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Introduction

In the next three sections, a dance[, a musician, and adtlplt:ç each trained as a depth-oriented thérapist,
will.offer thgir pa{ic-ular meiaphor applied to the
aesthetics of a verbal psychotherapeutic dialogue.
Each emphasizes a particular aspect of the pryãho-
therapeutic rnat¡ix. ell of them, hôwevel havein'com-
mon a belief in the psychoaesthetic importance of the
therapist-patient intèrõhange.

ll t!" preface 9f *y book, Expressioe Tlurøpy: A
Creøt io e A-r t s Appro ach t o D ep th-Or iented Treatment ç6tt¡,
I stated the following:

In any one sessio-n, we can detect in patient-therapist
communications both verbal and nonverbal cues that
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CHAPTER 2

can be examined within.the artistic parameters of sight,sound, and motion; thar is, t.,hiil,;ììci, an¿ tim-bre, in color, texture, 
1nd fú-;å'i;:ñäi:;

tension, energy, and special relations. Th"r" 
"Ë.;;ä;;therapeutic composirion fr"r. tn"i. î.ffinciptes anarequire the u tmost 

"rili ii *,ã.";; rË;#;emenr.

;ä,illj":lll= jlu:,.11å*o,,1,,.,,,9;;-"riii,"rlil
This nonverbal cor
mrrni¡ar.i^- a^ --- nposition of a given patient,s

ffi**:ï: l'l'" : {i;y: ;;:,hq;tä:;J"i"l'ä:l:
l:r..:1":^'"þ d:ril"t!åJ i '*"ö ;:iAï::, i,il
!:,1:,!.,::.rherøpistlRobbins,-"iöãili"i"ä;;å"*,i;following:

When I speak of aesthetics, I,m referring to making theinanimate animate, giving ørr" iä ä¡ffuse energy or
idea1, 

breathing l¡fe äto ,i"iil" l"rrriunications. Corr_munication is a key word here, f* äöi;äodi;any medium u"".,í"., "n;;ï;ä it to,r"h", us as aIiving rruth. This.happen" *i;'il;'an authentic ex_pression of the artist,ãnd *r.";d;; involves an inte_gràtion of polarities.

In another section, I further elaborate on this point:
When symbotic form includes multiple levets of commu-nication and transcends its ¡"Ai"iãi"i parts to commu-
li":.t" ." targer meaning, ti õ;;;;;ñ"s the levet ofaesthetic communication]

Historicallv the.langua€e of the artist has alwaysaddressed itseif to *re Ë"r"tt 
"i .lìir,ot eas'y be re-duced to words. I" ;h; f"]iffi;,i.tions, each arristwill offer his/her special ,rie* o? Iii larrgu"ge of art

3,i'"'.;å':,'å:ii"f,',i'Í:,9ru*:à"Xm*:ä
the very essence of
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Movement Composition and the Choreography
of a Verbal Psychotherapy Sessioñ i -

Eileen Serlin

| *oy"¿ against the far wall. She stayed in the cor-
ner, keeping 4 or 5 feet between herself and the other
group rqgmbers, not acknowledging them in he;;;;:
ments. She was hunched up, eyãs ãlosed, 

"""reu *úin g_inward, ha nds ges ticuúii"i. rn", 
" 
ïÀä; ?å"t*"o

to flail out into "-p? space, h-ands ."rf"a fiL";il;
clawing the- 1ir. Hei ireah was rili;ã ioward one side,
eyesteseeching and flaring, mouth twitching.

. fhq says-she wants tole touched, but iJ terrified
and furious.She grgry.gpin an orphanage and was sex-
uatly abused as a child. She is afraid olbeing violated
and abandoned.

was the only solid point of contact, of äupport. n""i"-thing else was flailing, desperately, ' 
t 
"tpt"rrty,:lî|T:tI. Her body was limp and tacked 

" 
,tu;;;;;:

üat lnner support.
I momentarily 

-saw my cat, a frightened creature.
Yy cat loves to be held, but if approached tentativelv,
head-on, with hesirancy, sherll Ëñ;a;ã;iliïö:
qroached from the side, howeveç with swift sureneS's,
decisiveness, and a firm touch, she will melt and
cuddle.

