karen’s parents, especially her 

mother, make well-meaning attempts to organize every aspect of Karen’s life, from her living 

situation to the costumes that she wears onstage.  Her brother is shown to be equally as 

controlling, although his portrayal is much less flattering and his motivations appear to be more 

self-interested.  Karen’s treatment, however, was less based on the emerging family therapy 

model from that period, but rather by earlier theories of treatment, which viewed the family as a 
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hindrance to treatment and often excluded family from the treatment process.3  Karen is shown to 

travel to New York to spend time in treatment away from her family, under the supervision of 

psychologist Dr. Steven Levenkron.  Ultimately the treatment fails as Carpenter develops a 

dependence on the emetic Ipecac, which directly contributed to her sudden death from heart 

failure at age 32. 

 The film also alludes to the to the pervasive cultural ideal of female thinness.  During the 

first newsreel montage of the film, there are flashes of beauty queens.  Shortly thereafter, Karen’s 

mother makes reference to Karen’s use of the Stillman Diet.  The diet, which was popularized in 

the late 1960s was a carbohydrate -restricted regimen developed by Irwin Maxwell Stillman that 

preceded the Atkins diet.6 

 Karen Carpenter was known 

to have utilized this diet 

during her adolescence 

before abandoning the diet 

for more restrictive eating 

habits.7  By the time that 

C a r p e n t e r r o s e t o 

prominence as a public 

figure, thinness was seen as 

a female ideal in the  

American media. A study 

from 1980 looked at the 

pervasiveness of this ideal 

b y a n a l y z i n g P l a y b o y 

Magazine Playmate Centerfolds and Miss America Pageant contestants from 1959 through 

1978.8  The study, which trended the mean weights of these individuals and compared them to 

the yearly body mass averages of females for corresponding years found a progressive decline in 

the body weights of these models and contestants that contrasted to the rise in body mass of the 
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general population over this period time.  Also significant was the finding that while Miss 

America contestants had comparable body mass to the winners of the contest in the earlier years 

of analysis, following 1970 the winners weighed consistently less than the averages of the other 

contestants from the same year.   

 Across this cultural and psychological backdrop, Karen is shown in the film to plunge 

further and further into the depths of her illness.  By the end of the film her Barbie doll body is 

grotesquely chiseled as she succumbs to her illness.  As “Rainy Days and Mondays” plays in the 

background, the viewer is shown footage of suburban California intermixed with images of a 

woman screaming and a Barbie doll body being spanked.  In the following scene Carpenter is 

shown collapsing on stage, and this is followed by a PSA-like discussion of the failure rates of 

treatment for anorexia nervosa.  Haynes seems to suggest that social ideals, including those 

regarding the female aesthetic are often about the control of women, and that this can often lead 

to dangerous consequences, such as psychiatric illness.  As the film closes with the death of 

Karen Carpenter, the camera pans across neighborhood scenes from Karen’s hometown of 

Downey, California, while the Carpenters’ hit, “Close to You” plays in the background, and the 

viewer is left to ponder how our cultural ideals, which are often represented by the popular 

musicians of our time, have influenced our psychological conceptions of mental illness.  

Note: Source of images: Vague Visages, El Blog de Retro and Facets.org 
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Tomorrow Never Knows 
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In the opening scene of 

Tomorrow Never Knows, 

filmmaker Adam Sekuler 

presents us with the body 

of newly deceased Shar 

Jones, lying in what 

would appear to be his 

own bed, enveloped in 

floral sheets, and clad in a 

tailored black dress jacket 

with bright red pansies embroidered along both sides. Next to Jones, stone-faced and cross-

legged in casual clothing, sits his spouse, Cynthia Vitale, while two tea candles burn on an end 

table.  

