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Editor’s Note  

Grief As A Drive  

A loss of a loved one can certainly be one of the most painful experiences A person can go 

through in life. Initially grief was thought to be a mere human emotion but over the years it has 

been described across many species within the animal kingdom. For instance, our closest human 

species, the Neanderthals, also experienced grief. Their burial sites in Israel and Spain are a 

proof of it. Gorillas and chimpanzees, our next closest relatives also experience deep sadness 

when they lose a loved one. When a baby chimpanzee or gorilla dies, the mother will carry the 

baby for days despite knowing that they are dead. Other apes, wolves, elephants and goats have 

been observed to grieve the loss of closed ones as well. Dogs for instance are selected to be 

attached to their human owners. As such they will experience grief when they lose their human 

counterparts Hachikō, Bobby are examples of pets that stayed loyal to their human companions 

for long after their deaths. Monogamous mammals like the black back coyote struggle to find a 

new partner after grief. Bereavement or grief has even been described in some birds such as the 

black swan.  
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 Grief may trigger a crisis but human beings often see an opportunity in a crisis. Thus, 

while grief can carry pain and a wound that may never heal completely, grief can also be many 

other things. We should think about how to attribute meaning to our grief experiences. Grief can 

bring loss but can bring gain too. Through grief we may grow and evolve. We may become more 

sensitive and appreciative of what we have. Grief can make us more compassionate, thoughtful, 

loving and caring. Looking back we may all be able to see a grief experience as a milestone in 

life, an experience that can make us switch gears and try something new. In our lifetimes, grief 

may be an unconscious motivation to do something altruistic. Most of the greatest things we may 

achieve in life, may well be dynamically explained by an altruistic attempt to come with past 

grief experiences.  

Fernando Espí Forcén
fespiforcen@gmail.com 
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Icons of Psychiatry
Picasso’s Blue Period   

Fernando Espí Forcén, M.D., Ph.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University Medical 

Center, Chicago 

Email: fespiforcen@gmail.com  

Pablo Picasso was deeply impacted by the the 

death of his then best friend Carles Casagemas. 

They both had met in Barcelona. Casagemas 

fell into depression after being rejected by the 

woman he loved. As a consequence, he died of 

suicide. In some realms of psychiatry we now 

prefer the expression “dying of suicide” rather 

than “committing suicide”. Research evidence 

show elevated inflammatory proteins and 

higher interleukin gene expression in people 

who committed suicide. Thus, suicide could be 

seen as a consequence of a medical problem 

rather than a free moral choice. Picasso used art 

as coping with the loss of his friend. This 

probably explains his series of melancholic blue 

paintings known as the blue period. In 1903, 

Picasso was in Madrid when he started to paint The Old Guitarist. The painting is today one of 
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the most popular pieces exposed at the Art Institute of Chicago. Picasso’s blue period was 

aesthetically influenced by El Greco. When Picasso lived in Madrid, he frequently visited El 

Prado Museum and was able to appreciate the Renaissance artist collection. El Greco used the 

blue color recurrently and depicted elongated human figures. The Art Institute of Chicago has 

now prepared a temporary exhibit about El Greco explaining the connection between the 17th 

century artist and Picasso’s blue period. Like El Greco, Picasso elongated the anatomy of the 

people he depicted, and used the blue and white color in an expressionist manner. The Old 

Guitarist has been thought influenced by the symbolist artistic movement of the time. 

Contemporary artists like Edvard Munch were pioneers of this symbolist movement. Images of 

blind people were popular in the movement with the goal of exploring a person’s inner vision. 

The Old Guitarist in this regard can be appreciated as a beautiful, melancholic painting within 

the symbolist movement and a blue and sombre representation of the grief emotion.  
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Essays  
A Story of Grief: The Past Is Near
Steve Dush, Independent Scholar, Austin, TX 

Email: steverd999@yahoo.com 

Views and Expectations 

An aging warrior chief stood proud, leaning forward into the strong eastern winds at cliff’s edge, 

facing the great waters and approaching storm. 

 His seasoned face, with hardened and worn countenance, was earned.  

 Over a lifetime gained and lost, fought, learned and taught, no one loved his people more 

than he.  As one with the universe known over generations, they would survive and prosper - as a 

nation, nations of tribes, and integral part of sky, winds and lands they knew. 

 Soon it would be time to die.  As protector, peacekeeper, father and grandfather, and the 

eldest son of Creator God, he had led.  He would once more lead with great care.   

 He considered his last great challenge.  In passing back into the ground and up to the sky, 

he would convey grace, and humility - without fear. 

 At the Council of Tribes he would empower the rising chief by gently placing his hand 

upon his brother’s shoulder.  Then he would step back and aside with the humility of a bird 

falling in silence toward its grave.   

 Any celebration of his life would come many moons after his death.  Like the wailing for 

the death a buffalo after a hunt, it would be about respect for his role in their survival. And 

abundance.  And he hoped to watch from the sky, to cry with happiness for his peoples’ well-
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being. He believed he would.  For warriors never die, that their people may live and prosper 

forever. 

Boom!  

As the proud chief stood, he might have noticed several large vessels as silhouettes on the 

horizon.  But he wouldn’t have understood anything about what they were, or what they meant.   

Nor later that night would he understand the meaning of the thunderous booms at sea’s edge - or 

hear the cannon balls hitting the trees and cliffs - as the white men approached land. 

 And if he did, he would know it as very bad.  But he could not know how terribly much 

so.  

The Heathens  

They had heard disturbing, horrific stories of the heathens who inhabited the lands ashore.  

Though they were unable to see any sign of tribes along the coast, they were rambunctious after 

having been at sea for months.   

 And so they fired with glee upon an enemy they would make, hardly disappointed there 

would be no human casualties on this night.  Battle would come soon enough.  Manifest destiny 

would be theirs.   

Take No Prisoners Only Kill 

If the men, women and children sleeping had seen, rather than just heard the chaotic storm, they 

still would not have understood.  What they believed were welcome rains and thunder rolling in 

by the grace of Creator Gods’ benevolence, were not that.   
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 Even if they had seen the guns exploding with hatred and the balls of fire arriving with 

vengeance upon their trees, they would be confused.  Soon for a time, perhaps longer, they 

would reckon that creator god was angry with them.   

 And so then they would attribute it to recent overtures to peace with former enemy tribes.  

Eventually to their own unworthiness.   There would be anger and hatred they had not before felt.  

Confusion.  And acquiescence. 

Destruction 

But it would be long before the wars were lost.  For now, they could not anticipate the 

devastation of an entire world view destroyed.  They would be targeted for annihilation.  They 

would be pursued like game, vilified and dehumanized by enemies of their god.   What they saw, 

felt, and believed, along with 90% of their population, would die.   

A hatchet to a mother while her babies scream: 

"  

The Gnadenhutten Massacre, 1782. (Credit: Archive Photos/Getty Images) 
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Later… 

Once a broken, vanishing race, our most native people number over five million.    

