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Introduction to Issue 2: 
 
Bearing Witness 

 

The papers collected for presentation in this, the second issue of IFPE’s 2014 Other/Wise Uncut, share 
themes of bearing witness to loss and trauma as a path to healing and reclamation. This issue features 6 
papers gathered under the theme of Bearing Witness (authors Tenenbaum, Kielhofer, O’Connell, Li-
jtmaer, Molofsky & Scarpati, and Dyette & Rhee). They address us in a manner that is intimate, universal 
and life affirming. 
 
In the opening words of the first paper in this issue, Tenenbaum’s, we read “To accompany someone 
through death and dying is indeed an affirmation of life,” characterizing what is to come in this collection. 
Beyond this, she points out to us that, “it is crucial to help those who are ending their journey, but perhaps 
more so, crucial to follow up with their survivors, in terms of both mental health and resilience. Widow-
hood and orphanhood are never-ending processes of ‘moving through.’”  
 
Along these same lines, Kielhofer’s paper begins with a line from Rilke’s Duino Elegies, “…this having 
been once, although only once, to have been on this earth, seems irrevocable,” and furthermore, “…
speak, and be witness.” The images she described are also irrevocable, such as that of a woman using 
her shirtsleeve to try to wipe away the word “rape” that had been painted across a woman’s face on an 
advertising poster––the reflex of a kind heart against a violent one.  
 
Both Kielhofer’s and O’Connell’s papers were inspired by Freud’s 1918 paper “On Transience,” in which a 
walk in the woods served as the backdrop for considering the paradox of enjoying beauty when war and 
destruction were imminent. O’Connell, in taking a deep or “divine” reading approach to Freud’s paper, 
takes us on a journey through poetry––from Basho to Tennyson, and from Shakespeare to Sandburg. 
O’Connell noted that “seeing beauty in the transience is only part of the story for Freud. At the same time, 
he [Freud] underlines the importance of mourning that which was lost… required so that the person can 
move on...” 
 
In Lijtmaer’s paper, trauma and witnessing are discussed on a societal scale, with a focus on survivors of 
genocide and political repression. She notes that in survivors, even “faith in the possibility of a positive 
outcome through communication dies” and “what is killed off in the severely traumatized is the imagina-
tion, empathy, curiosity, desire, and kindness.” Affirming the theme of this volume, Lijtmaer states, “Only 
when trauma is symbolized, when there is a witness, or when one is able to be one's own witness, there 
is an opportunity to recover and resume life.” 
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Molofsky and Scarpati offer a deceptively simple comparing of notes, histories, and interests between a 
grandmother and a grandson, that ultimately comments on what tends to be lasting or permanent 
throughout generations. Referencing the Japanese concept of mono no aware, (“finding the beauty in the 
sadness at the transience of all beautiful things”), noting the universal drive for elders to pass on such 
beauty to the younger generation. This paper is their testimony to the process of passing what is valued 
from the hands of one generation to another, with consciousness and love. 
 
This issue closes with the gift of music composed by singer-songwriters Dyette and Rhee. It is a multime-
dia contribution of songs about transience and loss, incorporating themes from Buddhist wisdom about 
transience, suffering and transcendence, melded with reflections on loss. One lyric, for instance, de-
scribes the final moments of a friend who died of cancer, “He let go. No rise / No Tumble, just / Dissipa-
tion of nicotine clouds / Into Air, becoming…” Only a short written introduction appears in this volume that 
includes links to the music, to which you can listen online. 
 
At our conference in Philadelphia last Fall, IFPE was graced by the presence of Lama Losang Samten 
who embodied ideas of beauty and transience when he made a beautiful sand mandala painting during 
the course of our meeting (of the style you see on the cover of this issue), and then, with the help of all in 
attendance, he dismantled it and swept it away. When I asked how he felt at the moment of dismantling 
that beautiful and labor-intensive work, he answered, “I felt happy.”  
 
The authors in this volume speak as witnesses to transience. It is our hope, as the Editors, that the read-
er, after traversing the themes of trauma, loss and healing in these papers, will be left with a feeling simi-
lar to that expressed by Losang Samten. We are still here, at least for now, and there is still suffering for 
which we can serve as compassionate witnesses and there is much beauty in response to which we can 
enjoy. 
 
Other/Wise Uncut 2014 appears over the course of three issues. The first appeared in April 2014 and fea-
tured 8 papers gathered loosely under a designation Lamentation: as witness, Bionian meditation, and 
play (authors Bennett, Miller, Barish, Cokuslu, Teitelbaum, Luborsky, Mandell, Gianotti), this is the sec-
ond issue, and the final issue will appear before the end of the year.  

Farrell Silverberg and Judith E. Vida 

Co-Editors 
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My mom’s legacy: Letters from Odessa, a penchant for theatre,  
and eternal optimism. 

 
Silvia Tenenbaum 

           
 
To accompany someone through death and dying is indeed an affirmation of life. I believe that 
the art of compassion manifests through illness and dis-ease. Death and dying are part of our 
natural aging process, however masked, they are in technological ‘advances’. At the very end, 
one dies alone and in silence, in a very individual process of mixing one’s endurance and 
fatigue: the palette of end-of-life. Paradoxically, silence expresses a cornucopia of words. 
 
I am swimming in a sea of emotions through the impact of bereavement in motherless 
daughters. I am reflecting on my mother’s widowhood since 1999, shyly revisiting my own (as 
my partner passed away in 2001), and finally, my mom’s passing on September 7th 2013 –– a 
mere month ago. Part of me needs to escape into a safe area where regulation of turmoil via 
analysis of the psychosocial elements of resilience and healing and through a relation to one’s 
culture of origin as one of the tenets of adaptability. Yet, another part of me yearns for 
creativity in raw solitude. I believe art can be used as an elegy for freedom and choice that 
mourns many losses while seducing us into questioning what we hold true. 
 
My mom and I shared many values: books, ideas, romantic French songs, and food! As I write 
this, I have, in front of my desk, a list of Russian words to describe the type of bread we both 
loved, the best way to prepare a cold salmon salad, how to tell when a prune and apple 
marmalade is ready to be tasted, and, best of all, the word for Iranian dates! Who is now going 
to share my love for figs, warm apple strudel, and an irrational love for Jewish poetry? 
Immune to psychiatric diagnosis, my mom certainly knew extreme emotions, yet under a calm 
façade. Shared stories about a furtive actor from Odessa, family secrets, and even the 
unspoken truth about her early years were the subjects of our long conversation, one that 
lasted a decade. I mourn today that mother, the one I had for the last ten years. My last mom, 
my ambiguous mirror, my fractured self.  
 
I write over and over again my mom’s name: Esther Juana (Jane) Magid. I still see her 
emoting over Gringoire, and enjoying the last author she ever re-read: Cortazar, of course. I 
look at the only ring her family brought from Nazi Europe: Yes, mom, for once I will be a dutiful 
daughter and will keep my promise, yes… 
 
I think it is crucial to help those who are ending their journey, but perhaps more so, it is crucial 
to follow up with their survivors, both in terms of mental health and resilience. Widowhood and 
orphanhood are never-ending processes of ‘moving through’ and re-visiting that segment of 
one’s life that died with the loved one. A sense of impeding catastrophe led my mom and me 
to undetermined emotional places where ancestral human bonding took place (including an 
embracing, on my part, of my fragile neophyte self that was in urgent need of cognitive re-
structuring).  
 
Thus, I find myself presently sane and collected enough to be able (and willing) to contain 
both mom’s dreams and my nightmares connected in their both having started during two 
similar oncological embodiments. Cancer exists in a space of far more questions than 
answers. Love you mom, always. Please come and visit me, I won’t be afraid. 
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This paper is dedicated to my grandchild, Daniela Jane Johnson, born on that synchronistic 
date, September 7th. 
 
 
 
If you would like to contact Silvia Tenenbaum, her email is : aljamaconsulting@hotmail.com 
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Freud’s “On Transience” and the Eternal Wounds of War 
 

Isolde Keilhofer, LP 
 

Abstract 
 
In this paper the trauma of the wounds of war will be explored starting with Freud’s “On 
Transience” and as found, and lost, in the periphery of literature and in recurring imagery. The 
work of Bion and Eigen offer reverberations, bearings, and starting points. 

