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Physical Storytelling

E. Connor Kelly

Rachel (in front) with Connor – Warming up

Connor, MA, ADTR, LPC received her masters degree in dance/movement therapy from NYU in 1982, where she studied with, amongst others, Marcia Leventhal, Mimi Berger, Andre Bernard, and interned with Dr Judith Kestenberg and in a program with Lilian Espaneck. In Boston, Massachusetts, she worked extensively with the developmentally disabled, was involved in the development of a creative arts therapy and internship program, worked with the frail elderly, and served on the board of the local ADTA Chapter and Creative Arts Coalition Board. Further studies undertaken include counseling, family therapy, focusing, contact improvisation and authentic movement, studying with, amongst others, Penny Lewis. In the late 80’s she was on the ADTA board, program chair for the 1990 Coalition of Creative Arts therapies conference and studied with Susan Sandel and David Reed Johnson.
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She moved to Colorado in 1990, married Steve Harvey, (PhD, ADTR, RDT, RPT/S), and together they worked with families of young children, taught in the Naropa dmt program and developed a practice called physical storytelling. She studied authentic movement with Janet Adler, facilitated this in private practice, worked on the board of the ADTA Colorado Chapter, and became a member of Theatre of Spontaneity International. She became a Le Leche League Leader(LLL) in 1995, then moved to Germany where she and Steve continued in Playback Theatre, Physical Storytelling work, and teaching in the Langen Institute’s dance movement therapy program. 

Later moving to Italy, then Sicily, she taught creative dance, continued with the LLL and began to study yoga intenstively.  In 2003, Connor relocated to New Plymouth New Zealand where she is a contract dance/movement therapist for a rehabilitation centre, completed a project with children with ADHD, facilitates workshops in authentic movement, physical storytelling and continues her LLL work and yoga studies and was recently hired as the new day-stay coordinator at the Te Rangimarie Hospice in New Plymouth.

“...No one among the Mundo believes there is anyone on earth who truly knows anything about why we are born, Senor. Even to have an idea about it would require a very big brain. A computer. That is why, instead of ideas, the Mundo have stories. 

You are saying, are you not I said to Manuelito, that stories have more room in them than ideas?

He laughed.

That is correct, Senor. It is as if ideas are made of blocks. Rigid and hard. And stories are made of a gauze that is elastic. You can almost see through it, so what is beyond is tantalizing. You can’t quite make it out; and because the imagination is always moving forward, you yourself are constantly stretching. Stories are the way spirit is exercised.”

By the Light of My Father’s Smile (p.195-6) Walker, A., Random House, 1998 (Woman’s Press Ltd, G.B)
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Introduction

Physical Storytelling is a creative improvisational practice with roots in contact improvisation, authentic movement, dance improvisation, Dynamic Play Therapy and Playback Theatre (Harvey 1990; Harvey &Kelly 1991, 1992, 1993).  This form draws on the elements of story telling, physical interaction, improvisation, and witnessing with the aim of transforming inner subjective experience through metaphor in a shared setting.  The resulting performance can be thought of as exquisite communication. 

This form evolved and developed through practice in contact improvisational classes.  Stories were added to the dances and later New Years Eve performances became regular rituals. Collaborative work with Christina Hagelthorn, through the Theatre of Spontaneity (Fox & Dauber 1999), fine-tuned a few of the scores in workshop and performance settings.  This practice has been applied in a variety of settings including therapy, clinical supervision, performance, closing rituals at conferences and training of creative arts therapists.  

Physical Storytelling involves improvisational dance/movement episodes in response to a teller’s story (Harvey &Kelly 1991, 1992, 1993).  The basic form involves the roles of actors/dancers/movers, a conductor, perhaps a musician, a teller and an audience.  This follows the outline of the basic Playback Theatre tradition (Salas 1993; Fox 1994).  A conductor facilitates the storyteller, has the teller choose or not choose dancers, proposes a dance/movement score and summarizes the story for the audience, the teller and the dancers.  Dancers may or may not be assigned a specific role yet are usually given direction from the conductor most often in a summary of the teller’s story.  In any case the movers/dancers discover a beginning place in the space, discover a body shape and settle into stillness.  This stillness allows a momentary tableau to alert the teller, audience and movers that the improvisation is ready to begin.  The improvised piece combines the movers own impulses with the interactional dynamics that arise between movers and the simple limits that are imposed by the movement score.  Often the ending place may be part of the score so the dancers know when or where to stop.  Other times the stop arises spontaneously from the movers.  The movers then end in stillness, holding the stillness long enough to allow that final tableau to resonate with the teller and audience.  The movers then look at the teller and often the conductor asks, “Is this anything like your story, or was this how it was?”  This allows room for the teller to share a fresh insight or perhaps the movers did not quite get the story thus the conductor can offer another corrective scene.  Often this is not done because the experience in this form is that a subsequent story told will offer a corrective experience (Salas 1993; Fox 1994; Fox & Dauber 1999), a completion or illuminate further meanings from a previous story teller.  How the process unfolds is based on the context of practice.  For example clinical supervision would be focused differently from a performance.

