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‘Reflecting decades of experience as a psychotherapist, this book offers a moving approach to the understanding and treatment of trauma. Isaac Pizer emphasizes an intergenerational framework of understanding and the importance of the human relationship in effecting recovery. Drawing widely from the fields of psychoanalysis, Gestalt therapy, analytical psychology and transpersonal psychology, the text is to be applauded for its scope of reference. With an outlook that is deeply personal without sacrificing its relevance to clinicians, Pizer offers a compelling mediation on Jewishness and the nature of collective trauma’.

Robin S. Brown, PhD, psychoanalyst in private practice and author of Groundwork for a Transpersonal Psychoanalysis




‘Isaac Pizer re-visions many of the core Gestalt concepts in order to integrate his ideas about trauma and the transpersonal in a way that is a genuine contribution to the Gestalt literature and method’.

Professor Charlotte Sills, co-author of Skills in Gestalt Counselling & Psychotherapy, psychotherapist, supervisor and coach




‘With An Integrative Approach to Healing Complex and Transgenerational Trauma, Isaac Pizer has written a wonderfully engaging and soulful account, generously supported with abundant case material and richly substantiated with references from his close acquaintance with the relevant literature, which is a call for us all, in our therapeutic work with psychological trauma, to follow his own journey – as a Gestalt therapist deeply imbued with the radical relationality of Martin Buber – to engage also with the depth of the realms of the transpersonal and the transgenerational. As an integration of theory and practice this book is a veritable tour de force which I found both moving and inspiring, and it will certainly encourage and enrich your own practice as it has mine’.

Dr Gordon Barclay, MA, MPhil, MRCGP, MRCP, MRCPsych, retired NHS consultant psychiatrist, CAT therapist, founder/trainer of TDS (Towards a Dialectical Self)






An Integrative Approach to Healing Complex and Transgenerational Trauma

This book presents an integrative relational approach to treating trauma and psychological entanglements through autobiographical, philosophical and clinical reflections on the transgenerational dimension of the human experience and the self as an irreducible core of the person.

The book commences with the author’s own journey growing up in a Jewish family deeply affected by transgenerational trauma from the Holocaust, providing an inspiring and reflective backdrop to this book’s contents. Isaac Pizer then describes and explains his philosophy of therapy, which holds psychotherapy and the treatment of trauma as a relational process that requires an inclusive awareness of the following dimensions of human experiencing: the physical, intrapsychic, relational, transgenerational, transpersonal. Exploring a psychotherapy that holds and integrates transgenerational awareness in the treatment of complex trauma, this book is supplemented with case studies and the author’s own experiences.

This compelling and thought-provoking book is intended for therapists, therapists in training and people seeking knowledge and encouragement in their journeys of personal and collective healing, self-realisation and personal growth.

Isaac Pizer is an accredited psychotherapist and a clinical supervisor. Pizer worked for many years as a social worker and commenced training in psychotherapy in 1992. He holds a BSc in Sociology, a Diploma in Gestalt Psychotherapy (2000), an MA in Humanistic Person-Centred Psychotherapy (2003) and a Diploma in Clinical Supervision (2015).
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Foreword

I have just finished reading An Integrative Approach to Healing Complex & Transgenerational Trauma: Psychotherapy and the Soul for the second time. It is an understatement to say it is a life’s work – it is a life’s journey, a book that Isaac Pizer felt it was his duty to write. It contains two major elements: a description of the author’s approach to psychotherapy – both in theory and in practice; and also a profound examination of spiritual unfolding. These two elements are inseparable, and this inseparability comes to life in the many rich case studies throughout this book.

This book starts with setting the context: an account of a deeply unhappy boy who carried the legacy of a painful childhood in the North of London, traumatised personally by his own experiences, transgenerationally by persecution of the Jewish people over centuries and intergenerationally through his own family’s experience of persecution, dislocation and genocide. It tells of his gradual journey of healing, which he then put to good use in developing his own form of psychospiritual therapy – a transformative blend of Gestalt psychotherapy, psychoanalysis, philosophy, trauma therapies and transpersonal healing. In his own words, it is ‘a soulful, relational process for healing and self-realisation’.

