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An international community and not-for-profit organisation  
committed to widening participation and exploring new ways of  
building community via application of gestalt (and aligned disciplines) 
across a number of domains – health services, education, therapy,  
organisational/ business, community, and government/political.

CONTRIBUTION OF GESTALT
We understand gestalt as a socially transform-
ative approach that is concerned with restoring 
'aliveness' to human living and activity - and with 
an orientation towards the wider 'field' - the  
various social wholes of which our activities form  
a part. Gestalt's founding text says "it is  
impossible for anyone to be extremely happy until 
we are happy more generally (Perls et al. 1951). 

EXPERIMENT
NGV offers a test bed for innovation with a view to 
supporting applications of gestalt in relation to  
social justice, environmental and political  
challenges – what Paul Goodman, one of gestalt’s 
founders, called “social-therapy”.

CATALYST
We do not see NGV as doing it all ourselves. We 
act as a network – or convenor of ‘worknets’  
(Bruno Latour) –  first phase mover, incubator and 
ultimately support for others to enter into new 
areas. We will continue to support anyone who 

comes to us to innovate – commissioner,  
organisation, team or individual.

COMMUNITY
The NGV approach esteems development at the 
group/community/systemic level. We turn our 
attention to the wider systems, including  
structures of power, influence and oppression 
(such as racism), against which much traditional 
change work proceeds.
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about our
 journal

Through our international journal, New 
Gestalt Voices offers a platform to support 
those who have not published before, and 
others, to share their creativity in relation to 
gestalt coaching, organisational practice and 
therapy. 

The journal is usually published twice-yearly 
in PDF format, and is downloadable from 
our website. We also publish short-form 
articles and opinion pieces on our blog and 
occasional papers, as well as images and 
audio-visual material.

We invite a range of expression, including 
poems, stories, journaling, dialogue, debate, 
photographs, drawings and other artwork, 
as well as responses to previously published 
articles. 

Contributions are welcome from trainees, 
recently qualified or experienced 
practitioners, PhDs, non-academics and 
enthusiasts alike. We invite non-gestaltists to 
contribute to our conversations. 

Thanks to all who have been part of this 
experience.

PUBLISHER: 
New Gestalt Voices. Flat 5, 24 Bemerton 
Street, London N1 0BT, UK

GUEST EDITOR
Bernadette Latuch
bernadetteokoon@gmail.com

ORIGINAL DESIGN CONCEPT : 
Trey Taylor / Sally Taylor

EDITORIAL SUPPORT:
John Gillespie (UK)
Annie Garrety (Aus)

WEBSITE: 
www.newgestaltvoices.org

FACEBOOK: 
www.facebook.com/newgestaltvoices

New Gestalt Voices® is an independent 
publisher and does not officially endorse 
any products or services or organisations 
advertised or otherwise featured in this 
publication or on its website. All text and 
images and design contained herein are 
subject to copyright.  
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editor's letter
As I write this editor’s letter, I am looking out 
my dining room window at the snow falling 
on a quiet Sunday afternoon in Pittsburgh.  
I wrestle my inner critic with one hand and 
reach for the right words with the other, while 
my four-year-old son is (ironically) playing a 
game called “Perfection,” in the background.  
Bless him.  He is trying to fit all of the pieces 
into place before a timer runs out and the 
whole puzzle pops into dazzling disarray.
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When John asked me to act as guest edi-
tor of this edition of NGV, I was moved not 
only by his trust in me, but also by his style 
of leadership.  For a self-proclaimed “nar-
cissist” (the accuracy of which I dispute), 
John is rather shy in receiving feedback 
on (what I perceive to be) one of his great-
est strengths: making space for others to 
shine.  In momentarily handing over the 
reins to me, John models what it means 
to share leadership, to provide a platform 
for “new voices” to emerge.  John has said 
that he created NGV because of his own 
difficulty finding a “home” in the gestalt 
world, a place that would embrace all of 
him.  In his search for a home, he has cre-
ated a home (or maybe more of a play-
ground) where divergent, timid, and/or 
marginalized voices (including mine) are 
welcomed, heard, and supported in the 
process of maturation.  While our profes-
sional collaboration has been rewarding, 
it is our friendship that gives me courage 
and the hope to persevere in this broken 
world.