45

. I swiftly approached p Without pause, I moved introm the side and..placed- my two palms against her
thrashing hands. She pushed 

^y hånds awãv. es she
g_.us[e d, her bo dy resi sie d, s trengthen"d, ;J';o;; ;:
Her- flaccid wei gh t mobilized, her" d if ftr se 

"ffori, 
ãiu" 

" 
-

ized. She pushed, and I pushed back. As;ú#;;à
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against each other-her inward_pulling energy reversed
and flowed toward me. As I siaygd iteaali and cleaq,
she continrled tg mobilize her efiorts towaíd me, inte.
grating and mobilizing herself.

.- Suddenly she screamed_uncanny screams, one
after another. Then she fell sideways, á.ror, ;t6. ilearyf gver-her, pressing *y,rpp"íbody down'¡" ri"i
containing her with my body. Her thiashing dimin_
Irh:O,,her body-quieted, ard her tears stopþed. She
looked at me and saidsoftly: ,,Thank you."

- What happened during this session? p is a bor-
derline personality, with issues of early maternal depri_
vation,. tr1sj,-splitting, and boundurier. Althougi I
worked with her nonverbally, I believe that elemãnts
which I used to sense our interaction are.""r-;;i;-ñ
can be used to understand a verbal session. These eþ
ments-body,_space, time, and energy_are from the
language of dance and descrio-e basic compositionai
elements-of any diagnostic or interactional process.

The language used in most traditional þsychology,
comes from a mechanistic, Cartesian system tt ut porit',
discrete entities, such as;g.;"ilã;ãí *nr"n *ä;;;
that dance is about a boãy literaily projecting"itself
tfrroug! space. Modern physics, nó*ä"eí has"shown
the world to be more ftuid than this. From;;;_C;rt*
sian perspective, a study of the human mind ;;;1;
describe processes rather than entíties and quatities
father than q'antities. These processes and qualities
are already in movement; movement is basic'to life.
Using the language an! images of dance can thus hãlp
to articulate patterns of any þrocess. What are the eË
ments of a dance language ánd how can they be used to
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describe the therapeutic process? I will first describe
rne etements as concretely manifest in the session withB thea t wilt show hour these elements ;lt; ;;;ämelaph.orically to understand the compositio""i: 

"r-pects of a therapeutic process.

Body

Body parts. BogI parts means which parts of thebody are emphasized in ttr" movement and how thevare used. P used primarily,her hands, lr"d;;;ñr,
and 9yes. Her hanäs werJ nrc .u:nïr, curled inward,
Lt*s crooked, head at an angle, mouth eri*".i";iå
lfough she were vomiring, 

""ä "y", 
n*";äJ;ì;;il.

Her torso was concave anã still. Titrh.;;, 
"f 

tfi; brà.;parts were in complex angles, cor,.rolutä;åä;*"i
2. Organizatiõn. Orþnization-äescriU* ñ;h;parts 1e-grganized.into one-moving piec". pã U.äy

::1*."_1all ioints. The parts did not'move together aá

ï:_"iql"ized system, but moved in fragrñe;¡;. ãclear, organizing center was missing.
3. Posture. posture describes ãhe organization,of

the large architectural units of the boay.îãb;;ú;;
sup.p9:ted by rhe wall. She was nor Jl"io *"il"il;uprigft posture without this support. With the suu-porÇ ho-wever, she could susrain å lreat au"ioip"ripñ_
eral activity.

- ! Flow. Flow is the movement of energy throueh
iT¡11L _pi'.ï ."ig j oints. .rur"u"*u"i ã;3å ffiöi.r-s Þocly in a twisting, grinding, circling, spiraline r;o_tion, successively mõrräg tnro:ugh th; íói"ir.-'-'ó 

¡¡v



48 Cn¡preR2

Space

1. Perspective. If these movements took place in a
composition, how would the composition be árranged?
P chose to position herself in a fàr corner of the rõorn,
squeezed into the line between floor and wall. She was
far from the others in the group and from me. She
looked as though shg were Ëaing seen through a tele-
scope, appearing far away and huddled small.

2. Open verstrs closed. What is the basic spatial
gonfiguration along the dimension of open oT clôsed?
F's body was twisted into itself and did not open out to
others. Her flailing hands created a wall of Tstatic,', 

a
shield of chaos through which penetration to her heart
or body center would be difficult.

- . ,3. Kinaesphere. How large is the "personal space,'
bubble in which the mover moves? P clairned a large
area as herown space, and her movements did not ecño
anyone elset or invite anyone into her space. This per-
sonal space was clearly hers and not shared

4. Boundaries. Boundaries refer to the outline or
e-dges of the movement. P's hands kept circling. They
díd not seem to come up against anything or ÀuggeJt
any edges. There was a senõe of her ínnerielf poüil"g
out without a firm container to hold the writhin[
torment.

