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When the volcano erupts - A journey homewards 

 

ñBelow decks there is a constant flurry of activity as hormones spill into the system: body heat goes 

up, white cells scurry to and fro, and brain cells are recruiting supporting cells in the service of 

repression.  Alas, the alarm is silent and no one is there to hear it.  The alarm chimes and screams yet 

we are deaf.  The guts are screaming while we go around with a beatific smile as if all were right with 

the world, or we are so busy with business deals that we ignore a disaster in the making. That disaster 

can spell the end of our livesò.   

A. Janov (The Biology of Love) 

© Debora Koff - Chapin  

 

Janov is describing above the covert physical experience of primal overload in an 

individual.  On the surface the person appears to be calm and collected, high functioning, and 

seemingly living a ónormal busy lifeô, completely unaware of the threat below.  So what 

happens when our guts can no longer hold in the scream; when this overload begins to spill 

out its guts; when our beatific smiles turn into hellish piercing cries, and the rumbling human 

volcano literally erupts into a deluge of burning hot emotional lava?  

Using illustrations and images, I would like to refer to two aspects of this eruption; 

one from the primal perspective and the other from a transpersonal perspective. 



 Often described as Primal Flooding or Spiritual Emergency; how can we as primal 

integration facilitators recognise when this is happening in our clients and how can we 

differentiate between what might appear to be psychological and what might be described as 

spiritual; or do we actually need to differentiate? 

 

Primal Perspective. 

First, Second and Third Levels of Consciousness and neurological 

development. 

Neurologist Paul MacLean describes the triune brain; that our skull holds not one 

brain, but three.  Equivalent to an archaeological site, each layer represents a distinct 

evolutionary stratum that has formed upon the older layer before it; See Fig. 1 below.  Primal 

Therapist Arthur Janov uses the term levels of consciousness to refer to these parts of the 

brain as the starting points where pain develops.  He simply names these areas of the brain as 

First, Second and Third levels.  I include diagrams based on Janovôs descriptions of these 

three levels and compare them with Abraham Maslowôs Pyramid - Hierarchy of Needs which 

illustrates our basic human needs.   See. Figs. 2 & 

3. 

Archipallium brain (reptilian brain) 

Palleomammalian brain (limbic system) 

Neopallium brain (neocortex) 

Fig. 1 



Fig. 2

 Fig. 3 

 

Å First Level.  Situated at the base of the brain, the brainstem or Reptilian brain begins 

to develop from conception up to about six months. Our neural transmitters are the 

means by which we can repress the pain that we experience during this critical period. 

Our bodies are our only means of experiencing sensation.   Later in adulthood, when 

we experience first line pain, we often present as clients with chronic physical 

symptoms. These can include symptoms such as irregular heartbeat, high or low blood 

pressure, asthma, ulcerative colitis, migraines, etc. and even full blown suicidal 

feelings; All of which can arise from our unconscious; from our reptilian brain stem. 

Babies very often defend from their pain during this critical period by excessive 

sleeping.  How many times, do we hear, ñOh she is such a quiet baby ï sheôs no 

problem at all.ò The primary way the baby can defend herself at this level is with her 

body. Sleeping can be a very powerful survival tool 

Å Second level.   The limbic system, which is the next level, continues to develop until 

we are about 24 months old.  Then it is set for life.   Pain at this level is defended by 
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our acting out. ñI donôt need anyone, I can do it myselfò.  Big boys donôt cry, little 

girls become rebels; and dissociation occurs.    As soon as the pain at this level gets 

close to consciousness the brain switches off, endorphins are released and serotonin 

increases.  We try to create a utopia in excessive creativity. We can escape into 

religious ideation; creating our own perfect Santa Clauses to protect us from our pain; 

keeping the cap on the smoldering seething lava. 

Å Third level.  Here at this level, we deal with current issues, current pain.  Situated at 

the upper frontal area of the brain, it is called the Neo- Cortex, and it begins to 

develop when we are about three years old and ceases usually at about  age 18 .  The 

third level is only a very small part of you.  ( see tip of pyramid)    

 

The roots of our pain are in the all three levels. One of the most powerful experiences of 

pain is our birth, (see green area first line) which most of us, are still acting out of, thus 

the beginnings of all the false selves which we create throughout our lives to avoid our 

original pain. We block over and over again. 