This book is indeed an honouring of the ‘essential aspect of Self’ – the words of A. H. Almaas whom Isaac quotes (among other spiritual teachers) in order to convey his profound understanding of and belief in the spiritual nature of humanity. However, he does not flinch from recognising what is most appalling about humanity – the cruelty, prejudice and oppression that abounds. He looks at it squarely in the face – and yet, he insists on locating it in context of the centrality of the True essential Self. Another quotation from Almaas:


Essence was there in the beginning, and it is still there. Although it was not seen, not recognized, and was even rejected and hurt in many ways, it is still there. In order to protect itself, it has gone underground, under cover.

(Almaas, 1987, p. 2)



I was intrigued to notice my own reaction as I read all this. Despite being one of the people who tend to focus more on historical and current relational impacts in shaping the self (see e.g. Joyce & Sills, 2018), including transferential layers of therapeutic relating (which figure minimally in this book), I found myself moved and persuaded. Isaac offers me a way to bring together what had seemed to be two incompatible parts of me and points to new ways of working therapeutically.

It is important also to stress that this is not only a philosophical and a spiritual work. It is packed with erudition. This book is full of references and quotations, which are not simply acknowledgements, they are treasures. There is a real sense of Isaac appreciatively and powerfully digesting these authors’ work in order to learn from them and share their richness with the reader. I feel invited to a gathering, a conference – a confluence of ideas. An example is where Isaac describes the concept of ‘self’ as it is usually understood in Gestalt therapy theory and extends it thoughtfully and carefully into the spiritual realm. It is not an aggressive elaboration of Gestalt, but an invitation to ‘move into the adjacent space’, respectfully yet boldly deconstructing authorities such as Perls et al. and Philippson.

Isaac re-visions many of the core Gestalt concepts in order to integrate his ideas about trauma and the transpersonal in a way that is a genuine contribution to the Gestalt literature and method. There is also a wonderful overview of psychoanalytic thought through the lens of Judaic study; an exploration of such trauma concepts as ‘Unusual Subjective Experiences’ of derealisation and depersonalisation; a deep appreciation of Eastern spiritual knowledge blended with Western psychology; a description of how he uses the Jungian concept of the ‘interactive field’ as a framework for thinking relationally; an analysis and challenge to the politics of identity and conflict-based responses to trauma…and much more.

I was wondering how I could explain in a Foreword, just why this book is extraordinary. It is not simply that the author shares a moving personal story; nor is it his thoughtful description of his psychotherapeutic approach, nor even the meticulously documented accounts of his clients’ lives and therapies. It is something about the love that shines out of every paragraph that makes this book arresting – a love that seems to transcend human frailties and ‘entanglements’, as he calls them. Rather than attempting to capture what I am trying to say, I invite the reader to start by reading Isaac’s Concluding Thoughts at the end of this book. They say it all.

Charlotte Sills

London 2024.
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This book is for fellow therapists and all who are interested in psychotherapy for complex and transgenerational trauma. It is a personal and professional offering, which I hope will contribute to the compassionate treatment of this deeply debilitating suffering at a time when wars and horrific conflicts span our world, causing traumas which will follow humanity through several generations into the future.

The focus and themes of this book are challenging, and I suggest you allow time to be with and explore the inner experience which arises from reading it. Such a practice can support our personal unfolding and, for those who are therapists, enhance understanding of and empathy with clients. If you are an established or trainee therapist, I hope you find much to draw upon and use in your work with clients. And where you disagree or differ from my perspective, I wish these to be experiences which aid the advancement of your own therapeutic thinking and approach. I consider psychotherapy to be a soulful, relational process for healing and self-realisation. In service to those of us who live with the effects of trauma, I believe in the holding of an inclusive awareness of all the dimensions of human experiencing: the physical, intrapsychic, relational, transpersonal and transgenerational.

With appreciation for Martin Buber’s contribution to psychotherapy, I use his concept of relating to another from an ‘I-Thou’ (1958) attitude as one of reverence for our profound depths, qualities and potential for fulfilment. Trauma is a common aspect of human experience that needs trust, empathy and self-awareness in the quest for its amelioration.