5. Negative space. What is the relation of mass to
surrounding (negàtive) spaCe? If P's body were seen as
a sculpture, the space arorrnd her would be an empty
void. There was not a dynamic interplay of matter ãnd
lp1cg,'an interpenetration of shapes. The sþace àround
P did not support or contain hér; she seemed lost in
space, diffuse, alone.

6. Relationship to objects in space. Do p's move-
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ments reach out toward others, make clear or vague
path.s th.rgugh space? P did not carve through ,pu.ä o,
reach with intentionality or purpose towarð any other
individuals. Her efforts to cope'with her envirónment
and with others were minimai.

7. Pathways of contact. If contact were to be made,

ï.h1t logi-cal approac! would the mov-ement suggest?
P's frontal movement blocks and her glaring eyeã-said
not to approach head-on. When, inJact, óne of the
grolp members asked if she could approach, p refused,
and the group- mernber said that she would have ap-
proached too äirectly. A cleaç indirect, peripheral paih
to P would reach her without threatèning her and
would establish strong contact at her boundiry.

Energy

Energy describes the qualitative (light-strons,
quick-slow, direct-indirect, bound-free)-and direã-
tionll aspects of the movement. p's efforts were pre-
dominantly light, sustained, very bound, and indiräct.
Jhg now of energy pulled inwará, referring back to the
bo{y center. The loops of movement weie repetitive
and of even intensity, lacking clear phrasing o, åbsore.

Whlt was my own sense of body, space, and en-
ergy and how did I use my force field to òreate a thera-
peutic dance with P?

- First, I sensed her as very far ãwãft as if I were
looking at her through a telescópe. She fätt remote and
unreachable. I inched closer, jïst hying to feel her
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l^1ol1*ity.,As I noticed her against the wall, I felt a need
l.,",l,Tt 

ro be supported. I had the sense that if I 
"orriJsrrner around o"i!l1ly enough, I could brace he, fãct

-1,1 TI own. BLt I kiew tdtí *"ì¿ not genhere andestablish very firm contact fast enougl, io f*es;Ji-;reaction.. Therefore, I pranted *yref-ñ"J-i" ;;own spot and_ grounded myself by strengthening miown spine and irs reration tó the fróor. rroä this sTa-¡iåsitting position, I could observe n* f".råijnrgl;äi:
tated movement grimaces. Itw., ,rot time to "iof i.:y_thing, b-ut I useimy oyl porirr*io ground my ownglutgy field and to_ provide ä stable forðe field ,r"á, f,"r.Th:T, just when I ìensed i" ;y ;;;-ö ,n"i i:,;writhing was becoming unbea.áUie urra she paused
momentarily, I moved in on her. I knew tt 

"t 
üãr'.äiri"Ihands weré crosest t, *" il ìi;îii'ä;:;"'i'il:i

^q:1ik]y. 
I î9 to ptace clear pressure againstiä p"f*lso she could feel me, but in iuch a wajith"t the cäntactwotrld be ar the edge of h"t rp;;;rá ilü.ìJr"'i"

1i,::i:l^Tg:11"1 we created 
" ,,,""flä"îffi iJ

,T:"^tî_l" 
rn: poinj of contacr. By pressinf with ir,.ráus_mg süength aga_inst her hands, I could-senr" h", 

"rãshe sensed me. I had to close my eyes to con;;;;;;fully on the feering between ou, hänás, otherwise I fertr would be seducä into rhe;h;;;l;;ä;öï ä#i:tion of her other movement¡ 
""a u"gry eyes. She felt

like:.ny hisslng 
çat or a mad Medusa'. I could not looktoo directly into her eyes, but kept my;;*rreäilh;

ste1d1 poinr of contact betwäen ír. e" i p;h"ãagainst heç her inward-pulling energy began to'*oùìf-ize and focus on my push. It dãscribäá u rii"r" 
"itñt-",it spiraled in towaid n", ."r,1"r,- ti"r, iórpJ";';;karound toward our point of contaci. Ás she plrn"ã *"-

AEErHErrcs AND rHE psycHoTHERApÌurrc 
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irjli":*asing srrengtþ, her whote body gor behind
tne push, and soon both our centers were ägaged in
j.T_:"l1i:llTp. 9".." her breathi"l 

""a "g"i,; Ë"r,t",
yqr" Slg3qed, I feeling level camJ into otr relation_snlp. I telt her directher. anger and frustration at me,whil,e.I kept .ly pustr 