And this way of being (and doing) togeth-
er—raw, honest, from the heart—is, in my 
opinion, the backbone of relational gestalt 
and a theme that carries throughout this 
edition of the NGV International Journal.  
Also prominent in this edition is the idea 
that gestalt and art (and gestalt as art) can 
operate within and beyond the bounds of 
traditional therapy to facilitate personal, 
community, and global transformations.  A 
small print on my bookshelf reads “make 
art, not war,” and yet in making art do we 
not also fight war?  (That sentence is in-
tentionally a slippery one…)  

Anyway…    

This edition opens with a provocative 
piece by Ivan Moyano, “Gestalt and Capi-
talism: Thoughts in Times of Pandemic.”  I 
met Ivan in March of 2020, the very week 
that the COVID pandemic “broke.”  We 
were in New York City attending the first 
weekend of Ruella Frank’s Developmen-
tal Somatic Psychotherapy Training.  Our 

I think about “Perfection,” perfectionism, procrastination, time running 
out…and how this moment says so much about what I have learned 
through my involvement in NGV.  In short, I (we) can keep chasing the 
great white whale of perfection, justice, transcendence… or I can accept 
that as soon as I (we?) have something figured out, it’s all going to col-
lapse into another beautiful mess—thesis, antithesis, synthesis…new 
thesis, new antithesis, new synthesis…”world without end” (hopefully?).  
And in acceptance of the seeming futility of it all, I find meaning and pur-
pose, I make art, I am art—and like my child when the timer runs out, I can 
laugh joyfully (and, given dynamic field conditions, sometimes resist and 
protest) as I see one figure collapsing and another emerging…
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“This is how she learned that it is true what 
they say, that the wolf is the wisest of all.  If 
you listen closely, the wolf in its howling is 
always asking the most important ques-
tion—not where is the next food, not where 
is the next fight, not where is the next 
dance?—but the most important question 
in order to see into and behind, to weight 
the value of all that lives, ‘wooooooooor 
aieeeee th’ soooooooool?’ ‘wooooooooor 
aieeeee th’ soooooooool?’  Where is the 
soul?  Where is the soul?” 

Romina’s piece is not only an elegant ac-
ademic study, but also a beautiful medi-
tation on the power of relational, dialogic, 
embodied gestalt therapy to restore alive-
ness.  As Romina so beautifully states, “…
the antithesis of trauma is flow and this 
can be achieved by awakening….”

Equally moving is the case study present-
ed by Caroline Vassallo in “The Power of 
Creativity in Gestalt Therapy.”  Caroline 
describes with poignant detail how the 
use of art in session facilitated healing and 
meaningful contact between herself and 
her client, a 40-year old woman previous-
ly diagnosed with borderline personality 
disorder.  Using a drawing made over the 
course of a four-year therapeutic relation-
ship, Caroline helped her client develop 
self supports, which the client articulated 
beautifully in a letter written at the end of 
their relationship: 

“I had never imagined I would be able to 
stand up for myself.  Something that has 
astonished me was that although I was 
building a bond with you and I started 
missing you, I didn’t depend on you to 
move forward so I took the fact that you’re 
leaving as something that needed to hap-
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training was cut short by a day, and Ivan 
and I spent the day walking around Central 
Park.  We stopped by the Imagine Mosa-
ic and talked about our favorite Beatles 
songs.  We sat together in the grass, not re-
alizing that in a matter of weeks that same 
ground would be occupied by hospital 
tents.  From those strange circumstances, 
a friendship was forged between two work-
ing class gestaltists from opposite sides of 
the Atlantic.  As I reflect back on our con-
versations that week and in the months fol-
lowing, I am moved and proud to see Ivan 
share his reflections—and himself—with 
the rest of the gestalt world.  In articulating 
his “more political version” of Gestalt Ther-
apy, Ivan’s care for the future of gestalt 
and of humanity is figural.  I wonder what it 
might mean for us as therapists, coaches, 
and practitioners, for our clients, and for 
our world if we were to lean into the truth of 
our “working class” status…will we be “with-
drawn or transformed” or is there a way in 
which we can transcend being “products” 
of a global marketplace?  It is a privilege to 
introduce the voice of this “working class 
hero” to NGV’s readership.

In the next article, “Scar Tissue: How Ad-
diction can be Trauma’s Manifestation—A 
Gestalt Approach,” Romina Baldwin pro-
vides us with a case study framing addic-
tion as a creative adjustment and potential 
path to post-traumatic growth.  Romina’s 
client referred to her disease (lupus) as a 
wolf, and, through the skillful, compassion-
ate, presence of her therapist, learned to 
love and integrate this piece of herself.  As 
I read this piece, I thought of its timeliness, 
of the collective trauma of the pandemic 
that continues to shake our world.  I am re-
minded of lines from “The Wolf’s Eyelash,” 
a piece by Clarissa Pinkola Estes:

7



pen and a part of life.  I have started look-
ing at life in a different manner, accepting 
every situation that happens and trying as 
best I can to move forward….”

Reading this piece, I am reminded of Pas-
son’s (1972) statement that the goal of 
gestalt therapy is for the client to “grow 
up,” meaning that the client begins to rely 
on self support rather than environmental 
support and that the client is “integrated” 
or functioning as a whole person (with feel-
ings, perceptions, thoughts and embodied 
experience).  Caroline so beautifully illus-
trates not only that art can be incorpo-
rated into gestalt therapy as a means of 
achieving this end, but also that (to borrow 
her words), “gestalt therapy is itself an art.”

