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Laura Perls and Gestalt Therapy: Her Lafe
and Values

ILENE AVA SERLIN AND PAUL SHANE

LAURA PERLS, A NEGLECTED FACTOR
IN GESTALT THERAPY

The development of Gestalt therapy has been associated i:1 the po[na;ilar Hf":fd :lu:d
i i sssive, dramatic, and unusual personality of the late
in cultural myth with the aggressive, ) oy Sbhe
ick “Fritz” h time has passed, it is slowly coming
Frederick “Fritz” Perls. But now that enoug ' ;
t(: Zr,e‘:leral consciousness within the field of psychothen;py tl'zt tm.u'.h];:;f}']l w}:::n \;-.:;
5 —that i “Fritz” style of working with the
CO“Slde“f Se;f; . ﬁ}"f}?’ n: t;#artlféutl:: fcil;; ansdtythat the other two codevelopers
ir” and the like—is but o lopes
E?‘agc:;lt therapy, Laura Perls and Paul Goodman, I'ﬂad(.! ec!us.lly sub;.lant:_l
although far-different contributions to its formulation, application, and disser
m?‘lﬁz .problem, at its simplest, is that Fritz Perls was Gestalt therapy’; m;sl-:
successful promoter and proselytizer. In other words, h? became :lnorc_ s:::\ s
than either his wife or Goodman and so made a far larger {mpact, at‘ ca:it (:::S—Lh'zs
This was primarily because of his wide traveling andhp'.mbh;:l tii:moii‘ltir:il O
“ei o — Il as through his p
kend “circuses,” as he called them—as we - i
‘t);raicazgio\risual documentation of his workshops, and ‘the prominent pl;cit; lh:x O:c_
at Esalen Institute during the glory days of the ﬂedgh.ug humar{-pote e e
ment in the 1960s. In all fairness, Fritz was a brilliant, creatweh:}n i
therapist as well as possessing a charismatic, courageous, andhl?o;:;rc - i e
Esalen, for a time, became his own "bu'lly pulpit From whic e e of these
ospel of Gestalt therapy according to his own pamc::iar v1ewa i it
%hings naturally made Gestalt therapy and Fritz Perls's way of pra
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Laura Perls (Photo courtesy of the Gestalt Journal Press).

onymous, but although he often liked to take credit for it,
is understandable because most certainly he was its primary i
of technical innovation, he did not work alone;
Goodman.

In one respect,

and perhaps this too
nspiration and source
there were also Laura Perls and

Fritz Perls’s success in spreading his particular style of Gestalt
therapy was based on being at the right place at the right time. The 1960s counter-
culture emphasized freedom, liberation, and rebellion—*T do my thing and you
do yours"—which dovetailed almost seamlessly with Fritz Perls’s “Nietzschean”

ideals of radical autonomy and individual growth. Laura Perls and Goodman, on

the other hand, were personally and professionally more devoted to connection

and community involvement; the ideals of Martin Buber and Lao-tzu, among
others, were their respective touchstones,

Goodman, an author of fiction and political criticism in the anarchistic-
communitarian vein, had studied Freud and was a devotee of Reichian therapy
at the time he met Fritz and Laura Perls in 1949, Fritz Perls solicited Goodman
to edit a manuscript for a new book on what he was calling at the time “concen-
tration therapy,” and Goodman later went into therapy with Laura Perls. Good-
an, as opposed to Perls, is considered the chief theoretician of Gestalt therapy
because he penned the second half of its 1951 manifesto, Gestalt Therapy: Ex-