My philosophy and approach contain an explicitly metaphysical, Platonic conception of the self as a fundamental aspect of the person, which psychotherapy can support towards realisation by working through traumas and entanglements that obscure, suppress and thwart it. I consider my perspective concerning the self as being in broad alignment with that of analytical psychology and psychosynthesis, and I value the contemporary contributions of:


	A.H. Almaas, the founder of the Diamond Approach, and his spiritual understanding of the self:

One needs to know the experience of the essential aspect of Self. Self or identity is a specific aspect of Being, a Platonic form, a pure and immutable ontological Presence. When one knows the true Self, the Self of Essence, it becomes possible to see and understand the behavior and attitudes that express it.

(1988, p. 265)




	Robin S. Brown, in his holding of the place and process of the reflective self in psychoanalysis, and in ‘Psychoanalysis Beyond the End of Metaphysics: Thinking towards the Post-Relational’, offers this important view:

If we set out with an assumption that the individual is merely an expression of the material conditions from which he or she arises, then the patient’s experience is inevitably demeaned as a mere epiphenomenon of genetics and/or social conditioning.

(2017, p. 94)






In the first chapter of this book, I share my transgenerational and personal story as a Jewish man born a dozen years after the Holocaust, through which my philosophy of therapy was formed. I commence Chapter 2 by sharing my perspective concerning the transpersonal in psychotherapy, with an outline of transpersonal theories that can complement the therapeutic process. Holding a transpersonal frame, I then look at collective trauma carried through Jewish history, to Sigmund Freud’s invention of psychoanalysis, and the remarkable contribution of Jewish men and women to the development of psychotherapy in the twentieth century. It is a story which is encouraging for the therapeutic journey through its exemplifying the fortitude and potential of the human soul (individually and collectively) to transcend suffering with a beneficent answer. This section is also my personal bow to psychotherapy’s rich Jewish heritage and a prelude to the philosophy of therapy which I offer in Chapter 3.

In Chapter 4, I explain my thinking and approach to working with trauma. It includes a revision of gestalt therapy for the integration of the transpersonal and transgenerational within the therapeutic frame. Chapter 5 contains three case studies from my work with clients.

I believe transgenerational awareness, the focus of Chapters 6 and 7, is essential for the treatment of complex trauma. Neglecting the transgenerational dimension can cause us to fail to attend to a client and the historical depth of their experience. Such a gap in one’s therapeutic consciousness can have the effect of reinforcing intrapsychic suppression and toxic shame experienced by a client. The transgenerational can be the focus or subtlety in the background of work with trauma. An engagement with history passed down via entangled relationships and transpersonally can enable an understanding of forms and effects of trauma which have been veiled and hidden. I provide several case studies and vignettes to illustrate my approach and work with trauma, which I hope you will find helpful and encouraging.

Christopher Bollas has written of Europe and America as having ‘turned away in significant numbers from introspective living’ (2018, pp. 41–42), and this being symptomatic of ‘a culture generally uninterested in examination of the internal world, enthralled with the technologies of apps and social networking’ (2018, p. xi). With this in mind, Chapter 8 concerns the interface between individual and collective trauma, the politics of identity and the therapeutic process. I argue that whilst awareness of the force and effects of the socio-political dimension upon our lives is important, it is not a substitute for ‘introspective living’, examining our internal worlds and processing complex and historic traumas. I share personal reflections, along with my analysis and approach as a psychotherapist. The intention behind my disclosures is to offer my personal experience with my thinking and, in this way, not place myself as separate from and above those flaws in the human condition, which recycle and perpetuate the traumas which dominate the human domain.

Now, in the latter stage of my career as a psychotherapist, I see my work has been, in large part, a commitment of service in answer to the horrors of the Holocaust in which people were subject to the most terrible defilement, abuse and murder. Whilst this took place before my birth, it has influenced the way of my soul and purpose in life. In my work with Carrie, there is the presence, connection and interaction of our respective histories. Her therapeutic journey, described in Chapter 9, holds this book’s key themes and message concerning the fundamentally irreducible nature and resilience of the self and our potential to heal from complex and transgenerational trauma.