Contemplating “Finding a Voice: in the 
school system,” by Kate Egawa, in my 
mind’s ear I hear John Lennon singing:
 
 "They hurt you at home, and they hit 
you at school
 They hate you if you’re clever, and 
they despise a fool
 Till you’re so fucking crazy, you can’t 
follow their rules…
 When they’ve tortured and scared 
you for twenty-odd years
 Then they expect you to pick a ca-
reer
 When you can’t really function, 
you’re so full of fear…."

Kate takes us from the individual to the 
community, describing how gestalt and 
art can be combined to effect change at 
wider level of system.  Motivated by anger 
and righteous indignation at the treatment 
of children in disadvantaged neighbor-
hoods and the academic expectations 

that cause these students to feel they have 
failed before even graduating, Kate has 
fought to bring art back into schools in a 
way that gives these students back their 
voice and makes “real learning” possible.  
Through art, Kate helps teach that authen-
tic engagement in the learning process—as 
opposed to outcome focused results—is 
the real measure of success.  And with 
community interventions such as Kate’s, I 
wonder whether the goal of gestalt thera-
py might be expanded to include not only 
helping the client mature through finding 
self support, but also helping society to 
mature through creating of more life-giving 
environmental supports?  Dare I say that 
Kate is another “working class hero…”

 And speaking (just a little tongue in cheek) 
of heroes, the next article, “Power and 
Position: is it time to moderate gestalt’s 
phenomenological imperialism in favour 
of a more ‘field humble’ view of self,” was 
penned by our very own Jesus…er, I mean 
John Gillespie.  Humor aside, John’s article 
moves beyond the individual, beyond, the 
community, to the global.  He argues that 
as gestaltists we need to shift our perspec-
tive of self to include less emphasis on 
personal phenomenology and more focus 
on our position within an interconnected, 
dynamic field.  Given the current crises 
that threaten our collective existence (e.g., 
climate change, global pandemic, unfet-
tered capitalism) as well as those that 
threaten individuals at the margins (e.g., 
racial minorities, the differently abled, the 
working poor…), John poignantly argues 
that “’Christ consciousness’—or if you pre-
fer ‘our existence in and of the whole’” is no 
longer a choice, but rather integral to our 
survival.  

8
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And, reading on, David Cebrian Tarrason’s 
article, “Agoratherapy: Bringing Gestalt into 
the Squares,” provides some reassurance 
that inspired action is already in motion.  
Citing Francessetti (2012) and Goodman 
(1960), David describes how “agorather-
apy” (therapy in open space of a park or 
nature) is a way of making psychotherapy 
available to more people.  He goes on to 
describe how conducting this therapeutic 
experience in open spaces not only makes 
it available to more people, but also makes 
those who participate more open to that 
which might emerge from a novel, unpre-
dictable situation.  To quote one of David’s 
participants, the experience of agorath-
erapy was a kind of “social awakening…,” 
a recognition of new possibilities, of what 
might be possible when he was “able to 
let myself go completely…”  Reading this 
article on the heels of John’s piece, I can-
not help but think of how these moments 
of confluence create recognition of “our 
existence in and of the whole…”

Sean Gaffney’s pieces, “A gestalt practi-
tioner-theorist reflects on recent dynam-
ics of our co-created field” and “Life on 
Earth,” also remind us that we are “in and 
of the whole.”  However, unlike the hope 
found in David’s piece, Sean courageously 
presents its polarity—dread.  Invoking Gaia, 
perhaps channeling her, he invites us to 
zoom out further, beyond our human con-
nections, to our connections with nature 
herself.  Paradoxically, as he holds a mirror 
up to the ways we are dead and dying, to 
the ways we kill and are being killed, Sean 
(Gaia?) turns us toward the possibility of 
life, of connection, of wholeness.

Continuing the theme of birth, death, and 
re-birth, the next piece, “Generational 

Split—passing the torch” by Kamila Bialy 
(with help from Thomas Ameel) invites 
readers to consider the evolution of gestalt 
therapy (and beyond) through a genera-
tional lens (as well as Kamila’s signature 
lens of sociology).  Kamila and Thomas 
open a dialogue around generational dif-
ferences in knowing and in being, inviting 
consideration of how these issues (and 
the power/control implied in difference) 
might play out in the evolution of gestalt.  
Although the transcription of their conver-
sation is interesting, I encourage readers 
to listen to its continuation on NGV Radio 
where their actual voices will bring this dia-
logue to life.

This edition closes with a playful yet pro-
found romp brought to you by the stu-
dents and tutors of the four-year Diploma 
in Relational Gestalt Psychotherapy at 
Scarborough Counselling and Psychother-
pay Institute (Jane Allighan, Natalie Barnes, 
Tim Carrette, Matthew James, Thomas 
Fairclough, Celine Kingman, Hugo Nieu-
wenhuizen, Liz Mellor, Ana Miller, George 
Morris, Berni Mudie, Susan Rousel, Chloe 
Schott, and Dawn Wray).  This interactive 
piece is unlike anything NGV has “pub-
lished” before and I encourage you to take 
a trip down the rabbit hole as these talent-
ed, creative gestaltists use art to “Curat[e] 
an expression of relational gestalt thera-
py.”  This experimental, experiential piece 
is an artistic offering from their hearts that 
certainly resonated with mine.  May you 
also find harmony (and/or dissonance) as 
you journey through this closing piece.