Tomorrow invites viewers to bear witness to the final weeks of Shar Jones’ life. With the 

support of Cynthia, Shar has embarked on voluntarily stopping eating and drinking (VSED) to 

hasten death. Diagnosed with Alzheimer’s at age 62 in 2015, Jones made a deliberate choice not 

to die of Alzheimer’s and the humiliation he viewed the disease as bringing – the complete loss 

of self, a free will, and the total vulnerability to the care and support of others. In particular, Shar 

wanted to avoid medical institutionalization; his mother had battled cancer for many years before 

she died. 
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 Although the viewer may have gleaned this already, we learn that Shar had identified as a 

transgender woman prior to receiving the diagnosis. However, he uses male pronouns throughout 

the film and presents as mostly masculine although in more private moments, Shar dresses with 

pronounced feminine flair. At several points in the film, the camera zooms in on Shar’s hands to 

remind us that she expresses a more constant gender fluidity with his polished fingernails. 

In “Agency and Social Forces in the Life Course: The Case of Gender Transitions in 

Later Life,” Vanessa Fabbre expands gerontology’s knowledge base around transgender issues, 

specifically shining a light on the conditions under which people contemplate or pursue a gender 

transition late in life. She interviews 22 persons who are either seriously contemplating or have 

recently transitioned to live as women after the age of 50. Adam Sekuler captures a different kind 

of gender transition that is also very important for gerontology and psychiatry to understand. 

Shar Jones is not choosing to come out as transgender; she has already done that earlier in her 

life although the film does not explore it. With the Alzheimer’s diagnosis, Shar makes the 

deliberate choice to identify as male, the sex that she had been assigned at birth, out of fear of 

having to navigate, with Alzheimer’s, the judgment and violence that trans people often face on a 

daily basis. 

Psychologists and psychiatrists like Ken Zucker, Ray Blanchard, and Paul McHugh have 

pathologized this kind of transition in the literature, referring to it as “de-transitioning” or 

“gender desistance.” Whether older, younger, or middle-aged, there are numerous reasons across 

the life course that trans-identified persons actively choose to transition genders again whether it 

be to the one they were assigned at birth or another new one entirely. As Fabbre notes in her 

study, people exercise choices within particular contexts. What Tomorrow underscores is that at 

critical periods in our lives contexts may shift and shore up unanticipated social forces such as 

medicalization, discrimination, or losses of support; in these shifting contexts and critical 

periods, one may choose to transition genders again. In Tomorrow Never Knows, Shar’s choice to 

identify as male again has already been made and is not dominant theme; what fares most 
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prominently is the powerful love that Shar and Cynthia share as they travel this passage together 

to Shar’s peaceful, chosen death. 
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Free Text  

The Curse Of The Hanged 

Fernando Espi Forcen, M.D., Ph.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University Medical Center, 

Chicago 

email: fespiforcen@gmail.com 

The story you are about to read happened in Chicago in the fall of 2017. The circumstances 

surrounding the case have not yet been clarified. Rumor has it that the local authorities took legal 

action to avoid the story from reaching the wider media in order to prevent from damaging the 

city’s image, and the reputation of the mayor.

 It was a cool night at the end of the month of September. Jane had recently obtained her 

Architecture degree and had moved to Chicago to work at a prestigious architectural firm. This 

was the job she had always imagined and was very excited about her new journey in life. Jane 

was originally from Union Pier, Michigan, a small town on Lake Michigan that had the ruins of 

an old French-English fort which was destroyed by Spanish rangers in 1781. Following the 

Spanish siege, citizens of Union Pier and the surrounding area had gained a reputation for jinxing 

and attracting negative energy to the places they visited.  

Jane had light brown hair but used to dye it blonde. At the time, many American women 

from all ethnicities enjoyed lightening their natural hair color. Her eyes were brown, and she had 

an athletic constitution. She dressed rather conservatively and did not wear makeup in order to 

avoid attracting too much attention. She had a natural beauty but was conflicted about being 

valued only for her physique. Jane had moved to a studio at Marina City towers, then popularly 

known as the “Corn Cob” buildings. Marina City was designed by local celebrity, Bertrand 

Goldberg, who had migrated from Chicago to Austria to study with the world-renowned 

architect, Mies van der Rohe. Following the Nazi rise to power, both Jewish architects migrated 
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back to the Second City.  Departing from van der Rohe’s purist steel and stained-glass structures, 