 
Presentation 

 
As a preamble, I look to Rilke’s extended lyrical meditation on the theme of transience 

and permanence, the Duino Elegies, and begin by quoting some lines from the Ninth Elegy:  
 
And we also once, Never again. But this having been 
once, although only once, to have been of the earth, 
seems irrevocable. 

 
And from a further stanza:  

 
Here is the time for the unutterable, here, its country. 
Speak and acknowledge it. 
(Or as another translator has it, “Speak, and be witness.” (A.S. Kline)) 
 
Freud wrote “On Transience in the Land of Goethe,” as is the full translation of the 

German title, in 1916 shortly after writing “Mourning and Melancholia.”  It was written at the 
invitation of the Berlin Goethe Society and begins with Freud’s description of a countryside 
stroll with two companions, one silent and the other a melancholic poet sorrowfully unable to 
enjoy the world’s offering of beauty due to the perish-ability of all things.  As an aside, some 
historians conjecture that the poet that Freud walked with was Rilke, and the silent 
companion, Lou Andreas-Salomé, but no hard evidence exists.  At the heart of this brief, 
concise, essay Freud points to the destructiveness of war, the destruction of civilization, the 
very ground that we stand on, as the grimmest example of loss.  The Great War, the war from 
1914-1918, as World War I was then called, was an explosion of carnage that juxtaposed 
harshly with enlightened ideals: blowing Goethe’s achievement, so to speak, to smithereens.  
Freud writes: “…it [war] revealed our instincts in all their nakedness and let loose the evil 
spirits within us which we thought had been tamed forever by centuries of continuous 
education by the noblest minds.”   Yet, Freud ends the essay on an optimistic note: “When 
once the mourning is over … We shall build up all that the war has destroyed.”  (Freud, 1916) 

 
In melancholia loss cannot be overcome, the lost object cannot be relinquished.  This 

potential failure of mourning disrupts the ongoing cycle, the back and forth experience, of the 
life-long fort/da game.  Trauma is being stuck in time.  Rilke, for example, was conscripted 
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into the war and afterward suffered depression and did not, or could not, write for many 
years.  As W.H. Auden puts it:  “For Rilke those four years were a negative and numbing 
horror that froze his poetic impulse, a suspension of the intelligible.” (Auden, 1940)  The 
traumas of war, shell shock, also called neurasthenia, today called post-traumatic stress 
disorder, in part led Freud to his theory of the death instinct.   
 
 While the sixty year old Freud could view the “Great War” from a relative distance 
during his walk in 1916, real or fictional, just a year or so later, in 1917, the nineteen-year old 
Wilfred R. Bion entered the war zone, shortly to be made a tank unit commander and made 
to experience this carnage firsthand. Bion came out of the war, with honors, but he has often 
written that he died in it; he wore the armour of traumatized deadness.  Explosions also 
reverberate throughout his writing. “Blood, everywhere.”   (Bion, 1992)  To paraphrase 
Michael Eigen: hyper arousal and shut down are both together, a double paralysis, 
immobilized doubly, explosion and nothingness all at once.  (Eigen, 1995)   
 

Writing about trauma, like sitting with trauma in a session, in a session lifeboat, can be 
debilitating.  As I sat to write about these frozen states and capacities, I of course, sat frozen, 
for long stretches, endless stretches, in front of my iMac screen in inexplicable wordless 
agony.  Words can be a lifeline.  One of the words that caught my ear from Rilke’s Ninth Elegy 
was “irrevocable.”  Our wounds are irrevocable, eternal, and so much of trauma is 
unspeakable, unknowable, like Bollas’ ‘un-thought known.’  When writing of trauma Eigen 
cites frozen moments of rupture, holes in our being, trauma clots, and trauma globs awaiting 
processing.  (Eigen, 2011a)   

 
Words can be a lifeline.  Poets, like Rilke, use words to invoke wordless realities.  Eigen 

writes:  
 
 “Of course, words are not isolated, but occur in relation to other words, … But it adds 
to a sense of our condition to realize how much goes on in a single word, how much a 
word mediates and holds together.”  (Eigen, 2011)     

 
Words can be trauma containers.  For example, many years ago I was walking with a friend 
and her daughter of stroller age, when my friend spotted something and made a beeline 
towards one of those old fashioned pay phones down the street.  When I caught up with 
them, I saw that it had an advertisement on its side for something or other with a picture of a 
beautiful, smiling woman.  Someone had graffitied the word rape across her face.  My friend, 
as if in a trance, was trying to wipe off that word rape with the sleeve of her shirt.  I never 
knew her well enough to ask, but this wordless gesture, this attempt of wiping away 
irrevocable violence against women, wiping away this word from her daughter’s pre-verbal 
gaze, was heart-breaking.   
 

As wounded healers it is essential to be open to the silent gestures and screams, the 
invisible and visible scars, the ghosts, that come into our consulting rooms including our own 
unspoken, perhaps encapsulated, traumas that are inevitably disturbed.  Is it possible to 
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sense tiny quivers, tiny signals of disaster distress?  Davoine and Gaudilliere in their brilliant 
book, History Beyond Trauma, (2004) about the wordless transmission of inter-generational 
trauma, social displacement and broken narratives, state that we must “listen for its echo.”  
Hopefully, I convey what is at the heart of my paper, a call for sensitivity and respect for the 
damage we harbor in so many guises and a call for learning to be radically open, “open to the 
unknowable,” as Bion’s technique demands, paying attention to gaps, pauses, caesuras.  
Theodore Reik’s notion of “listening with the third ear” is also applicable here; like an 
instrument, our psyche’s sensitivity is in constant need of tuning and repair.  (Reik, 1948) 
 

Words can be a lifeline, but words can also be a weapon, intentionally or not.  I think it 
important to draw attention to the role of the analyst, or even the presenter, as potential 
traumatizer.  Psychoanalytic words can be “haven or tinder.”  (Davoine and Gaudilliere, 2004).  
We work with combustible material.  The analyst’s resistance to trauma can collapse the 
space needed to reverberate those faint echoes.  Empathy and understanding, too, can easily 
foreclose.  Bion and Eigen write of the emotional storms of analytic encounters, and Eigen 
especially about developing the capacity for coming through, coming through together.   
 

The capacity to make contact with the unbearable can be tended through exploring 
the work of the musicians, artists, writers who can communicate the trauma warps of time.  
But, before plunging, briefly, into the work of Virginia Woolf, to amplify, a bit of social 
background.  Woolf, considered a lyrical novelist by some, was also a public intellectual, a 
keen observer of life and a civilian living through the fallout in England of World War I and 
also World War II.  In 1916, she was thirty-four.  A look at the hard numbers from the Great 
War that impacted the lives and theories of Freud, Woolf and especially Bion is staggering.  
Military and civilian casualties totaled 37 million.  Of the 17 million deaths, 7 million were 
civilian.  In the British armed forces alone, 41,000 men lost limbs in this heavily mechanized 
war.  (Wikipedia)  The social upheaval was tremendous.  Explosions are real.  War is real, and 
seemingly eternal, casualties continue to amass through current worldwide conflicts.  
Combatants and civilians are still blown to shreds, now with added precision technology, and 
veterans still return to find there is no place to metabolize, if that is even possible, their war 
trauma.    
 
