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Bestselling author, popular scholar and existentialist irvin D. 

Yalom is one of the most influential living psychotherapists. this 

cinematic feature is more than a classic biography. together with 

Dr. Yalom we travel in a existential journey through the many 

layers of the human mind while he shares his fundamental insights 

and wisdom. Dr. Yalom’s books sold millions of copies worldwide 

and critics describe him as: mind-bending, stunning, inspiring, 

haunting, life-changing.
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the death of my father 13 years ago was a wake-
up call for me. it was then that i realised that i 
too have only one life, that this life will have an 
end, and that i should make the most of it.
only: how often are we our own worst enemy, 
especially when it comes to relationships and 
love. How many times do we compulsively re-
peat the same patterns, how often do we react in 
a way that we do not even understand ourselves. 

How often do we torment ourselves with con-
flicting thoughts and emotions. How often do we 
act contrary to our own best and that of others.
i found it to be a great challenge to live in the 
present - a life not determined by the injuries 
of the past nor the fears of the future. analytic 
psychotherapy and reading Yalom’s books helped 
me on the journey to myself.
my introduction to Yalom’s world was “love’s ex-

ecutioner and other tales of psychotherapy”. 
in the prologue, Yalom describes a group exer-
cise, in which he asks men and women who are 
“by no means desperate or needy, but success-
ful, well-functioning people” to ask each other 
one single question: “What do you want?”
i shall quote the passage in more detail, because 
it contains the essence of his therapeutic expe-
rience : “the group members called out to those 
who are forever lost - dead or absent parents, 
spouses, children and friends:
“i want to see you again.” “i want your love.” “i 
want to know that you are proud of me.” “i want 
you to know how much i love you and how sorry 
i am i never told you.” “i want you back – i am 
so lonely.” “i want the childhood i never had.” “i 
want to be healthy – to be young again.” “i want 
my life to mean something.” 
“i want to accomplish something. i want to mat-
ter, to be important, to be remembered.” so 
much wanting. so much longing. and so much 
pain, so close to the surface, only minutes deep. 
Destiny pain. existence pain. Pain that is always 
there, whirring continuously just beneath the 
membrane of life. Pain that is all too easily ac-
cessible.”

ultimately, Yalom says that it is a question of 
social conditions, personal character and finan-
cial means that determine whether someone en-
ters into therapy. the suffering in life, however, is 
universal. We all repeatedly face the question of 
who are we, the question of what actually drives 
and motivates us, the question of what is the 
meaning of it all.
With “Yalom’s cure”, i wanted to make a 
film that effects on the viewers in the same ca-
thartic way as the reading of irvin Yalom’s books 
effected on me - a film that inspires the audi-
ence to think about themselves and their own 
existence.

– Sabine Gisiger

Director’s comments 



Irvin D. Yalom 

irvin D. Yalom grew up in the 1930s as the son 
of Jewish-russian immigrants from what is to-
day known as Belarus. His parents ran a grocery 
store and later a liquor store in Washington Dc, 
in the midst of a black neighbourhood.
irvin’s father, Benjamin, and his mother, ruth, 
kept their store open long hours. the section 
of town was unsafe for outdoor play, and irvin 
would regularly cycle to the Washington Public 
library where he immersed himself in both fic-
tion and nonfiction, coming to the conclusion 
that writing a good novel was the best thing a 
person could do in life.
irvin’s family was part of a close-knit Jewish cir-
cle from their home village of cielcz, and his par-
ents did not mingle with any of the other com-
munities. “i was an outsider who wanted to join 
the new world culture,” says Yalom.
irvin was 15 and marilyn Koenick 14 when they 
met at school.  one thing they had in common 
was their deep love of books.  “at 16, i already 
bet a friend that i would marry her,” says Yalom.
irvin attended George Washington universi-
ty and lived at home studying feverishly in or-
der to gain admission to medical school.   at 
that time medical schools set a limit of 5% of 

each class for Jewish students.  irvin spent one 
year at George Washington medical school be-
fore transferring to Boston university medical 
school.  
in the meantime , marilyn was studying at Welles-
ley college in massachusetts and at the sor-
bonne in Paris.  When she graduated in 1954, the 
two of them married, and in 1956 they moved 
with their first child to new York, where irv in-
terned at mount sinai Hospital and where they 
had their second child.   in 1960, irvin Yalom 
went to Baltimore where he did his psychiatric 
residency at John Hopkins, and marilyn com-
pleted a doctorate in comparative literature, in 
addition to bearing a third child. 
During his training, he found the two prevail-
ing ideas of reference--psychoanalysis and bio-
logical psychology—to be inadequate.  instead, 
he began his philosophic education and studied 
the life-philosopher views on how we should live, 
and then began his own investigations into the 
field of existential psychotherapy.  at the same 
time he had considerable exposure to interper-
sonal theory and used that in his ground-break-
ing work on group psychotherapy.
Between 1960 and 1962, irvin served his re-

“The more we know ourselves, 

the better lives we can live. 