 Referring to Maslowôs pyramid, Janovôs third line pain ( Fig.2, tip of pyramid ï coloured 

blue) is represented by the corresponding area coloured blue, (Fig. 3) and is pain and loss 

which we feel in our current life.   As Maslow suggests, it is based around our need for 

realising our inner potentials, and experiencing loss of meaning; the need for self 

actualization.  When these are not met, we experience pain.   Second line pain for Maslow 

(Fig. 3 area coloured green) occurs when we donôt feel needed, are ignored, unloved, 

unappreciated as children; needing to be seen, and loved.  Maslow shows  First line pain (Fig 

3. coloured red and orange) as representing our most basic needs for survival; instinctual 

needs, food, warmth, safety, security.  The feelings around these needs are of life and death 

proportions.  The tip of Maslowôs pyramid of hierarchy of needs has no corresponding 

reference point with Janovôs interpretations of consciousness. 

 

Primal Overload 



Overload can be triggered by pain at any of the three levels,; i.e. crises in our lives; 

the death of a loved one, loss of job, serious illness,  see  Fig. 4  below.  

 

 

Fig. 4. 

 

 Third line overload.  We can be completely thrown by a crisis in the present, i.e. the death 

of a spouse, the loss of a job or career, a divorce. In fact, any serious loss, bullying, moving 

house, surgery, a  serious illness .  But the key thing to note in overload is that often the 

feelings are disproportionate to the event.   ñI am going to dieò ñNobody knows that I am 

dying here, somethingôs trying to kill meò These are not current feelings but are triggered by 

current issues.  Current feelings would sound like ñI feel so lonely now that my husband has 

gone,ò not feelings of death and destruction as ñMy husband is gone and I want to die, please 

let me dieò 

 

Second Line Overload.  Triggered by painful experiences of childhood such as neglect, or 

abandonment; ignored by parents, never seen or heard, thus creating the lonely child.  No 

experience of bonding with mother or father, having to grow up too early, living in a 

household where expression of feelings is not permitted.   This is like living in a desert.    

Third line pain

Neo-cortex

SecondLine Pain 

Limbic System and Amygdala

First line pain

Reptilian brain stem.

I feel 
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First Line Overload. The causes of first line pain are frequently as follows; traumatic birth, 

separation from the mother, incubation for a period of time, no skin contact, invasive surgery. 

(e.g. circumcision)  babies left alone after birth, with no bonding or attachment ï ( the baby 

has been inside the mother for nine months, hearing her heartbeat, perhaps held safely, and 

now suddenly is under strong lights, left alone in a crib or incubator, no touch, no protection).  

The mother could have been on non-prescription drugs resulting in babies born with 

agonizing withdrawal symptoms. 

Other frequent causes of first line pain are:  Cases of breach birth, (often the doctor will rotate 

the baby over and over to try to create a ónormal birthô)   Anoxia (deprivation of oxygen); the 

feeling of dying in the birth canal-strangled by umbilical chord. Anaesthetisation of the 

mother which the baby ingests and nearly dies in the process. Use of  Epidural -  again, 

increasing intake of dangerous chemicals into the babyôs bloodstream and nervous system). 

 The list is endless.  The child grows up and when he/she becomes an adult may suffer from 

numerous chronic ailments; eating disorders, migraines, high or low blood pressure, asthma, 

shallow breathing, constant  living in terror, terror of dying - terror of living. 

 

 

 

 

 

Spiritual Perspective 

 

ñThe experience of spiritual emergency is like a birth pang in which you yourself go through to a 

fuller life, a deeper life, in which some areas in your life that were not yet encompassed by this 

fullness of life are now challenged to be integratedé.Breakthroughs are often very painful, often 

acute and dramatic 



Breakthroughs ( happen) on all levels: what we call material, spiritual, bodily ï all levels.ò 

David Steindl-Rast, 1985 ) 

 © Debora Koff - Chapin  

        

Janov describes three levels of consciousness within the human brain from a 

neurological and primal perspective.  Here I will offer another level of consciousness from a 

spiritual or transpersonal viewpoint, which transcends and includes Janovôs three levels.  And 

unlike Janovôs limited theory which focuses upon pre-personal and personal experience, 

ótranspersonalô is that system of thinking which covers the whole spectrum of human 

experience including non-ordinary states of consciousness.    Spiritual traditions (both 

Eastern and Western) refer to this as a non-biological awareness, or óspiritô as the 

transpersonal element to the triune brain model. Often referred to as the óconsciousô mind.  