 The iconoclastic image of the tattered soldier emerging from the fog of battle figures 
into one of Virginia Woolf’s best-known novels, Mrs. Dalloway.  The thoughts, hallucinations 
and suicide of a displaced World War I veteran, Septimus Warren Smith, are interspersed in 
this novel that follows a jaunty day in the life of Mrs. Richard Dalloway, once Clarissa, a 
woman of high standing as she prepares for her evening’s party.  The novel is an astonishing 
blend of interior monologues and shifting perspectives, all accomplished through cascades of 
language, and beginning with Clarissa’s ‘plunge’ into her day.  Septimus Warren Smith is 
haunted by hallucinations of his dead friend and officer, Evan; he is lost in time.  “I have been 
dead, and am yet now alive.”  He was one of the first to volunteer for war, but is unable to 
acclimate to peacetime: “…it might be possible that the world itself is without meaning…” he 
thinks.  To escape involuntary hospitalization, a type of conscription perhaps, he ‘plunges’ to 
his death from a Bloomsbury window, impaling himself on an arrowhead railing.  At the party, 
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vague news of this suicide becomes a mere morsel of party chatter.  There is no place for war 
trauma.  (Woolf, 1925) 
 

Much more is to be said about this rich novel, that time, or perhaps my frozen state, 
does not allow for, just now, such as the link between Clarissa and Septimus, he being a dark 
double, and an elaboration of Woolf’s very sensitive inside-out depiction of shell shock.  Bion 
partially describes this state in his autobiographical, The Long Weekend, he writes of sitting in 
a tank, a target, in the midst of darkness and warfare waiting for the hit: “…I gave up thinking 
about it, thus taking shelter instinctively in mindlessness.” (Bion, 1982)  

 
This then is a last theme I would like to highlight, simply put, how hard it is just to 

think about experience, how hard ‘to speak and acknowledge it.’  This theme runs through 
Woolf’s last published novel, The Years, as well.  As an aside, it is another one of her works 
that reels with stunning verbal cinematography.  Eleanor wonders: “Why must I think? … 
Thinking was torment; why not give up thinking, and drift and dream?  But the misery of the 
world, she thought, forces me to think.”  (Woolf, 1937)  Eleanor is often befuddled, forgetful 
and words are just out of her reach.  The marginalized traumas, the unspeakable, presented 
in the early chapters of The Years are the patriarch’s missing fingers, his war wound, out of 
place in the drawing room, and a little girl’s lonely and shocking encounter with a flasher; 
these events do not become part of the spoken fabric of their Victorian family life.  The 
missed communications also reflect adult self distance from child self trauma, so strongly 
present but so strangely unrecognized.  Therein too lies a link between the experience of war 
trauma and the experience of sexual trauma, both quite often marginalized and its bearers 
ostracized.  Woolf captures the painful disjointedness of our being.  To which I add, our being 
steeped in irrevocable loss. 

 
“Had everyone gone mad?” is a question Bion put into his journal in 1917.  (Bion, 

1917)  Freud writes of the “evil spirits within us” let loose.  (Freud, 1916)  Eigen is most 
explicit: we grow out of a psychotic core.  With Bion we learn to perceive, to note, to state 
the obvious.  (Bion, 1990)   With Eigen we learn to sit with it.  To acknowledge, but first to 
make space, for the echoes of trauma, is to begin the arduous task of digesting bits of our 
mad experiences, bits of our mad selves.  Bion through his theories of thinking developed a 
faith in O, the unknowable, endless transformations.  Eigen writes of wounds that never heal 
meeting the fire, the faith, that never goes out.  Words, like faith, can be a lifeline.   
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POETIC ASSOCIATIONS TO FREUD’S “ON TRANSIENCE” 

 
Anthony O’Connell, Psy.D., Dip.PSA 

 
INTRODUCTION: 
 
 Freud’s essay was written in 1915.  It was a time when transience had a special 
meaning for him.  It was in the middle of WWI. He was 59 years old at the time and had 
postulated that he would die at the age of 61.  In his mind his death was near. He does not 
write this essay in his usual analytical style.  Instead, according to psychoanalyst Matthew von 
Unwerth (2005), this essay’s style differs from his other writings, and a more intuitive Freud 
emerges.   
 To help appreciate the depth of Freud’s text, I am taking an approach that is akin to a 
style of reading known as Lectio Divina, which means holy or sacred reading.  It came into 
use within the Christian tradition in the Benedictine monasteries of the sixth century, when 
only few books were available.  In a time set aside for prayer and contemplation, the monks 
had a text read to them from the Bible, for example, so that the text would be speaking to 
them.  In turn, they savored the word or chewed the word to allow text to become part of them.  
It was the absorbing of the word that led to reflection and prayer. 
 Another way of looking at the text in a reflective manner comes from an article I picked 
up while waiting in a dentist’s office many years ago.  It was in Reader’s Digest (July, 1973), 
entitled “Savour the Joys of Slow, Slow Reading” by an Australian named Sydney Piddington.  
Slow reading was a style that he developed while in a Japanese Prisoner of War camp in 
Singapore.  The prisoners had to walk 17 miles to the camp where they were to be imprisoned 
for many years.  Their commanding officer suggested that each man bring a book.  Piddington 
put in his pack a book called The Importance of Living by Lin Yutang.  This book, he says, 
kept him sane for the next three and one-half years.  He says that before this time, he was an 
ordinary reader who sped from page to page to finish a book.  Now he decided to become a 
miser with words.  He says that by “lingering over each word or phrase, you will unearth 
surprising treasures.”   Like the monks of old, Piddington savored the words and chewed over 
them in a way that allowed him to retain his sanity during his captivity.  His style of reading 
allowed him to grasp more fully the meaning and sense of the book.  
 Another version of the same phenomenon, as D.T. Suzuki points out in his Lectures on 
Zen Buddhism (1963) can be seen in the different views taken by two poets as they reflect on 
a flower.  They are Basho (a Japanese Zen poet of the 17th century) and Alfred Lord 
Tennyson (an English poet of the 19thcentury).  Basho writes: 
 When I look carefully 
 I see the nazuna blooming  
 By the hedge! 
 
Tennyson writes: 
 Flower in the crannied wall, 
 I pluck you out of the crannies;- 
 Hold you here, root and all, in my hand, 
 Little flower – but if I could understand 
 What you are, root and all, and all in all, 
 I should know what God and man is. 
 
We have, in the contrasting views of the two poets, different ways of thinking and observing.  
The Eastern poet writes about a single moment when he sees a flower peeking through the 
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hedge.  The sight elicits a moment of joy and admiration of nature’s humblest manifestations.  
In English and other Western languages, this is communicated through the use of the 
exclamation point.  Nothing is touched or destroyed.  Tennyson, on the other hand, plucks the 
flower from the wall, roots and all, thus killing it.  He is satisfying a kind of analytical curiosity 
that exemplifies the scientific method.  Tennyson takes a distance from the flower in his 
analytical stance, whereas Basho is immersed in the little plant.  Basho is appreciating without 
disturbing.  Tennyson is examining and disturbing. 
 It is in the style of Basho, Piddington and Lectio Divina that I read Freud’s essay. I am 
suggesting that this method of reading can sharpen the meaning and enjoyment of reading 
itself, and is another way of appreciating the text. I am simply giving voice to a different way to 
approach Freud’s text or other important readings for our lives.  
  Yet another way of appreciating the depth of Freud’s insight is to read it in association 
with some poetic texts. Seamus Heaney (2004), and Mary Schmich (2013) articulate my 
rationale. Seamus Heaney (1939-2013), the Irish poet writes, “I can’t think of a case where 
poems changed the world, but what they do is they change peoples’ understanding of what’s 
going on in the world” (This Week magazine 2004). Mary Schmich, a columnist for the 
Chicago Tribune elaborates on Heaney’s view in a column she wrote in response to the 
Boston bombings.  She entitled her piece, “Plucking out lines of comfort in times of national 
mourning” (She says that “difficult moments prompt people to reach for poems or lines of 
poems the way you might pop a painkiller.  A poetic turn of phrase can be a sedative or pick 
me up, a consolation or an inspiration.”  She goes on to say:  “A poet releases words into the 
world and sometimes as they travel, the words break apart and land, a few at a time, where 
they’re needed” (Chicago Tribune, April 19, 2013, p. 3). The pieces of poetry and literature 
that I have picked for this presentation will open up Freud’s text and give us a glimpse of a 
perennial human enterprise:  facing transience and finding hope. 
 
POETIC ASSOCIATIONS:1  

The two persons of whom Freud speaks in his essay are Rainer Maria Rilke (the 
“famous poet”) and Lou Andreas-Salome (the “taciturn friend”) who was a psychoanalyst, a 
famous novelist as well as a former lover of Rilke.  “The poet,” says Freud “was disturbed by 
the thought that all this beauty was fated to extinction,” and that its transient nature “was its 
doom” (p. 358).   