Civilized, their views of a universe overtaken by (to them) a pagan people, are people of few 

words dancing with wolves no more. 

 Perhaps with grief even time can’t heal. 

References / Corollary Notions: 

- See https://www.history.com/news/native-americans-genocide-united-states 

- [American indians] “had never experienced smallpox, measles or flu before, and the 

viruses tore through the continent, killing an estimated 90% of Native Americans. 

In a broader and deeper sense, if one has a belief in more than the physical, it must be considered 

that character assassination causes more important pain and grief than causing physical death 

ever could. 

 Thou shall not kill, for grief is not only derived by/from the grieving. 

Wikipedia: Character assassination is an intentional attempt, usually by a narcissist and/or his or 

her codependents, to influence the portrayal or reputation of someone in such a way as to cause 

others to develop an extremely negative or unappealing perception of him or her. 

Go Redskins! 
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"  

A group of Native Americans look at a sailing ship in the bay below them. (Credit: 

Corbis/Getty Images) 

"  

View of the world devastated, their Gods powerless, herded and prodded like the white mens 

cattle into lands surrounded... 

by  

Grief. 
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Gardening As Grief Therapy  
Simon Wein, M.D., Pain and Palliative Service, Davidoff Cancer Center, Petach Tikva, 
Israel 

Email: simonwe@clalit.org.il 

Epigraph 

Clouds are not spheres, mountains are not cones, coastlines are not circles, and bark is not 

smooth, nor does lightning travel in a straight line.  
               

 Benoit Mandelbrot, The Fractal Geometry of Nature 

1. Loss 

Loss is everywhere. Men are murdered, whales are speared, trees are felled, atoms shed 

electrons, stars explode. Loss is an increase in disorder. Thus, Loss is Entropy. 

 William Blake in this excerpt from the finale of his poem, The Auguries of Innocence, 

documents loss, suffering and grief: 

Every Night & every Morn  

Some to Misery are Born  

Every Morn and every Night  

Some are Born to sweet delight  

Some are Born to Endless Night  

We are led to Believe a Lie  

When we see not Thro the Eye  

Which was Born in a Night to perish in a Night  
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When the Soul Slept in Beams of Light  

God Appears & God is Light  

To those poor Souls who dwell in Night  

But does a Human Form Display  

To those who Dwell in Realms of day 

Source: Poets of the English Language (Viking Press, 1950) 

2. Grief 

We grieve when we have lost something of value. Grieving is for sentient beings (so far as we 

know) yet loss is replicated at all levels of life. So: is an atom searching for its lost electron a 

primordial form of grieving?  

 In Grief we acknowledge that we cannot reverse Time. Entropy (sometimes know as 

Time's Arrow) is Loss of Order, and Order is Life itself.  

3. Recapitulation theory 

!  
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George Romanes's 1892 copy of Ernst Haeckel's embryo drawings 

 In the late 1800s Ernst Haeckel coined the phrase 'ontogeny recapitulates phylogeny'. 

Ontogeny is the development of an individual organism; phylogeny is the evolutionary history of 

a species. Haeckel claimed that each successive stage in the development of an individual 

embryo represents an adult form that appeared in its evolutionary history. By mid-20th century 

the theory was no longer considered sustainable in the face of modern genetics.  

 Yet there is something pleasing to the eye in the notion that as an adult I retain and 

recapitulate my childhood, to paraphrase the original idea. Herbert Spencer applied this 

recapitulation idea to culture: 'Education is a repetition of civilization in little.' 

4. Fractal 

Benoit Mandelbrot, a mathematician, saw the real world as uneven, jagged, and non-smooth. 

Mandelbrot used the word 'roughness' to describe the shapes of mountains, coastlines and river 

basins; the structures of plants, of branching blood vessels and the clustering of galaxies. 

Precisely unlike Euclid's smooth geometry of triangles, squares and circles. 

 Mandelbrot revealed a mathematical repetition within this 'roughness' which he called 

fractals: 'smaller and smaller copies of a pattern are successively nested inside each other, so that 

the same intricate shapes appear no matter how much you zoom in to the whole. Fern leaves and 

Romanesco broccoli are two examples from nature.'  
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A Romanesco broccoli 

 A fractal has two key features. 1. Each pattern within a pattern is similar to the whole – 

not necessarily identical but self-similar. 2. That this patterning continues at different scales, or 

magnifications. Fractals are not limited to physical patterns, but can also describe processes such 

as patterns of thought and stock market movements. 

"  
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The Mandelbrot Fractal Set 

William Blake, in the first lines of The Auguries of Innocence, wrote: 

To see a World in a Grain of Sand  

And a Heaven in a Wild Flower  

Hold Infinity in the palm of your hand  

And Eternity in an hour 

A Robin Red breast in a Cage  

Puts all Heaven in a Rage… 

He who shall hurt the little Wren  

Shall never be belovd by Men… 

He who the Ox to wrath has movd  

Shall never be by Woman lovd… 

Source: Poets of the English Language (Viking Press, 1950) 

 The first four lines of this poem is an example of a fractal – self-similarity at different 

scales. The poem continues at length to describe loss and grief for humans and animals repeating 

it in finer and finer magnifications. A fractal of an idea. 

 In describing the genesis of his painting 'The Scream', Edvard Munch wrote in his diary 

that the setting sun turned the clouds 'a blood red' and he sensed an 'infinite scream passing 

through Nature'. Was Munch suggesting that Nature also experienced existential trauma? Is 

Angst a fractal repeating itself at many levels of magnification throughout Nature? 
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The Scream by Edvard Munch (woodcut), 1895 

5. Gardening  

Gardening teaches us three things: 

a) Patience: it takes time to grow plants and to sprout seeds. There is no immediate 

satisfaction, like snow-skiing. There is a temporal discrepancy between effort and 

reward, hence one needs patience. 

b)  Appreciation: plants provide photosynthesis, beauty, food, scents, shade, shapes, 

and colour. A gift which we need to learn to appreciate. 

c) Loss: plants are continually being damaged, falling ill, dying. We put great effort 

to feed and water them, but a frost might come or fungus set in, or the dry East 

wind blow - and the plant dies. Frustration, regret, bereavement. I discuss with 

myself the loss, debate the usual platitudes and get on with it. All this for the loss 
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of a plant, a fortiori and on a different fractal scale, we deal with losses of pet 

animals, friends and love. 

6. Conclusion 

Theories, like the imminent end of the world, come and go. Is it climate change or climate cycle? 

 Ontogeny replicating phylogeny might not be genetically true however it suggests a 

fractal.  

 On the other hand the concept of the fractal, when taken out of context may lead to 

spurious notions: such as auriculo-therapy based on the shape of the fetus being similar to the 

ear.  