This óspiritô part of us is often described as pure unbounded awareness which is fully merged 

with our body.    

And as a result of trauma, particularly the trauma of our womb and birth experiences, 

(some transpersonal psychologists will also include the traumas of our many past lives), we 

develop energetic blocks to this awareness. These are often described as invisible layers at 

skin level, or óextra cellular matrix tissueô which contribute to the creation of our many false 

selves  



 In the process of our personal psychological enquiry, and/or the disciplined spiritual 

practice of daily meditation to try to dissolve these defensive layers, we discover that the 

removal of these layers permit our spirit to óemergeô and to literally merge or fuse our triune 

brain, which had grown independent of each other as the result of our earliest traumas.   The 

effects of this emerging spirit may become acute and dramatic as it unfolds within our 

psyche.  This is no longer an emergence but an emergency; a crisis of volcanic proportions, in 

which the individual experiencing it, is struggling with a spiritual life or death situation.  

Often confused with acute psychosis, spiritual emergency is a natural organic healing process 

of re-integrating what had originally been both a spiritual and psychological disintegration,  

Trauma at any age, but particularly around pre and perinatal stages can open an 

individual to issues of profound existential and spiritual significance. And as a result, the 

trauma victim will often choose the path of the mystics, shamans, mythic heroes, and become 

spiritual seekers (searching for their óspiritô or soul).   It feels to the traumatised individual, 

that if they donôt take this path, they will be overcome by the trauma.  So this path, when 

opened up becomes what has often been described as the fast track to God. 

 

ñSpiritual emergence has been defined as "the movement of an individual to a more expanded 

way of being that involves enhanced emotional and psychosomatic health, greater freedom of 

personal choices, and a sense of deeper connection with others people, nature, and the cosmos - An 

important part of this development is an increasing awareness of the spiritual dimension in one's life 

and in the universal scheme of things." 

(Grof & Grof 1990) 

A spiritual emergency crisis may take the form of non-ordinary states of 

consciousness which can include the flooding of powerful primal feelings, inner visions, 

acute sensory changes, physical manifestations, and all are centered on spiritual themes. The 

terms spiritual emergence and spiritual emergency were coined by Dr Stanislav Grof and his 

wife Christina Grof, who have worked for many years as therapists and researchers in the 

field of non-ordinary awareness and personal transformation. Grof listed eight patterns which 

can be described as spiritual emergencies.  

1. Shamanic Journey 

2. Psychological Renewal through Activation of the Central Archetype 



3. Psychic Opening 

4. Emergence of a Karmic Pattern 

5. Possession States, 

6. Encounters with Extra-terrestrials ( ETs ) 

7. The Inter-life and other Mystical Experiences. 

8. Awakening of the Serpent Power ( Kundalini ) 

I will focus on Kundalini Awakening, and its effects on our spiritual  óchakrasô 

because of its similarities of physical and emotional symptoms with that of primal overload 

and flooding on all three levels of consciousness.  

Very often the first indication of the experience of Kundalini Awakening is felt as a 

powerful  ósnappingô of something at the base of the spine, where according to esoteric 

literature; this óenergyô has been described as a latent ósnake likeô form and coiled up since 

our birth.  As the energy is released, it begins to move up the spine exiting at the crown of the 

head. (See Fig. 6). This sensation can feel like a volcano, or a geyser erupting within the 

body; other times it can feel like a slow crawling tingling sensation winding its way up the 

spine and spreading around the body.  As this óenergyô óopens  up various energy centres 

(chakras ) from the base of the spine to the crown of the head, the whole body feels charged 

with energetic sensations, and the nervous system is often overwhelmed by intense burning, 

the hearing of penetrating strange sounds, and the inner seeing of bright lights.     

