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History

Stanislav Grof, M.D., the preeminent psychedelic 
therapist and founder of  transpersonal psychology, 
created Holotropic Breathwork with his wife Christina. It 
uses his  research from the Psychiatric Research 
Institute in Prague, Czechoslovakia, the Baltimore, 
Maryland Psychiatric Research Center, and Esalen 
Institute. It incorporates material from disciplines such as 
Yoga, indigenous shamanic practices, and intense 
experiential  psychotherapies.  The Grofs have 
conducted Holotropic Breathwork workshops around the 
world for decades, involving more than fifty thousand 
participants, and counting.  



Technique

Group process

 Intensified Breathing

Evocative music

Focused Bodywork

Expressive Drawing





Holotropic Theory

 Cartography and dimensions of the psyche: 
biographical, perinatal, transpersonal

 The nature and architecture of emotional and 
psychosomatic disorders

 Therapeutic mechanisms and the process of 
healing

 The strategy of psychotherapy and self-
exploration

 The role of spirituality in human life

 The nature of reality



Cartography and Dimensions of 

the Psyche

 Biographical
 Postnatal biography

 Perinatal
 Related to the dynamics of gestation and birth 

 Transpersonal
 Ancestral, racial, collective, and phylogenetic 

memories, karmic experiences, and archetypal 
dynamics 



Emotional and Psychosomatic 

Disorders

involve more than biographical traumas in 

infancy, childhood, and later life. They 

include significant contributions from the 

perinatal level and the transpersonal 

domains .



Therapeutic Mechanisms

 Traditional psychotherapeutic mechanisms 
operate only on the level of biographical 
material, using recall of forgotten events, 
removal of repression, analysis of dreams or 
neurotic symptoms, reliving of traumatic 
postnatal memories, and analysis of 
transference. 

 Holotropic research reveals many other 
important mechanisms of healing and 
personality transformation that become available 
when our consciousness reaches the perinatal 
and transpersonal levels.



Traditional Psychotherapy and 

Holotropic Self-Exploration

 Traditional psychotherapies devise an intellectual under-
standing of how the psyche functions, why symptoms 
develop, and what they mean. 

 Therapists develop a technique to treat their patients 
based on this understanding. 

 Lack of agreement among psychologists and 
psychiatrists concerning fundamental theoretical issues, 
results in many competing schools of psychotherapy.

 Holotropic work states suggests a radical alternative—
mobilization people’s deep inner intelligence to generate 
healing and transformation.



The Role of Spirituality in Human 

Life

Western materialistic science has no place for 

any form of spirituality and, in fact, considers it 

incompatible with the scientific worldview. 

Modern consciousness research shows that 

spirituality is a natural and legitimate dimension 

of the human psyche and of the universal 

scheme of things. However, in this context, it is 

important to emphasize that this statement 

applies to genuine spirituality and not to 

ideologies of organized religions.



The Nature Of Reality

Holotropic work reveals challenges of a much 
more fundamental nature than addressed by 
psychiatry, psychology, and psychotherapy. 
Many of the experiences and observations that 
occur during this work are so extraordinary that 
they cannot be understood in the context of the 
monistic materialistic approach to reality. Their 
conceptual impact is so far-reaching that it 
undermines the most basic metaphysical 
assumptions of Western science, particularly 
those regarding the nature of consciousness 
and its relationship to matter.



Basic Perinatal Matrices

I The Amniotic Universe

II Cosmic Engulfment and No Exit

III The Death-Rebirth Struggle

IV  The Death-Rebirth Experience



Physiological Stages Archetypal themes

I. Intrauterine existence 

before the onset of delivery.

The Amniotic Universe

II.   The period of uterine 

contractions preceding 

opening of the cervix.

Cosmic Engulfment and No Exit

III. Passage through the birth 

canal.

The Death-Rebirth Struggle

IV.  Emergence.  The Death-Rebirth Experience  



First Perinatal Matrix (BPM I)

The Amniotic Universe

Experiential identification with the 
blissful existence of the fetus - a 
sense of unity with the entire cosmos.



Second Perinatal Matrix: Cosmic 

Engulfment and No Exit
At the onset of biological 
birth the uterus begins to 
contract and the cervix 
has not opened yet.  
Each contraction restricts 
the supply of arterial 
blood and thus oxygen 
supplying the placenta.  It 
involves overwhelming 
feelings of increasing 
anxiety and awareness of 
an imminent vital danger. 
Symbolically this can be 
cosmic engulfment - no 
exit, Hell.



While under the influence of this 
matrix, a person can feel 
overwhelmed, desperate, 
despairing--a helpless and 
passive victim subjected to 
overwhelming destructive forces 
with no hope of escape. 

The Iron Maiden



Third Perinatal Matrix: The 

Death-Rebirth Struggle
This matrix corresponds 
to the second clinical 
stage of  childbirth.  The 
uterine contractions 
continue, but the cervix is 
now dilated and allows 
gradual movement of the 
fetus through the birth 
canal.  This involves an 
critical struggle for 
survival, crushing 
mechanical pressures 
and often a high degree 
of anoxia and suffocation. 



The Great Masturbator, Salvador Dali.