Basic dance/movement scores in the practice include the journey score, 3 stops, 3 solos, the poetic double and the Fairy Tale.  These will be discussed more in depth later in the article.

Theoretical

Theoretical underpinnings for this practice include basic attachment and developmental theory.  Wright (1991), a psychoanalyst describes a developmental process of attachment and separation.  Initially, infants are embedded in a physical attachment with their parents.  As they grow and separate from their parents they can see this attachment.  This visual process aids in maturity and the development of psychological freedom.  Infant psychologists (Stern 1995) and developmental psychologists (Main 1990) report that an individual’s growing perception of relationships and narrative understanding of intimate social interactions is directly related to their early nonverbal parent-child interactive histories.
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Rachel - dance for Fairy Tale Storytelling 1.

Children who have been held appropriately and their nonverbal communications responded to sensitively tend to see social interactions more positively.  These children’s narratives involve more successful social outcomes regarding emotional conflict when asked to tell projective stories during preschool and elementary (primary years), whereas children who have not been held appropriately and develop avoidance in their physical interaction with their caretakers tend to be less positive and trusting in their perception of others.  Their later stories describe either greater conflict or are devoid of human interaction altogether.  These findings suggest a connection between the physical experience of interaction (body) and the psychological/symbolic understanding of relationships (mind).  The goal of using Physical Storytelling is to produce a dance of physical interaction upon which a teller can project their internal story which helps unite the bodily felt experience with the transformative metaphor.

Eugene Gendlin coined the phrase felt sense in his seminal work, Focusing (1978) which he describes as “I call the process focusing.  It is a process in which you make contact with a special kind of internal bodily awareness. I call this awareness a felt sense.”(p. 11)  He goes on to say, “One effect of the focusing process is to bring hidden bits of personal knowledge up to the level of conscious awareness…The bodily shift, the change in a felt sense, is the heart of the process.”(p. 26)  Physical Storytelling utilizes storytelling and dance to stimulate this process within the teller.  Dance acts as the transformative metaphoric process to create the bridge between the outer and inner experience.  “Gesture is the basic abstraction whereby the dance illusion is made and organized…So it is always at once subjective and objective, personal and public, willed (or evoked) and perceived.” (Langer 1953, p. 174)

In the practice of authentic movement we often speak in terms of developing the inner witness.  In the beginning an outer witness is an essential element for developing the consciousness required to detail the movement experience.  The experience is about seeing and being seen (Adler 1987, 2002).  Physical Storytelling uses these processes within the mover/dancers themselves while separating the story from the storytelling so the teller has the opportunity to witness their story from a distance.  This stepping out of the story allows a bit of perspective and distance from the lived moment.  Often these stories involve some sort of trauma or shame for the teller.  Tina Stromsted (2002) uses the term titrate as in a chemistry experiment when we move into a difficult place while in an authentic movement experience.  She suggests we let a little in then back away and try a little more, encouraging us to use conscious choice how far to enter or how much to take on so as not to become overwhelmed by the experience.  

With Physical Storytelling (PS) the teller takes a step out of the story so engages from a window.  A good example of this is an open score a colleague, Sarah Campbell Arnett used in the ADTA conference in 2001 after the tragic events of 9/11.  She reported, “9/11 hit the month before the conference and then Anthrax hit the news the day the conference started.  We had several speakers for the conference that were unable to get to the NC conference.  So we had some gaps for the participants.

 
I offered to do a PS workshop.  I actually used the Open Space format, where participants decided what the content of the workshop would be once we gathered.  In Open Space people throw out ideas they are willing to convene and then the participants vote by attending.  People at the conference were still reeling from 9/11.  Many people needed time to process.  Several of the participants were in NYC during 9/11.  I threw out the idea for PS to address 9/11.  The whole group decided that PS around 9/11 was what they wanted to do.  The group did not want multiple events happening at one time - the need for being together was clear.
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Rachel - dance for Fairy Tale Storytelling 2.
One participant volunteered her story and I facilitated.  She talked about working in a Brooklyn hospital right across from the Towers.  They could see the Towers fall from the window of the hospital.  Her intern had just started.  Everyone was stunned of course.  The DMT was struggling with being a therapist, a supervisor, and a human all at this tragic moment.