 
On reading these few lines of the opening paragraph, I was immediately transported 

back to my native Ireland and a poem learned in high school, called “The Wayfarer.”  It was 
written by Padraic Pearse, a poet, a patriot, a lover of all things Irish, and a leader in the Irish 
rebellion of 1916, approximately the same time that Freud wrote his essay.  Pearse was 
immersed in his own battle with the British forces in Ireland; Freud was in the middle of WWI.  
Pearse was executed for his part in the rebellion. I cannot present it here in full or dwell on it, 
but I draw your attention to opening lines:  “the beauty of the world hath made me sad, This 
beauty that will pass,” and to the last two lines:  “And I have gone upon my way Sorrowful” 
(1916) 
 Pearse, like Rilke, was touched more by sorrow than joy at the little events of everyday 
life.  Here, he is speaking about the sorrows of the Irish and their continued failure to break 
their connection with England. He looks with a sad and mournful eye on all that would 
transition, and that he himself was about to die the next day.  
 Transience is a concern of the poet as well as all humans.  It is a fact of life that 
Freud’s companions on the walk found hard to accept.  Shakespeare speaks of transience as 
a perpetual life reality.  He demonstrates this in his sonnet 60, “Like as the waves make 
towards the pebbled shore.”  It is a description of our lives as we progress through them.  
Transience is with us from our very beginnings.  It is our life and our passing.  In the poem, he 
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captures the life stages about which he speaks in As You Like It (Act 2, Scene 5). As he 
speaks about “changing place with that which goes before,” (Sonnet 60) he reminds us that 
the past, like the last wave, is irretrievable. Shakespeare speaks about the passing of time 
and the passing of our lives.  There is a natural transience built into our existence.  However, 
he longs for something permanent, something that will not be lost.   He hopes it will be his 
verse that will achieve the permanence in the transience. 
 In Freud’s essay there is also a reflection on time.  He speaks about time in the sense 
that over time things return to normal. The human spirit is always set to rebuild.  That is, 
mourning what was lost allows us to move forward again.  To stay in the mourning is inviting 
what he calls melancholia.  A British poet, Austin Dobson (1840-1921), speaks about time in 
another way that can be seen in these lines from the “Paradox of Time” (1886):. 
 Time goes, you say?  Ah no! 
 Alas, Time stays, we go! 
 
Transience and Time are related closely to one another.  Because of the transience of all 
things, the cry is to make use of time in the here and now. In a famous quote that is attributed 
to Carl Sandburg, paraphrasing his poem “Prairie” (1918), there is a telling comment about 
time  
 I tell you the past is a bucket of ashes, 
 so live not in your yesterdays, nor just for 
 tomorrow, but in the here and now 
 Keep moving and forget the post 
 Mortems; and remember, no one can 
 Get a jump on the future. 
 
Robert Herrick (1591-1674) is another poet who is concerned about the passage of time, or as 
Dobson would say, our passage.  We see this in two of his more well-known poems, “Gather 
ye Rosebuds While ye May,” and “To Daffodils” (1648). While the tone of “Gather ye 
rosebuds” is upbeat, he lets us know that time cannot be halted or retraced.  Time is 
irretrievable.  He draws parallels between the blooming rose and youth and between an 
individual’s life span and the daily cycle of the rising and setting of the sun.  Transience is the 
centerpiece and it is inevitable.  His other poem, “To Daffodils” covers the same theme, but 
with a bit more somber tone:  “We have short time to stay as you, We have as short a spring” 
In this poem he does not advise us to marry while we have the time. Instead, the poem is a 
kind of warning about our passage through time.  It is again a reminder about the pre-
eminence and, I suppose, the permanence of transience. 
 In his essay Freud finds the responses of the poet and the taciturn friend to be making 
sense when he views their reactions in the context of mourning.  As he puts it:  “some 
powerful emotional factor was at work which was disturbing their judgment.” The emotional 
factor, he says, was “a revolt in their minds against mourning.”    He notes that “their 
enjoyment of beauty was interfered with by thoughts of transience.”  However, Freud refutes 
their revolt against mourning when he says, “a flower that blossoms only for a single night 
does not seem to us on that account less lovely” (1915, p.358).  He sees the beauty in spite of 
the transience. We see an endorsement of Freud’s insight in John Keats poem “Endymion” 
(1818): 
 
 A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
 Its loveliness increases; it will never 
 Pass into nothingness; but still will keep 
 A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 
 Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing 
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Seeing beauty in the transience is only part of the story for Freud.  At the same time, 

he underlines the importance of mourning that which was lost.  A recovery from mourning is 
required so that the person can move on in life.  As Freud puts it in his essay, “if the objects 
are destroyed or if they are lost to us, our capacity for love (our libido) is once more liberated” 
(p.359).  In sonnet 30, Shakespeare tackles the question of mourning when he pens, “When 
to the Sessions of Sweet Silent Thought.”  In the poem he pictures a life where mourning and 
grieving predominate.  He grieves about grievances and feels the pain over again, as if he had 
not already suffered it.  He cannot let them go. However, he sees the need to let these past 
grievances go lest life become intolerably weighed down.  For him liberation and the return to 
sanity, come when he remembers his friend, “but if the while I think on thee, dear friend, all 
losses are restored and sorrows end.”   
 A refusal to mourn can be seen in Shakespeare’s King Lear.  You likely remember the 
story.  Lear decides to step aside as King of England and divide his kingdom between his 
three daughters, while maintaining some visiting rights with his daughters.  As the story 
unfolds, he divides the kingdom in two because his daughter Cordelia does not give the 
narcissistic Lear the answer he wants and needs.  In truth, we see as the play progresses, 
that Lear has not really given up his throne.  He simply wants to continue his old life without 
any responsibility.  His two empowered daughters do not allow Lear his fantasy.  He is cast 
out to wander with his fool.  Because he refused to mourn, he goes mad.  In his case, a 
refusal to mourn leads to a total breakdown.  As he is dying he comes to some sense of sanity 
and seeks to reconcile with Cordelia, but she has already been killed.  This is a powerful 
experience of the irretrievable.  We hear it in his last lines, as he kneels by Cordelia’s body:  
“O thou wilt come no more.  Never, never, never.”  What Lear did not grasp in giving up the 
kingdom was the reality that “mourning is the medicine of life” (von Unwerth), and we have to 
take it as both a bitter and sweet pill. 
 Recently, I saw a play by Katori Hall called The Mountaintop.  It is a fantasy about Dr. 
Martin Luther King’s last night on earth.  The play is set in the motel room in Memphis to 
which Dr. King returned after his early evening speech in support of the striking sanitation 
workers.  We see him in his hotel room waiting for Ralph Abernathy to return with a pack of 
cigarettes.  He ordered coffee that is brought to him by the hotel maid who, in this play, is an 
angel in disguise.  She stays to talk and offer him cigarettes.  As the night wears on, she 
reveals that she is an angel with a message from God for Dr. King. The message is that he is 
going to die tomorrow.  In his speech to the sanitation workers that evening, Dr. King had 
returned to his “I have a dream” themes.  “I’ve been to the mountaintop…and I’ve seen the 
Promised Land.  I may not get there with you.  But I want you to know tonight, that we, as a 
people, will get to the Promised Land.”  The playwright presents him as struggling with the 
issue of transience.  He tells the angel to get back in touch with God and to tell Him (she 
corrects Dr. King by saying “Her”) to change Her mind, and to give him more time because 
there is so much more work to be done,  and he is the one who can do it.  The author 
presents the private Dr. King as a man with the same strengths and flaws as any other human 
being.  Dr. King did not have much time to mourn, but Hall presents him as a man who finally 
came to terms with his destiny.  His followers had to mourn so that they could advance what 
he had begun.  We hear again the theme of Dobson’s “The Paradox of Time” (1886). 
 Time goes, you say?  Ah no! 
 Alas.  Time stays, we go; 
 
I was also reminded of a few lines called “First Fig” (1920) by Edna St. Vincent Millay (1892-
1950): 
 My candle burns at both ends; 
 It will not last the night; 
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 But ah, my foes and oh, my friends— 
 It gives a lovely light (p.90) 
 
 The acceptance of transience is a sign of resilience.  Going through the mourning that 
comes with transience allows us to pick ourselves up again.  The human spirit is resilient as 
we recover from wars, tsunamis, fires, floods, and a multitude of personal setbacks.  In seeing 
the inevitability of transience we realize that adversity is never the end of the story.  Mourning 
passes, hope returns.  Mary Schmich, the Chicago Tribune columnist, gives words to this 
reality as she quotes a poem by the Polish Nobel Laureate, Wislawa Szymborska, entitled, 
“The End and the Beginning” (2013): 
 
 After every war  
 Someone has to clean up 
 Things won’t 
 Straighten themselves up, after all. 
 Someone has to push the rubble  
 to the side of the road, 
 so the corpse-filled wagons 
 can pass (p.3). 
 
