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The Parnas is an extraordinary tale of a Jewish lay leader in Pisa, Italy during the Nazi occupation. Silvano Arieti, the author,was a psychiatrist who emigrated to the United States before WW II, in January, 1939.He was the author of several books on psychiatry (see Bibliography) and wrote one with his son, James Arieti, Love Can Be Found. James was a participant in the NEH Institute and reported on his father's book, The Parnas. James also gave a paper, "Memories of the son of a psychiatrist" which had been previously been presented to the American Academy of Psychoanalysis on an occasion honoring his father.

Silvano Arieti was fascinated by the problems that beset Guiseppe Pardo Roques, who was known in Pisa for his philanthropy and leadership in the Jewish community there. As parans, one of his main occupations was to see to the continuity of both the religious and the philanthropic services of the congregation. He was also a benefactor to the Christian community. Yet the man had great phobias: he was deathly afraid of animals, particularly dogs and wolves. Although he was respected in the community, he suffered humiliation from indifferent adults and ruffian children  ---as well as from his own confusion. This conflict motivated the senior Arieti to pursue psychiatry. He reports in his introduction that

…the nobility and greatness hat are at times hidden within mental illness. I have come to believe that mental illness may hide and express the spirituality of man. (Arieti, The Parnas, p. 4)


The actual telling of the story is similar to a classic Greek tragedy, taking place on one long day between July 31, 1940 and August 1, 1940. Although had been urged to leave Pisa, Pardo remained in his home and with him were various Jewish friends and neighbors and five Christians. A series of dialogues opens the major questions confronting the group: fear, loyalty, spirituality, heroism, the nature off man's responsibility to his fellow man, and finally, facing one's own inner self in the face of destruction. It is both a classical structure and a Talmudic one.


The final chapter depicts the confrontation between the Nazis and the household. To his own amazement, Pardo is free from fear and is able to pray for the collective group. As the Nazis loot and  kill their victims, Pardo sees, even in blindness, that the are "dogs and wolves" and calls them so…but he is not afraid.  The Nazis themselves sense their animal -like cruelty and become afraid. Pardo has projected his fear onto his murderers. Pardo dies, blind and wounded, clutching a menorah (echoes of the Maccabees?) and shouting the "Sh'ma", praising god. As described by Arieti, he was, a that moment without fear, at one with God.


The Parnas is an heroic story, painful to read yet affirming in its message. The city of Pisa has honored the citizens who died in Pardo's house on August 1, 1945 at the end of the war. , Arieti, in his epilogue, diagnoses Pardo, not only in psychiatric terms, but in a larger context. He says, 

The greater the evil, the greater must be the understanding and the love required to undo that evil. Precursors of this greater understanding and this greater love are at time hidden in obscure ideas and in strange forms of suffering and pain. They might be found in meal illness.( S. Arieti, p. 143.)

This writer had the privilege of meeting Dr. Arieti, senior, at a conference in San Francisco.  The event was a major meeting at the UC SF Medical School on the problems of schizophrenia, a subject Arieti had studied and provided the major text on the subject. I was there as a consultant in the field of dance therapy, an intervention derided at the time. Arieti assured us (myself and Joan Erikson), that we should "work like artists, like mothers to find solutions to the mysteries of schizophrenia." It was not at all what those who were totally convinced of drug therapy treatments expected to hear. Silvano Arieti in his person and in his writing provided great insights and his generous sense of humanity.
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