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An Inspiring Supervisor, Colleague,
and Friend

Ira Brenner—Jefferson Medical College

It has been my very good fortune to have known Vamik
Volkan since the early days of my psychiatry training at the Univer-
sity of Virginia, in Charlottesville, almost 40 years ago. Even back
then, Vamik was legendary. When I went for my interview prior to
acceptance into the program, he was out of town, so I did not get a
chance to meet him. However, everybody I met was raving about
him, but having read essentially no contemporary analytic literature
at the time, I was embarrassed to say that [ had not heard of him. I
felt like I had inadvertently fallen into something wonderful, but
was not quite sure exactly what it was.

Making that last minute, agonizing decision to follow my
heart and enter psychiatry instead of surgery, all I had known about
was Freud, Jung, electroconvulsive therapy (ECT), and Thorazine.
I feared I would not be able to use even a fraction of what I had
learned in medical school following this path, but what I did know
was that I had been a student of human behavior all my life. I des-
perately wanted to understand how the mind works, especially
when it came to the darker side of human nature. Eager to flee the
city after four grueling years of medical school, I had a romantic
notion of spending the next few years in the beautiful foothills of
the Blue Ridge Mountains, learning from hunched over old men
with monocles and faint Viennese accents.

I was, therefore, in for a great surprise when I met Dr. Vol-
kan. He was a larger than life, charismatic, and at times, rather in-
timidating Turk, who grew up on an island that I had barely even
heard of. Who was this man and why was everybody making such
a big deal about him? I soon found out. His love of psychoanalysis
was infectious and his enthusiasm for everything related to the field
was boundless. I was soon hooked!

We young residents fought over who would to be super-
vised by him for our psychotherapy cases. Because he was in such
great demand and because our status was low, things could get very
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competitive and ugly. So, I waited my turn, paid my dues, and
begged him for a year and a half before I finally got my chance for
personal supervision with Vamik. That was the plum of our train-
ing.

It was absolutely exhilarating at that early stage of my ca-
reer to learn psychoanalytic psychotherapy and see outpatients sev-
eral times per week while being personally taught by such a master
clinician and scholar. In addition, he taught courses every year,
which were fascinating as well as being a great relief from the daily
realities of inpatient treatment of acutely psychotic patients. While
it simply was not possible to integrate everything he spoke of with
our current clinical responsibilities, it became a blueprint for my
future work. His work on pathological grief and trauma figured
prominently in his lectures, and it spoke to me on a deep and per-
sonal level. It whetted my appetite for more, but little did I know at
the time that much of professional career would have devoted to
this realm and directly linked to my association with Vamik.

After I left Charlottesville and did my analytic training in
Philadelphia, I was determined to stay in contact with him. I ea-
gerly hoped to see him at national and international meetings. De-
spite the incredible demands on his time, he always found time to
have a drink, smoke a cigar, and share his wise counsel with me.
Over the years, our friendship has deepened. His kindness, gener-
osity, brilliance, vigor, and unceasing creativity have been a well-
spring of inspiration to me.

Ira Brenner, MD, is Clinical Professor of Psychiatry at Jef-
ferson Medical College in Philadelphia and Training and Supervis-
ing Analyst at the Psychoanalytic Center of Philadelphia, where he
is also Director Emeritus of the Adult Psychotherapy Training Pro-
gram. He has a special interest in the area of psychological
trauma and is the author of over 80 publications, including co-
editing two special issues of The International Journal of Applied
Psychoanalytic Studies and writing four books: The Last Witness—
The Child Survivor of the Holocaust, co-authored with Judith Ke-
stenberg (1996), Dissociation of Trauma—Theory, Phenomenol-
ogy, and Technique (2001), Psychic Trauma: Dynamics, Symptoms,
and Treatment (2004), and Injured Men—Trauma, Healing, and the
Masculine Self (2009). Dr. Brenner is the recipient of numerous
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awards, has lectured nationally and internationally, and has a pri-
vate practice of adult and child analysis. He may be reached at
ibrenn@aol.com.
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Why Vamik Volkan Deserves the
Nobel Peace Prize

John Jacob Hartman—University of South Florida

Vamik Volkan is one of the most significant psychoanalysts
of this or any other time. He is a man who has been able to move
out of the consulting room into the world of large group ethnic con-
flict and social trauma. He has sought to understand these phenom-
ena, to write about them with uncommon clarity, and to actively
engage current and former enemies with the aim of resolving differ-
ences and preventing violence.

He applies techniques developed to treat troubled individu-
als to help large groups talk to their enemies in ways that can lead
to solutions rather than to further conflict. He has taken very seri-
ously the words of Anwar el-Sadat that the conflict between Arabs
and Israelis was 70% psychological. He went to work on that 70%
not only with Arabs and Israelis, but also with Soviets and Ameri-
cans; Estonians and Russians; Serbians, Croatians and Bosniaks;
Georgians and South Ossetians; and of personal importance to him,
Turks and Greeks. He has worked with people in post-war socie-
ties like Albania and Kuwait.

Volkan was born a Muslim Turk on the island of Cyprus
and thus witnessed ethnic conflict on his island first hand. But it
was only after a career in psychoanalysis and psychiatric admini-
stration that he undertook the study of and the direct therapeutic
approach to ethnic conflict and social trauma. It is clear that grow-
ing up in Cyprus has given him a special sensitivity toward and in-
timate insight into the issues of ethnic identity and conflict. He is
also possessed of a tremendous empathy with people different from
himself who struggle with conflicts around large-group identity.
One example of his excellent work is his book written with col-