"  

 However fractals are a branch of mathematics and not metaphysics and thus bogus ideas 

that are emotionally satisfying may arise, but they are not a Mandelbrot fractal. 

 One supposes that the eternal and infinite self-similarity that Blake ascribes to Space and 

Time is because of the existence of a single Creator.  
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Articles 

Coping And Healing Through Art   

Anna Olson, M.A. Candidate, School of the Art Institute of Chicago 

Email: aolson2@saic.edu 

Countless artists throughout history have dealt with personal struggles and difficulties, ranging 

from the physical to the mental. The hardships of seminal artists like Jackson Pollock, Frida 

Kahlo, Henri Matisse, Georgia O’Keeffe, Claude Monet, Vincent van Gogh, Edvard Munch, 

Yayoi Kusama, and Félix González-Torres are all known. People who have dealt with 

comparable circumstances may be able to take solace in the work or biography of artists like 

these. Though such issues are not always readily apparent in the work, many artists do use their 
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Figure 2. Kollwitz, K. (1924-32). The Grieving Parents [granite 
sculpture].

Figure 1. Kollwitz, K. (1923). The Parents from War [woodcut].



adverse experiences as fuel. Käthe Kollwitz and Sophie Calle both draw on personal loss and 

pain to inform their artmaking. 

 Kollwitz (1867-1945) was a painter, printmaker, and sculptor who dealt with subjects like 

the working class, mourning, and social critique (Figura, 2011). After her son was killed in World 

War I, she grieved and stopped working for almost three years. When she began making art 

again, she focused on her own suffering, making a series of woodcuts, War (see Figure 1), and a 

memorial sculpture, The Grieving Parents (see Figure 2). Surely anyone who has lost a child or 

loved one can identify with the haunting poses of the figures in her prints and sculpture: hunched 

over, arms crossed, agonizingly clasped hands, furrowed brows, closed eyes. 

In Exquisite Pain (see Figures 3 and 4), contemporary artist Sophie Calle (b. 1953) 

chronicles and archives her memories, photographs, love letters, and other documents in the days 

leading up to a startling relationship break-up and the period of recovery that followed. She 

divides the book between the number of days “Before unhappiness” and the number of days 

“After unhappiness.” In the after section, she includes the sufferings of others as well. Calle 

explains, “I started asking both friends and chance encounters: ‘When did you suffer most?’ I 

decided to continue such exchanges until I had got over my pain by comparing it with other 

people’s, or had worn out my own story through sheer repetition. The method proved radically 
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effective. In three months I had cured myself” (Calle, 2005, pp. 202-203). Indeed, writing about 

trauma is psychologically beneficial because it requires coherence and self-reflection, alters 

memories, and leads to insight (Bono, 2018). Calle’s process of writing about the same event 

exhaustively is a model of how to heal from something, specifically a relationship, as the event’s 

hold on you will gradually diminish. 

In an interview, Calle said that she began Exquisite Pain “more for therapeutic than for 

artistic reasons” (Gentleman, 2004). Art has tremendous power to facilitate healing. Carling 

Hale, a Washington University in St. Louis MFA alumna, confirms this as well in her thesis. With 

photographs and installations, she memorializes her experiences with anxiety, depression, 

traumatic stress, and crying, finding “that the most productive, and least self-destructive way of 

dealing with the recall of uncomfortable history is by translating (and documenting) these bodily 

sensations into images” (Hale, 2015, p. 90). I too have experienced the therapeutic potential of 

art. I turn to art as something to focus on, channel my energy and emotions into, and become 

rejuvenated by. I have also witnessed the healing effects of artmaking, having worked or 

volunteered in some capacity in a variety of settings related to art therapy and art activities: a 

juvenile detention center, a non-profit art organization geared towards cancer patients, a 

contemporary art museum, and a residential program. Art undoubtedly has the ability to affect 

people, regardless of age, demographics, or abilities. 

 In Using the Creative Therapies to Cope with Grief and Loss, art therapist Stephanie 

Kellington writes, “the process of articulating an emotion or thought in image-form gives 

physical presence to experiences, which may not otherwise be able to be acknowledged” (Brooke 

& Miraglia, 2015, p. 76). People are not always able to express themselves effectively in words, 

so communication through something tangible can be extraordinarily valuable. Sensory 

involvement with materials like markers, pastels, clay, and paint can tap into one’s emotions and 

creativity and allow for the expression of negativity to be made real, which can be liberating. 

 Maxine Borowsky Junge, a pioneer in the field, made grief and loss the subjects of her 

book, Mourning, Memory and Life Itself: Essays by an Art Therapist. I identified with several of 

her essays about turning to creative expression in times of mourning. On this process, she writes, 

“The creativity evoked…is the remarkable attempt not only to remember the dead as a process of 
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remembering and marking the meaning of their lives but to create something from that 

loss” (Junge, 2008, p. 16). Traumatic events can be life-altering, and remain as defining moments 

in one’s life, something I’m all too familiar with. Five months after my brother passed away in a 

car crash, I made Nick 1 (see Figure 5) by collecting and memorializing personal objects through 

a photocopy installation. My and my family’s life will forever be marked by the time before Nick 

died, and since. We will always keep an archive of his belongings, ordinary things that have 

more significance now that he is no longer here. I’ve since continued this series annually in 

different media including photography, weaving, and paint, readdressing the same subject year 

after year and my evolving emotions of grief. 

Making work despite or about the great difficulties in life is an enduring theme in art. 

This falls in accordance with what authors and philosophers Alain de Botton and John Armstrong 

consider the seven functions of art: remembering, hope, sorrow, rebalancing, self-understanding, 

growth, and appreciation. They argue that art is a “therapeutic medium that can help guide, 

exhort, and console its viewers, enabling them to become better versions of themselves” (Botton 

& Armstrong, 2016, p. 5). Turning to artmaking is oftentimes invaluable for those dealing with 
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Figure 5. Olson, A. (2016). Nick 1 [photocopies].



difficult circumstances, and I will certainly continue doing so. I encourage others going through 

challenges of any kind turn to creative expression to uncover its many benefits. 

[Adapted from Olson, A. (2018). Mind in Hand. Bachelor of Fine Arts Senior Papers. Retrieved 

from https://openscholarship.wustl.edu/bfa/50 ] 

Volume 7 Issue 4 Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry !23



God As Grief  
Simon Wein, M.D., Pain and Palliative Service, Davidoff Cancer Center, Petach Tikva, 
Israel 

Email: simonwe@clalit.org.il 
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The word grief entered the English language from Old French in the early 13th century when it 

meant 'hardship, suffering, grievance'. Before that it was Latin, gravare, meaning to 'make 

heavy', hence aggravate, grave and even guru.  

 'Good grief' is an expression used to exclaim something surprisingly good, or something 

sad and bad. 