Goldberg had conceptualized two cylindrical towers. As such, the buildings contained a number 

of ‘pizza pie’ shaped apartments with large windows and balconies, inviting the guest to enjoy 

the outdoor views. Jane was very excited to have the opportunity to live in one of Chicago’s most 

popular landmarks for a reasonable price, though she did not enjoy the frequent loud ambulances 

on Wacker Drive. In Marina City there was a mixed community of older residents who first 

moved in the 60s and 70s to the then dangerous city center, and young newcomers from the 

suburbs and other towns in the Midwest who had a different mentality. Veteran residents often 

complained that the new young tenants did not socialize and did not understand the meaning of 

being a Marina City resident. Despite her youth, Jane found it easier to get along with the older 

residents that with the newcomers.  

Soon after moving to Chicago, Jane had joined a social media platform called Meetup in 

order to meet new friends in the Windy City. Of all the social groups, there was one that 

particularly caught her attention: “Psychedelics and the Future of Psychiatry.” The group had 

been started by two eccentric psychiatrists and had grown vertiginously over the course of two 

years. At the first meet up she attended, Jane met Lucio, an Italian art historian who had moved 

to the city to work at the University of Chicago. Jane felt attracted to him immediately. Lucio 

had a two-week, untrimmed short beard, brown curly long hair and hazel eyes. He was of rather 

short stature for American standards and dressed with Levi jeans, Converse shoes, and a jacket 

over a t-shirt and a European scarf. Lucio had an irresistible accent, however; he appeared too 

self-centered and interested in telling stories without paying much attention to others’ comments. 

That day, Lucio offered himself to take Jane on a walking tour to show her the architecture of the 

city. Jane was quite familiar with Chicago’s architecture but she accepted the invitation as she 

was intrigued by Lucio’s histrionic, but still mysterious, persona. Jane and Lucio agreed to meet 

at the Picasso public Sculpture the following week to do a night architecture walk.  

 The rest of the week went without abnormalities for Jane. Her coworkers at the firm had 

been generally friendly. One of them had become too flirtatious but she had been able to avoid 

any uncomfortable situations. Jane’s boss had been very kind, and the environment did not seem 

too hostile. The following week, Jane arrived on time to the Picasso sculpture. Lucio, instead, 
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arrived 10 minutes late. He excused himself by blaming Chicago’s train system. That is the 

typical resource to excuse unjustified lateness in the city. That evening, they walked from Daley 

Plaza to the Board of Trade building. Jane loved the sculpture on top of Ceres, the Roman 

goddess of agriculture and the two sculptures on the façade: A Babylonian man holding wheat 

and a Native American one holding corn. From there, they walked to the Marquette building. 

Lucio explained that Jacques Marquette was a French Jesuit priest who first explored the area of 

Chicago in 1673. For Lucio, Marquette, as opposed to DuSable, should have received the honor 

of being considered the first citizen of Chicago. Even before DuSable, Lucio explained, another 

French trader named Guillory had settled in Chicago. Lucio showed frustration that history often 

is distorted for other reasons beyond the mere historical science. The Marquette building was 

built in 1895 by the famous architects Holabird & Roche and represented an exemplary model of 

the so-called Chicago School of Architecture. The horizontal sash “Chicago windows” were 

remarkable in the facade and inside the two -tory lobby contained a number of mosaics narrating 

the Marquette expedition in the area. As they continued their walk towards the river and passed 

the Oriental theater, Lucio explained that in 1903, there was another theater named Iroquois 

where more than 600 people had died in a fire. To this date, explained Lucio, ghost hunters had 

seen apparitions in the alley behind the theater known as ‘the death alley.’ At that time, it had 

become completely dark and colder. A burst of wind hit both of them as they passed by the alley. 

 - You are freaking me out, said Jane 

 - Sorry, I recently took the ghost hunting tour and learned some of this stuff. I don’t want 

to sound like a weirdo but I have always been interested in the paranormal and recently ordered 

an EMF detector for 20 dollars on Amazon, explained Lucio.  