Citement and Growth in the Human Personality. Goodman later attained fame equal

t that of Fritz Perls through his social and political criticisms and became for a
shott time 4 s

piritual leader for the antiwar, civil rights, and university-reform
Movements,
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It is thus perhaps understandable that more is known about the flamboyant
and charismatic Fritz Perls and Goodman, the Aristotelian social critic and Dutch
uncle to the student protest movement, than about Laura Perls and her quiet and
distinctly feminine contribution to the development of Gestalt therapy as well as
her place in the history of humanistic psychology. Even though Laura Perls lived
a full life and outlived both her husband and her dear friend, Goodman, by about
twenty years, little has been written either by her or about her. Such lack of
documentation, research interest, and public acknowledgment is not unusual from
a historical point of view, as has been cogently observed by feminist literary critics,
This is very sad, considering that Laura Pexls’s contribution to the development
of Gestalt therapy as well as her influence as a teacher and trainer of psycho-
therapists for almost forty years ranks her among the vanguard of pioneering
female psychologists of the twentieth century along with such lights as Anna
Freud, Lou Andreas-Salomé, Karen Horney, Aniela Jafté, Marie-Louise von
Franz, Frieda Fromm-Reichmann, Helene Deutsch, Virginia Satir, and others.

LIFE

In order to make a small effort toward remedying this situation, we devote the
rest of our attention to examining the life and contributions of Laura Perls to
Gestalt therapy. Given the limitations of available space, we will confine ourselves
to focusing on the primary values she espoused as a teacher and a therapist.

Early Years

Lore (later Laura) Posner Perls was born in Pforzheim, Germany, a small town
near Frankfurt and the Black Forest, on August 15, 1905. Her family was cul-
tured, upper middle class, and Jewish, although largely assimilated. Her father,
Rudolf Posner, earned his living as a jeweler, and Pforzheim was known for its
jewelry trade. Hers was a warm, loving, and supportive family; her parents showed
a keen interest in their daughter and encouraged her artistic development starting
from the age of five, when she was first taught piano by her mother. She studied
modern dance from the age of eight on and later eurhythmics and another school
of modern dance related to the Eastern-influenced philosophy of Rudolf Steiner
(Kudirka, 1992). This later dance experience and training, which included eu-
rhythmics as well as the expressionistic dance theories of Rudolf von Laban and
Mary Wigman, would play a significant role in her development as a therapist
and in the formulation of Gestalt therapy in regards to movement and support
functions of the human body (Serlin, 1992a, 1992b).

Laura Perls attended a classical gymnasium, which, at the time, was a very
unusual choice for a gitl, and she was the only female enrolled in the school.
While there, she studied languages and became fluent in Greek, Latin, and
French. She was particularly drawn to literature—she studied classical and moc¢~
ern literature as well as German literature from the Middle Ages to the twentieth
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century— gt
Our: hee L f:IEI began ‘(;“t‘_f'g poetry and fiction, a practice she continued through-
was, as e .d bgfc‘ll uation, she pressed on to the University of Frankfurt whgich
s ¢ described it, one of the most avant-g ereiee ’
: S St avant-garde universities s
srl;i:dm;-lc anddposszbly in all of Europe (Kudirk-ag, 1992). It “:aism},xi:: iﬁ:;;?i‘my o
Y faw, and even though there were few women in the legal profession a:) ’:h::.

time, she felt dy o i
; awn to it out of a growing social and political consciousness; she

envisioned herself worki ith juveniles
s ng with juveniles in the German court system (Hum-

But this was not to be, for
: . » for, as she told the sto , she i
l(:i:(;zlds;uin{:s E&er attending classes taught by them‘:: ?&Zw:n?fegycﬁz
?unhcr i 3& s literate and engaging style of lecturing. She was later to begc -
in uenccd. by Kurt Goldstein and Max Wertheimer (L. Perls 1992)%1[:

was during a seminar conducted by Goldstein and Gelb in 1926 that she met

- £ War I veteran +
mnterested in theater and psychoanalysis (Gaines, 1979). Fritz Perlzvi(;l:?:aj Zng

i : i
: ,:;? ;];fl,:r ?:d :E Igrc;):, bohemian spirit, claimed that it was Laura who pursued him
o 1{.: Pérlseiris,l ; 232) gut rcgalrd.lcss of who pursued whom, Lore Posner