Beneath necessary complexity, the treatment of trauma involves human meeting for the healing of history. In his book, The Mystery of Human Relationship: Alchemy and the Transformation of the Self (1998), Nathan Schwartz-Salant writes about the holding of an ‘alchemical attitude’ in the analytical process (p. 17). We need such trust and commitment, along with humility, knowing that ‘conceptual language is inadequate to encapsulate the language of the soul’ (‘Lament of the Dead: Psychology after Jung’s Red Book’, Shamdasani & Hillman, 2013, p. 193).
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My philosophy and perspective as a psychotherapist unfolded through the legacy of my family history and the course of the first three decades of my life. I will share this background with you as a prelude to the chapters which follow.


The Background

As a consequence of the Spanish Inquisition of the late fifteenth century, Sephardic Jews settled in large numbers in the Greek city port of Salonika. Their language was Ladino, a hybrid of Hebrew and Spanish. At the beginning of the Second World War, the Jewish population of Salonika numbered more than 50,000 people, but ‘during the German occupation almost the entire community 96 per cent of the Jewish population [were]…deported and killed’ (Lewkowicz, 2006, p. xvii); with the result that in 1945 ‘The number of Jews who were registered in Salonika…was 1,950’ (Lewkowicz, 2006, p. 69).

My mother, her parents and her siblings, members of the Jewish community of Salonika, emigrated from there to the UK in the early 1930s. Only two of the family members who remained in Salonika survived. Benico Abastado, a first cousin to my mother, survived Auschwitz-Birkenau to settle and raise a family in Israel. The decimation of the family and the tragedy of the Holocaust deeply traumatised my mother, profoundly affecting her way of being as a person and a parent, which inescapably created what I experienced as a pervasive sense of anxiety and tension in our home. Bako and Zana have termed such phenomena as constituting a ‘Transgenerational Atmosphere’ (2020), and it is explored and discussed in Chapter 6.

I commenced therapy in 1979, but it wasn’t until I trained as a gestalt psychotherapist in the 1990s that the psychological significance of my family and community history fully entered my consciousness. With the support of my therapist, course teachers and peers, I became able to face this legacy and was powerfully drawn to visiting Salonika.



2001: A Visit to Salonika

When planning my trip, I decided, despite my limited finances, to book a luxurious hotel in the centre of Salonika, the city that is now called Thessaloniki. I thought that I would need such comfort amidst the inevitably challenging experiences of the visit.

As my aeroplane began its night descent to Thessaloniki Airport, seeing the lights of the city I was deeply affected by the sense of this visit being a personal pilgrimage. I thought of my loving and inspiring grandfather, Isaac Massarano, and all the previous generations to whom Salonika had been home before the Holocaust.

During my stay in Thessaloniki, there were several occurrences which, in the years since, I have come to accept as fitting into a pattern of serendipity and synchronicity with respect to my relationship with the family’s history and the Holocaust.

On the first morning, at breakfast in the hotel, I was surprised and delighted to hear Bob Dylan’s ‘Mr Tambourine Man’ played as background music. Later in this chapter, I write about the significance of this fellow Jew’s work in my traversing and surviving adolescence and early adulthood.

In orienting to the hotel’s location, surroundings and amenities, I discovered that the Jewish Museum of Thessaloniki was across the road. I entered, introducing myself and seeking information to assist my explorations, and learned that the museum had opened just that week. A formal ceremony to be attended by the Greek Minister of Culture, Chief Rabbi and an Archbishop of the Greek Orthodox Church was scheduled for that Friday, to which I was invited.

I was told that within the now tiny Jewish population of the city, there were still people with the name of Massarano. I was given directions to the cemetery, where people with that name were buried and advised of the train station from which the Jewish community was transported to its fate at Auschwitz-Birkenau. On my visit to the cemetery, I was led by a kindly groundsman to the graves of people with the name of Massarano. I noticed their dates of burial were in the year 1943.