 In the early 1900s 'Good grief' was coined from the more regular exclamation 'Good 

God'. Using the word God with levity is of course disrespectful if not blasphemous. Hence the 

euphemism 'grief' replaced God. Mind you, today levity does not have the gravity, of yester-year. 

 Replacing God with Grief was likely a simple alliteration. Although on deeper reflection, 

Freud would surely have suggested that we unconsciously accused God of causing us grief (or 

more mischievously, grief causing us God). 

 God as good, is a truism. The idea of God not being good is, for the Abrahamic religions, 

theologically unacceptable. Interestingly the literature disputes whether the word good came 

from God. However, as the milliner says, if the hat fits, wear it.  

 At this point let us stop for a moment and consider the un-considerable: what if God were 

bad? Not just amoral or neutral, but actually bad. And that God does cause us torment, suffering 

and grief.  

 Think of a 16 year old boy killed by a lightning strike. Or the parents of an only child 

aged 21 killed by sarcoma. We are saturated with news reports of tragedy and our sensitivity is 

dulled. Oftentimes we ignore or are inured to the crude injustices, the fickleness and utter cruelty 

of life. 

 To be precise though, we must distinguish between man's business and God's. The 

horrors of world war two, for example, were man-made. The adverse effects of smoking and 

obesity are our responsibility alone. 
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 Furthermore, before passing judgment we need to clarify the lard. What do we mean that 

God causes us suffering? In a World in which He created free will and consciousness, He cannot 

decide for us how we respond to a given situation. God can cause us Loss. Death, illness, 

bankruptcy are Losses. How we chose to respond to these losses is up to us. Our response causes, 

or not, our suffering and our grief. Nevertheless God is not let off the hook entirely, since He 

made this World. 

 We are asking: what if God, Heaven forefend, behaved like a bad person with a compass 

of Evil not of Good, because that was His character? Look at the story of Job, his suffering and 

grief. God permitted (therefore it was preventable) Satan to torment Job with a series of cruel 

tests. 

 Could there be a God that causes, with the cunning of His right hand, bad things to 

happen to good people?  

 This would certainly tip our world upside down. 

"  

Lucifer in the Garden of Eden, by Gustave Dore (1832-1883) 
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 Satan (also known as the Devil or Lucifer) is an entity in the Abrahamic religions that 

seduces humans into sin. They are Adversaries of God albeit created by God and presumably 

controlled by Him. Nevertheless these entities are not God. 

 If God is good, what could it mean that God created Evil?  

 These iconoclastic questions are not without precedence, certainly within Jewish 

theological writings. Almost 2000 years ago the greatest Jewish sages debated for two and a half 

years the question: Would it would have been preferable had man not been created? In consensus 

they concluded that it would have been better had man not been created – in order to prevent 

suffering. (Talmud, Eruvin 13b) 

 To my mind the overwhelming idea of God is one of Order in the Universe – order at 

every level – from the fermion to the black hole to photosynthesis tripping the electron along to 

transform carbon dioxide to oxygen.  

 Alternatively is Order another way of saying Unity? Order tries to Unify disparate bits 

and pieces into more and more comprehensible and functional chunks. Put differently again: 

Order is anti-Entropy, which is Life. (See Isaac Asimov's masterful short story, The Last 

Question.) 

 Order in the Universe includes the Earth and its inhabitants being ruled justly. Justice is 

Order. 

 Order also enables us to 'make sense' of our Universe. This might merely be the case of a 

mirror in a mirror – that is, it makes sense because our brains are wired by the same Order that 

we are seeking to understand. Hence our understanding could not be in any other way.  

 Be that as it may – Structure and Function must still serve each other and Order must be.  

 God does allow bad things to happen to the World. (We have already distinguished 

between man-made Losses and God-made ones.) Nevertheless one would like to believe that 

human suffering is part of some grand plan of Order and Beneficence that we do not 
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comprehend. The other options, a world guided by evil or a world (un)-governed by randomness, 

seem to me worse. 

 The Ancient Greeks thought life was Fated and therefore Tragic. In their myths and 

indeed like Shakespearean tragedies the trajectory of our Lives is predestined.  

 To my mind this is unsatisfactory. Notwithstanding Gods apparent fickleness we are able 

to change destiny. 'Against your will you are born and against your will you will die, but you live 

of your own free will'. (1) Hope and free will lie in the future. Fate always lies in the past. 

 'What obligation does suffering impose upon man? … We do not inquire about the hidden 

ways of the Almighty, but rather about the path wherein man shall walk when suffering strikes'. 

(1)  

 Here we must be more precise about our language and it is worth repeating: Grief is our 

response to a Loss. I might have lost my health or my wealth – however, how I respond to this 

Loss is up to me, not Him. 

 Only in retrospect can we (sometimes) comprehend. But maybe this is not our primary 

task. Maybe our task is to shape our destiny with Will, Hope, Imagination, Courage – in spite of 

Loss. And then we can (maybe) make meaning of our life. 

 We cannot understand the infinite workings of the universe. It is a futile and demoralizing 

task. 

 Like an ant trying to make sense of a refridgerator. 
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"  

Satan Watching the Caresses of Adam and Eve (c. 1808) by William Blake, an illustration of John 
Milton's Paradise Lost 

References: 

Joseph B. Soloveitchik in The Voice of My Beloved Knocks, KTAV publishing, 2006 

https://templatetraining.princeton.edu/sites/training/files/the_last_question_-_issac_asimov.pdf 
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The Tarantism Ritual 
Raffaele Avico, Psychologist CBT, Independent Scholar, Il Foglio Psichiatrico, Turin, Italy 

The healing rituals carried out 

by means of "taranta" dances go 

back, it is estimated, to the 

medieval period. It is possible 

to trace some indications of the 

presence of taranta rites on texts 

from the late medieval period 

written by local doctors or 

healers, who observed that in 

some regions of southern Italy 

there were therapeutic rituals 

obtained exclusively through the body, through dances carried out "to exhaustion" with 

cathartic / exorcistic function. What has changed in the following centuries is the way in which it 

was gradually conceptualized and considered the "disease" that dance had the task of curing. 

To make a brief storytelling of how a "case" of tarantism could historically unfold or originate, 

let's imagine a society with "peasant" customs impregnated with magical beliefs concerning the 

relationship between man and nature, with heavy symbolic incursions made by Catholic religion, 

deeply rooted in the territory of southern Italy. 

 We therefore display an Italian santeria, with patron saints venerated individually, or 

rather, "personally" lowered into a social context perched on pre-Catholic, pagan positions. 

 It therefore happened that some women engaged in work in the fields of lower Salento (a 

limited area in the province of Lecce), were spiked by a particular type of spider (of the genus 

Latrodectus) and from that moment they fell prey to symptoms that we could generically define 
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as "possession " (but which today we would call "conversive" or hysterical-like): heavy mood 

swings, unmanageable restlessness or deep depression. These women (they were mostly women, 

although male cases were also observed) were therefore treated musically, with the use of rituals 

precisely defined later on as "tarantism". It is important to underline that the spider's bite often 

represented a pretext thanks to which the woman's suffering could take a real, concrete form. It is 

more than likely that often the bite by the animal had not actually occurred. 