: 7oV and several years later had their first child

F:en t‘hough at the time of their meeting Fritz Perls was for a Il)ri::fB ;ﬂate-
asmsLant a; Kurt Goldstein’s neurological clinic for brain-damaged vctermc G
;.;;s(:h :11:; cBrls w:;ho sbev‘rera.[ historians maintain was more deeplly vgfscd in é:sst’a{:

- besides being a student of Gelb, Goldstein, and Werthe;
. . . ’ o nh

explored the visual perception of color contrasts in her dissertation (;031?;?1?33556

g:,fel:riy’f .thercucan be no doubt that Laura was the living bridge between the tw
perienccorma )’rstudymg p-sychoanalysis, Laura Perls already had firsthand c;-
e as ar;gagr;lyrsndl with an Adlerian psychoanalyst when she was sixteen
rey, - 435 she noted, she was a Gestal i
s i ted, / estalt psychologist first and came
‘ ychoanalysis, as opposed to Fritz Perls. wh ined i
g:yg::::;il)zislﬁgr;; ;n&%niy had a superficial brush with Ge’stalt(;h":;l;rrgal’;;lyi{:;;
s / ile at the university, sh i 2 i .
. R ty, she studied psychoanal
lara Happel, Otto F. enichel, and Karl Landauer. (Landauefzas a-'ss;c:}i!:z‘:lu:?:l:

Sandor Ferenczi and G i
b eorge Groddek and was later killed in a Nazi concentration

Intellectual Influences

G_i::&d;sgyrt;feliving ]i class;:al education as well as graduate study in clinical and

chology, Laura Perls was deeply influenced b : :

Nomenological philosoph e need by the existential and phe-
phers. Much of Gestalt ther

approach to psychotherapy reflects these intellec REY s vesll a2 her oW petsori

o tual so 50
ile in graduate school, she studied the works of Sarcnmfziscrk:;a:regogilgrcit

i : .
serl, Martin Heidegger, and Max Scheler and was a student of both Martin

B
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Buber and Paul Tillich for a two-year period. While space does not permit a more
detailed review of which ideas of these philosophers helped form the intellectual
ground of Gestalt therapy, we do draw attention to the fact that Laura Perls
attributed the formation of her style of psychotherapy to the personal and intel-
lectual influences of Buber and Tillich (Kudirka, 1992). The importance of these

two particular influences cannot be overstated, as she noted that

Tillich and Buber were much more than what one usually thinks of as theologians. They
were really psychologists. . . . They were interested in people, they were not talking about
subjects. Listening to Buber and Tillich, you felt they were talking directly to you and not
just about some zhing. The kind of contact they made was essential in their theories. (L.

Perls, 1992, pp. 21-22; emphasis in original)

Buber is noted for his idea of the transformative dialogue between the “I and
thou”; Tillich, an existential Protestant theologian, later emigrated to the United
States and inspired the existential approach of Rollo May (May, 1983). There is
some question as to the depth of the relationship between Laura and Tillich, as
Tillich is alleged to have told one interviewer that he did not formally meet Laura
until sometime in the early 1960s at a cocktail party hosted by Paul Goodman
(Wysong, 1996). But regardless, it will be seen later that the concept and value
of human contact was central to Laura Perls’s approach to Gestalt therapy.

Middle Years

As pointed out by Humphrey (1986), by the time she met Fritz Petls and
began practicing psychoanalysis, Laura Perls had already been trained as a concert
pianist, had a gymnasium education in languages and literature equivalent to that
of an American undergraduate degree with dual majors, and had attended law
school; she completed her training analysis and received her doctorate in 1932.
It was during this year that she and Fritz Perls emigrated from Germany to
Holland; being politically sensitive and somewhat active in leftist politics, they
shrewdly assessed that the German political situation, although not desperate at
that moment, was becoming increasingly worse. While living in abject poverty as
refugees in Holland, they were approached by Ernest Jones, an American psy-
choanalyst and Freud’s biographer, to establish a psychoanalytic institute in South
Africa. They accepted and for the next fourteen years lived in relatively idyllic
security and comfort in that country. They had a second child, Steven, and it was
during this South African period that they both began slowly drifting away from
orthodox Freudianism (L. Perls, 1992; Wysong & Rosenfeld, 1982).