This speaks to the way that people get back to business after violence rips apart their ordinary 
world, about how the passage of time transforms memories (we mourn) and restores hope.  In 
his essay Freud speaks to the hope that once the mourning is over after WWI, that the people 
will rebuild again, “and perhaps on firmer ground and more lastingly than before” (1915, 
p.361). 
 
 In the Afterword to his Memoir, Dropped Names,(2012), the actor Frank Langella 
suggests that  transience is really the permanence:  

And the wilderness in which I wandered as a young boy, believing myself forever lost, 
never to reach a destination, I have now come to feel is precisely the place to be. 
There is no lasting comfort, it seems to me, in the safe landing.  Better to stay in flight, 
take the next bus, relinquish control, trust in happenstance, and embrace 
impermanence (p.356). 
 

As the moments for my writing and your reading of this paper have passed irretrievably, I 
conclude with a quote from Tennyson’s (1835) poem “Morte D’Arthur: 
 The old order changeth, yielding place to new, 
 And God fulfills Himself in many ways 
 Lest one good custom should corrupt the world. 
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SOME POETIC ASSOCIATIONS 
 
When I look carefully     Flower in the crannied wall, 
I see the nazuna blooming    I pluck you out of the crannies;   
By the hedge!     Hold you here, root and all, in my hand, 
                       Basho    Little flower---but if I could understand 
      What you are, root and all, and all in all,    

I should know what God and man is.  
Alfred Lord Tennyson 
The Wayfarer 
The beauty of the world hath made me sad,   
This beauty that will pass; 
Sometimes my heart hath shaken with great joy 
To see a leaping squirrel in a tree,  
Or a red lady-bird upon a stalk, 
Or little rabbits in a field at evening,  
Lit by a slanting sun, 
Or some green hill where shadows drifted by 
Some quiet hill where mountainy man hath sown 
And soon would reap; near to the gate of Heaven; 
Or children with bare feet upon the sands 
Of some ebbed sea, or playing on the streets  
Of little towns in Connacht, 
Things young and happy. 
And then my heart hath told me:  
These will pass, 
Will pass and change, will die and be no more,  
Things bright and green, things young and happy;  
And I have gone upon my way 
Sorrowful.                                         Padraic Pearse   
 

Sonnet 60 
Like as the waves make towards the pebbled shore, 
So do our minutes hasten to their end, 
Each changing place with that which goes before 
In sequent toil all forwards do contend. 
Nativity, one in the main of light, 
Crawls to maturity, wherewith, being crowned, 
And Time that gave, doth now his gift confound. 
Time doth transfix the flourish set on youth, 
And delves the parallels in beauty’s brow, 
Feeds on the rarities of natures truth, 
And nothing stands but for his scythe to mow;  
And yet, to times, in hope my verse shat stand, 
Praising thy worth despite his cruel hand.   William Shakespeare 
 
The Paradox of Time     
Time goes, you say? Ah, no!   “I tell you the past is a bucket of   
Alas, Time stays, we go;    ashes, so live not in your yesterdays, 
Or else, were this not so,   not just for tomorrow, but in the here 
What need to chain the hours,  and now.  Keep moving and forget the 

Blooming nazuna  

       or Shepherd’s Purse 
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For Youth were always ours?   post mortems; and remember, no one 
Time goes, you say?---ah, no!  can get the jump on the future.” 
….Alas, Time stays, -we go!     Carl Sandburg 
          Henry Austin Dobson      
 
To the Virgins, to Make Much of Time    To Daffodils 
Gather ye rosebuds while ye may,   Fair daffodils, we weep to see 
Old Time is still a-flying:    You hate away so soon; 
And this same flower that smiles to-day  As yet the early-rising sun 
To-morrow will be dying.    As not attain’d his noon. 
        Stay, Stay 
The glorious lamp of heaven, the sun,  Until the hasting day has run 
The higher he’s a-getting,    But to the evensong; 
The sooner will his race be run,    And, having pray’d together, we 
And nearer he’s to setting    Will go with you along. 
 
That age is best which is the first,    We have short time to stay, as you, 
When youth and blood are warmer;    We have as short a spring; 
But being spent, the worse, and worst  As quick a growth to meet decay, 
Times still succeed the former.   As you, or anything. 
        We die 
Then be not coy, but use your time,    As your hours do, and dry 
And while ye may go marry:     Away 
For having lost but once your prime,    Like to the summer’s rain 
You may for ever tarry.     Or as the pearls of morning/ 
                                                             Robert Herrick 
Endymion 
A thing of beauty is a joy for ever: 
Its loveliness increases; it will never 
Pass into nothingness; but still will keep 
A bower quiet for us, and a sleep 
Full of sweet dreams, and health, and quiet breathing.   John Keats 
 
Sonnet 30        Morte D’Arthur 
When to the sessions of sweet silent thought   “The old order changeth, 
I summon up remembrance of things past,        yielding place to new 
I sigh the lack of many a thing I sought,     And God fulfills Himself 
And with old woes new wail by dear time’s waste:        in many ways 
…But if the while I think on thee, dear friend,   Lest one good custom 
All losses are restored and sorrows end.                 should corrupt the world…” 

William Shakespeare     Alfred Lord Tennyson 
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When people suffer as a result of natural disasters such as storms, volcanic eruptions, 

and earthquakes, survivors ultimately tend to accept the event as part of their fate or as the 
will of God. Even after man-made accidental disasters, such as Chernobyl, survivors may 
blame a small number of individuals of governmental organizations for their carelessness, but 
fundamentally there are no "others" who have deliberately sought to hurt the victims (Volkan, 
2002. p. 9).  

When people suffer as a result of neo-liberal economic policies1 that created 
enormous disparities between the rich and the poor; this situation of gross class inequality, 
together with neoconservative foreign policy (Layton, 2008) creates a traumatogenic 
environment (Hollander & Gutwill, 2006).  

The trauma about which I will speak, is social trauma produced by political repression 
and torture. These situations are the result of an intentional, malignant act or acts designed by 
persons, organizations or states in order to cause damage to the individual and to produce a 
state of fear and helplessness with long-standing destabilization.  

Social trauma is implemented within a context of suppression and oppression, often 
against a backdrop of state-organized terror and/or political violence aimed at specific groups 
such as ethnic communities, political movements or social groups. The aim is to produce fear 
on a mass basis and destroy social links.  

In this kind of trauma, society as a whole, or as represented by the government, either 
colludes in or actually supports the victimization (e.g., war, genocide, and state supported 
torture). This type of trauma has both a moral and an interpersonal dimension and, therefore, 
it has implications for the conclusions that the individual draws about the nature of people, and 
influences the victim's subsequent interpersonal relationships and social self.  

When a human being deliberately inflicts pain upon another, the resulting 
symptomatology in the victim, as well as coping strategies and outcome, are inextricably 
linked to the interpersonal and moral aspects of the traumatic violation. This is especially the 
case in those instances where the victimization is supported by the larger social structure. In 
such cases, the interpersonal violation becomes generalized to the larger social context, 
impinging on the victim's basic self-other representation. Consequently, whenever the 
community and its institutions neglect to act as a container for individuals and groups, this 
generates trauma, which can be compared with the baby's experience of a failure in 
mothering. Such failures in the social system are reflected in failing the individual to contain, 

                                                           
1 The meaning of the word "liberal" when used in economics is different than its use in politics. Neo-
liberalism is a strongly capitalist form of economic liberalism that supports the removal of barriers to 
privatization, free trade, open markets, deregulation and opposes government programs and spending. 
Though not common parlance in the United States, its negative connotations of helping the rich grow 
richer and the poor grow poorer are visible worldwide. 
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nurture, care for, and protect them, as in the case of the lack of assistance and compassion 
towards the victims of poverty, disease, natural catastrophe, social turmoil, economic crisis, 
violence, or war.  