She picked someone to be her and someone to be her intern.  The window at the conference looked out to a taller building across the pedestrian mall.  The window became the stage for the PS.  The person in the part of the DMT moved through the struggle of her own grief and the need to take care of a student and the patients.  She pulled away from the window, pulled away from others and moved toward/against the window in grief and despair.  In the debrief, the DMT said the "actress" got it right and stated it was helpful to get some distance in sorting out all that was going on that day. (Campbell Arnett 2004)

Jo Salas (Fox and Dauber 1999 pp29 & 33) states: “Telling one’s story publicly, seeing it reflected back, realizing that it is accepted and valued by others is a healing experience for the teller.  For the audience, as well, there is an integration and affirmation that strengthens the connections between them”.  She goes on to say, “… it is a response to humanity combined with the potency of the artist’s reaching for form…It is a process of synergy in which the art and the group interaction mutually enhance each other.”
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Rachel - dance for Fairy Tale Storytelling 3.
Skills

The role of the conductor is to listen, support and guide the teller as they tell their story.  The conductor interviews the teller to gain understanding of the interactive dynamics involved in the story.  He may ask questions for further understanding or may quickly add, “How does this end?” to alleviate a tendency towards verbosity on the part of some tellers.  The conductor may choose the dance score or dance roles.  He also summarizes the story in simple, action-oriented terms.  The conductor acts as the primary mediator or conduit (Fox 1994) for the performance and weaves the threads of each story to offer a final summary or common theme that arose throughout the performance.

The dancers/movers require skill in dance improvisation and sensitivity toward movement interaction.  They need to trust their own movement impulses as well as respond sensitively to movement cues offered by other movers.  As with any dance improvisation focus, concentration, openness, flexibility and the ability to use the body as active imagination aid in the process.  Understanding bodily intelligence, ensemble awareness, spatial sensitivities, movement dynamics, composition and movement and interactive phrasing are essential.  Dancers must develop openness and empathy to allow the teller’s projection to enter and influence the movement in an intuitive manner.  Less is more describes the most effective approach for these improvisations.  Dance episodes need to be brief and capture the essence.

While props including music are not necessary for this practice the occasional use of dancing color scarves and/or music can add depth and richness to the dance.  Experienced musicians improvising music adds another dimension and can be a particularly useful support for physical storytelling in a performance setting.

Developing Skills

“ Stories move in circles.

They don’t go in straight lines. So it helps if you listen in circles.

There are stories inside stories and stories between stories,

and finding your way through them is as easy and as hard as

Finding your way home.

And part of the finding is the getting lost.

And when you’re lost, you start to look around,

and to listen.”

Deena Metzgers, Writing for Your Life as quoted in Everyday Sacred, A woman’s journey home by Sue Bender (p. 10). Harper Collins, San Francisco, 1996.

Often when teaching the process simple walking improvisations are offered to crystallize the interactive dynamic of entering the space, feeling the presence of the other mover, interacting and then leaving.  Movers can begin to see the simple dramas arising and begin to notice the stories being projected on a simple, brief interaction.  Often a mover is then asked to leave the room (usually someone familiar with the form).  Next a brief story or moment is told and the mover returns and offers a brief solo improvisation.  This leads to a discussion that highlights how stories are projected.  This can also occur with 2 movers using this walking score.  The idea is to demonstrate no matter how a mover moves the audience is already projecting the story onto the mover(s).  Playback Theatre practitioners (Salas1993, Fox 1994) describe this audience state of mind as a trance induction.  In addition this practice of movers leaving the room assists the participants to shift from the literalness of the story.  The movers have not heard the story so therefore cannot pantomime. 

Another dyadic practice is the hard, medium, soft and free game.  One mover is the protagonist and chooses a place in the room to begin and another to end.  The other person is the double or challenge and the protagonist uses the directives “hard, medium soft or free” to instruct the other mover to resist or physically challenge them during the improvisation.  This practice is the foundation for the journey score.  