That drift began with Laura Perls’s experience and observations of nursing an
weaning her children. She set these observations down into a series of informal
notes and, naturally, discussed her experiences with her husband; they both began
to become increasingly interested in the oral stage of development and the 0
“instinct,” as they termed it. These notes were later reworked by Fritz Perls int®
a lecture, “The Oral Resistances,” that he gave at the 1936 International Psycho”
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analytic Conference at Marienbad. The
too radical a departure from the Fre
origin (F. Perls, 1992). Disappoin
Perls returned to South Africa and

* presentation was a failure because it was
udian dogma that all resistances are anal in
ted and resentful but not discouraged, Fritz

b . :
bocorme fhe thapres o A snd cgan expanding the lecture into what would

o etabolism” in his book Ego, Hiy ;
‘gzl:s:zszz (196_9). A]though she never received credit for it, faura IE:;; Z;ifn‘fcgc;
¢ was instrumental in the development of this first book because she g‘host-

:il:?-te( EW(;) erl its lclgl;gters, “The Du'mmy Complex” and “The Meaning of Insom-
ol o Vs‘,; . 1)il The !Jook itself, overall, was stylistically disjointed and
Obscmrion}; : \;\;ah’ a1 t oué;gh 1t was filled with many keen therapeutic insights and
el thcez rflzlr, 1991). '{l‘wenty years later Perls would downplay its value
g 1y Y reason he wrote it was to teach himself how to type (F.
forIC{e?ivmg spent fourtee'n years in South Africa, Laura Perls and her family were
oreed ::;E nagam to emigrate for political reasons; the South African govcn);menr
ing more conservative, and apartheid, which was a i
was becoming more rigidly legalized. This caused profountia o o e

. ‘ tears on thei
e on 1e1r part of
g toward fascism, and so they moved, thanks to sponsorship from Laura’s

l)er;g\lt;r :;r;(ézl)(a;en Hirney, to New York City in 1946-1947 (Wysong & Ro
, - It took less than six months for both Fri )
_ . . tz and L -
Iiitabtl;shl';full(;tunedp(riactlces. As Fritz had been working on znmantl;iiii: Ig(j B
W book and needed an editor to help carry i i ul
n edito Iy it to completion, he sough
Goodman because of his political writings about Wilhelm Reich (Stge}tn? 1?1?;?;1

1 hn] a yeal GOOd an aIlalySIS alld beCaIIlC a tIaHlee ulldeI
Vk‘ t man lﬁft I{CIC}H
Lau] a

generation of Freudians. Rather Goodr

. _ nan came as a patient, r i
hoping for some relief from his sense o ; et LR

f failure as a man and an artist, (Stoehr, 1994, p. 53)

lgi;tt}:nz}lle é)ublic'atéon of the 1951 treatise, Gestalr Therapy, Fritz and Laura Perls
ted a training institute in New York City, althouel
- - Ne 1ty, although he was soon to aban-
15 amily for his life of wanderlust, as he could i
competition or criticism he experienced in b h i atons (G o
B T e o by P 1 both 1institutions (Gaines, 1979; F.
= : ; » Wysong & Rosenfeld, 1982). It remained toLL
Yf:rl}: .and. a core group of peers and students to support and mainta;lli3 tl(l)e ;I‘::fa
Institute, a task to which she devoted herself for the next fort}.' years "

Professional Values

Aﬂs Ll i ( i
deve!os;:;ze doFanot permit a full exposition of Laura Perls's influence on the
il }:mdntl 0 estalt therapy, we will confine ourselves to discussing the ke
erlying her work: contact and boundary, support, and style ’
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Value: Contact and boundary.