 This phenomenon still survived, as a healing device, until the late 1980s. 

 The rite provided that a group of musicians (composed of a violinist, a drummer and a 

guitarist, in its "minimal" form), summoned by relatives or neighbors of the victim of the bite, 

surrounded the bitten woman and began a work of slow approach, or rather, "tuning" of the 

instruments (violin and guitar) with the patient's body; this initial phase provided that the sound 

would change and be varied until it found the right pitch and the right tune capable of scazzicare 

the woman (today we would say "trigger"), and then start the actual ritual. 

 The pizzica pizzica, the music played on those occasions and used to perform the healing 

ritual, has particular characteristics and lends itself particularly well, for its internal harmonic 

structure, to a cathartic function. Ludovico Einaudi has revisited many Apulian songs of pizzica 

in his magnificent "Taranta project", himself kidnapped by the power of this kind of music. 

The concert of pizzica with the tarantolata bitten by the spider engaged in a wild dance, could 

last even days, until a complete expulsion, evacuation of “evil”. 

 Healing occurred, in this case by body dissipation, by "release". 

 At present, multiple bodily approaches to the treatment of trauma take up concepts such 

as "release", dissipation, expression of "tendencies to action". Let’s think, for example, of Pat 

Ogden's sensorimotor psychotherapy, or Peter Levine's theory of Somatic Experiencing. The 

central point is that in some cases a limit to the power of speech is recognized, especially when 

there is a disturbance primarily "alive" in its somatic repercussions, such as PTSD. The same 

applies to the trend regarding the use of physical activity used to approach a mental disorder (see 

this), a sign of a renewed way of understanding the union between mind and body, towards an 

"integrated" approach to mental disorders. 
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 Tarantism, in this sense, represents a primitive and, at the same time, strong modality, 

through which some problematic aspects inherent to the "nerves" of a "bitten" woman, found 

complete and profound advantage. This should be reason for reflection in order to approach 

everything that at the moment would seem to be excluded from the dominant scientific discourse 

but which still shows its power 

t o d a y ; t h e r e a r e s o m e 

"therapeutic factors" which are 

capable of providing safe 

benefits for patients; think, for 

example, of the study on the 

placebo effect, of the group to 

which it is used as a place of 

treatment, of the power of 

attachment to the caregiver by 

the patient in the context of his 

taking charge, at the same time 

potentially beneficial power or evil of the family of origin or the bottom-up rational of 

psychotherapy intervention, precisely, focused on the body as a "theater" of treatment and 

symptom. 

Further references: 

Ludovico Einaudi, Taranta Project 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=jtswRJcVI1E 

http://www.psychiatryonline.it/node/7700 

  

Podcast about La Taranta: http://elultimohumanista.libsyn.com/el-tarantismo 
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Cinema and Psychiatry  

Terms Of Endearment And Grief 

Erin Johnson, M.D. Candidate, Rush University Medical Center, Chicago 

Email: Erin_M_Johnson@rush.edu 

 

Terms of Endearment is the massively 

successful comedy-drama from 1983 based 

on Larry McMurty’s 1975 novel. It was the 

second-highest-grossing film of that year, 

raking in $108.4 million and went on to win 

five of eleven total Academy Award 

nominations that year including: Best Picture, 

Best Director, Best Adapted Screenplay, Best 

Actress for Shirley MacLaine, and Best 

Supporting Actor for Jack Nicholson.  The 

way this film addresses character pathology 

as it relates to grief is something that is very 

unique, thought-provoking, and clearly 

resonated with a vast audience.  

We see the relationship that has 

developed between a mother (Aurora 

Greenway, played by MacLaine) and a daughter 

(Emma Greenway, played by Debra Winger) following the death of Aurora’s husband early in 

the film. Aurora is blonde and beautiful and has worked hard to preserve her outward appearance 

and status in a wealthy, conservative neighborhood in Houston, Texas. To the outside world she 

is strong and demanding, but the audience knows that this is a façade. When Emma is a baby, we 
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see Aurora standing over her crib, 

certain that she isn’t breathing and 

proceeds to nearly climb into the 

crib with her, waking her up, 

making her cry, and then leaving 

the room saying, “that’s better.” 

Following her husband’s funeral, 

she sheepishly asks a young 

Emma to come sleep in bed with 

her. Emma politely declines, appearing calm and mature, and invites her mother to crawl into her 

twin-sized bed. Aurora cannot bear to be alone; She is not emotionally mature enough to handle 

this grief and the stress of now being a single mother to her only child.  

Compounding upon Aurora’s difficulty adjusting to single motherhood is her undeniably 

difficult personality. She appears to possess elements of both borderline and narcissistic 

personality disorders that become clear as the plot unfolds. One of the most, if not the most, 

strong character traits demonstrated by Aurora is her ability to attract and manipulate men. 

Throughout the film we see a variety of quirky men enter and stay in Aurora’s life. Their 

relationship to her is never made clear, but it is obvious she has them wrapped around her finger. 

She has spent time with them to make them feel special and wanted by her, but the audience can 

assume that the relationships are not physically intimate. These men know early on, too, that they 

are not the only man in Aurora’s life. She frequently has them over at the same time, elucidating 

how unimportant they are to her, but they are still somehow manipulated into holding on to the 

hope that maybe one day he will be the one that she chooses. She is constantly pushing them 

away and pulling them close.  

In Greco-Roman mythology, Aurora is the goddess of the dawn. She embodies the 

phenomenon of light in which red and green lights streak across the skies of the northern and 

southern poles. She is a literal interpretation of that polar separation—alluring and loving when 

she has something to achieve, nasty and impulsive and angry when something is unsatisfactory. 

Aurora’s dependence on her gentleman callers makes sense, especially when we see Emma 
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moving out of Aurora’s home to live with her husband. The day before Emma’s wedding, Aurora 

fights desperately to convince Emma to change her mind about Flap Horton (Jeff Daniels), even 

threatening to not show up to the wedding. In reality, we can assume that it doesn’t matter to 

whom Emma is getting married, Aurora is going to feel a pervasive emptiness regardless of who 

Emma chooses. There is a void in her life that needs to be filled because of her underlying weak 

sense of self and low self-esteem. She needs to be needed and appreciated by others because 

otherwise she feels as though she has nothing and she is nothing.  