Over the years, an uncle, Michael Molho, had spoken of the Molho bookstore in Salonika. Although there was not a direct family connection, its significance had been impressed upon me. Again, remarkably, I found the bookstore to be a few doors down from my hotel. On entering, I explained the nature of my visit and met Rene Molho, the owner of the bookstore. She was pleased to learn that I had relatives with the name of Molho living in London. Rene selected a beautiful book about the history of the Jews in Salonika for me, of which she had been involved in the production.1 The bookstore closed a few years later, but an acclaimed film was made about it, narrating the history of the Jewish community of Salonika, Solomon and Rene Molho’s survival of the Holocaust, and the restoration and post-war blossoming of the Molho bookstore.2

Walking the streets of Thessaloniki, wondering, imagining and gazing at people going about their day, I felt the depth of my family history. I needed to visit Salonika’s old train station from which the Jewish community had been transported to Auschwitz-Birkenau. Asking directions from a young woman at the hotel desk, I received a vague answer, which included a question that compounded my sense of darkness and tumult: ‘Are Jews connected to the number 666?’ I felt disturbed, offended and a little vulnerable, and from these feelings, I responded defensively with a superior tone, tersely suggesting she walk a few doors down and discuss this idea with Mrs Molho.

My search for the train station was difficult. I was lost in a shantytown with dogs running loose. I was anxious, tense and starting to feel overwhelmed when I saw a single-platform station gleaming with a new coat of paint. With the significance of this moment, I moved past the spell of my angst and looked down the track with solemn reverence for my ancestors and their fate.



2014 and 2015: Spiritual Retreats at Auschwitz

In the years that followed my journey to Salonika, I continued to seek therapy for my transgenerational trauma. Family constellation workshops were particularly beneficial to me. I subsequently trained in that modality, which is explored and discussed in Chapter 6.

Seeking spiritual support and nurturing, I also became a student in the Ridhwan School of the ‘The Diamond Approach to Personal Realisation’, which is a synthesis of Eastern spiritual teaching and Western psychology. It holds an understanding that ‘there is a true and timeless Self, an Essential Self, a Self that is not constructed in early life’ (Almaas, 1988, p. 265). I have held this belief since a revelatory experience shortly after first commencing therapy (of which I write later in this chapter), from which I began to learn of our potential to heal from trauma and meet each other as ‘Thou’ (Buber, 1958).

When I learned that fellow students of the Ridhwan School were organising a spiritual retreat at Auschwitz, I saw this as an opportunity for exploration and healing with personal contact and the support of peers, through which I could enable further exploration and processing of the transgenerational trauma and grief which I carry. Looking back, I appreciate how my two retreats at Auschwitz enriched and supported my unfolding as a psychotherapist.


I share below an abridged copy of my article ‘My Retreats at Auschwitz 2014 and 2015: Towards Becoming Free of the Past’ published in the journal ‘Psychotherapy and Politics International’ in February 2017. It is reproduced here under license from John Wiley and Sons Ltd. I have provided notes at the end of this chapter to elucidate and reference issues from the article which are explored later in the book.




Retreat May 2014

We stayed at the Centre for Dialogue & Prayer in Oswiecim where we had our early morning and evening sessions. The first day we toured the museum at Auschwitz One. The following four mornings we walked to Auschwitz-Birkenau, the extermination camp. There we had the use of a hut which was used by the SS for recreation; a poignant and darkly transcendent twist of fate. The following few lines came to me shortly afterwards:

Sitting in that hut used by the SS for recreation, and sharing from the depths of our souls. Inquiring, meditating, reciting names of murdered people, reciting Kaddish, singing, laughing and crying. And seeing a watchtower through the window. This is a metaphor for the journey to freedom which I will hold for the rest of my life.

I experienced deep healing from my contact and companionship with German people on the retreat. Prior to the start of our first walk to Auschwitz-Birkenau, it was suggested we form groups of three. I introduced myself to a German couple. The woman, Monika, reacted with humble distress, upon my informing her of my background: “Is it ok that we walk with you?” I replied from deep within my soul, “It is perfect” – and so it was.