A triadic practice is one person sculpting two movers into a postural relationship with one another.  The movers hold this position while the initiator steps back to watch.  She then says, “go” and watches the improvisation until she sees something new and says, “stop”.  She may then re-sculpt and repeat this process another once or twice.  A story is then added so that the teller sculpts the mover as she is telling a brief episode, stands back and says, “go”.  She says, “stop”, whenever she feels the scene has played out or she sees something new and may re-sculpt or just say, “go”, again.  This is a foundation for the 3 stops score.

A final example of a practice is to allow a mover or movers open space to improvise and a witness/observer adds images as the movers move, a sort of free flowing active imagination or free association. We call this process ‘postcards’. There are two different approaches. One is to free associate images as one witnesses the dancers moving. The other is to tell vignettes from the day such as “ This morning I…” This often teases out an underlying story that the free associating person needs to tell. This is also a good foundation for the Fairy Tale score.

Scores

Several scores have emerged over the years that work well with stories.  The first are 3 stops and 3 solos.  In 3 stops, generally 1 to 3 movers begin in stillness in response to a story.  The improvisers discover 3 stops within the piece ending at the 3rd stop.  Three solos is a similar score and can involve 2 to 3 movers.  With 3 movers each has a turn to do a solo and then moves to stillness.  If there are only 2 movers then one mover will do 2 solos.  These choices are not predetermined but decided within the improvisation.  These two scores work well with stories that would fit into 3 parts, 3 scenes or perhaps 3 characters.  This may be past, present, future, or 3 events in the story or even a story with 3 difference character parts.  These scores can often be used to simplify and provide clarity for confusing stories.  These two scores were often used early in a performance with Theatre of Spontaneity International in addition to the use of the fluid sculpture approach which is generally part of the warm up to telling stories in the Playback Theatre tradition.

An example of the 3 solo score comes from a training session.  An adult man spoke of his anger towards his rule-breaking teenaged son and his fear of his own anger in response to this situation.  Further questioning from the conductor/facilitator revealed a disclosure from this man about his history of physical abuse from his father.  The conductor then used the three solo score with the first soloist dancing the physically abusive father, the second as the held back, angry man, and the third as the rule-breaking teenager.  The resulting dance highlighted the intergenerational theme of aggression in a metaphoric way which deeply touched the man and the group.
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Rachel – Dance for Fairy Tale story 4.

An example of the journey score came during a workshop at a conference.  This author was engaged in a duet with another dancer using the hard, medium, soft, free warm up.  During this dance this pair collided with another pair and she remembered a story of traveling to this conference with her family when she and her partner engaged in a clash.  This story was revealed to the larger group and then reenacted through the journey score.  This helped release the underlying tension between the author and her partner (a co-facilitator of this session!).  

A recent example of the journey score took place in a training format.  A member of the troupe told the story of attending a fund raiser for the local swim club and learning the history of how the year round pool had been built and how the current swim coach is connected to one of the original families who worked on this goal.  During the dance the teller became deeply aware about her assumptions of reality (a pool and swim program always being available) and deeply respectful for those who have a goal and vision and then created the reality of that vision.  At one moment the dancer portraying her squatted for a moment of silence and the teller saw this as a reflection of taking in these multi levels of reality.  This brought awareness also of her personal story underlying this surface story.
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Dance for Fairy Tale story 5.

An example of an open score came recently in a training session.  A troupe member told the story of dream where a large house stood near many electrical circuits, power lines. This house is only a shell of house with walls and a roof but nothing inside.  She wondered if she was not quite able to inhabit her full energetic potential.  One dancer was assigned the role of the teller, the other, the double or force.  The ‘teller’ began moving in the centre in light, circular movements with an inward gaze.  The ‘force’ began moving in a circular path around the teller until he came very near and both dancers began to share similar rhythms.  Soon the ‘force’ began to physically exert pressure on the ‘teller’ with quick, strong movements as the ‘teller’ shrunk a bit with a light towards limp effort.  Gradually both dancers’ weight began to be shared and a contact duet ensued.  During this section the teller/watcher/witness noticed a sense of formlessness, lack of clarity and the image of clay emerged later.  Out of this contact duet arose a stillness as the movers stood on a diagonal side by side with the ‘teller’ resting her head on the ‘force’.  (The witness thought perhaps the dance was finished.)  Next each raised their hands in unison and eventually turned to face each other with a hand extending towards each other and not touching.  The witness immediately saw the Sistine chapel painting by Michelangelo of “God giving birth to Adam” (the witness thought perhaps the dance was over).  The dancers continued to face one another and mirror arm movements until they brought their hands together , folded over their heart.  