We do see Aurora develop a more substantial relationship with her next-door neighbor, 

Garrett Breedlove (Jack Nicholson)—a retired astronaut who thinks of himself as a hot-shot and 

a ladies’ man. Garrett is a shadow of who he used to be and mirrors Aurora in many ways. He 

picks up young women, hoping to impress them with his status and his stories of traveling to 

outer space. He isn’t in shape like he used to be, his hairline is receding, and he lives alone. He 

surrounds himself with old photographs and memorabilia of a better time when his life had a 

clear purpose. He and Aurora form a relationship that does become physically intimate, which 

demonstrates a shift in Aurora’s character. She allows herself to be vulnerable with him and trust 

him in a way that she hasn’t for 15 years, which is extremely difficult for someone with 

narcissistic and borderline qualities. Auroras find herself unlovable, so she always keeps herself 

at arm’s length from anyone she could care about. She avoids the pain and grief from breakups 

with love interests to keep from feeling any sort of loss and to avoid the validation that she is, 

indeed, unlovable. 

 Later in the film, Emma is diagnosed with metastatic cancer and Aurora again must go 

through the process of grief. Aurora is intensely involved in Emma’s medical care and stays by 

her side day and night in the hospital. One night at 10 pm, she runs out to the nurse’s station 

demanding the nurse administer Emma’s pain medication. When the nurse does not act 

immediately, Aurora runs around the unit, screaming and crying and makes a scene until 

someone gets up to help her. In the hospital cafeteria, Aurora and Flap are sitting and discussing 

who will take care of the children once Emma is no longer there. Flap is adamant that Aurora’s 

opinion is neither invited nor relevant in this matter, but somehow Aurora prevails in the end. 

Emma, who the audience sees throughout the film to exhibit some of the same character 
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pathology as her mother, agrees that Aurora should raise the children. It is classic for someone 

with narcissistic behavior to externalize responsibility. She takes full control over Emma’s care 

and then the care of her children because that is how she demonstrates both love and grief. 

At Emma’s funeral, we see Aurora grieving, surrounded by all of her suitors, including 

Garrett, Flap, her grandchildren, and Emma’s friends. It appears that she, once again, will 

struggle to healthily grieve this loss, but she is doing her best. In some ways, she is back to 

where she started at the beginning of the film—alone, facing the reality of raising children by 

herself. However, now she has redeemed herself at least a little. During the course of her 

daughter’s terminal illness, she let herself go a bit. She stopped bleaching her hair and wearing 

fancy dresses. She moves her most prized possession, the Renoir, into the hospital room, 

demonstrating love for Emma and selflessness. Garrett comes to Aurora’s side to provide 

comfort and reassurance and she finally tells him she loves him. She is compassionate to Emma’s 

children as they struggle with Emma’s death, revealing the beginnings of a kind of empathy 

toward others. This pivot in her character makes her appear emotionally healthier and, at the 

same time, more likeable.  

Aurora is an interesting, multi-dimensional character. She is extremely flawed-- 

grandiose and self-involved, demanding and entitled, she appears to lack empathy and struggles 

with her own identity. However, she was also there for her daughter when Emma discovered Flap 

was having an affair. She took Emma and her children back into her home to live with her. She 

dropped everything to be with Emma in the hospital and when she died, was outwardly 

emotional with Flap saying she thought she would be relieved when Emma’s suffering was over. 

Despite her many character pathologies, Aurora was still capable of growing as the story 

progressed and went on to experience grief and loss after her daughter’s passing.  
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Book Review  
Observations Of A Grief Observed 

Caleb Bragg, M.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University Medical Center, Chicago 

Email: Caleb_J_Bragg@rush.edu

In A Grief Observed, Christian scholar C.S. Lewis 

published four chapters of his personal journal written in 

the months following the death of his wife, Joy 

Davidman Gresham. Under the pseudonym N.W. Clerk, 

Lewis explores his bereavement through the prism of his 

Christian religion. Through his account, we not only 

become privy to the intimate details of his bereavement 

but can observe correlations to the phenomenological 

description of bereavement as described by Freud, 

Bowlby, and other psychiatrists. Between Lewis’ 

personal descriptions, and the phenomenological 

descriptions of clinicians, we see that grief is a common 

and unavoidable phase of relationships, while also 

remaining completely unique and unpredictable.  

 C.S. Lewis married his wife, who he refers to as ‘H’ throughout his book, while she was 

hospitalized shortly after being diagnosed with bone cancer. The cancer went into reported 

remissions shortly after their marriage but returned 3 years later and eventually caused her death. 

At the time of his wife’s death, Lewis was 61 years old. In the first chapter, he describes 

symptoms typical of a major depressive episode, including no motivation for work, no joy in life, 

no energy to complete tasks and disregard for his own personal hygiene. He spends more time 

exploring feelings of guilt — guilt that he was making others around him sad, guilt about 
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remembering his wife incorrectly, guilt about reminding other couples of their inevitable future 

grief. Bowlby describes this initial stage of grief as shock — characterized by emotional 

numbness, confusion, and mood fluctuations. Bowlby’s second stage of grief is yearning and 

protest — characterized by sleep disturbances, low mood, poor appetite, fatigue, and an attempt 

to seek out and re-experience the lost person. Lewis describes these stages aptly and notes the 

feelings of hopelessness about being unable to re-experience his lost wife. He brings his 

frustration to God and is met with silence. This silence shakes the core of his beliefs, and his 

entire faith briefly turns to doubt. He then begins to question whether God is good given the pain 

he is experiencing. Ultimately, it is Lewis’ reckoning with God that leads him through each of 

the described stages. 

 Today, we now consider religious involvement a ‘protective factor’ from developing 

chronic or complex grief/bereavement. Much has been written about this association, with a 

multitude of theories as to the mechanism of religion’s assistance with normal grief. Lewis’ 

writing may demonstrate one of many ways this mechanism takes place. In the final chapter of 

his book, he notes the necessity of his brief doubt in God. It had led him to understand God in a 

new way. It is through his renewed connection to God that Lewis is able to feel connected to his 

wife once again, wherever she may be. Here we see Freud’s earliest thoughts about bereavement 

reflected. For Freud, there were two clear distinctions in grief between mourning and 

melancholia. Simplistically speaking, mourning is grief performed in the conscious mind after 

the loss of a specific love object and concludes in creating new attachments to a new love object. 