That was too much information for a first date. Jane understood that Lucio did not have 

much of a filter. As they crossed the river, Lucio could not help to explain the Eastland disaster 

in 1915 in which more than 800 people perished after a boat going to Michigan City capsized.  

 - If you look at the river, said Lucio, some people state they can see the ghost of the 

people floating inside the water 
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Jane started feeling uncomfortable as she did not like horror stories but she reluctantly 

found it acceptable to learn other kinds of Chicago history. The temperature had continued to 

lower by the river, so they continued their way in the search of a nice place to have a drink.  

 - I know one place named the Watershed, said Lucio. I think you will like it as it is 

representative of Chicago cocktail bars.  

As they were walking north on Dearborn Street and were about to take a right in Illinois 

towards the Watershed, Lucio pointed out a fire station that was the site of the old jail.  

 -There, around ninety men were hung until their death, explained Lucio. There were 

notable grim executions, he continued. For instance, a couple men had to be hanged while tied to 

their chairs. On another occasion, the rope broke, and the convict landed on his head. He was 

bleeding profusely and dying; however, the sentence said that he had to be hanged to death, so 

they had to wrap a new rope and hang him again. This specific gentleman’s name was George 

Painter. Some people say that the spirit of George Painter will come back one day and take 

revenge on an innocent soul.  

 At that moment, another burst of wind hit the couple. It was getting much colder. A swirl 

of falling leaves started to shape an amorphous figure. Jane started to get anxious. She held her 

purse tight and proposed to start walking to the bar. The rest of the night went without incident. 

Jane ordered a gin drink and Lucio, a warm wine. They talked about architecture, vocations, their 

families, and past relationships; a typical first date.  

 The following day, Jane walked to her office on Chicago and Dearborn Street. When she 

passed by the fire station, she could not help but feel uneasy. The moment was interrupted by an 

angry biker yelling at her as she was crossing the street. At work that day, she had difficulty 

concentrating. At night she went home, read a little the new book by Houellebecq and fell asleep 

on the couch. She woke up at around 1 in the morning, and when she was heading to her bed, she 

suddenly heard a knock on her door.  

- Who would need something so late? she thought. 

She took a look through the peephole but did not see anything.  

- Probably just my imagination, she concluded.  
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However, the door knocked a second and a third time. Jane started to feel uncomfortable 

and asked:  

- Is there anyone there? 

 No one responded. Jane went to bed and the rest of the night was uneventful, though, she 

was not able to sleep well. The next day Jane felt tired and had even more difficulty focusing at 

work. She could not help but think about what happened the prior night. Lucio texted that he 

really enjoyed hanging out with her and offered to go to a place called Empty Bottle for a 

concert. Jane answered that she would be happy to go with him.  

 That day, Jane slept a couple hours after she returned to her studio in Marina City. Later, 

when she woke up at 11 pm, she tried to catch up with some delayed errands from work. Two 

hours later, at 1:00 am, she heard the same knock on the door again.  

 - What the…!? she thought. Hello??!! she exclaimed.  

 No one responded but this time she also heard a couple steps outside. She went to the 

door and looked through peephole. Again, no one was there. After that, she encouraged herself 

and opened the door impulsively: nothing. She even walked to the elevator but there was no 

activity. Once she walked back to the apartment and found out she had locked herself out.  

 - Shoot!! she could not help to express  

 She had to go downstairs to the lobby in her pajamas. Frank, the security person, told her 

that she could not get her back in because her name was not printed on his list yet. Jane had to 

wait for an hour at the lobby until her landlord replied to her phone call so that she could get 

back in.  

 - If you don’t want to lock yourself out, always leave the lower clench open, Frank said  

 Once on the elevator, the lights flickered for a second and the elevator abruptly stopped.  

 - We have had some problems with the elevator this month. I’ll call maintenance 

tomorrow and see what they can do, said Frank through the telephone device.  

 A few moments later, the elevator started working again and Jane entered back her studio.  

 - What a night! she thought.  

