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MYSELF:

A PSYCHIATRIST'S MEMOIR,

BY IRVIN D. YALOM

hen | read The Gift of Therapy after my
infernship, | felt liberated. | started my
first year of independent practice with

a newfound confidence and ease born
directly from my first foray info the masterful, soulful,
instructive storytelling of Irvin Yalom. | have, over the
years, internalized his voice and drew consistent
inspiration from his novels and textbooks fo help me
understand how fo be an effective psychotherapist.
So it was with exhilaration and anxiety that | began
reading his final book, his autobiography written at
age 85, Becoming myself: A Psychiatrist's Memoir
(Basic Books, 2017).

MY TREPIDATION TO VENTURE INTO
THE LIFE STORY OF A FIGURE | HAVE
OBVIOUSLY IDEALIZED WAS LIKE THE
KIND OF AWKWARDNESS FELT AT
BUMPING INTO YOUR OWN THERAPIST
OR SUPERVISOR IN THE SUPERMARKET
AND SEEING THEM IN SHORT PANTS AND
A TORN T-SHIRT, BUYING TOOTHPASTE
AND TOILET PAPER. OH YEAH, THEY'RE
HUMAN, TOO. DAMN.

Indeed, Yalom does not disappoint in tfurning
the analytic gaze inwards and being vulnerable,
exploring his formative relationships and theirimpact
on his personality, values, beliefs and world views.
The very first chapter, an eloquently written three
pages, The Birth of Empathy, quickly sets the tone for
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the book. Here, Yalom remembers
waoking from a nightmare of an
incident that really happened
during childhood, in which he
mocked a freckled young girl by
shouting “Hey, Measles!”. Horrified
by his boyhood indifference to
her feelings, he wakes up feeling
ashamed. He poignantly ends this
tale by pleading "Forgive me, Alice.”
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Forgiveness does frickle through the book as one of
several emotive themes and narrative threads that
Yalom uses to make sense of his long life. He lays
bare his intense anger towards both his parents,
each with its own history. As a first-generation child
of immigrants - Yiddish-speaking Russian Jews - he
grew up in a gritty Washington D.C. neighbourhood.
His parents owned a shop in which young Irv
roughed it out, grappling with the fensions of trying
fo integrate info American life, and balance his
parents’ orthodoxy with his own religious scepticism.

THIS QUESTION OF THE GOOD LIFE,
AND WHAT IT MEANS TO LIVE WITH
FREEDOM AND AUTHENTICITY, ALSO
FLOWS THROUGH THE BOOK. WE SEE THE
EARLY ROOTS OF HIS FASCINATION WITH
WESTERN PHILOSOPHERS, LEADING TO
HIS PIONEERING TEXTBOOK EXISTENTIAL
PSYCHOTHERAPY.



He does not avoid confronting one of the core pillars
of his own existential approach - death anxiety - as
it pertains fo his own mortality, legacy, admiration
and refusal fo retire (he sfill sees patients in San
Francisco). Nor does he avoid admitting the inherent
difficulties of writing a biography as an octogenarian
and needing to fill the fuzzy gestalts with palatable
fantasies:

*| TRY TO RECAPTURE PARTS OF MY
OWN YOUTH.. I'M SHOCKED AT
HOW DIFFERENTLY WE REMEMBER
THINGS [AND] AS | HELP PATIENTS
RECONSTRUCT THEIR EARLY LIVES, |
GROW INCREASINGLY CONVINCED
OF THE FRAGILE AND EVER-SHIFTING
NATURE OF REALITY. MEMOIRS, NO
DOUBT THIS ONE AS WELL, ARE FAR
MORE FICTIONAL THAN WE LIKE TO
THINK” (P50).

The book is an easy, conversational read in forty
chapters and 343 pages. The chapters vary from 3
page flashbacks, to 19 page history lessons, taking
the form of chronological snapshots fracing his
early life, his love for literature, meeting and marrying
Marilyn (an accomplished scholar of French literature
who made major early professional sacrifices that
allowed Yalom's career to flourish), seeing his first
psychiatric patient in 1955, his mentors, his career at
Stanford University, the many enviable sabbaticals in
exotic locations wherein he usually wrote his books
in picturesque franquillity, and the motivations and
expectations underlying his famous novels, such
as Love’s Executioner, When Niefzsche Wept or The
Spinoza Problem.

This book is useful for many audiences.This is a rare
glimpse info the personal life of, arguably, our field’s
most famous psychotherapist, a scholar-practitioner
committed fo creating curative relationships that
were unusually genuine, interactive, transparent,
and intimate.

HE ALSO LAYERS A FASCINATING, BRIEF
HISTORY OF THE DEVELOPMENT OF
PSYCHOTHERAPY MORE BROADLY -
FROM THE ENCOUNTER GROUPS OF THE
1960s TO ONLINE THERAPIES OF 2017.

He shares ‘behind-the-scenes’ insights into his writing
process, his quirky but fruitful innovations - especially
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in group work — and his own, frequent encounters
on the couch himself. He admits that he is "*a novice
at gefting old” and now feels a sense of foreboding
when audiences applaud him at conferences - "l
have a disquieting sense they are saying farewell”.

There is liffle to be critiqued and a memoir is
necessarily self-indulgent. At times the tone gets dry,
repetitive, and more descriptive than reflective, but
these lulls can be forgiven as he keeps a steady
pace. He also remains oddly silent on the medical
aspects of being a psychiatrist, but admits that
medication was never his expertise or interest, and
he preferred the humanities. ‘A psychotherapist’s
memoir’ would have been a more apt subtitle for the
book. For the critical reader, he avoids any detailed
discussion of aspects of his privileged positionality
and the temporal advantages of being a white,
heterosexual, male doctor in the USA at the time,
and the kinds of power and authority that was easily
aofforded to him, despite a torturous youth as “the
only white kid in a black neighbourhood, the only
Jew in a Christian world”.

Ultimately, this brave book does everything an
excellent memoir sets out to do, and Yalom reveals
enough of himself for us fo understand the man
behind the charm, and the history of an era.
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