Wow.  

9
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As I close this editor’s letter, it is dark and 
still outside my window; the snow has 
stopped and my son is sleeping soundly in 
the adjacent room.  And yet, despite the 
peacefulness of this scene, the pandem-
ic rages on, we continue to dehumanize 
self and other through carefully chore-
ographed and often rote social dances, 
Gaia’s cries continue unanswered.  To 
quote Paul Goodman:

“In these circumstances any pacifist prop-
aganda without adventurous revolutionary 
social and psychological action is worse 
than useless: it solves no problems and 
increases personal guilt.  To refuse war in 
a society geared to war is a salutary shock, 

but the shock is useful merely as a means 
to further releases of anxiety and aggres-
sion; as such a good fuck or a fist-fight is 
equally useful.”

While it pains me to question the value of 
“a good fuck or a fist-fight,” I hope you find 
within these pages evidence of “adven-
turous revolutionary social and psycho-
logical action.”  I hope that Paul Goodman 
is swearing with joy and irreverence from 
the great beyond.  And I hope that you, 
dear reader, will consider joining your voice 
with ours as we continue to expand the 
frontiers of gestalt…at least until the whole 
thing collapses and falls into a beautiful 
mess…from which we begin again...

10

   

NEW GESTALT VOICES | EDITION 7 | JANUARY 2021

BERNADETTE LATUCH | GUEST EDITOR
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FORTHCOMING  
SEMINAR SERIES 

Frontiers of Gestalt | Sept 2020 - 2021
https://newgestaltvoices.org/projects/frontiers-of-gestalt/

9th Jan 2021: Leadership is dead, and thank  fuck 
for that! | Toni Clarkson and Thomas Ameel

23rd Jan 2021: "I can't keep calm because of  
sociology" | Kamila Bialy

20th Feb 2021: Working with the ground - therapy 
in a time of climate emergency | Steffi Bednarek

20th March 2021: Uncultivated Cetainty: Knowl-
dge, Truth and the Limits of Uncertainty | Chris 
O'Malley

17th April 2021: Violence begins when conflict ends 
- an examination of violence and conflict through 
the lens of "contact"  | Nick Adlington 

22nd May 2021: "Chemsex" - an empathetic and 
eperiential journey into sex, shame and intimacy 
as crucibles of systemic oppression. 

19th June 2021: The Courage of Our Convictions | 
Rhys Price-Robertson 
 
17th July 2021: Psychadelic Assisted Therapy: 
Gestalt as a proposed framework | Dr Travis Fox, Dr 
Christopher Nicolas and Dr Chantelle Thomas. 

21st August 2021: Trans(cending) the gender bina-
ry; a place for trans voices and trans/non-binary 
and gender fluid experiences | Kamila Bialy and 
Rebecca Waletich

With our Frontiers of Gestalt online seminar series, we engage what 
we believe are some of the key topics that will define the forthcoming 
era for gestaltists – race, profit, sexuality, environmental catastrophe, 
certainty, avoidance, drug assisted therapy, and more. 

Time limited registration for all 12 seminars = £230 Or choose any 7 for the price of 5 = £150
Seminars can also be booked individually 

https://newgestaltvoices.org/projects/frontiers-of-gestalt/
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Reaching for  
Belonging in a 
Broken World
18 MONTH LEARNING PROGRAMME | 2021 - 2022

FOR MORE INFORMATION AND TO APPLY FOR A PLACE 
http://newgestaltvoices.org/projects/learning-programme/

NEW GESTALT VOICES, AN INTERNATIONAL COMMUNITY 
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"Frustration....stuckness.....anger.....challenge...desire to walk away 
or fight. Holding difference until my soul is heavy. Having my voice 

heard by others who are alien to me. Hearing others voices who are 
alien to me. Feeling connection and acceptance in the difference." 

Toni Clarkson, Programme Faculty

"I think it’s hard to hit a 
moving target and so 
what the LP means to 
me depends on just 
what that LP is, and I’m 
not sure about that 
yet."  
Phil Brownell,  
Programme Faculty

"When I read that March is still the proposed start date,  
I caught my breath. I think June or September is more  

realistic. I also think a hybrid or part residential programme 
might make sense. People will have wanderlust when this 
pandemic ends... is there a way to catch that wave... if not 
the learning programme, in some other way... but why not 

the learning programme?"  
Bernadette Latuch, Programme Faculty

"We are in such different places. It's hard not to feel lost or  
despairing. I find this stuck place almost intolerable, and I guess this 
is the learning for me - to balance the needs of the people I'm with 
with the interests of those who are not here. "I and you... plus absent 
you" is for me what this programme is about. "  
John Gillespie, Programme Faculty "LP has become the 

space when on the 
one hand I have been 
enjoying my creativity 
and feel supported 
when expanding my  
theoretical interests in 
the intersection of GT 
theory with the social 
sciences. And on the 
other I have been  
experiencing my 
growth as a human 
struggling to be with 
others in difference , 
mess and  
uncertainty..."  
Kamila Bialy,  
Programme Faculty