 She became worried about what impression she would leave on her new job. That night 

she was able to sleep well until dusk as she was already quite sleep deprived.  
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 The next morning, Jane was called by her boss to the office. They invited her to 

participate in a new project. A family living in Oak Park, had bought a house and were planning 

to demolish it to re-build the original Frank Lloyd Wright house instead. The project sounded 

fascinating as she was very fond of Wright’s architectural legacy. Jane became very excited to 

contribute in adding a new historic landmark to the city.  

 The next day was uneventful, and in the evening, Jane met Lucio again. They first went 

for a beer at bar that was converted from an old theater called the Rainbo Club, and from that bar 

they headed to Empty Bottle. Once there, Lucio introduced Jane to a typical Chicago drink called 

Malort. Apparently, the history behind the drink traced back to a Swedish guy in Logan Square 

who distilled it from a potato. Jane loved the bitter taste of the drink but abstained from drinking 

another as she had to work the next day.  

 That night, Jane returned home and 1:45 in the morning. She was eager to go to bed and 

rest, but once there, she started wondering if someone had knocked at the door in her absence 

that day. Finally, she was able to succumb to her fatigue while listening to a podcast on the 

history of madness in Ancient times and the Middle Ages. The speaker was explaining that 

demonic possession was not a Semitic concept as most people think but a Greek one. Following 

the Hellenistic domination in the Middle East with Alexander the Great, Semitic people 

gradually introjected the Greek culture, said the speaker. The word demon, comes from Greek 

“daimona.” At the time they could be good or bad demons but in the First Century, most people 

saw demons as an entity with mere negative attributes that could take possession over one’s 

body. As such, Jesus believed in such theory and practiced exorcisms for people with erratic 

behaviors. Jane gradually fell asleep but forgot to set the alarm so when she woke up the next 

day; she had to rush to work without taking a shower as she did not want to be late.  

 The next day, Jane enthusiastically spent most of her time researching for her new 

project. That night as Jane was returning home, she walked by the 7-Eleven and was stopped by 

a homeless person who mumbled something to her. Jane tried to continue walking, but this man 

grabbed her arm and whispered to her ear with a cracked voice “youu’rre gonna diee.” Jane felt 

very disturbed, ripped up her arm from the man and started to walk home faster. She thought this 

man was probably psychotic and tried not give it a second thought. Before getting back to 
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Marina City, she was bothered by a group of intoxicated men by the Public House at Kinzie and 

State Street. Once she finally got home, she started to feel uneasy again. What if the person 

knocked on the door again? She called Lucio and asked him to meet. They agreed to meet at his 

apartment which was in the Fisher Building located in the South Loop. The apartment had a view 

of the current Cook County Jail from its window. Jane told Lucio about the knocking on the door 

and the encounter with the homeless man. She felt confused and disturbed about the events. 

 - It’s probably stupid, she said, but I don’t know many people in the city and I don’t feel 

comfortable sleeping in my apartment tonight.  

 - Please stay with me tonight, said Lucio. Tomorrow I can go to your apartment with you, 

he continued. Don’t worry, you just arrived in a new city, and need some time to adjust, he 

stated.   

 That moment, Jane could not help to kiss Lucio which he happily corresponded. 

 The next morning, which was a Saturday, Jane woke up on the couch. She saw Lucio 

sleeping on the other sofa. She stood up and left for her apartment in Marina City. Once she got 

on the elevator at home everything appeared normal. But, when she was about to unlock the door 

with her key, she noticed a puncture mark by the knob. 

 - It must be a bad joke! She hoped. 

 Jane hurried to the condominium office and explained that someone had been knocking 

on her door every night and had now broken in to her apartment. The condominium officer took 

note of her complaint and said that he would set an alert for the security people to pay attention 

to the cameras that night on her floor. Jane went back to her apartment and in the afternoon and 

called Lucio to tell him about what had happened. Lucio explained that he had been doing some 

research about Marina City and came across a website explaining that the land where the 

building had been constructed was cursed. The web referenced a couple of old books. Lucio 

drove to Jane’s apartment to pick her up and together they went to the library at the University of 

