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Frankl in 1954, from an oil painting by Florian Jakowitsch.





Foreword

I became acquainted with Dr. Viktor Frankl, as many have, through his book Man’s Search for Meaning. When I read it in 1963, I resonated to it. I, too, had lost in the Holocaust much that had been meaningful to me—family, friends, country, career, and my language, which to me as a writer was especially painful. The book offered answers for which I had groped for 25 years. I also realized the importance of logotherapy and its philosophy for many Americans. Their lives, too, had been emptied of meaning, though for different reasons. Families were scattered because of divorce, children moving out early, grandparents living alone, careers were interrupted by the breadwinner being transferred to a more remunerative job half across the country, if not the world. Many careers had become meaningless in a society that treasured riches and pleasures above all.

At that time I was in charge of adult-education programs at the Unitarian Church of Berkeley, and wanted to make Dr. Frankl’s ideas a topic of my classes. I wrote to him in Vienna, and it so happened that he was scheduled to speak at the University of California in Berkeley. We met briefly and he promised to send me “some material.” During the course of the next few weeks I received some 20 books, articles, and leaflets, all in German, my mother tongue. The more I read, the more I became convinced that a book for the intelligent American lay reader was urgently needed. It existed in neither German or English.

Dr. Frankl agreed that a general introduction to logotherapy was needed, and for the next two years a trans-Atlantic correspondence course in logotherapy ensued. We tried various approaches: my translating a book he was to write, my ghostwriting it, a book in dialogue  form—nothing worked. He never wanted to say anything favorable about his work because, he didn’t want to praise himself. Nor did he want to say anything unfavorable because, as he said, “I have enough critics, I do not need to criticize myself.” Finally he suggested I write the book myself. “Then you can praise and blame me as much as you want,” he said.

The book, The Pursuit of Meaning, was published in 1968 and changed my life. I took early retirement from my editorship at the University of California and became a logotherapist, arranging sharing groups. This was my way of finding the logotherapeutic secret to successful retirement. You don’t retire from a job (which may have become stale) but to an activity that is meaningful to you.

The contact between Berkeley and Vienna remained constant. I was privileged to drive Dr. Frankl to his various commitments during his California visits. I saw many instances of how he lived logotherapy and its principles, of which he writes in his books. At the conclusion of one of his lectures, an official of nearby San Quentin prison passed on to Dr. Frankl a request of a prisoner who had read Man’s Search for Meaning in the prison library and, having heard of Dr. Frankl being in the neighborhood, asked if he could speak to him in person. To the consternation of all who had painstakingly arranged Dr. Frankl’s schedule of lectures, interviews, and conferences, he immediately agreed to see the man. It was a lesson to me of what he means by fulfilling the meaning of the moment, especially when you are in a unique position to do a certain task.

Another time my wife and I walked with the Frankls on the Alpine mountain where they did their climbing. When they came down again to our horizontal level, we passed a barbecue, and he remarked that burning wood  always reminded him of the concentration camp because the primitive iron stoves in the barracks were heated with wood. I asked him if the memory was painful. “Oh no,” he replied. “When we returned from a day of hard labor in the freezing cold, we smelled wood fire. This meant a few hours of rest.” An illustration of his therapeutic advice is to find a positive angle even in painful experiences.

My work with logotherapy convinced me that it was time for Dr. Frankl to establish an institute for training and information. He refused, again with the argument that he did not want to “blow his own horn.” And again he challenged me: “Why don’t you do it?” So, in 1977, I started the Institute of Logotherapy in Berkeley although I had no administrative experience. But scores of enthusiastic volunteers helped me to establish the Institute, the oldest of 26 national institutes and societies existing all over the world.

My acquaintance (I almost dare say, friendship) with Dr. Frankl has given me precious insights into his personality, some of which he has shared with the general reader in this book. I know several facets of his intricate personality.

On his American tours, he is always under pressure from people who want to see him, interview him, confer with him. He is very jealous of time, refuses all chitchat over a cup of coffee, and does not even take time for a leisurely meal in a restaurant.