"As I think of the Learning Programme and what we are engaging with I 
experience a sense of confusion, chaos, feeling lost and overwhelmed 

and I immediately want to run away and not be part of this (yet I am 
not running away). Yet in our discussions, group process, so far I have 

experienced many things among them exhilaration, connection, anger, 
sadness, disconnection, deep meeting, understanding, being received, 

being reached and reaching out. I feel humble being able to be part of 
this and learn and grow as a person and as a gestaltist. I strive to learn 

to be as present and available as I can be at the contact boundary, 
being with difference is painful and I can engage in all sorts of things to 

not be with this difference. That is one of the things that draws me to 
the LP the shear passion, willingness, faith, compassion and wonder to 

explore differences. This is gestalt live and alive."  
Yosel Mouzo, Programme Faculty

The LP for me is first of a space, a space where I can experience, 
experience my willingness to influence my environment and be 
influenced by it. It’s a safer space for me to get into the world and let 
the world get into me. It’s also an experiment, an experiment that 
I would like, embodied, emotional.. and  finally, it's a space for me 
to fight, to love, to confront, to be stuck, to stand, to support, to be 
supported, in one word, it’s a place to live.
Badr Hajjani, Programme Faculty 
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Gestalt and Capitalism: 

Thoughts in Times  
of Pandemic

by Ivan Moyano

But it's not all bad: living with this situation has 
caused us to be creative enough to rethink our 
relationships in completely new and promising 
ways. We have found each other with new online 
tools and have been able to experience presence 

and companionship even when we are physically 
separated. This has touched us in so many ways 
on a social level that it makes me reflect on 
how all this is affecting our practice as gestalt 
therapists.

16

How to start this article without talking about Covid-19? The times we are living in are 

characterised by a state of transition towards something different. This is a period in 

which the pandemic has shaken our way of life and has impacted us so quickly and 

intensely that it is difficult to assimilate and digest. The shock has caused effects in our 

lives, some of which we are already experiencing, and some we will likely not to see the 

effects of for years. It seems that nothing will ever be the same again (and this is true). 

However, and despite the shaking of our reality, the capitalist system is readjusting by 

transforming itself so that it may continue to subsist at all costs. The virus has put the 

economy of many countries in check, and this is beginning to be seen in the manner in 

which these effects are already reaching the lower social classes.
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The home confinement initiated by Covid-19 and 
its subsequent period of "new normality" has 
allowed me to stop for a moment, take a relative 
distance, to look sideways and ask myself what is 
our function as 'gestalt therapists' as part of the 
system. And this is what I would like to share with 
you.

As I have already suggested, during the pandemic 
we have experienced new ways of relating to each 
other through non-'presential' encounters. This 
confirms that a new form of communication-rela-
tionship is present in our reality. This is something 
that we will have to investigate in the future, since 
much of the work of a gestalt therapist has to do 
with presence, with the encounter with the other, 
and co-constructing together. Therefore, we 
will have to discover and weigh the quality of the 
"contact" we are having within these new forms of 
social relationships. 

Many of us, faced with the impossibility of meet-
ing in a face-to-face way, found ourselves using 
online tools to continue our relationships whether 
they be therapeutic, family, or emotional. And 
with this, we began to discover and assume a 
different reality from the one we had known, 
without knowing what the implications, risks, 
advantages, benefits, and/or consequences of 
this might be. In the case of the gestalt therapist, 
for example, we carry out online therapies with 
our patients.

Of course, I do not lose sight of the fact that we 
were and still are facing an extraordinary situation 
without precedent in our current society and 
therefore I do not dispute that these were and are 
essential measures to adapt to this new reality. 
However, what has most caught my attention is 

how the system has impacted us so intensely in 
our lives that we have sometimes not even had 
time to analyse, question or discuss the effect of 
those impacts. These impacts transform us as 
individuals, individuals who form part of different 
collectives; and in our case, we are also gestalt 
therapists and as such, we fulfill a function within 
society. This function that we carry out has an 
ideological and political component that is at the 
service of the field that projects it.

And this is precisely the issue I want to talk about: 
what function do we have as gestalt therapists 
within the capitalist system? In a sense, as I write 
this sentence, I resonate with myself as if I were 
an 'anti-system'. Nothing could be further from 
the truth, since accepting that the field in which 
I develop as a human being belongs to a society 
led by capitalism, allows me, first of all, to assume 
my condition as working-class (with all that this 
entails) and secondly, acceptance gives me the 
option to observe how the system influences 
me and how it effects both my environment and 
relationships (understanding relationships in 
their broadest definition).