Melancholia, on the other hand, occurs in the unconscious mind, and occurs when one is unable 

to fully comprehend or identify a new object. Lewis speaks not of a new person or earthly object, 

but rather a new connection to the ‘impression’ or ‘sense’ of his wife. For Lewis, his religion and 

faith were essential in forming this connection. Bowlby expands on Freud’s theory in his final 

stage of grief - Identity and reconstruction. He describes this stage as a transfer of psychic energy 

from the loved one to new relationships and activities. Again, we see how Lewis reaches this 

stage in a unique way, as his psychic energy is attached not to a new relationship, but rather a 

matured relationship with God and an acceptance of a new form of relationship with the 

‘impression’ or ‘sense’ of his wife.  
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 Analyzing ‘A Grief Observed’ with the hopes of understanding Lewis’ grieving process 

in a phenomenological manner, is a reminder of the difficulties of understanding uniquely 

complex minds in a manualized and syndromal fashion. As clinicians, there is a temptation to 

consider Lewis’ grief as ‘normal grief’ given the symptoms he reports in the final chapter. This 

‘normal grief’ could be considered secondary to protective factors such as strong psychosocial 

support and religious affiliation. In doing so, however, one misses essential facts of Lewis’ grief: 

namely, that this necessary and inevitable human experience is also a uniquely individual process 

that occurs for years after the loss of a loved one. Lewis did not experience ‘moving on’ or 

resolution of symptoms, in fact, he describes new and unique pains each day. Ultimately, we 

attempt to label grief as normal, abnormal, complex, or occurring in stages, when in reality grief 

is a chronic process, uniquely experienced, and ultimately best understood in an intensive 

individualized analysis.  
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Free Text  
Journey With My Brother
Nathaniel Boyden, Independent Scholar, California  

Email: nathanielboyden@gmail.com

Chapter 1 

“Originality comes from returning to the source.” -Antoni Gaudi  

My brother and I were fascinated with Johan Cruyff. We both were bit by his spirit. For my 

brother I think it was Cruyff’s style, wit, and iconoclast personality. For me, it was his disciples, 

in the form of Dutch coaches that came over to our rural area of Northern California and put on 

camps and clinics during the summer. These Cruyff acolytes brought a love and playfulness, and 

a ruthless geometry to our small corner of the world. Regardless of how or where my brother and 

I were influenced by Johan Cruyff, we both loved the football he espoused.  

 Loving the culture, too, my brother would travel to Amsterdam and Barcelona about once 

a year. His apartments were adorned with the art of Amsterdam and his wardrobe always 

contained elements of the blaugrana. Buried in my own career, it wasn’t until late in 2016 that I 

was able to travel with him to these hallowed grounds. The timing was perfect. My wife had just 

given birth to our first child - a beautiful baby girl named, Lilah. Lilah was two months old. My 

wife had just gone through that incredible initiatory rite of passage that women take in giving 

birth. It was fitting then that I, too, partake in ritual - a soccer one - with my elder brother.  

 My brother’s health was failing at this time. Triggered by events back in California that 

brought him deep into his shadow he began a two-year journey that took him all over the world 

and into his own psyche and spirit. Less than two years after we boarded a plane set for 
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Barcelona my brother would be dead. His death was brought on by a multitude of factors. He 

suffered from the all-too-common-in-society triad of depression, anxiety, and addiction. 

Ultimately, an overdose on cocaine laced with fentanyl sent him from this world. What journey 

my brother is on now I am not sure. I think he is, at the time of this writing, a spirit guide.  

 Serving as my physical guide in the city of Barcelona my brother took me to all his 

beloved sites: Casa de Bailo, la Sagrade de Familia, and of course El Clasico at the Camp Nou. 

We arrived late on a Friday, had our tapas, and then mid-morning Saturday we were off to the 

stadium. I had never been to Barcelona, never seen either the blaugrana or los blancos play live. 

My anticipation was pulsing. As we boarded the surprisingly empty tram to head to the stadium 

my brother pulled out a couple of nondescript pills. He took a few himself and then asked if I 

would like any. He said they were ground psilocybe cubensis - a psychedelic mushroom. If I just 

took a few capsules it would be a microdose, a sub-perceptual amount in where the edges of 

objects may appear clearer and the colors perhaps brighter. At thirty-three I had no previous 

experience with psychedelics, but I was on a journey. Like a scene out of The Matrix I took the 

perspective-changing fungi and headed to the game.  

 I watched the warmup intently. It’s probably because Barca only warmed up for about 10 

minutes, but it’s also because my faculties of focus for this game felt phenomenal. Zidane on the 

sidelines, Enrique’s white-soled shoes, and the spirit of Johan Cruyff all around us, I felt as 

though a thin veil had been lifted. Some realizations came to me: Neymar defends! Suarez and 

Messi don’t defend at all! Yes, Busquets is a football god. It wasn’t until the 70th minute or so 

that I took my eyes off the field. As I gazed from the green grass of the pitch to the blaugrana in 

the stands to the yellow of the stadium lights, to the clear blue of the sky, speckled with white 

billowy clouds, a streak of all the colors blended together, with the sky as the heavenly backdrop. 

It was at that point I felt the mushrooms, ever so slightly.  

 The game ended in a draw: One-to-One. Suarez scored, and Ramos, sometimes hero 

sometimes goat, scored a late equalizer off a header from a set-piece. After the game my brother 

and I boarded the bus to head back to our hotel. The rest of the pilgrimage had me on trips to La 
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Masia, FCB Escola outside the Mini Estadio, a U19 Champions League game against German 

club Borussia Moenchengladbach, a first team Champions League game against Gladbach, and a 

night watching youth training at Espanyol.  

 My brother was with me on some of these excursions, but perhaps he already had one 

foot in the spirit world. After our week in Spain my brother and I said our goodbyes and parted 

ways. I was off to Germany to visit old friends and to watch more soccer. He was off to Portugal, 

then Morocco, and then up to Amsterdam to visit his familiar and favorite European city. After 

that my brother went to the jungle. He flew to Iquitos, Peru and took a boat, hours up the 

Amazon, to a small indigenous village to meet his Shipibo Shaman and to begin his healing.  

 An old Ayahuasquero is known to have said, “that this world is as much a classroom as it 

is a hospital.” People come to this planet to heal and to learn. That’s what this life is now about 

for me - to heal and to learn. In beautiful, challenging ways my brother taught me that, and I will 

always love him for it.  

Chapter 2 

“There are things known and there are things unknown, and in between are the doors of 

perception.” - Aldous Huxley  

A few weeks after Ben died, he came to me in a dream. He and I were in my car and we were 

headed to my work. We drove over the bridge I always cross on my way into the office and the 

sunset was brilliant. It was one of the red, pink, and orange sunsets that bring a small sense of 

bliss into what is an otherwise industrial smoke-billowing backdrop. When we arrived at the 

stadium in Bridgeview, Illinois, he and I headed to the weight room on the ground floor. Here, 

the weight room morphed into a large gym. I didn’t recognize the gym. It had a couple of 

different levels and small crowds of people working out. These people couldn’t see Ben, and I 

knew that. I had him all to myself.  
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 He and I started moving freely in an open part of the weight room floor. The ground felt 

soft and buoyant under my feet. We moved effortlessly jumping, hopping, and feelingly floating 

around the room. I typically go through my day with some semblance of physical pain, whether 

it’s chronic plantar fasciitis or residual pain from three adductor surgeries in my early 20s. It felt 

amazing to finally be moving in a body and not to be overly identified with it.  