Fig.6. 



 

The word chakra is simply the name for a wheel or energy centre situated within our 

etheric body. For my purpose of relating spiritual emergency to primal overload, I have 

linked the 6 chakra colours with Janovôs three levels of consciousness, and have included a 

fourth level; transpersonal.  (see Fig. 7) 

 

Fig.7. 

The colours of the lower chakras, i.e. red and orange correspond with Janovôs first 

level of consciousness.  The middle two colours of yellow and green correspond with the 

second level of consciousness, and the upper chakras coloured blue and indigo correspond 

with the third level of consciousness.    The crown chakra is without colour, or to be more 

exact contains the full spectrum of colours, thus appears as white, and refers to the 

transpersonal realm, and wholeness.  (see Figs. 8 & 9.).  When these energy centres are 

opened up with the rising power, the effects can range from feelings of impending death, and 

annihilation, through feeling unloved and ignored, through to feelings of bliss and ecstasy as 

the energy rises to the crown chakra.  At this point there is a felt sense of the presence of 

something or someone óOtherô.   This mystical consciousness may be relational or non-

relational in quality.  Here also, the individual experiences a consciousness which is extra 

sensory, within normal, abnormal, altered, and mystical states.   



 

 

 

      

Fig. 8.       Fig 9. 

 

The premature release of this latent energy can cause untold disturbances in a personôs 

body and psyche. These disturbances which manifest as physical symptoms are called Kriyas.  

They include involuntary physical jerking, shaking, vibrating as a major flood of energy 

comes up the body.  Sometimes the body can go into spasm.  There can also occur sudden 

swift movements of the limbs, involuntary dancing, spinning etc.   The person will make 

involuntary sounds, such as growling or shouts.  They can feel as if their whole body is 

plugged into an electric socket.  They will experience constant tingling under the skin; 

nervous energy, hypertension, nausea, backache and sharp pain along the spine, headaches, or 

buzzing in the head, numbness in hands or feet, and electric shocks in feet, especially big 

toes. The experience of powerful feelings of sexual energy, including spontaneous full body 

orgasms is also quite common. They can feel as if their body is luminous. Spontaneous 

involuntary crying or screaming is always present. El Collie describes it as follows: 

This life-force is very like water pressure being increased in a hose. If the pressure is radically 

increased and the hose is narrow, the force of the water will make the hose whip around furiously. 

In order for high vibration energy to flow smoothly through our systems, we need to be enlarged 
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and unobstructed. This expansion and clearing takes place on many levels: physically, mentally, 

psychologically, and emotionally. The activated Kundalini produces kriyas when it comes up 

against inner blockage. This blockage may be in the form of stored physical or emotional trauma, 

limiting beliefs and attitudes, or psychic debris from collective toxins, past lives, astral dimensions, 

and other arcane sources. The externally evident kriyas, visible as uncontrolled movements of the 

body, signify a great inner healing process. It's unnecessary for us to be consciously aware of the 

exact nature of our blockages. As these blocks are engaged,  it works to dissolve them. While this 

dissolution is occurring, lots of previously frozen, unconscious material becomes available to us. 

This may arise as thoughts, physical sensations, or emotions. At this stage, we often feel physically 

sick and emotionally unstable. Without warning or apparent provocation, we plunge into fits of 

rage or chasms of grief or despair. These erratic and overwhelming feelings are simply ancient 

energies which were locked within us. As we begin to become  empty of these trapped energies, we 

temporarily relive them. This also happens on the physical level. Old injuries and illnesses are 

temporarily re-experienced. Although it can be painful and difficult to tolerate these physical and 

emotional states, they are not harmful. To the contrary, they are signs of deep, forgotten, festering 

wounds which are at last being opened, drained, and healed. Some of the texts refer to inner 

blockages as "resistance." El Collie (1995) 

 

Avrilôs Story. 

Avril sits on the chair, shivering and shaking; her heart is pounding, and her blood 

pressure is high. Fearful of looking up and seeing my gaze, she stares at the floor and 

balances her trembling body on the edge of the seat, frantically wringing her hands.  With 

her knees clenched together, she taps her right foot on the floor; beating out the terror and 

despair of a lifetime; a terror which has no words; no explanation.   