I'm sure many will find the definition of "work-
ing-class" outdated. Something old, smelling 
of other times, something that people tend to 
detach themselves from and not identify with 
since they see it as something limiting or even 
unpleasant.

I'm convinced that you who are reading this are 
part of my working-class, even if you think you 
are not and you think you're middle class or have 
a higher economic status than your neighbors. 
Don't be fooled, if you have to use an alarm clock 
in the morning you are one of my people and we 
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are part of the same class. And if you have the 
feeling that I'm not right and we're not equal, it's 
probably because your privileges prevent you 
from seeing you and me. To be clearer, the word 
'privilege' implies, at least, different opportunities 
and this is something we have to take into 
account: not all people have the same opportuni-
ties within the system. This in turn is relevant not 
only as information about the system, but for it's 
role in how we create our system/our realities.

To make the assumption that we fulfill a function 
implies broadening our view of the field to take in 
an awareness of how we perpetuate this capitalist 
system. This is a system that generates inequal-
ities by definition, that proclaims an aggressive 
individualism, that influences us in our rhythms 
and tendencies, or that defines and introduces 
values and knowledge that we become saturated 
with, as do our clients, relatives, neighbors or 
friends. 

In these current moments in which capitalism 
has had to transform itself in order to survive 
and which have shown us that it destroys 
everything that is not useful to it, it seems to me 
an interesting moment for us to observe whether 
the function that we perform as therapists is in 
service of our "clients" or of the "system".
 
Gestalt Therapy1 is not immune to the effects 
of the field. In fact, on many occasions, it IS a 
consequence of the field. We all remember that 
Fritz Perls created in Esalen (California) the 
first popularised vernacular of Gestalt Therapy 

1 Gestalt Therapy has been capitalised in this article, which 
differs from NGV Journal's usual convention. The editorial 
decision was made sensitive to the voice and background 
of the author. 

as a way of counteracting forces live in the so-
cio-economic and cultural fields of 60s. For this, 
he adapted the essence of Gestalt Therapy to a 
more individual way of understanding it in order 
not to assume the confluence proposed by the 
society of the moment. 

The society evolved and Perls' model of therapy, 
left us in the form of a poem, sounds now some-
what incompatible with the system we are living 
in. Well, I wouldn't say incompatible, but it sounds 
like a song to the neoliberal capitalism of our 
days.

Sometimes I have detected a certain 'classism' 
with some colleagues. It is a kind of subtle and 
pernicious classism that generates great distance 
between us, such that co-building bridges 
becomes impossible.

Attitudes claiming Gestalt Therapy to be an 
evolution of human development, that is to 
say gifting a knowledge within reach of very few 
chosen people, seems to me more appropriate 
to therapeutic forms (or relations) closer to the 
capitalist individualism of "you and your circum-
stances" than to the co-construction of a "we". 

 
The system in which we live thoroughly con-
ditions our way of seeing reality and therefore 
Gestalt Therapy has different realities in each 
part of the world. For example, we cannot forget 
that our practice is something that in most coun-
tries is part of the private sector. Not belonging to 
the public sector means that most working-class 
people will not have the same guarantees of 
access to our approach as do more elite classes. 
In other countries, Gestalt Therapy is considered 
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pseudo-therapy and in others, it does not even 
exist. With this panarama, it is interesting to see 
how the function we develop within the system is 
disparate and determined by context. 
Recently, an acquaintance contacted me 
because he was very happy with his Ge-
stalt-"mindfulness" sessions. I received the news 
with a bittersweet feeling, hearing an element 
of 'selling out'. I realized that by accepting the 
system's rules we also accept the small print 
which, although we have not seen it because it is 
intangible, imposes on Gestalt Therapy, among 
many other things, an expiration date. In other 
words, does this mean that Gestalt Therapy has a 
beginning and will have an end? 

We know that language builds realities, we 
have seen it in the classic discussion about the 
terminology client vs. patient, and in turn our 
realities are not devoid of ideology. Therefore, if 
our activity competes in markets where supply, 
demand, marketing, and other rules apply, it is 
not unreasonable to think that Gestalt Therapy is 
a product. And if it is a product, it has an expira-
tion date. This expiration date will always depend 
on the market, and when the market does not 
want a product (for reasons of performance, 
profit, of obsolescence...) two things can happen: 
it can be withdrawn or it can be transformed. 

If we believe that the capitalism in which we live is 
real, we have to make the effort to accept that the 
system is sustained by classes and that we have 
to place ourselves in one and remember also that 
the middle class is not real in a capitalist system, 
it is simply working-class with more expensive 

privileges.

Capitalism, by its very definition, tends towards 

constant growth as this is the basis of its exist-
ence. Capitalism must run to stay still. To grow it 
has to constantly seek profit and to do this, the 
ruling class (to which neither you nor I belong) will 
always influence the field in such a way as to per-
petuate capitalism's modus operandi. In short, 
capitalism evolves by predation. Therefore, as far 
as our field of Gestalt Therapy is concerned, if the 
system wants to, it can transform it (devour us) 
into something else that involves less expendi-
ture, less investment and that is most beneficial 
and profitable for the system - "mindfulness"!