When there is a blatant attack, on the part of those in authority upon minorities, or 
even on the bulk of the population, as in the case of social repression, war, racism, genocide, 
or persecution, there exists a perversion of the social system.  This perversion not only fails to 
uphold current social values and laws, but actually breaks them, as in the case of corruption 
and deceit on the part of such authorities.  

In all of these, the familiar defenses of disavowal, dissociation, and denial are 
employed at individual and collective levels to deal with the failures to treat other human 
beings just as other human beings.  Such denial inhibits the ability to name the truth or 
acknowledge the violence that is being perpetuated, and undermines the taking of 
responsibility for social and political discourse. Most importantly, such defenses perpetuate 
the failure of those in power to recognize the other’s difference, plight and pain.  

It is difficult to explain why each such country is determined to solve its internal 
problems by waging war, however, such explanations do not even begin to address the 
question as to why the soldiers and, in some cases, the general population, act with such 
cruelty toward the people that were conquered, or why most of the citizens, those who did not 
directly participate in the reported atrocities, prefer to look the other way and choose not to 
interfere.  This is clearly seen in the case of concentration camps, where empathic responses 
were absent from sadistic killings, not only absent from the Nazis, but from fellow citizens and 
Allies as well.  

Similar behaviors can be seen in countries where political repression was at its peak. 
Hollander (2006) described the role of the bystander during the “Dirty War” in Argentina. She 
has stated, “Employing defenses of denial and disavowal, served to protect the people from 
having to bear witness to the price paid by the civilian society for the violent maintenance of 
their society’s economic and political inequities” (p. 155). This statement shows that when 
people’s vital needs are not responded to by others, individuals lose the expectation that their 
needs will be met. Faith in the possibility of a positive outcome through communication dies.  

Accordingly, I propose that an essential feature of the trauma suffered by a survivor of 
genocide and political repression is the victim's feeling of an inability to affect the environment 
interpersonally so as to elicit a sense of mutuality and justice. The victim feels that there is “no 
longer anyone on whom to count,” as the link between self and other has been effaced by the 
failure of empathy.  

The traumatized person, in order to “survive” and live on among the riches of life 
around him/her, has to take flight into a certain kind of deadness, an existential state where 
the woundedness is muted, mortality and dependency are dissociated, and the complexity 
and pains of being part of the web of human existence are repudiated. What is killed off in the 
severely traumatized is imagination, empathy, curiosity, desire, and kindness.  

Institutionalized torture destroys the fabric of the social network of which we humans 
form an integral part, and it undermines and subverts the human soul. Humiliation is the 
human condition to which the victim of torture is reduced. Humiliation and resentment propel 
individuals to action. However, this action is bound to perpetuate cycles of revenge and 
violence, and apologies may be deemed insufficient to undo the inflicted damage. The result 
is an endless series of eye-for-an-eye scenarios.  
      Weschler (in Drummond 2002, p. 112) observed that “The outcries that arise from the 
torture chambers are twofold: The body is crying for the soul and the ego is crying for others, 
but in both cases they remain unanswered.” Torture’s cause is clearly identifiable: it is our 
fellow beings who transform us into frightened, caged animals, and it is their will, filled with 
triumphal arrogance, that leads us to this interminable suffering. It is like saying: “You will 
have to die or suffer interminable torture, because you are of a different race, sexual 
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orientation, religion or political creed. You, and everything which is yours, which you were and 
which you believed, will become dust.”  
  The suffering that results from this affirmation of prevailing power, its irrefutable logic 
and the madness of its unquestionable certainty, produces anguish that is specific, 
incomparable and indescribable – an anguish that will stay with the majority of the survivors 
for the rest of their lives and will last for generations. Keilson (1992, in Cordal, 2005) and 
others state that the consequences of trauma persist even long after wars, dictatorial regimes 
or  political repression  have ended. After massive trauma, some trans generational 
transmission of its images does occur, becoming intertwined with the core identity and self-
representation of each member of subsequent generations in the groups for which the trauma 
is a historical legacy (Volkan, 2002).  
  For victims to speak of torture and its consequences, the trauma, is to use their 
testimony and humanity to denounce what has happened to them. The only way that one can 
understand someone who has been tortured and through which one can gain any insight into 
that person is by daring to look at the oppressive regime that destroyed him/her. It is not 
enough for victim’s wounds to be healed; it is necessary to restore them to the human order 
and to the status of their fellow human beings. The phrase which immortalizes Primo Levi 
(1959) in his book If this is a Man relates to an incident where, after being denied an icicle to 
relieve his thirst, a prisoner imploringly asks an SS officer in broken German, “Why?” The 
officer's reply, in the voice of total authority, was: “Here there is no ‘why.’” The lack of any 
reason or explanation for torture and the infinite and inescapable bodily pain, combined with 
arbitrariness and cruelty, configure the traumatic nucleus of a horrifying experience (Vinar, 
2005, p. 318).  

In countries where the Governments had been under the control of a military 
dictatorship, political opposition was severely restrained and political dissenters were treated 
as dangerous, subversive criminals. They were persecuted, imprisoned and condemned 
without any legal rights to defense, and when in captivity, they were submitted to unending 
sessions of physical and mental torture. In the case of the “disappeared” people in Brazil, 
Chile and Argentina (in the 1970’s and 80’s) the survivors, those who were detained but did 
not “disappear,” gave themselves permission to validate the damage they suffered and to feel 
that, despite the fact that they were survivors, they had a right to recognition, justice and 
reparation.  

Consequently, if the expectations of reparation, recognition and social validation of the 
damage suffered by those subjected to such trauma are frustrated by society's silence and by 
the lack of justice, such victims would suffer another traumatic sequence of yet greater 
intensity that would lead to deeper feelings of impotence, helplessness and marginalization 
from society. Conroy (2000) interviewed participants in the committing of institutionalized 
torture, mainly from South America and Africa. He found a fairly common pattern of severe 
training, which included harsh treatment, humiliation, and ideological indoctrination, resulting 
in a sense of camaraderie among the future torturers, a blind faith in the judgment of their 
superiors and a belief that their work, even if distasteful, was an important part of ensuring 
national security. They looked upon their inflicting pain and terror as simply a job to be done. 
They usually regarded their victims as threats to their country's safety and as part of a 
conspiracy that sought to disrupt the social order. Often they initiated the interrogation without 
knowing the victim's name or of what crime he/she had been accused. The men and women 
who committed these acts were found to be no worse or better than the average individual. 
After their careers in so-called counter-intelligence work ended, they went on to live rather 
uneventful lives (Conroy, 2000, p. 122, in Bemporad, 2001, p. 161).  

People who suffer this kind of trauma tend to repeat, compulsively, aspects of the 
traumatized experience in thoughts about current events, interpersonal experiences, and 
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suffer nightmares and other psychological phenomena associated with PTSD (Volkan, 2002). 
It can be a sound, smell, or a sight that reminds the victim of the trauma suffered.  

Two other points are important to consider here.  The first is that, when connectedness 
to people feels too dangerous, inanimate objects may take their place. A child in a train on the 
way to a concentration camp cried for the bed he had left behind. At that moment, he/she was 
unable to recognize or to mourn the broken connection with lost loved ones. Throughout the 
adult life attachment to things becomes important.  Let’s look at the case of an 18 year-old 
young woman, who, at the age of 5, was given a pink teddy bear by her grandmother. When 
she migrated to the United States from the Dominican Republic 4 years ago, the teddy bear 
was the only personal object that she brought with her. She had repaired the bear's torn pawn 
and watched its color fade. When sad, she talked to it as if it was a real person while thinking 
of her grandmother's love. 
  The second point is that many survivors are preoccupied with their bodies; suggesting 
that the body may represent something concrete onto which the longing for human form, 
structure, and contact may be displaced. Memorabilia and physical objects become important 
to the extent that they allow connecting with the person’s history. The traumatic state operates 
like a black hole in the person's mind because, in it, and in the absence of need-satisfying 
interactions, there is no basis for symbolic, goal-directed behavior and interaction. Instead, in 
the traumatic state, there is “an absence of structure and representable experience in a region 
of the self,” and thus an associated absence of a real traumatic event that can either be 
adequately represented or comprehended (Cohen, 1985, p. 178, in Laub & Auerhahn, 1989).   