Following Latner (1992), contact can be defined as the awareness of difference
organized in a figure-to-ground relationship at the boundary between the person
and his or her environment. In the first formulation of Gestalt therapy, this con-
tact boundary was envisioned as being almost like a physical organ in a meta-
phorical and functional sense representing conscious awareness (Perls, Hefferline,
& Goodman, 1951). To Laura Perls’s mind, contact and the boundary where it
occurs were more a psychological and existential phenomenon than its original
formulation as a biological metaphor:

Contact is made in any actual present situation, the only moment in which experience and
change are possible. . . . It is the acknowledgment of, and the coping with, the other. The
boundary where 1 and the other meet is the locus of the ego functions of identification
and alienation, the sphere of excitation, interest and curiosity, or fear and hostility. (L.
Perls, 1992, p. 131; emphasis in original)

Contact is the touchstone for therapeutic approach and strategy in Gestalt
therapy its phenomenological form and experiential quality. As opposed to Fritz
Perls, who concentrated mainly on the awareness of a person’s contact with the
primary object of experience—the primary Gestalt—Laura Perls also emphasized
the quality of the client’s contact with herself in the therapy situation. Laura Perls
was much more apt to engage in looking at the relationship she and her client
shared in the moment and used this as an important focus for interpersonal
growth. Fritz Perls was more inclined to meet resistance with aggression or re-
jection (Gaines, 1979), whereas Laura Perls was more concerned with what she
called the “psychology of give and take” (L. Perls, 1992); the difference in their
personal styles doubtless reflects the respective influences of Nietzsche and Buber,
but this is more speculation than verifiable assertion.

Value: Support.

Contact, as she so often pointed out in her teaching and therapy work, was made
possible only through adequate supporz. That is, contact is a function of the
amount of necessary and sufficient resources, internal and external, that can be
mustered to enable the person to undertake the activity.

Suppert is everything that facilitates the ongoing assimilation and integration of cxpericm:'c
for a person, a relationship or a society; primary physiology, upright posture and coordi-
nation, sensitivity and mobility, language, habits and customs, social manners and rela-
tionships, everything else that we have acquired and learned during our lifetime; in short,
everything that we usually take for granted and rely on, even and particularly our hang-
ups and resistances—the fixed ideas, ideals and behavior patterns which have becr_)mc our
second nature precisely because they were supportive at the time of their formation. (L.
Perls, 1992, pp. 132-133; empbhasis in original)

:;‘Iﬂ;hin% at the Ne.w York City Gestalt Institute since
primt of age and increasingly poor health, her daugh
ary caretaker. In May 1990, with her physical health s
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Support enables the person to contact what is and to realize the

igni . ersonal meani
and significance of the experience, the “ahal” p ing

of personal insight.

Contact is possible onl
y to the extent that # for it is available i
background against which the present ex; e it o gt the ot

. : tin . perience stands out (exist i
Gestalt. For this Is what meaning is: the relation of ﬁgure(::?t: ) 3:‘1 fzr?li a};ncamngﬁll
p- 132; emphases in original) B

Value: 8. tyle.

;l;ge ideas of contacting what is in immediate awareness supported by one’s own
- :::;::;il it:];r rhgs:[ o.f' .tht.' environment, encountering the other and forming a
» and denving personal meaning and insights i ‘

ip, ar : : ghts from the expe
i:l:::it ::sl':l}tlg?ji;lp al:';:, in Ll‘rhclr final analysis, derived from cxistenti:Ix}:hﬁZ;l:;}?;

tnking. Laura Perls herself pointed out that “th ic

- . : eb
?g ;_‘;estallt :gerapy are phllos?ph1cal and aesthetic rather than technit;jl’?((fn;:::lﬂzs
; h;lo; P.h' =11) Her view derived not only from her own artistic backgrour;d a_ncf
philosophic .study, l?ut from her collaboration with Fritz Perls and Paul Good

man, both philosophically oriented artists. o

People who got interested in i
psychology at one time were all, in a way, artis
‘ ; all, vy artists. Th g
n:tc;t.:)ctl;l f::at d';ffercnccs. They were artists. . . . At that time, psychoiog.y, and p.'lr:ir:u‘]:;‘t
i;: ay o I'?"fl ecame an art z'mc‘l not really a science in spite of all the attempts to maky
science. The people who did it well, they were really artists. (Kudirka, 1992 p. 88) ‘