Later in the SS hut, I shared an exercise of personal inquiry with her husband, Volker, in which we each took 15 minutes to speak directly from our feelings and thoughts, whilst the other was a silent witness. Whilst simultaneously viewing one of the camp watchtowers through a window, I looked at Volker, and sensed the different relationship we would have had in this place 70 years ago. Through his writing and a subsequent meeting, I learned that Volker’s father was a member of the Waffen SS and worked in concentration camps. In a childhood surrounded by Nazi family and teachers, he had been deeply inculcated with this ideology. I sensed the loneliness and courage of his journey towards spiritual freedom. In the depth and mutual compassion of our second encounter, as I looked at the sensitive lines of his face, I felt our shared kinship.

I was surprised by my experience in walking to Auschwitz-Birkenau each day: on approaching the campus I felt peace, and a powerful sense of connection. The green of the site touched and soothed my open heart. The reciting of the names of family members murdered there, or on route, was cathartic and healing.

Father Manfred, the priest at the Centre for Dialogue and Prayer, told us during the final evening of our stay: ‘When you visit you learn that evil is not the last word from Auschwitz, you can sense the spirits want peace’. I was moved by this message, confirming that my experience was neither aberrant nor unique.

On the final morning I walked to the Camp early, the gates opening as I approached. Separating from our small group, alone, in the quiet dewy morning, I found myself bowing with respect, as I walked and explored. Being in solitude in the barracks, sites of the most terrible brutality and suffering, was an especially humbling experience. I kneeled and bowed at a gravestone where ashes were buried and at Crematorium IV, the site of the rebellion of September 1944.3



Retreat May 2015

Following my first retreat and visit to Auschwitz, I had monthly Skype meetings with Dorle. She was the instigator and a key organiser of that event. She is a German woman in her early sixties, who has lived in Holland since her late teens. Dorle is a therapist, trainer and teacher of mindfulness.

Whilst there is no evidence or information of Dorle’s family being involved in the Holocaust, she has carried a heavy burden of a transgenerational, collective shame and guilt. As a child and young woman, she was deeply disturbed by the post-war atmosphere of her mother country; the hiding from and refusal to speak of awful truths. It was this which compelled her to move to Holland. My attitude during the approaching months to the retreat with Dorle was of heartfelt anticipation and a sense of deep connection. This contrasted with the volcanic grief and tension I experienced prior to the retreat of 2014.

My meeting with Dorle at Katowice airport for our shared journey and exploration at Auschwitz, was for me transcendently significant. With the backdrop of history, it felt like a miracle. Over the year of our meeting and inquiring together, I had come to appreciate Dorle’s love and spiritual optimism. My journey back to Auschwitz with Dorle, was an important [healing] movement for my soul. Hearing her experience of disturbance, trauma and loneliness in post-Holocaust Germany, and of her journey away and within, I felt close to her; through both the similarities and differences in our stories.

We again stayed in Oswiecim at CDIM, the Centre for Dialogue and Prayer. I was moved, when Father Manfred said at dinner during our stay, in tired reflection about the propensity of large single national groups to visit Auschwitz, “We can’t do the healing alone”. He spoke of how Auschwitz can be used to reinforce nationalistic dogmas, rather than support healing dialogue and love.4

On the first of our two visits to Auschwitz-Birkenau, Dorle and I set off after an early breakfast for our walk to the campus. It was important to be there early, because of the large groups, who fracture the quiet, which I find crucial. From our visits in 2014, the route along roads cutting across the peaceful Polish countryside was familiar to me. Walking with Dorle was a spiritual experience in itself. I liked our shared, quietly intense attitude. As we walked together, to, and along the paths of Auschwitz.

Arriving at 8 am, there was an incident which reminded me of Rupert Sheldrake’s concept of morphic resonance regarding the holding of memory within the fields of soul (Sheldrake, 2011). The Polish guard on the gate, signalled to me that I couldn’t enter the campus with my small rucksack. Dorle asked him about her very much larger shoulder bag, and he told her that was fine! At Dorle’s suggestion, we solved my problem by emptying the few items I had in my rucksack into her bag, and left the former in the care of the manager of the site’s bookshop.