Chicago. The campus was beautiful but Jane found the gargoyles on the towers and doors to be 

disturbing. Once at the library, they got access to the book mentioned on the internet. It had been 

written in the 19th Century by a French catholic priest. The book explained that following the 

War of 1812, the Potawatomi Indians cursed the land across from Fort Dearborn and fled to the 
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West. Following this, a number of disgraces had taken place: A number of women had been 

accused of witchcraft practice in west Chicago; Dr. H. H. Holmes had become the first serial 

killer in North America. Lucio recalled that after the Eastland disaster most of victims had been 

taken to the Murdoch building next to Marina City which people claimed had caused the 

building to be haunted. Another related article explained that during the Prohibition, the river 

area was the border between the Italian and the Irish gangs. As such, many of the homicides 

between the rival gangs occurred in that area. The old county jail had been built in that area as 

well. After that, the number of suicides by hanging increased. A book written by a paranormal 

psychologist, who was also a psychic, talked about a curse in the area with the arrival of a person 

portraying negative energy from another land. The confluence of these two energies, the 

psychologist claimed, could reactivate “the curse of the hanged.” These stories of multiple curses 

frightened Jane, but her rational mind still fought to believe they were valid. Lucio was skeptical 

too and proposed to go with his new EMF detector to Jane’s apartment. That way, if no signals 

were detected, Lucio thought that she would be able to put her mind at ease. As they arrived at 

her studio, Lucio checked every corner in the apartment. The detector lit up only twice: by the 

microwave and by the switch panel.  

 - This is normal as they have magnetic fields. Your studio is officially ghost free! said 

Lucio with a smile.  

 Jane, however still asked if they could go back to his apartment that night. Lucio 

adamantly accepted. That night their relationship status progressed to a higher level.  

 The next day, which was a Sunday, the sky was clear. Lucio and Jane rented bikes and 

rode to the Planetarium and Northerly Island. Following that, they visited the Art Institute and 

went for dinner at Green Street Smoked Meats restaurant in the West Loop. They had one of 

those perfect days that one has occasionally in a lifetime. At night, Jane said that she would sleep 

at her home as she had to wake up early and go back to work the next day. Lucio and Jane kissed 

and departed from each other.  

 At dawn, Jane was at home folding her laundry when the microwave flashed on. She felt 

panic and turned it off. She thought that the EMF detector had probably damaged the microwave 

system. As she went back to her bedroom, she found scratches in the paint that spelled “tonight.” 
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Jane became frightened. She called security and asked if anyone had entered her apartment that 

day. The security officer said that he had not seen anything abnormal. Jane could not believe 

what was happening. Then, her espresso maker started hissing and began to pour down water. 

Her steamer also turned on and made a loud screeching noise. Jane called 911 and reported that 

someone had broken in to her house. Once the police arrived, they could not find any signs of 

forced entry. Jane adamantly explained that someone had entered her apartment and written 

‘tonight’ on her wall.  

 - You are not going to believe this. I would not believe it either, she said, but I think my 

apartment could be cursed.  

 The police officer kindly invited her to come with him to the nearby hospital for a 

medical evaluation to which Jane reluctantly agreed. She had no choice. At the hospital, the 

emergency room physician ordered a CT scan of her head. “New onset psychosis,” the physician 

wrote on Jane’s CT scan order. The scan showed no acute intracranial abnormalities. Her labs 

were normal too, and her urine drug screen was negative. A psychiatry consult was placed. The 

psychiatry resident asked her about the circumstances that she had come to the hospital and how 

she could be of help.  

 - I don’t believe in the paranormal, but someone entered my apartment and I cannot 

explain how, said Jane.  

 The officer who was still outside said that he could not find evidence of someone 

breaking and entering her apartment.  

 - If someone entered the house, they had access to the key. It could have been a 

maintenance person, said the officer. 

 Jane denied other psychotic symptoms, such as, hallucinations, and showed organized, 

logical and coherent speech. She denied thoughts of suicide or violent thoughts. She however 

requested to stay at the hospital that night as she did not feel safe at home. The psychiatry 

resident discussed the case with the social worker and the psychiatry attending on the phone 

before making a plan.  