:te1{-"y and neutrai:- Hù;;lí
escalated until it peaked with a shrier.
. After rhat, rhl quality 

"itt"-låiãiìo"sr,ip changeddramatically.-p-threiv heíself sidewãys across mv lao.reftmg ner whole torso touch me. I cóuld lean ovár närback, with no interference from mãving b.dt ;;;;and use the whole 9f my own torso to contain her.She was like a child,twiíching in my lap,;;ù"g-ä;
:t_r"ig cradling.-I circled t", *ïtn *y 

"r* while I heldner ughuy and steadily, protectiig her new vul_nerability. Feering sare liitrin thé -confines or *"
î:::",:jliitiacket, gfre w.as able to soften and quiJtoown. when her agitated, endless movements werecontained,. phrased] 

""¿ .u*"ä.,iä;,ïil*ri;
could thank me.

If the elements described in this session were takenmeta,phorically insteat' of u, .ã".iãt";;;;; dr,r,
:?i:,:11 iTf l,l g'" describe and i [u minate proóesses
of a vgrb{ psychorherapy session? I wilt focüs;il;
1:p,""t" of a psychotherãþy session: (t) rhe il;il;i;
ano nonverþ-al-communication that are part of anv in_teraction and that indicate intra_ and intärp"r;;;;í iT-namics,..."td _(2) elements of 

""àrgy, 
space, andcomposirion rhat make up style of rñéioriä- rí*hË"

physical dimensions of. môverie"r; ilh;;#i";
nllrlllg,,Sltaqforically speak 

"bo,rt 
parterns in arnerapeutic interaction. How, then, can ihese move_menj e^lements appear in a verb"f pry.Àãih;;;;;

session?
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. 1. Body. Taken as a form, the body of any :client
yield¡ im_portant diagnostic information about íh" p"r_
sonality. Is it fragmented, organized, flaccid, or taui? Is
there,a centralorganizing support? How do the parts fit
lggetherZ Implicit !n ltris diàgnostic is an assumption
that "you are your bodt''; that-is, the body reflects per-
sonalitystyle and ego strengths. Furtheí, "body iouy
refer to the body of speech. tõ the language fragmenteá
or organized; are there central suppolt tliemefhow do
the parts h"lq together? Finally, Ëôay *ay refer also iå
the body of the therapist. Does thé theiapist have a
slJonq o-bserving ego (spine) to ground ur,a'.o'tui* it 

"client's diffusion? Wþ!imaginaiand subtle body shifts
does.a therapist dg with her body during the session to
provide a good holding environment foithe client?

2. Space. Lo.oked at as a composition, the spatial
configurations of the mover in spaie is also an i*'por_
tant diagnostic tool. Translated-into a psvchotheraov
session, we.might notice whether the criËníplaces hiií-
self in a corher, close or far from the leader. óoes he feel
that he must take up just a little spot; can he ,p;";;;;
close to others? Ooìé he tend to'shrir,k irrto ihe back_
ground or thrust into the foreground?

.The kinaesphere of a client may be visible as soon
I $e enters the room. Does she take up a lot of room;
is she expansive; are the gestures large or small? l" n"i
rhetoric, is she expansivã or constri-cted; are the sen_
tences full or terse? How much of the conversational
space does she occupy, and will she accommodate in
size to coordinate with a listener?

Boundaries are one of the most salient dimensions
for the borderline client. This may be felt u, ,oo" u, ã
client.enters the room. There may be a sense of awk.

AESTHETICS AND THE PSYCHoTHERAPEUTIC MeTn¡x

wardness in passing each other, in glances or gestures
that linger {iShjly too to1g, in a feeling of stiãking to
each other. The body might not have a c-iea. definitíon,
and there TiSl t be a sðnse of emotions spilfinj ó"i.
Words might also spill out and lack containment õ, terr-
sion. Both therapist and client may experience a sense
of being flooded by sensations and af-?ect, withorrt an
appropriate screening mechanism. The session might
run over iust a few extra minutes.

- Fuzzy boundaries obviously àffect the relation-
ships one can make-with gbjects ít, spuce. In the open-
ing. example, the client had difficu-lty makir,g åear
paths through space toward others in the ,ooi. Bu_
cause she could not establish clear movement bound-
a¡ies and because her boundaries were masked by
chaotic movement "clutter," she could not establish deí-
inite contact at the boundary. Her relationships weil
diffuse and unclear. Wirh moiernents that spiraiea UJct
toward her own center rather than outwa;d, h";;;i;-
tionships were self-absorbed.