In this way, unfortunately, the traumatic event remains unintegrated and unattached in 
the survivor's psychic life, despite its apparent assimilation through endless recounting and 
mythmaking, and, because of this isolation, it can eclipse all else. Following Laub (2013), "...at 
the core of the very traumatic experience is the obliteration of the internalized, empathic 
communicative dyad. Just as the executioner does not heed the pleas for life and relentlessly 
proceeds with execution, the internal 'Thou', the addressee with whom inner dialogue takes 
place, a prerequisite to symbolization and internal world representation, ceases to exist" (p. 
184). 
Conclusion 
The power of psychoanalysis to effect social change is, of course, limited. But it is my sense 
that the kind of subjectivity that psychoanalysts want to foster cannot emerge from a 
psychoanalysis that splits the psychic from the social, one that does not take cultural power 
differentials and oppressive social norms into account (Layton, 2008).  Only when trauma is 
symbolized, when there is a witness, or when one is able to be one's own witness, there is an 
opportunity to recover and resume life.  

I believe that witnessing, as a social process, comes about in relation to the 
combination of suffering and the evil that is brought about by evil policies. By witnessing, one 
can become a moral representative and an agent of collective memory. Part of this entails 
personal risk. An eyewitness who remains personally safe and sheltered is not a moral 
witness. The risk may be the result of belonging to the category of people toward whom the 
evil deed were or is directed, or it may be inherent in the effort to document and report. 
Witnessing a social reality means participating in an ongoing process of bearing witnessing. 
As Richards (2012) reminds us: "To bear witness to the Holocaust [and for the purposes of 
this paper, to bear witness to all traumata] is to look both ways. We not only must 
acknowledge heartbreaking destruction and loss but must celebrate the enduring power of 
life...destruction and creation-witnessing includes both" (p. 267).  

As clinicians working with patients who have experienced trauma, we need to be 
cognizant of the toxic impact of shame, humiliation, and victimization, and to have great 
reservoirs of patience and compassion as our patients mourn the past and slowly recover. 
Ethical non-neutrality should include the imperative to bear witness to the details of our 
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patients’ stories and to the traumas acknowledged and unacknowledged by them. This means 
attesting to the wrongdoings against them as well as to their suffering. And additionally, 
witnessing to the permanence of pain, which stays with the victim and with their descendants 
in obvious and even subtle ways all their lives.  
Acknowledgments: I would like to thank Johanna Cuevas for her suggestions in the 
publication of this manuscript and also express my appreciation to FarrelI Silverberg for his 
detailed editing and comments.  
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GENERATIONS:  THE TRANSIENCE AND PERMANENCE OF WHAT IS TRANSMITTED, 
SHARED, AND REMEMBERED 

 
Joseph Scarpati and Merle Molofsky 

 
 
The Japanese term “mono no aware” represents the essence of a cultural aesthetic sensibility 
prevalent in Japan, which can be loosely translated as “finding the beauty in the sadness at 
the transience of all beautiful things.”  In most cultures, there is a consciousness among the 
“elders” of the necessity of preserving what is culturally significant and meaningful, and 
therefore a dedication to transmitting cultural heritage to the next generation. 
 
When we presented on the theme of “Generations: the Transience and Permanence of What 
is Transmitted, Shared, and Remembered,” we did not read a paper.  Rather, we entered into 
a discussion arising from our creative work, the resonance of depth psychology understanding 
shared by a grandmother and grandson––a 71-year-old psychoanalyst who is a writer and a 
21-year-old college senior who is majoring in psychology and who is also a writer. 
 
The genesis of our panel presentation was a conversation between the two of us, and the 
spirit of that conversation carried over into the presentation.  We were talking about the theme 
of the conference, transience and permanence, and what we thought had been transmitted to 
us through the generations.  Joseph found himself reminiscing about how his taste and 
interest in music was formed.  In a music appreciation class in college, the instructor asked 
the students to write a short essay about their favorite music, the quality that music 
possessed, and how their taste was formed. Joseph wrote that he liked lyrical music.   
 
Merle has a deep abiding love for the music of the British Isles, and for Irish music in 
particular, and listens most Saturdays to traditional Irish music on WFUV, the Fordham 
University radio station, from 8:00 am to 1:00 pm.  She also has a large collection of Irish 
music CDs. Joseph described listening to that radio station in his grandmother’s house most 
Saturdays, enthralled by the lyricism of the music.  He met his sweetheart, Grace, when they 
both were in high school.  Grace is a singer/songwriter, with a range of styles that can be 
funky, soulful, blues-y – and very lyrical.  Joseph recognizes that something he was fascinated 
by when very young continues to fascinate him, and is part of the initial fascination he had 
with Grace – a fascination that has matured into a deep and meaningful love between the two 
of them. 
 
Something else arose, that linked Irish music with Joseph and Merle’s love of writing.  Joseph 
had written a short story, “Charlie Boy,” and gave it to Merle and her husband Les, Joseph’s 
grandfather, to read.  Les also is a writer.  “Charlie Boy” is a first person narrative, from the 
perspective of a man in his early 60’s, terminally ill and finally reconciling himself to his brother 
Charlie’s decision to join the army, a decision made years ago, when Charlie was in his late 
teens.  The story addresses serious themes, like the culture of war in a family with a military 
history, the function of memory, and forgiveness. 
 
Merle was enthralled by the story, and stunned by the ability of a 21-year-old young man to 
enter so deeply into the experience, feelings, thoughts, and worldview of a man in his 60’s.  It 
seemed simply uncanny, as if he were channeling someone whose story needed to be told.  
Because Merle was impressed with the power of the story, she asked Joseph to choose a 
passage to read at the presentation, and, indeed, he did so.  Merle, and audience members, 
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had the experience of hearing a terminally ill man in his 60’s tell his story, in his powerful 
words, channeled through a vital 21-year-old man. 
 
Joseph pointed out that the title of the story is taken from a song, “Charlie Boy,” by The 
Lumineers, a song in which someone begs Charlie Boy not to go to war, and that the song 
itself has a quality similar to the Irish music that Merle loves.  The Lumineers are an American 
folk-rock band, and, of course, a lot of American folk music has Irish roots.    
 
Then Merle told Joseph that Merle’s mother Sima Lee, Joseph’s great-grandmother, a Polish 
Jew born outside Warsaw, and who immigrated to New York City in 1920, after World War I, 
when she was 10 years old, was enthralled by Irish culture.  She listened to classical music 
and American folk music, loved traditional Irish music, and was enthusiastic about Irish 
writers, particularly Sean O’Casey.  In 1952, when Merle was 10 years old, the same age her 
mother had been when her mother arrived in New York City, her mother told her that Merle 
could paint murals on her bedroom walls if she wished.  Merle indeed wished.  And so she 
painted a scene of what she imagined Ireland looked like, green grassy hills, and an Irish girl 
dancing a jig.  Merle heard the music in her mind when she looked at her mural. 
 
Something has been transmitted to both of us from the generations past, and continues to be 
transmitted.  The psychoanalyst-grandmother’s mother was the daughter of a woman who 
published essays in the Yiddish press in pre-World War I Poland.  Her father, who was 
working class, had a high school diploma, and was self-educated and highly cultured, had a 
great desire to be a writer, wrote poetry, began a novel, and loved literature, and recited 
Shakespeare’s sonnets at the drop of a hat.  Joseph’s grandmother’s daughter Rebecca, who 
is the grandson’s mother, earned an MSW, worked in a victim’s services agency in a big city, 
and has written novels, short stories, film scripts, and a musical.  Merle’s son Dominic, who is 
Rebecca’s brother and Joseph’s uncle, has written and acted in a one-man play produced in 
Tribeca.  Both grandmother and grandson write fiction with an emphasis on the inner life of 
the characters. 
 
What has been transmitted through the generations, and how?  DNA?  Chromosomes?  Of 
course there may be a biological factor involved.  Family culture?  Definitely.  Both grew up in 
households where books were family treasures, and literature, as well as all the other arts, 
were considered essential to a meaningful life. 
 