With her eyes cast downwards, she begins to sink deeply into a space where only she 

can go to for noǿΣ ƳǳƳōƭƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ƻǾŜǊ ŀƎŀƛƴ άaƛƴŘ ƳŜΣ ƳƛƴŘ ƳŜέΦ !ǎ ƳǳŎƻǳǎ ŦƭƻƻŘǎ 

into her mouth causing her to spit constantly into an endless supply of tissues,- Avril is 

unable to make sense of what is happening to her at this point in her life.   

  For over three weeks, she has stayed in her bedroom, feeling as if a million ants 

carrying razor blades are scraping off her skin from the inside!  Every day, she cries in agony; 

her body arching backwards, her mouth gaping wide, and involuntary grunts and screams  



spontaneously pouring out; Electrical energy is coursing through her body, and bruises 

appear each morning on her wrists, feet, and buttocks,  She has nightly dreams  of deities, 

and demons, of  torture and impending death.  Death would be preferable to living. 

 !ǘ ƘŜǊ ŎƻǊŜΣ ǎƘŜ ǎŀȅǎ ǎƘŜ ΨƪƴƻǿǎΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŀ ƳŜǘŀƳƻǊǇƘƻǎƛǎ ƛǎ ǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǇƭŀŎŜ ŀǘ ŀ ŘŜŜǇ 

level, and she says that she feels as if she is being re-wired ( her words ) but there is no 

earth wire; she has lost her ground upon which to stand.   And now she is here. As she sits in 

my room; with her guts spilling out, she is experiencing total collapse.  

Avril who is 48 years old, has been living in a relatively happy marriage with a grown 

family, and currently is in her third year as a mature student training to be a humanistic 

integrative psychotherapist.  She recently attended an osteopath for treatment for her 

chronic lower back pain.  And at her last session, as the osteopath manipulated her 

ƳǳǎŎǳƭŀǘǳǊŜΣ ǎƘŜ ŦŜƭǘ ŀ ΨŎǊŀŎƪΩ ƛƴ ƘŜǊ ōŀŎƪ ƳǳǎŎƭŜǎΣ ŀƴŘ ǎǳŘŘŜƴƭȅ ǎƘŜ ǿŀǎ Ŧilled with terror; 

terror of dying; terror of living; a feeling she had never accessed before.    

{ƘŜ ƘŀŘ ōŜŜƴ ΨǎǳŦŦŜǊƛƴƎΩ ŦƻǊ Ƴƻǎǘ ƻŦ ƘŜǊ ƭƛŦŜ ǿƛǘƘ ōƛŜƴƴƛŀƭ ōƻǳǘǎ ƻŦ ǿƘŀǘ ƘŜǊ Dt ƘŀŘ 

diagnosed as endogenous depression, for which she had been prescribed anti-depressants 

and anti-ŀƴȄƛŜǘȅ ƳŜŘƛŎŀǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƘŜƭǇ ƘŜǊ ΨŎƻǇŜΩ ǿƛǘƘ ƘŜǊ ŦŜŜƭƛƴƎǎ ƻŦ ƘƻǇŜƭŜǎǎƴŜǎǎΦ  ²ƘŜƴ 

asked about her medical history, she would smile benignly and say that she has had every 

ΨƛǘƛǎΩ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŘƛŎŀƭ ŘƛŎǘƛƻƴŀǊȅΤ ǳƭŎŜǊŀǘƛǾŜ Ŏƻƭƛǘƛǎ ōŜƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ Ƴƻst significant.    And, with no 

organic cause for any of these illnesses, a friend suggested that perhaps talking to someone 

might help with her. So, she began to attend a local psychotherapist on a weekly basis and 

as a result of a certain amount of relief from her suffering, and a growth in self knowledge, 

Avril then decided to train as a psychotherapist.  