From this view, we
A can see more clearly the back i
asserted that the practice of . gl i

' psychotherapy possesses an artistic com
clzzr; j:e C’:-[?nSldeer an aesthetic, interpersonal event (Kudirka, 1992; z;f:;:: n1t9=’17:]8d
> ‘::as 0 f.l:a}ma Pirls', ;ll'lc Iidliﬂﬁ"ercnce between a good psychotheral’aist and; grea;
not n technical skill, but in artistic sensitivity, in wh i
1 - : : 2 at Zinker (1994
c:::tlls the “good form” of the therapist-client encounter. Consequently, Latlu-i P I)
often talked more about “style” rather than “technique.” , o

I thm‘k tha_t’s a great mistake [thf*.rapy as a technical skill]. In Gestalt Therapy, I think an
ntial and experiential. We are not invo!vec’{ i A

Final Years

Laura Perls had been in residence at the same address in New York City and

1957. By 1981, with the
ter, Renate, became her
teadily deteriorating,
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she undertook one final trip to her birthplace in the village of Pforzheim in
Germany. Even though she had been forced to flee her homeland nearly sixty
years before, Pforzheim always held a special place in her heart, and she often
returned there throughout her life to visit childhood friends. It was in Pforzheim
that Laura Perls died in July 1990. She went to her death as she had lived her
life, honestly, unsentimentally, existentially. Her body lies buried along with those
of her family in a little cemetery in Pforzheim, a particularly peaceful spot that
she had loved since her childhood. It was there that she wanted to be placed
between the grave of her father, Rudolf Posner, and that of Fritz Perls, reunited
and resting at last with the two most important men of her life.

LAURA PERLS AND GESTALT THERAPY IN
CONTEMPORARY PERSPECTIVE

Laura Perls lived a full life yet wrote very little, and so little has been written
about her. Feminist critics have noted that there has long been a dearth of biog-
raphical material about women figures in history, and these same critics pose the
question as to why women writers write less than men or, more pointedly, do not
think that their own lives are apparently considered valuable enough in compar-
ison to document. Female authors, for the most part, with the notable exception
of Simone de Beauvoir, have tended to write novels rather than biography or
autobiography. Heilbrun (1988) notes that women'’s lives were rarely considered
interesting enough to descrve biographical analysis. The appearance of Zelda
(Milford, 1970) marked a turning point in the rise of the female perspective,
although Zelda Fitzgerald's voice was ultimately destroyed by her husband, F.
Scott Fitzgerald, as “he had usurped her narrative” (Heilbrun, 1988, p. 12). In a
similar vein, Spacks (1976) notes that feminine autobiography is typically marked
by “woman’s attitudes” as confessions of inadequacy. Spacks (1980, pp. 113-114)
expands on this and other observations by analyzing the biographies of Dorothy
Day, Eleanor Roosevelt, and Golda Meir and discovers a “rhetoric of uncertainty”
as well as the tendency to attribute the woman’s success to sources other than her
own personal will, ambition, or talents; a calling, a higher power, or a significant

male are named as typical explanations (Serlin, 1992b).

We see this apparently unconscious prejudice against women in the history of
Gestalt therapy, as the latter has been inordinately skewed to the life and work
of Fritz Perls. The past historical renderings of Gestalt therapy are, in our opin-
ions, a bit imbalanced because they have not done justice to the influences of
Laura Perls and Paul Goodman. Nor, in equal importance, do they do justice t©
the richness and complexity of what Gestalt therapy can and should be as practiced
from a sense of appreciation for its aesthetic and philosophical subtleties, subtleties
that come almost solely from the mind and heart of Laura Perls. We have sought
to highlight the importance of her development, thought, style, and values; }}ef
intellect, teaching, and commitment are fundamental to the theory and practic®

of Gestalt therapy.
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gty involvement. While her husband Fril:zrl
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relationship. She gave Gestalt therapy a distinct
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of Fritz Perls, wh
o ipapuntal : : » Who spoke more of the jo i
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