 We stopped. We took a break. We had time to chat in between sets like bros do in the 

weight room. I asked him if reincarnation is real. “Sure, it is,” he said. “A lot of my issues in this 

life came from past lives.” It was at this point he told me to “work on your past lives.”  

 He said this nonchalantly as if the reality of past lives and carrying the trauma and karma 

of those former lives into our current incarnation was now clear to me.  

 It was only days before where I had written a poem for Ben and titled it “Antioch” after 

the street we grew up on before we moved at ages twelve and eight, respectively. Ben loved 

living on Antioch, and he would often drive or ride his bike down the street when he came back 

to visit Davis. I researched Antioch that night. I wanted to know if Ben had some connection to 

the historic place and if the name of the poem was fitting. A former Roman capitol, Antioch now 

rests ninety percent buried in modern southwest Turkey and served as the main fighting locale of 

the crusades. For someone who, now in 2019, had a love of Turkish women and carried a whole 

heap of pain and trauma I thought Antioch seemed like a fitting place for Ben to have lived one 

of his past lives. Plus, Ben also had the most Mediterranean skin out of us three kids.  

 That night I did my first meditation on past lives with the aid of Tibetan singing bowls, 

not knowing that Ben would visit me with these instructions a few nights later.  

 Back in the gym Ben continued sharing some of what he had learned. He described an 

under-water training of sorts, one that souls go through when waiting to be reborn. He was able 

to take me there and we watched a soul go through this process. When this particular soul 

emerged from this water-plasma-like substance he had no definitive features on his face. No 

eyes, no ears, no mouth, no nose. All his fellow trainees gathered around were so happy for him. 
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Ben explained to me that, “the ones born with no faces are the enlightened ones. They are the 

Ghandi’s and the Bruce Lee’s of the world” (yes, Bruce Lee). Ben continued, “they are born with 

no eyes, so they can see more. They are born with no ears, so they can hear more. They are born 

with no face, so they can feel more. They are born with more hands (think Shiva) so they can do 

more.”  

 Back on planet earth when I woke up from this dream I tried to go back to sleep. I 

thought I would remember the salient details, but as I lay in bed something was gnawing at me to 

get up and write this stuff down. One isn’t gifted such an opportunity in this lifetime very often. 

So, I did. I got out of bed and went to our kitchen table. I made a brief outline of the dream in my 

notepad. That is when the “born with no faces” hit me: Sitting on our kitchen table we had a 

copy of the book entitled “A Man With no Head.”  

 Around this time, I was introduced to the work of Douglas Harding by way of listening to 

Sam Harris. Architect turned philosopher, mystic, and spiritual teacher Douglas Harding 

pioneered a method of self-inquiry which arrives at the conclusion that we are headless. We have 

no head. If we look out into the world and look for our own head, we can’t find it. The same can 

go for one’s thoughts. If you look for the “one who is thinking”, as Harris likes to instruct, you 

cannot find the thinker. If you “look for the one who is seeing,” you cannot find the ‘see-er.’ With 

this reflexive thinking the concept that we exist inside our heads, or that we are our  

thoughts or our feelings, begins to breakdown and open the individual for a dissolution of the 

spurious aspects of the Ego. This is what the sage may see, not the world in her self, but her Self 

in the world.  

 I still wrestle with this mind-fuck often. Looking in the mirror I will see a head, my head, 

and identify terribly with its receding hairline, and the mole that grew out of nowhere and just 

keeps growing. Or, when I am talking with someone mid conversation, I think to myself, “Oh, 

he’s looking at me. He’s looking at my terrible cold sore. And, surely, I have a booger in my 

nose.” But there are those times where I can be on the meditation cushion and look for the one 
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who is thinking and no one is there, only space, only a contented emptiness. Or, I can be out in 

the world and my big head will disappear and I am left with the world itself.  

 Ben seemed to be at peace in my dream. He smiled more than I can remember him 

smiling in a long time. When our observation of the rebirth was done, we were back in the 

weight room. At that point Ben’s visit was up. He turned to look at me and then in an instant he 

leaned back, flattened out, and floated up into one of the many TV screens behind him (modern 

weight rooms are never short on TVs). I said to myself, “did he just do that?” He came forward 

to the front of the TV screen, now in miniature form and said, “yep.” Then “blip” he was gone, 

disappearing into light as the TV faded to black.  

 Although the TV set that was Ben’s physical brain is no longer picking up the signal, the 

signal is still out there. That signal is consciousness itself. Consciousness is not manufactured by 

the brain. Consciousness is everywhere. It’s not the result of sophisticated physical systems but 

the catalyst for all that exists in the universe.  

 Ben died on a Wednesday. On the Saturday my wife went into labor, and on the Sunday 

our beautiful second daughter, Violet, came into this world. The nurses who worked with us were 

modern day healers, helping us to bring forth the love and light in a raw encounter with the 

universe.  
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Psychiatric Advice To Face This 
Coronavirus Crisis  

Fernando Espí Forcén, M.D., Ph.D., Department of Psychiatry, Rush University Medical 

Center, Chicago 

Email: fespiforcen@gmail.com

This week I was contacted  by a Spanish podcaster who asked me to send him an audio providing 

advice and guidance during this coronavirus crisis. At first I went blank. I did not want to fall 

into any stereotype, but soon I realized that my thoughts about what to do or how to behave did 

not need to be genuine at all. In fact they shouldn’t. What we need are universal ideas about 

adaptive responses to stress. Under stress, we are capable of the best and the worst. History 

probes it over and over again. Neuroscientifically, we have figured out in the last two decades 

how our body copes with stress. Our hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis regulates cortisol 

release during stress. Our hippocampus have glucocorticoid receptors that help modulate and 

attenuate stress. Neuroscientific research shows that individuals who received nurturing and 

support have a higher expression of glucocorticoid receptors at the hippocampus. Thus they will 

more likely show adaptive responses to stress. In contrast, individuals who received poor care or 

trauma will less likely express glucocorticoid receptors at the hippocampus and will therefore be 

more vulnerable to stress. As such, they will more likely show maladaptive responses.  

 In the advent of this coronavirus crisis, the best psychiatric advice we can offer is to 

encourage adaptive response to stress. In psychology these are often known as the mature 

defenses. Immature defenses or maladaptive responses can occur during our current crisis. 
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Splitting by devaluating everything or projecting by blaming others can happen in people under 

stress. We all are vulnerable to them. In contrast, optimism, resilience, humor and altruism will 

help us calm down and make a difference in the people around us. During this time, we all are 

capable of showing maladaptive and adaptive responses. We all have a dark side and a bright 

side. During this time, it is important to meditate and think about how we are going to show the 

best version of ourselves.  

Volume 7 Issue 4 Journal of Humanistic Psychiatry !48



Future Issues  

  

Spring 2020 - Pandemics, Social Distance and 

Confinement   

Summer 2020 - The Universe 

To submit a manuscript you can email the editor at 
fespiforcen@gmail.com  
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