- Negative spacê refers to the space around or
through solid forms. This may be obierved in actual
movemen| for exarnple, the client in this example did
not make an active relationship to the space 

"ro.i"ã 
fr"i

body. SpaSe may also mean the space aiound tf,ougnis"or words in conversation. Another borderline clientïb-
served that she was characteristically overwhelmed by
féelings and could not "step back" fóm them o, get any
lqace-around them. She also identified too readily and
:felt-others'pain as her own; she could not separatä and
find space between another and herself. She would ei-
ther merge or withdraw and could not find an interplay.
Movements and emotions dance in thc context of råcif-

53
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rocal space; without this spatial context, they are over_whelming or out.of p,rop*tior,. Finally, ,p;;";; J;_
:::iP" the 

^therapis 
t,s- " teihnical neu tralit/, f f"*ü.ig,

l?$a: ?. 103) of mainraining a distance from the oa_
tient's intrapsychic confl icts.i,Vi thout i r; ih; ;i;;r"ptíi,
sucked into strong primitive defenses.

- - !pu"" can alsó be experienced as open territorv inwhich we set roadmaps. Þ clearly i"à1";i;Jt";;;i#
else in the room that she could nót torerate a direct fron-
tal approach, but Tight allow a sideway+ ilir*.,ä;.
As a metaphoa this migrrt indicate thát a veruar-stàtà-
me4t should not be toð confrontational. ù-;;ä'"
more indirect. In some forms of therapí th" th;;;;iriwill sit at the side of *,e paiiãnïr;-,h*'rí;iläi'ì;
eye contact is made, it might be better to look from ifrecorner of the eye than to look too straightfotwur-ãi". 

"-

Í. En:rgy. Words-and thoughts, urï"ii urã.ìiå"r,
can be quick or slow, light or frðay, tur,s" oi i.;;:'il;
:::1111: -rh:rap.ist 

can-sense the quatities 
"f 

*-"rgyli
rne communication and can use this sense to cËíifytherapeutic issues. Time, one of the-elements of enersv,

1;:::1"1.lll:îry q"ick or srow il;i;;ìi;" pr;;,,xä
ot the movements. If the movements were readãs 

" 
*.rT

sical score, then the individ""iq"årii"ìir,.;î; *Jä
cluster in phrases. rþg9 nrr*Ër *ã"rá b"-rd;i;:
gejheq to create a ryricar liñe iri which the bits or rñ"ii-
cal information aré organized i"to .onårÃi-åöiji
1r lïj.dld_ not group her movements so tnut tt "yi"*"to elther closure or impact; they seemed to go ón andon..Similarly, a client,s'voióe ;åy t".k pt r"rîr,tg ;;i*-
pact,.and the therapeutic issue, *igt t Ëe aUouitact ofasserfiveness or effectiveness in life. In a verbal ses_sion, attending not only to what and how ai*ga;
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said but also reading between the lines of how these
things are put together, yields important information
about how the clieñt organizes his br her world.

lnteractiotn

When I saw P as my cat, I remembered that it took
6 yeary b:fo1u my cat lei me.touch her- Stù tilIilï*e ì
great deal about patience. p and I met each olher ani_
mal-self to animal-self, in a nonverbal language of
trusþbuilding- Thinking. about our relationstrïp ii ttre
imagery of anirnals danóing together rather than in the
mechanistic imagery of ,tobfeõts,, and,,relationships,,
reminded me of the activity in the Little pri¡æe culted
"apprivoiseç" or "to tame.,'In this story, the wild fox
teaches the {oung prince how to approach 

""a t"iuthim so ll"ltlçy 1e able to be present rogether. hi my
story with B I had to sense howto approaih her, maií-
tain safety, and help her wild er,erlf hansform itself
into peace

In terms of movement and choreography, I used
my energy to conta-in and transfortt u pio.årr1'f U"tã"
by sitting very still and concentrating on stabilizing
3"9.F o""¿ing rnyself in order to provide a feeling oi
holding.at a safe distance. I was aciually imaging sîp-
port and co-ntainment to help bring imãge 

"ñ¿ 
ä*rä-

ment together. As I sensed some bpenñess in her, I
caÍne 

:19rgr. By creating a boundàry and pushing
against it, I was communicating that I was preóent, bui
setting and clarifying limits. This allowed her to feel
safe enough to express her energy; it went from ,,im-
press" to 'express," and moved õutward toward rela_
tionship with another person. As I held my push