And this is going to be complicated because, 
to offer several questions that come up for me: 
who can be sure that they will be respected in 
a system where optimisation and immediacy 
are so necessary for subsistence? What kind of 
academic training will be necessary to practice 
this version of Gestalt Therapy? Could our tools 
change? Evolution and transformation is natural 
and desirable in any form of learning. What I 
question are the objectives of these transforma-
tions, at the service of "who" they occur? In fact, 
the recent resurgence of therapeutic trends such 
as Mindfulness and derivatives only confirms 
my argument: mindfulness smells like Gestalt, it 
seems Gestalt, but it is something else. 

It is not my intention to gratuitously criticize other 
therapeutic modalities, I simply pay attention 
to the way they occupy space and the way 
they also displace us. Therefore, the system is 
already taking care of adopting what serves it and 
eliminating what does not. As an example of this, 
we can see how the practice of Mindfulness is 
beginning to be introduced into the public health 
system in Spain, while Gestalt Therapy continues 
to be on the list of pseudo-therapies. 
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Capitalism influences our way of understanding, 
living, feeling, enjoying, transmitting, or sharing 
to such an extent that it would be a good idea 
for Gestalt Therapists to discuss our influence 
and what we can contribute to society in order to 
exist or, better said, coexist. 

If the practice of Gestalt Therapy is going to be 
relegated to the private sphere, it runs the risk 
of being exclusive and this is something that 
generates privilege again. For example, I live in a 
working-class neighborhood in the suburbs of a 
large city, Barcelona, and it strikes me that most 
schools that provide Gestalt Therapy are usually 
in higher-income neighborhoods. I don't think this 
is a coincidence. It sounds more like a choice to 
me.

Sometimes I find myself debating whether to take 
some action in response to all of this. Commit-
ment is usually related to taking sides and in turn 
to belonging to a social class, and this is precisely 
where I want to go. Social class can condition your 
choices. We don't all have the same chances to 
experience the uncertainty of doing something 
different with enough support. And if we don't 
take into account how decisive it is to live in a 
specific environment and a specific class, we 
may not see that we live in different realities.

I firmly believe that if, from our position, we 
assume that we don't belong to the preferential 
class, and we analyze who we are and our role in 
the environment, we will be able to contribute 
something different from that which we currently 
contribute. This would give us a strategic advan-
tage over the constraints we face when we let 
ourelves be conditioned by our function within 
the system.

For this, the more relational Gestalt Therap'ies' 
should stand as examples of how to articulate 
a response to the very individualistic capitalism 
that prevails. The capitalist system could even be 
nurtured by the experimentation, presence, and 
some of the contributions of Perls' original Esalen 
Gestalt Therapy. 

Jean Marie Robine talked about "the situation" 
in the therapy session and how contact occurs 
when all parties are involved. We could extend 
this to the current discussion. Understanding 
that "the relationship" is not only with our clients 
but also with our environment and our class 
can invite us to acknowledge our part in these 
systems and from this position we may be able to 
co-construct in a different way.

To have privileges is to generate a distance with 
respect to some other person and the distance 
we co-create can be economic, social, cultural, or 
even emotional. I think that naming and discuss-
ing privilege can help to even the relationship.

There are many ways we can address privilege 
as gestalt therapists. We can explore making the 
economic agreement with the client more flexi-
ble, we can get involved in his or her community, 
we can take our work to where it is most needed. 
As I said before, there are no gestalt schools in 
my neighborhood, my neighbors do not have 
references to connect with Gestalt Therapy and 
I assure you that references are necessary here. 
Our lack of willingness to get involved in short, is a 
weakness of Gestalt Therapy.

Goodman reflected and analysed the educa-
tional system in "Compulsory Miseducation'' 
from a social change perspective and asked, 
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"How can teachers internalise the lifestyle of 
less privileged students?" I think if we change the 
word "teachers" to "therapists" and "students" 
to "clients", the question remains pertinent. It 
prompted me to ask: How do we approach less 
privileged people, how do we seek to build com-
mon languages with those we do not understand? 
I find the debate 
interesting.

I take advantage of this topic (and here there is 
material for another article) to make a reflection 
on the current impact of gestalt theory in our 
educational and academic systems. Education 
is one of the foundations of our civilization and 
the best vehicle for social change. If, as many of 
us believe, our theory provides a revolutionary 
and necessary relational proposal in the times in 
which we live, in what formats (scientific, cultural, 
research, experiential, neighborhood, political, 
institutional...) could we mix? Doesn't it make 
sense that we expand our range of influence to 
share, learn and contribute? Is lack of attention to 
education our weak spot?
Academic development and the search to 

strengthen our theory should be one of our main 
objectives. I would like us to promote studies, 
to create research grants, to look for common 
bridges with other disciplines whilst contributing 
our essence. We need to rub shoulders with other 
specialists having as support the solidity of our 
theoretical and experiential journeys.