I wondered aloud whether this had been a light historic reflection of the contrasting status of Jews and Germans at this place. As we entered, I felt the love and significance of Dorle’s carrying of my load. At Crematoria 2 Dorle recited the names of Jews from her area of Berlin who were murdered in the Holocaust; and I laid on the ground and felt healing in my soul. Each time we entered a barracks, I felt compelled to bow and kneel in the dusty doorway. In one of the barracks we sat together at its centre, in the darkness against a wall, and Dorle lit a candle to accompany her continuing recitation of names of Jews from her area of Berlin who had perished in the Holocaust…[and]…At my request, we sat and inquired together at Crematoria IV, site of the rebellion of September 1944.

I experienced remarkable moments of peace and connection as in 2014, but this time they were more substantially in my body. I felt calmer and at times had a sense of radiant white light, especially around my hands. I also noticed my moving in and out of this experience of presence and awareness, into dissociated, displacing rumination and daydreams. Whilst being an inquiring with Dorle in the grounds of Auschwitz, I noticed an inner movement which had manifested during the several family constellations in which I worked on this issue ten and more years earlier: to lay flat on the ground with my ancestors who had perished. In this position, as in the constellation workshops, I felt comfortable and warm. I eventually followed a subsequent movement in my soul; to stir, kneel, bow and return to my feet.

The night prior to my journey to Poland, I had a nightmare involving knives. During the first evening at CDIM, it occurred to me with some shock that perhaps it related to the fact that Jewish women and men from Salonika were subjected to medical abuse at Auschwitz. Whilst knowing the history, I felt compelled to re-check it via the internet, and in doing so I also found testimony indicating genital medical abuse of Salonikan men. I reflected that from the age of nine, I had experienced pains in my penis, for which comprehensive medical tests revealed no organic cause. These eased and receded as following the psychotherapy which I commenced in 1979. During that first night at CDIM I felt the pains again.

So, on the second day, I felt a need to visit or at least see the barracks where Dr Mengele conducted his medical abuse. Dorle and I found the group of barracks within which it was located. I was struck by their nondescript appearance, and whilst unable to identify the exact barrack in question (probably my propensity to avoid reasserting itself), I kneeled and bowed in the long grass. Just as we were talking about Father Manfred’s sadness that individual national and ethnic groups visit Auschwitz with their isolating narratives, rather than sharing and dialoguing with others, I noticed an attitude which caused me salutary shame.5

As we approached a barracks which held children, I experienced disappointment, and an inner dismissal and discounting of its significance to me, merely because the barracks’ information stand referred to its housing of Polish, rather than Jewish children. I felt pain in my heart, and needed to speak of it to Dorle. This was deeply humbling, and a blow against my own self-righteousness. The next morning we parted at Katowice airport, to meet again on Skype a month later. On returning home, I noticed my regression to a level of anxiety I hadn’t experienced for a few years.6




My Childhood

My parents carried difficult histories. In their coming together, a veneer of order was formed beneath which was insecurity and incipient chaos. They were people with tumultuous family histories which had spanned the continent of Europe.

My mother lost her keen religious faith because of the Holocaust, and my father had been an atheist since his youth. As a result, the only contact I had with Judaism was through my attendance of the bar mitzvahs of my cousins. My parents were active members of the British Humanist Association.

With respect for the privacy of those members who are alive, my writing concentrates upon my personal experience within this traumatised family. I have endeavoured to distil and convey the qualities of my background and journey and its contribution to my philosophy of therapy.

During my early childhood, my father was a distant, brooding figure whom I felt shy to approach. I am unable to recall his touch, but one day in my teens, my father voiced a pleased, quiet reflection that he could talk to me about philosophy. A door of relationship opened for me, through which I entered with a yearning hunger; eventually, in later years, I was able to appreciate his sadness and sweet, gentle soul.

In contrast to my mother, my father had a quite scant knowledge of his family history, but he would tell me of a great uncle with the same name as him, who was the first person arrested for the East End ‘Jack the Ripper’ murders, amidst libellous antisemitic newspaper reports and a hateful community frenzy. John Pizer was exonerated to later receive some compensation for the press coverage. He was a member of our family who arrived in the UK during the middle of the nineteenth century, in that large movement of people caused by the anti-Jewish pogroms taking place in Europe.