In his hometown, Vienna, Frankl is a different man. He still is rushed because he insists on answering his voluminous mail himself. But he does take time to enjoy life and experiences the meanings of the moment as he sees them. Once, my wife and I walked with him through the streets of Vienna, and he suddenly grabbed our arms and pulled us into a coffee shop. “Smell!” he ordered. “Freshly-ground  Viennese coffee.” A few steps later he pulled us into a bakery. “Smell,” he said again, “freshly-baked Viennese rolls.” He enjoys the continuous stream of logotherapists who visit him. One summer afternoon we were joined in his living room by visitors from five countries—Austria, Germany, Poland, Mexico, and the United States.

The third Viktor Frankl is Frankl on the mountain-top. For many years, every weekend he and his wife Elly drove to the Rax Mountain where they had their private room in a mountain inn. There he was surrounded by mountain guides, other rock climbers, and guests. Some knew him but most of them saw only a little old man who insisted on climbing a vertical rock to get to a plateau that easily could be reached by a winding but comfortable path. On the mountain, Frankl is relaxed, jokes with the guides in their hardly understandable dialect, and takes his time eating and chatting with strangers.

My wife and I spent many a weekend with the Frankls on that mountain top. During the midday rush, in the open-air snack hut where people were drinking beer and eating sausages, Frankl often helped the overburdened waiter clear the tables of beer glasses. One day when he was making his way to the kitchen with an armful of empty glasses, we saw a young girl asking for his autograph. He put down the glasses and obliged.

But most of the guests don’t know him. Once, when he was clearing the tables, one of the guests asked him to bring him another beer. Frankl went to the kitchen and brought the beer. The guest paid him and gave him a tip. When Frankl hesitated, the guests said, “Come on, you deserve it, you have such a nice smile.” When Frankl later tried to pass on the tip to the waiter, the waiter refused. “You earned it,” he said. Frankl did not want to keep the  tip, and neither did the waiter. They made a deal, and so it happened that the Institute of Logotherapy received a contribution of 35 cents.

There is another Frankl, and that is Frankl the prophet. He is a prophet in the Biblical sense—not to predict the future but to warn against its horrors. The horrors Frankl is warning against are the horrors of a meaningless life, an empty or frustrated life. He is not only warning against such a life but has developed his logotherapy to prevent it.

Behind his philosophy stands a very human man. We must be grateful that he now has revealed some bits of his humanness in this book.

 



Joseph Fabry  
Berkeley, California







Preface

Witness of the twentieth century, founder of his own school of psychotherapy, and symbol for the incomprehensible—survival in the Nazi concentration camps: All of this is Viktor E. Frankl. Born in Vienna, Austria, in 1905, he looks back on almost an entire century that he shared as witness, as sufferer, and, through his life’s work, as shaper.

On the occasion of his 90th birthday, March 26,1995, we present these recollections from his life. Originally not intended for publication, Viktor Frankl over the years has written about key events in his life. To date almost nothing but his scientific writings is available, so he has decided to publish these personal encounters and events as his 31st book in German. The character of these life memories in his own words has been retained intentionally, allowing a vivid picture of one of the truly great intellectual personalities of this century.

This book came into being through close cooperation with the publisher. Viktor Frankl worked on the manuscript with undiminished vigor, despite his age and health problems, so that it would be possible to have the book ready for his 90th birthday.

Therefore, our thanks go in the first place to his wife, Elly Frankl, who not only typed the manuscript, but supported her husband in every phase of the task. Further thanks are due to Harald Mori, who was of great service in the preparation of this book. Special thanks, of course, to the author himself, who made it possible.

 



Martina Gast-Gampe  
Munich, Germany







A Note from the Editor

This book was originally published in German to coincide with Viktor Frankl’s 90th birthday in March 1995. We now present an English translation of the second edition of this work, under the title Viktor Frankl - Recollections: An Autobiography.


We would like to thank Joseph and Judith Fabry, who have ably translated the text from German into English. Joseph Fabry is himself an emigré from central Europe, with an intimate knowledge of the atmosphere in Vienna between the two World Wars; he has great expertise in the writing, editing, and translation of German, and in particular Austrian, literature; and last but not least, he has been a close friend of Viktor Frankl for decades.

Thanks also to Haddon Klingberg, who helped in the final editing of the translated manuscript; he provided an American scholar’s and writer’s feel for the hues and nuances of the English language; his acquaintance with Viktor Frankl dates back to 1963, when as a student he attended Frankl’s famous Wednesday lectures at the Vienna Policlinic.