In transmission of cultural heritage, there is a sense of the transience of all beautiful things.  
The people themselves, who hold cultural values, are mortal, and, therefore, transient.  They 
know, whether consciously or unconsciously, that they have been given a gift, and that they 
hold the hopes of the generation that has passed.  They too hope to see something of what 
they value, and, indeed, who they are, transmitted to the next generation. 
 
In the dialogue between grandmother and grandson, they explored the themes in their own 
fiction, themes that address transience and permanence.   When they decided to do a joint 
presentation, Joseph and Merle discovered that they each had written a short story, each 
story very different from the other.  Joseph’s story had a college student as a main character, 
and largely took place in the woods.  Merle’s story had a suburban housewife and mother, 
circa 1970’s, as a main character, and largely took place in a house in the suburbs.  And yet, 
both stories had a startling common element – both stories were about the main character 
discovering a portal into another, sacred world. 
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Joseph and Merle also discussed their own “need” to write, to preserve something that might 
otherwise be “transient”, their own ways of looking at the world, their ways of resonating with 
and entering into the experience of others, their sense that what they have to say, and the 
way they say it, is important.  Writing fiction can be understood as a way of giving a sense of 
permanence to the transient. 
 
Merle became very aware that her sense of her family’s values and traditions were very 
important to her.  Merle’s background is Jewish – her mother was a Polish Jew and her father 
was born in New York City of recently arrived Jewish immigrants from Byelrus, now Belarus. 
Beyond ethnicity, she values what had been her parents’ liberal/progressive outlook, and their 
philosophy.  Her father had described himself as a pantheist, essentially in the tradition of 
Baruch Spinoza, that the material world was imbued with the divine.  Both parents valued 
culture, and education for its own sake.  Although neither had gone to college, and Merle’s 
mother had only three years of formal education, they both were self-educated, well-read, and 
highly cultured.   
 
Joseph is a cultured, well-educated young man.  He embodies the values that Merle’s parents 
possessed. 
 
Joseph, and for that matter, all of Merle’s grandchildren, comes from a mixed ethnic identity 
background.  Joseph, his brother Anthony, and his sister Leah, have a Jewish, Italian, and 
Sicilian ethnic heritage.  Their cousins Hailey and Kane have a Jewish, Italian, and Irish ethnic 
heritage.  Their cousin Nicky has a Jewish, Italian, Irish, and Puerto Rican ethnic heritage.  
Merle found herself wondering, how much of their Jewish heritage is important to them.  What 
are they aware of in terms of their Jewish background? 
 
Yet Merle determined that what truly mattered was the depth of their souls, the way they relate 
to others, and the values that they hold. 
 
As a child, Merle was greatly influenced by reading Yiddish writers, translated into English.  
She read “Bontche the Silent”, (“Bontche Shweig”) by I.L. Perelman.  She read “Tales of the 
Old Country” by Sholem Aleichem.  She learned Yiddish folk songs and lullabies.   
 
The “old country” traditions, the language, the music, the literature, may not be as resonant to 
the younger generations, to Merle’s children and grandchildren.  That is the transient. 
 
The deeper values, the talents, the ways of relating, are ever-present, in new forms.  That is 
the permanent. 
  
 
If you would like to contact Merle Molofsky, her email is:  mmpsya@mindspring.com 
or Joseph Scarpati:   josephscarpati@yahoo.com 
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Anicca, Dukkha, and Anatta: An Exploration of the 3 Dharma Seals Through Poetry and Song 

 
Ksera Dyette and Jess Rhee 

 
Buddhism offers three fundamental truths of existence that are experienced by all perceiving beings. 
Although each of these truths can stand alone as an important lesson, together they can also be 
conceptualized as forming a path to transcendence, leaving suffering behind. 
 
FIRE 
Anicca | Impermanence 
The kindling for transcendence is bound in the flesh of a human being, as well as in the weight of our 
desires. All this must be burned away before we can be as air above, within, and around our existence. 
 
Poem: “Grounding” written and performed by Jess Rhee 
Song: “Legacy” by Jess Rhee, performed by Jess Rhee and Ksera Dyette 
 
Intro to “Grounding:” When approaching the concept of impermanence, I was immediately reminded of 
the remnants of a forest fire that I had seen while traveling to Alaska through mid-western Canada 
during my adolescence. This scene was my first confrontation with the idea of impermanence, and I 
was deeply shaken that something as seemingly untouchable and permanent as Nature could be so 
destroyed. 
 
<<sound file link for Grounding >> 
 
Intro to “Legacy:” Perhaps, this song can best be understood as my rebellion against the idea of 
impermanence, and as expressing my hope that we can all leave something, anything, of substance 
behind us when we pass on into whatever ether awaits us.  
 
<<sound file link for Legacy >> 
  
SMOKE 
Dukkah  |  Suffering 
Smoke is the unwanted combination of solids, liquid particulates, and gases. It is the residue of 
combustion, the moment between solidity and dissipation, and the bridge between fire and air. It can be 
used as a form of communication, and also as a way to expel the unwanted and unacceptable things 
that lie within us.  It can obscure transcendent images, though they might be right before our eyes, 
much like suffering can obscure our ability to see our experiences as they really are. 
 
Poems: “Triangulation,” written and performed by Jess Rhee 
                                          “Echo,” written by Christina Rosetti, performed by Jess Rhee 
  Song: “Aimless,” written by Jess Rhee, performed by Jess Rhee and Ksera 
Dyette 
 
Intro to “Triangulation,” “Echo,” and “Aimless:” In 2009, there was a serious loss in my life. 
“Triangulation” came out of a grief-related writing group that I attended through Gilchrist Hospice in 
Maryland shortly after that loss. I am so grateful to this group of healers, for drawing me out of my 
silence. I began writing songs for the first time in my life shortly thereafter, in reaction to what had 
happened—“Aimless” is the first song that I wrote about what I was feeling. “Echo” is a Rosetti poem2 
that I read over and over again during that time. It brought me both pain and comfort, particularly the 

                                                           
o 2 “Echo” by Christina Rosetti appeared in her anthology, Goblin Market, The Prince's Progress, 

and Other Poems, London & New York: Macmillan, 1875 
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line “And yet, come to me in dreams that I may live.” 
<<sound file links for “Triangulation,” “Echo” and “Aimless” here >> 
 
AIR 
Anatta  |  Letting Go 
As we make our way along the bridge of suffering, the light of knowledge allows the bridge to dissipate, 
thereby making room for trust that we will not fall, but rather that we will rise into the air around us. 
  
Our presentation endeavors to create a path through fire, smoke, and air using poetry and song as an 
illustration of this journey. There is a powerful universality to the emotions evoked by these concepts; 
hopefully, this exploration will lead to an interconnectedness of our emotional experiences and may 
kindle in each of us an examination of where we stand on this path. 
 
Poem: “The Death of Joe Brown,” written and performed by Ksera Dyette 
Song: “Untitled,” written and performed by Ksera Dyette 
 
Intro to “The Death of Joe Brown:” I wrote this poem after someone dear to me lost a close friend of his 
to a long, painful battle with cancer. The poem reflects the last day that all of Joe's friends were able to 
see him in his final moments, and how he found his own transcendence. 
<<sound file link for “The Death of Joe Brown”>> 
Intro to “Untitled:” The "Watchmen" was a comic book series, later collected into a graphic novel, that 
dealt with themes of time, angst, and impending destruction, originally appearing between 1986 and 
1987, written by Alan Moore and illustrated by Dave Gibbons.  In it, there is a scene in which the 
characters Jon and Laurie are riding around Mars in the giant clock, discussing life. My favorite part of 
this ongoing dialogue is its conclusion when Jon illuminates thermodynamic miracles, paralleling the 
odds of such occurrences to the coming into existence of individual persons, “like oxygen 
spontaneously becoming gold" (p. 26)3. “Untitled” embodies the climax of this scene. 
 
<<sound file link for “Untitled”> 
 
 
For more about Ksera Dyette and Jess Rhee: 
www.facebook.com/La.Dia.blesse.bk 
 
 

                                                           
3 Watchmen by Alan Moore (with illustrations by Dave Gibbons), New York: DC Comics, Inc., 2005. 
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