In experiences associated with this 
matrix sexuality may be connected 
with apprehension of danger and 
death, anxiety, aggression, self-
destructive impulses, physical pain 
and sensations of biological material  
(blood,  mucus, feces, urine).  This 
matrix forms a natural basis for 
development of the most important 
types of sexual dysfunctions, 
deviations, and variations.Green Death, Frank Frazetta 



A complex experience combining feelings of 

constriction with painful genital and 

umbilical sensations. In psychoanalysis there 

is a tremendous emphasis on sexuality and 

the castration complex; boys fear losing their 

penis and young women feel that they had it 

once and lost it.  Most people in the 

profession consider this the weakest point of 

psychoanalysis.  If you study the free 

associations of people in analysis, the fear of 

death immediately follows the fear of 

castration.  Why is the loss of the penis 

associated with the loss of life?  The next 

most frequent association is with 

suffocation.  What does this all have in 

common?  When you do experiential work 

with people, the memory of circumcision 

(which is a typical castration problem) 

deepens and becomes the crisis of the cutting 

of the umbilical cord.  This is obviously a 

crisis for both men and women and is a life 

and death situation.  Not only is birth a life 

threatening situation, but the cutting of the 

umbilical cord severs the pipeline for 

oxygen (suffocation). The newborn baby 

then out of tremendous fear, suffocation and 

pain uses his or her lungs for the first time 

and breathes air.



An old German woodcut 

showing the Sabbath of the 

Witches of Blocksberg.  In this 

picture Master Leonard is 

having his anus kissed which 

emits an indescribable stench. 



The Sabbath of the Witches  involves the same kind of feeling found in the third matrix - a 

peculiar sense of excitement that involve sensual, sexual feelings, aggressive feelings.  You 

encounter biological materials in the birth process - blood, urine, feces, yet there is a sense that 

you are involved in something very sacred. The mother giving birth and the child being born - the 

ultimate mystery of life; yet it is happening in the genitals with much aggression, and much 

biological material.  In a very similar way these elements are enacted in the Sabbath of the 

Witches.  In the Sabbath of the Witches they are tempting and inviting you to partake in some kind 

of activity that you know is wrong. The drama unfolding is playing on the impurities within you. 

Walpurgisnacht (Walpurgis’s Night) has an archetypal structure and in this sense it is of  the 

collective unconscious and can be experienced by anyone anytime. It has the connotations of an 

historic event. Jung talks about certain primordial patterns - psychic patterns - that influence the 

individual psyche and influence events in the world. Certain archetypal patterns manifest, such as 

Platonic years. In the broadest sense Jung talks about Platonic years - cycles of 2100 years that 

correspond with the shifts of the constellations the precession of the equinoxes known to us as the 

Piscean age, Aquarian age, etc. These archetypes dominate certain historical ages and can also be 

experienced thousands of years later in an unusual state of consciousness. Another example is that 

of the Christ archetype that is part of the collective unconscious and can be experienced by 

anybody anytime.



Savage Pellucidar by Frank 

Frazetta.  Sexuality combined 

with danger, powerful animal 

forces, aggression, sensuality, 

etc.



Durgha Riding Lust



A picture showing the ritual 

practices of the Aztecs. 

According to the Aztec belief, the 

sun god Huitzilopochtli had to be 

nourished with offerings of the 

'red cactus fruit'.  For some 

reason the Aztecs believed that 

the sun would not rise if they did 

not nourish it with human blood 

and hearts.



The Martyrdom of Saint Anthony

Pain transcended into ecstasy. This experiential 

matrix may span situations with similar sensations 

and emotions across history and the world.  In this 

matrix a person does not play only the role of 

helpless victim, but may identify simultaneously with 

both victim and aggressor.

Religious and mythological symbolism in this matrix of 

may evoke experiential connection with the painful 

sacrifice of crucifixion or dismemberment.  One may 

identify with Christ or other deities who suffer death 

and rebirth, such as Osiris, Dionysus, Attis, Adonis, 

Persephone, Orpheus, or Wotan.



A rocket.  The tremendous forces 

of the birth process can find their 

expression in experiential 

immersion with rockets, 

spaceships, tanks, bombs, power 

plants, etc.  In a spiritual context, 

the soul struggles to leave the 

earth and reach the celestial.



Vaginal pressure prison and 

torture yields to…

smoothly flowing energy, then…

…support and protection of 

the Great Mother.



Fourth Perinatal Matrix: The 

Death-Rebirth Experience
Following the extreme build-up of 

anxiety, pain, pressure, and 

sexual tension accompanying 

passage through the birth canal 

comes sudden release and 

relaxation.  After long darkness, 

the child discovers the light. 

Cutting umbilical cord leaves the 

child an independent organism. 

Re-experiencing this matrix may 

yield concrete memories of birth 

specifics not otherwise known to 

them. People sometimes correctly 

identify details about labor, 

anesthesia, the nature of 

intervention, and details of 

postnatal care later verified.



Baby Jesus and Mother Mary.  

The symbolic counterpart to 

biological childbirth is the 

spiritual birth. Experiences of 

encounter or union with Great 

Mother Goddesses, as 

exemplified by Virgin Mary, Isis, 

Lakshmi, Parvati, Hera, Cybele.



Intricate peacock designs are associated with 

spiritual birth.



Spiritual intelligence is 

the capacity to 

conduct our life in 

such a way that it 

reflects deep 

philosophical and 

metaphysical 

understanding of 

reality and of 

ourselves.”

-Stanislav Grof