Also, a big thank you to Franz Vesely, with whom I have worked previously. Franz is the son-in-law of Viktor Frankl and was responsible for bringing this project to my attention.

 



Joanna Lawrence 
Insight Books
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Wedding picture of Frankl’s parents (1901).





My Mother and Father

My mother was a descendant of an old, established Prague patrician family. The German writer Oskar Wiener,1  who was immortalized as a character in Gustav Meyrink’s  2 Der Golem, was her uncle. I saw him perish, long after he had become blind, in the concentration camp Theresienstadt. Also among the ancestors of my mother was Rashi,3 who lived in the twelfth century; and “Maharal,”  4 the famous “High Rabbi Löw” of Prague. All of this I learned from a family tree that I once had occasion to see.

I almost was born in the famous Siller coffeehouse in Vienna. There my mother felt the first labor pains, on the beautiful spring afternoon of March 26, 1905. My birthday coincides with the day Beethoven died; on this point a schoolmate once commented mischievously: “One mishap comes seldom alone.”

My mother was a kindhearted and deeply pious woman. I cannot understand why I was such a “pest” as a child, as I was told. As a little boy I insisted on falling asleep only when she sang to me the cradle song, “Long, Long Ago.” The words did not matter to me then, and later she told me that she often sang it this way: “Keep quiet, you little pest—long, long ago, long ago.” Only the melody had to be right.

I was so emotionally attached to my parental home that I suffered terrible homesickness during the first weeks and months, even years, when I had to stay overnight in the various hospitals where I was working. I wanted to spend my nights at home, not less than once a week at first, then once a month whenever possible. Later I wanted to be at home again at least on every birthday.
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Tomb of the legendary Rabbi Löw at the old Jewish cemetery in Prague.

After father died in the Theresienstadt camp, and I was left alone with mother, I made it my practice to kiss her wherever I met her and whenever I said goodbye to her. This was to be sure that, should we be separated, we had always parted in peace.

And when the time had come, and I was to be deported to the Auschwitz death camp with my first wife, Tilly, I said farewell to my dear mother. At that last moment  I asked mother, “Please give me your blessing.” I can never forget how she cried out, from deep within her heart: “Yes! Yes, I bless you!”—and then she gave me her blessing. This was only about a week before she herself was deported to Auschwitz, and sent directly to the gas chamber.
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Frankl’s mother Elsa—in the fashion of her days.

In Auschwitz I thought very often of mother. Each time I fantasized how it would be when I would see her again. Naturally, I imagined that the only thing for me to do would be to kneel down and, as the expression goes, kiss the hem of her dress.

While I characterized mother as kindhearted and deeply pious, I would say that father’s temperament was different. His personal philosophy was Spartan, and he had a strong sense of duty. He had principles, and he remained faithful to them. I also am a perfectionist, and this I learned from him. On Friday evenings, my older brother and I were forced by father to read a prayer in Hebrew. When we made mistakes, which happened most of the time, we were not punished, but there was no reward. But each time we read the text without mistakes, the reward was 10 heller. But this happened only a few times in a given year.

Father’s philosophy could be called not only Spartan, but also stoic, had he not tended to be hot-tempered. In a fit of anger he once broke an alpine walking stick as he hit me with it. Despite this, to me he was always the personification of justice. And he always provided us with a sense of security.

For the most part, I take after my father. The characteristics I inherited from him, together with those from mother, may help to explain the tension in my personality traits. I once was given the Rorschach inkblot test by a psychologist at an Innsbruck psychiatric clinic. He claimed that he had never seen such a range between rationality and deep emotions. The former I probably inherited from father, and the latter from mother.

Father’s family came from southern Moravia, which then was part of the Austro-Hungarian monarchy. As the penniless son of a master bookbinder, my father nearly  starved himself through high school and into the beginning of medical school. Ultimately, he had to drop out of medical studies for financial reasons.
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Frankl’s father Gabriel as a high school student, about 1879.

Father entered public service and was able to advance to the position of director in the government’s Ministry of Social Service. Prior to his death at Theresienstadt from starvation and pneumonia, this “Herr Direktor”  once was seen scraping potato peelings from a nearly empty trash can. Later I was transferred from Theresienstadt to the camp at Kaufering, where we suffered terribly from starvation, and it was there that I came to understand my father better. Now it was I who scraped a tiny piece of carrot from the icy soil—with my fingernails.
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