And when we get into trouble, 

ver y often what happens is: 

there are parts of ourselves, 

that we don’t know ver y well.”

– Quote from “Yalom’s Cure” - Theatrical Feature



quired military duty as a captain and psychiatrist 
at the army hospital in Hawaii.   marilyn taught 
at the university of Hawaii.  subsequently, irvin 
was recruited by stanford university, and began 
his long career in the department of psychiatry.  
they had a fourth child in 1969.
at the age of forty, irvin published his highly in-
fluential textbook, the theory and practice of 
group therapy, now in its 5th edition and trans-
lated into a dozen languages. 
 then he turned to his existential quest, and be-
gan to work closely with dying patients, namely 
women with metastasized breast cancer. some 
of the patients, as the result of their encoun-
ter with mortality, learned how to live their life 
more fully.  He never forgot a patient seen ear-

ly in his career who said: “What a pity that i had 
to wait till now, when i am riddled with cancer, 
to learn how to live.”
Working with cancer patients illuminated ex-
istential concerns and led to his second text-
book, existential Psychotherapy, also a classic. 
it has just been republished in numerous lan-
guages. the dedication on the first page reads 
“to marilyn. for every reason”.  
existential Psychotherapy is not a separate ideo-
logical, psychotherapeutic school of thought for 
Yalom. rather, he wants to increase all therapists’ 
sensibilities to existential issues.  in Yalom’s opin-
ion, the inner conflicts that torment us are not 
only attributable to the struggle with our unruly 
passions and our internalised traumatic memo-

“I do not like to work with patients who 

are in love. Perhaps it’s because of env y. 

I too crave enchantment. Perhaps it is because 

love and psychotherapy are fundamentally 

incompatible. The good therapist fights 

darkness and seeks illumination, while 

romantic love is sustained by myster y 

and crumbles upon inspection. 

I hate to be love’s executioner.”

– Zitat aus YALOM’S CURE 



ries, but are also always due to our confrontation 
with the basic conditions of existence, includ-
ing death, search for meaning in life, isolation, 
and freedom. 
though existential issues are present for all of 
us, many patients have immediate pressing is-
sues that deal with relationships.  many are un-
able to develop rich, nurturing, enduring bonds 
necessary for fully realized lives.  “What heals”, 
says Yalom, “is ultimately the relationship.” in 
his work, he therefore seeks an empathic, car-
ing, deep connection with his patients.
after the textbooks, he turned to another mode 
of teaching through stories and novels.  love’s 
executioner, his first collection of stories, be-
came a new York times best seller and has been 

translated into 30 languages.
He then summoned full courage to realise a 
dream that he had harboured since boyhood: to 
write a novel. With “When nietzsche Wept” he 
created an instant world bestseller, with 5 mil-
lion sales and crowned by the city of vienna as 
the book of the year.  this was followed by “ly-
ing on the couch,” “the schopenhauer cure,” 
and “the spinoza Problem”. in 2015, there will 
be a new volume of tales of psychotherapy sto-
ries titled creatures of a Day, which will be re-
leased in German translation in a few months.
other books include “momma and the meaning 
of life,” a collection of psychotherapy tales, and 
the arresting “staring at the sun: overcoming 
the terror of Death.” 

“Love is not just a passion spark between 

two people, there’s infinitive difference 

between falling in love and standing in love. 

The idea is that you stand in love, 

not fall in love, tr ying to live in such a way 

as to always bringing something 

more to live in the other.”

– Quote from “Yalom’s Cure” - Theatrical Feature



“Therapists need to form an authentic, 

genuine relationship with the patient. I think 

that the model that the therapist set for a 

patient, the intimacy, connection, that gets 

put into the patient’s mind. He uses that as 

a reference point, for how he relates to other 

intimate relationships in his life.”