 - I am sorry, but being admitted to the hospital is not an option now. Your insurance will 

not cover it and the State hospital will not take your case, said the psychiatry resident. I have 
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here a list of shelters where you could spend the night if you don’t feel comfortable at home, she 

concluded. 

 Jane was discharged with a diagnosis of ‘unspecified psychotic disorder’ and given a 

follow-up appointment in clinic the next week. After she left the hospital, Jane tried to contact 

Lucio but he had left his phone in silent mode and was already sleeping. Jane found enough 

courage to go back to her apartment. She tried to convince herself that all these ideas were in her 

head and had just been suggested by silly ghost stories. Once at her apartment, she took a sleep 

aid and went to bed. She was surprisingly able to fall asleep. Probably, she was exhausted from 

the whole ordeal that day. However, at 1 o’clock in the morning, she was awakened by a knock 

on her door. Jane tried to swallow some saliva but her throat was dry. At that moment, she heard 

another knock on her door, even louder than the first one. Jane could not believe it. What if 

everything was true? Was it possible that she activated the curse? She heard a third knock on the 

door, this time much louder that the other two. Through the door, she heard a crackled, non-

human voice that mumbled “toooniighhht…” Despite having locked the door, it began to open 

stealthily. Jane heard the steps of something coming in to her studio. At this time, Jane was truly 

frightened. She could not think straight and pulled the covers over her head. She was frozen and 

could not even feel her heart beat any more. She could still hear the steps slowly approaching her 

bed. She tried to convince herself this was all a bad joke, but the panic had taken over and there 

was no control. The footsteps stopped by her bed. Jane closed her eyes in an innocent 

unconscious attempt to escape from the situation, but the thing that entered her studio began to 

pull down her covers. Jane looked to the side and saw a putrid hand holding a rope.  

 The next morning, Lucio went to her apartment as Jane did not answer her phone. He 

managed to convince security to enter her apartment stating he was worried about her. When 

Lucio and the security guard entered the apartment, a fetid smell came from the studio. Inside, 

there was Jane hanging with a rope around her neck. Her pupils were dilated, and a dreaded pale 

expression of extreme horror was on her face.  

 The police could not find evidence of anyone forcing entry in to the apartment, and the 

security cameras did not record anyone coming in that night. The cause of death was deemed a 

suicide. When the psychiatry department at the hospital found out about Jane’s death, a quality 
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meeting was set. Several psychiatrists discussed how the suicide could have been prevented. One 

doctor suggested she should have been prescribed an antipsychotic, but the attending physician 

who was on call explained that she was antipsychotic naive and, as such, medication could have 

given her akathisia and increased risk for suicide. In the end, the psychiatry resident was put on 

probation and the attending lost his privileges in the Emergency Room. Somebody had to take 

some blame. The quality committee set a new rule that patients with new onset psychosis who 

asked to stay in the hospital, should be allowed to stay for a period of eight hours. A typical 

useless measure, after all Jane’s family had not threatened to sue the hospital. 

 Lucio felt devastated that he could not save his lover’s life and very guilty that he did not 

answer her phone call that night. He discovered that a few days later another suicide by hanging 

took place in the River North area. Another suicide by hanging was documented as well the 

following week in another building between LaSalle and Illinois Street. The curse persisted. 

Lucio attempted to explain to the media about the curse in the city. One journal became 

interested in the story but as they were about to publish the article, a call from an important 

person halted the publication. The story was silenced but the numbers of suicides by hanging 

continued.  It was never known for how long the curse was meant to persist, but beware, if you 

are at home one night trying to fall sleep and hear on you door: knock, … knock…. KNOCK!! 

Volume 6 Issue 3 Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry !48



Future Issues  

Fall 2018 - Addiction  

Winter 2019 - The Afterlife  

To submit a manuscript you can email the editor at 

fespiforcen@gmail.com  

Image Sources: Carlos Espi Forcen, wikimedia commons and IMD 

Volume 6 Issue 3 Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry !49

mailto:fespiforcen@gmail.com