During the 1940s, my father had been a member of the Socialist Party of Great Britain. Along with several comrades, he came into contact with the philosopher Harold Walsby. They left the Party for a philosophical meeting group led by Walsby and, in its later incarnation, by others to explore and discuss his work. A prominent member of this group was the psychotherapist John Rowan, whom I met in my twenties at these meetings, and significantly for my personal growth in a chance encounter at a café, following which he posted to me an early draft of him, text concerning subpersonalities (Rowan, 1990). I refer to his work in subsequent chapters.

Early memories of my mother contain images of a frightening, shaking, red figure, from which I feel myself tense. She was, in turn, loving, attentive, distant and terrifying; her large shape and loud, cutting voice impacted me from the bedroom door as I lay in the darkness. I found the way to feel close to her was by being a ‘good boy’. Her, at times, crazy, annihilating temper caused me to freeze.

My mother knew tragedy on a personal and historical scale. It was present in her eyes and seared through the middle of her voice. She lived on the razor’s edge of catastrophe. Her experience and perception of the world were polarised and fearful because of her childhood in Greece, being an immigrant Jew in London, the experience of the Blitz, and the terrible fate of the family that stayed in Salonika.

She was proud of her heritage. Although she lost her religious faith because of the Holocaust, beneath the anxiety, rage and grief which seeped and exploded from her, I feel she never let go of her connection with the spiritual realm. I am grateful for the resonance from that remnant that survived apocalypse and which she conveyed to me.

My mother told me of hunger and the summer heat of Salonika. And her fear, as when the Greek Orthodox Church made processions with incense through the community’s streets. I was impacted as a young child by her use of the words ‘Germans’ and ‘Exterminated’, as in the ending of stories she told about her beloved Uncle Mentash.

She carried the irreparable distress from a prescient, unbearable vision. Leaving by boat for England with her mother, two sisters and brother, she watched her huddled family waving from the harbour. She saw them small and isolated, wreathed by a halo. Inconsolable, she knew they would never embrace or meet again. I believe my mother’s feelings of grief, fear, guilt, rage and desolation expressed the profound suffering of the family’s soul. As are the stomach-wracking emotions with which I have lived.

My grandfather, a trader and repairer of fine rugs and needlework, had been earning money for the family away from depression-impoverished Greece, staying in and enjoying the Jewish quarter of Paris. Fatefully, he chose London as the family’s ultimate destination.

My mother was a firewatcher during the London blitz and worked in an aircraft factory, where fellow workers told her: ‘Hitler’s doing a good job with the Jews’…adding as if it could soften the message, ‘but you are different’, to which my mother would reply: ‘No, I am very Jewish’.

Growing up in our household, I developed the habit of ruminating, worrying and daydreaming, which filled the space of my isolation and encompassing fears. I would lie underneath a skylight and enjoy the warm colours which formed behind my eyes.

One day, I asked my mum, ‘What is happiness…is it a golden feeling?’ Her voice, faint and drifting away, answered, ‘I don’t know’.

When I was six, my brother came home excited with a copy of the Beatles’ record ‘Please, Please, Me’.
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		Figure 1.1 Photo 1. My maternal family, Salonika, circa 1908. Polly Massarano is standing first left, my grandfather Isaac Massarano is standing second left, and Luna Massarano in the centre. My great-grandparents, Daniel and Julie Massarano, are seated at the front. Daniel, Julie and Luna perished in the Holocaust.



		Figure 1.2 Photo 2. Family Renewal. A happy occasion: my grandfather, Isaac Massarano and his Sister Polly Massarano attend a family bar mitzvah in 1975.



		Figure 5.1 Angela’s representation of different parts of her psyche in the imaginal context of a cave.



		Figure 5.2 Angela’s depiction of her psyche, lines indicating flow and connection between self-parts.



		Figure 5.3 Angela’s list and description of self-parts.
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