As this episode was discussed by the group it became apparent that this later part of the dance was completely discovered and as in authentic movement the dancers themselves were ‘being moved’, allowing the contact duet, the formlessness to exist openly while trusting the wisdom of the lived dance moment.  The dance itself may have lasted minutes but the piece left an impression and deeply touched the teller.

An example of the fairytale score comes from a performance that served as the closing ritual for a conference.  The teller spoke of her suicidal feelings, her inner strength and willingness to live.  Three dancers moved this story while the fairytale was told by an experienced drama therapist.  The dancer assigned the ‘teller role’ began to move on the periphery of the performance space with long and low movements as the other two movers hovered close by.  The fairyteller began to tell a story about a troll in the darkness who eventually is able to leave his cave forever.  The dancers eventually discovered contact and found some lifts in the movement and one mover was lifted towards the end.  The teller spoke of this last image and how it would stay with her forever.

Applications

“What I love about stories the most is the power they have to teach us of possibilities that might not occur to us without them.”  Ina May Gaskin in Ina May’s Guide to Childbirth (p. 137) 2003 Bantam books. NY

This form has been used in therapy, supervision, performance and training creative arts therapists.  Supervision is perhaps where it has been applied most frequently.  Performances usually take place in conference formats as a closing ritual.  Physical Storytelling tends to be a bit more abstract than Playback Theatre and is often applied to distill the essence of a situation, interaction, case study etc.  So in this sense tends to be a more fluid tool and less of a performance based process.

A simple movement form arose during the early experimentations in this practice.  One mover begins moving with eyes open while the other witnesses the dance.  The mover then tells the witness what images or stories were being stirred.  The witness then begins to move as the first mover tells her/his story.  After this episode is complete the original mover returns to move again.  This process is a useful teaching tool in workshops and is easy to practice because only 2 people are required.

Another form involves the solo dance where a teller tells a story and a dancer moves the story.  From here duets and trios can arise.  Physical Storytelling mostly has been practiced with about 3 movers but can include 4 when the fairytale score is applied.  Simple scores with a few movers allows the teller to focus more clearly and not become distracted by multiple movers doing different things. 

A score for supervision is to have the supervisee shape 2 movers into a physical relationship with one another then say, “go”.  As she begins to notice something changing she says, “stop” and can re-sculpt the movers again and say, “go”. Usually 2 or 3 times are sufficient to gather new information about a case.  An example of this involved a social worker seeing a family.  The family consisted of a single mother and her daughter.  The mother, an incest survivor, had been raped in the hospital by her husband after giving birth to her daughter.  Now single, the mother was seeing the social worker to help her manage this transition.  Using this score the social worker set up a sculpture and noticed she was trying to support this mother, but it was not successful.  The mover portraying her mother was falling to the ground.  She then re-sculpted the dyad in the vertical plane and the movers moved together in the vertical plane.  This was not satisfactory to the social worker either.  For a final scene, the supervisor asked the question, “How would you like this to be?”  She then re-sculpted the pair so the client was facing away from the therapist and the mother was able to walk away on her own two feet. (Harvey & Kelly, 1992).

Another supervision example involved the case of an adolescent in a residential facility who, because of a fire, needed to move from his cottage to another.  When he had first moved to the facility, he had to be carried inside.  The staff expressed concern about this move and feared he would be difficult.  The facilitators portrayed the characters of the boy and the house.  The staff sculpted the two characters in close physical contact so that the movement resulted in the ‘boy’ physically supporting the ‘house’.  This resulted in two more scenes re-casting the characters, first as the boy with his mother, and the boy with the institution.  Each scene resulted in a similar movement interaction.  The movers also described their experience in the roles.  As a result of these scenes, the staff moved the boy without incident.  This suggests that witnessing these enactments enabled the staff to shift their perception.  The perceived problem became a manageable task. (Harvey & Kelly 1992)

Conclusion

Physical Storytelling is a dynamic evolving form underscoring exquisite communication. The improvisational nature of this form creates a process that is fluid and open to continued experimentation.  The creation of metaphor, the resonance of the living moment through dance and witnessing allows a present shared experience that touches our collective humanity.  This can create an atmosphere of trust and shared empathy which are essential ingredients for successful therapy.  The process is applicable in many settings including family ritual, personal ritual, the training of creative arts therapists, supervision, therapy and performance.

At the end of a recent performance for friends one of the dancer’s partners suggested that we use this form to teach others about contemporary dance as he found the interactive approach very meaningful.  An application we had not yet considered!
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