– Quote from “Yalom’s Cure” - Theatrical Feature

in his novels and stories, which he calls “teach-
ing narratives,”, he combines psychotherapeutic 
experience, philosophy, and historical research 
with enthralling, profound stories. the message 
is always the same: it is worth trying to know 
yourself and trying to break old patterns.
 irvin and marilyn celebrated their 60th wed-
ding anniversary in June 2014. they have sur-
vived difficult times in their marriage and ca-
reers, yet continued to love and respect each 
other.  marilyn Yalom pursued her own academ-
ic path, first as a professor of french in the cal-
ifornia state college system, then as a senior 
scholar at the clayman institute for Gender re-
search at stanford university, a research cen-
ter with a feminist orientation. the following are 
some of her works that have been translated into 

numerous languages: Blood sisters: the french 
revolution in Women’s memory, a History of 
the Breast, a History of the Wife, Birth of the 
chess queen,  and recently: How the french 
invented love. she is currently writing a book 
about female friendships.
their children and grandchildren, who all still live 
in california, play an important role in irvin and 
marilyn’s life. eve Yalom, their daughter ,works as 
a gynaecologist in Berkeley, reid Yalom is a pho-
tographer and winemaker in napa valley, vic-
tor Yalom works as a psychologist in san fran-
cisco and runs an internet enterprise for videos 
that deal with psychotherapy, while the young-
est son, Ben Yalom, a theatre director, found-
ed and manages the ensemble theatre compa-
ny “foolsfury” in san francisco.



Website links:
www.yalom.com
www.myalom.com
www.healthgrades.com/physician/dr-eve-ya-
lom-yg j j4
www.yalomphoto.com
www.psychotherapy.net
www.foolsfury.org

“When parents die, we always feel 

vulnerable. Because we’re dealing not only 

with loss, but also with confronting your own 

death. One aspect of becoming an orphan, 

Is there’s now no parent between 

us and the grave.”

– Quote from “Yalom’s Cure” - Theatrical Feature



Irvin D. Yalom’s Work

american bestselling author, popular schol-
ar and existentialist irvin D. Yalom m.D. is one 
of the most influential living psychotherapists. 
Dr. Yalom’s books sold millions of copies world-
wide and critics describe him as: „mind-bend-
ing“, „ inspiring“, „haunting“, „life-changing“. He 
is the author of  the bestsellers the schopen-
hauer cure, lying on the couch, and love’s ex-
ecutioner, as well as the author of several classic 
textbooks and teaching novels on psychother-
apy. When nietzsche Wept was a bestseller in 
Germany (1 million copies), israel, Greece, tur-
key, the netherlands, argentina, and Brazil with 
millions of copies sold worldwide. His new book 
with stories from psychotherapy will be out in 
winter 2014 in englisch and in spring 2015 in 
german.

“The Spinoza Problem”
2012    

“Staring At the Sun”
2008 

“Lying On the Couch”
1996   

“The Schopenhauer Cure”
2005  

“The Theory and Practice of Psychotherapy”
2005

“Love’s Executioner”
1989  

“Every Day Gets a Little Closer ”
1974

“I’m Calling the Police 
with Robert L. Brent”
2011  

“The Gift of Therapy”
2005

“When Nietzsche Wept”
1992

“Existential Psychotherapy”
1980

“Momma and the Meaning of Life”
1999

Teaching Novels and stories  Nonfiction / Textbooks



Director Sabine Gisiger Filmography

sabine Gisiger was born in 1959 in zurich; she 
studied history in zurich and Pisa, and gradu-
ated in 1988. she wrote her final dissertation 
on the history of the housemaid. in 1989 she 
trained as a tv journalist with swiss television 
and then worked for many years as a reporter at 
home and abroad.

sabine Gisiger has been making documentaries 
as a freelance director since 1990.

in 2000, she caused a stir with her documen-
tary entitled Do it, which she directed togeth-
er with marcel zwingli. it was an international 
sensation and won the film award in 2001 for 

the best swiss documentary. she had further 
success with her films GamBit in 2005 and 
Guru - Bhagwan, His secretary & His Body-
guard (together with Beat Häner) in 2010, which 
were both nominated for the swiss film award.

she has been teaching as lecturer on documen-
tary films since 2002 at the zHDK zurich (mas-
ter class), and at the lucerne school of art & 
Design.

sabine Gisiger is been a member of the feder-
al film commission since 2012.

2014 YALOM’S CURE (cinema documentary) 

2014 FRIEDRICH DÜRRENMATT - IM LABYRINTH
  (fictional cinematic autobiography of friedrich Dürrenmatt, 
 tv documentary srf / arte, in progress)

2011 LA VOCE IN BELLEZZA (tv documentary, sf / arte 52 min.)

2010 GURU – BHAGWAN, HIS SECRETARY & HIS BODYGUARD
 (cinema documentary, 102 min., with Beat Häner)

2007 YA SHARR MOUT (tv documentary, 70 min.)

2005 GAMBIT (cinema documentary, 107 min.)

2003 HOMELAND (tv documentary, 52 min.)

2000 DO IT (cinema documentary 97 min., with marcel zwingli)

1996 LEBEN IM HIP HOP (tv documentary, 25 min., nzz format)

1995 MOTOR NASCH (cinema documentary, 90 min., with marcel zwingli)

1990 DIE LETZTE JAGD (tv documentary, 50 min., with a. Hössli, sf Drs)
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