 As a child she had always loved beautiful things. She was very creative both as an 

artist and as a musician.  Every day after school, Avril would go to her room where she 

played her violin, accompanied by her beloved vinyl recordings of Yehudi Menuhin.   She 

had successfully escaped into a world of classical music;  a world where she could feel safe 

and secure. There she could become the notes on the page, the strings were her guts, and 

the bow was her hand, slowly stroking and comforting her body to the strains of the music.  



Later, as a young woman, she became attracted to the Christian mystical journey, 

and she eventually found a contemplative path within which she could find rest and peace 

for her body and soul.     And all these coping mechanisms had helped to release the millions 

of endorphins needed as a buffer to protect her from her hidden repressed pain.   Until 

now! 

As !ǾǊƛƭ ŀƴŘ L ǎƛǘ ƻǇǇƻǎƛǘŜ ŜŀŎƘ ƻǘƘŜǊ ǿŜ ōŜƎƛƴ ǘƻ ƳŀƪŜ ŜȅŜ ŎƻƴǘŀŎǘΣΦ  {ƘŜ ΨƪƴƻǿǎΩ 

that the lifelong repression has finally lifted, although she is not aware of the extent of it.  

¢ƘŜ ŎŀǇ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǾƻƭŎŀƴƻ Ƙŀǎ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ ōƭƻǿƴ ƻŦŦΣ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ōǳǊƴƛƴƎ ƳƻƭǘŜƴ ΨƭŀǾŀΩ ƛǎ erupting all 

ƻǾŜǊ ǘƘŜ ǇƭŀŎŜΦ  !ǾǊƛƭ Ƙŀǎ ōŜŜƴ ƛƴ ƻǾŜǊƭƻŀŘ ŦƻǊ ƘŜǊ ǿƘƻƭŜ ƭƛŦŜǘƛƳŜΤ ƪŜŜǇƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƭƛŘ ƻƴΩ ōȅ 

escaping into beauty, and the seemingly simple experience of muscle manipulation by the 

osteopath, has triggered her at her third level of consciousness, and now her first line pain is 

gushing up into second and third line and spilling out into her everyday life.  No one had 

recognised the physical warning signs of this overload of pain, which has now contributed to 

this catastrophe.  

 She had recently lost a friend to suicide; the grief of this loss combined with the 

manipulation of the osteopath has weakened her strong defences; the gates have burst 

open, and the burning lava of pain from all her levels of consciousness is flooding her 

senses.      Avril is overloaded on all levels.  She is now in the danger zone and is confronted 

with more pain than she can handle and integrate.  This is overload, and she is in danger of 

dying! 

 

Support 

How can we as primal integration facilitators support a person going through this 

spiritual and psychological upheaval?  How do we differentiate between what could be a 

primal overload and what could be a spontaneous Kundalini awakening? Or do we actually 

need to differentiate?   

Janov says that primal overload, if not recognised and supported can lead to 

psychosis, and very often suicide.  And a person in spiritual emergency if not carefully 



diagnosed can be considered psychotic and end up in mental institutions, and may also 

commit suicide. 

 

The symptoms of a psychosis and spiritual emergency are similar in many ways, and 

this can often be misleading for therapists.  The significant underlying theme of a spiritual 

emergency is one of a journey to wholeness, and integration, not disintegration as in a 

psychosis.  Psychosis is a journey into unreality on all levels, leading often to a permanent 

state of disunity and fragmentation. Spiritual emergence is a personal realization of a reality 

beyond ego reality, and ultimately, the experience of oneôs unity with all things.   

Many therapists have the skills to engage with many manifestations of the mind, but 

dealing with spiritual emergencies has usually been left to the ópriesthoodô most of who are 

unaware of the dangers of this process.   Nonetheless we as primal integration facilitators are 

more and more finding ourselves coming face to face with spiritual emergencies of volcanic 

proportions, and many facilitators are uncertain as to how to work effectively with these. We 

need to be able to distinguish healthy from unhealthy spirituality without exclusively 

pathologizing our clientsô experiences, beliefs, or their religious faiths.ò  

 

A person going through a spiritual emergency or primal overload needs to know that 

in the present, she is safe.    The present is Avrilôs access to the past, and she is already óinô it.  

When she is in too much pain, she is defenceless against the torrent of feelings.   The 