There are many fronts in which Gestalt Therapy is 
currently present, and I am not underestimating 
the work, the dedication and love with which 
many colleagues live it, study it, question it, and 
spread it... I am simply contributing a more politi-
cal vision. In a way, what I am trying to convey with 
all this cascade of reflections and thoughts, is 
that I believe in what we do. I firmly believe that in 
a liquid society such as the one we are immersed 
in, our theory and our proposal for relationship 
with the world can provide the firm ground on 
which to take the next step. Thie is why I have 
taken so long to write this text, because I care and 
because I care about you.

*** Translated from the original Spanish with the 
help of www.DeepL.com/Translator (free version) 

Bio: Human being, Gestalt Therapist. Member of the 
AETG (Spanish  
Association of Gestalt Therapists). Currently feeling 
and thinking of ways to bring Gestalt Therapy to the  
neighbourhoods.

ivan.moyano@gmail.com
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by Romina Baldwin

QUALITATIVE RESEARCH IN PRACTICE

ABSTRACT
As a practising gestalt therapist, I perceived 
that I had a growing number of clients who have 
addiction issues due to previous trauma. The 
question being put forward here is the idea that 
trauma may manifest itself through addictive 
issues. A Single Case study strategy of an adult 
survivor of childhood trauma is presented using 
the Thematic Analysis method. Three in-depth 
semi-structured interviews were conducted and 
served as data together with field notes. The 
genesis of addiction is not envisaged as a failing 
of character but rather, psychological trauma. 
It is proposed that addiction is an indication 
that a person has been seriously wounded by 
life and has turned to a substance or behaviour 
to manage their pain. In this way, addiction can 
be seen as a creative adjustment; for some 
people on the brink of self-destruction, addiction 
supplies enough psychological distance from 

issues to allow them to continue living. The notion 
of addiction is explored in this paper in relation 
to the psycho-traumatology literature. The aim 
of this article is to evaluate addiction, trauma 
experience and growth processes from a gestalt 
point of view.

INTRODUCTION
The mysterious mental and emotional paralysis 
that seems to afflict my traumatized clients 
fascinates me. Many of my clients seem so stuck 
emotionally in their horror that they relive it 
over and over again in flashbacks, nightmares, 
and they suffer with panic attacks, depression, 
anxiety, and addiction. They circle round and 
round on an endless rote of memory, incapable 
of stepping off to continue life. It is often the 
aftermath of childhood trauma that is distressing 
and I assert may be implicated in the increasing 
prevalence of addiction amongst this population. 
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According to Levine (2008), trauma is one of 
the most avoided, ignored, belittled, denied, 
misunderstood, and untreated causes of human 
anguish. Shahim (2007) says that tauma is one 
of the most challenging issues in relation to 
addiction, and is often the reason for referral. 

This paper considers a qualitative study of a 
woman, Yuliana, who has a history of childhood 
neglect and psychological abuse, fraught 
relationships, poor affect regulation, a sense of 
despair, suicidal thoughts, addiction, feelings of 
hopelessness, emptiness and being invisible to 
others. Her addiction is her crying out for help. I 
consider here the possible aetiology of Yuliana’s 
pain and suffering and explore links between her 
addiction and her trauma.

Trauma is prevalent in my own life, both 
personally and professionally. It is in the air I 
breathe and it is my bread and butter. And so 
the research study that I am about to immerse 
myself in is a feeling, living, breathing thing 
that has evolved through the process of being 
written; it uses a well-trained muscle to enhance 
an understanding of living in a world of trauma. 
I use my experience both as an entry point as 
well as substantiating a fundamental ongoing 
membership of this club.

Trauma comes from the Greek word for ‘wound’, 
which authentically expresses what trauma feels 
like to me. It is a serious, unwanted, harmful event 
that can lead to enduring suffering. The wounds 
may be physical, emotional, or both. Addiction 
comes from Latin roots for ‘enslavement’, which 
perfectly expresses what serious addiction 
feels like to me. I know, in my own skin, how it 
feels to lose oneself, to be shattered, torn apart, 
fragmented and then blown away with the wind. 
I know what it feels like when people look at you 

differently, when you do not know who you are 
any more. 

Freud (1893) defines trauma as a foreign body, 
a splinter that sits in your life. Van der Kolk 
(1994) says that trauma does not come as a 
memory but exists as an ongoing sense that one 
is still in danger, over and over – it is so painful 
that the person tries to cope with it, tries to 
stay desperately in control of their body. He 
continues to describe that trauma is lodged in 
the ‘housekeeping’ of the body – the non-rational 
part of the brain as the person fights not to feel 
anything at all, controlling one’s physiology to 
feel safe. One of the ways to control is through 
addiction which alters one’s emotional, physical 
and cognitive state.

Trauma survivors, especially those with histories 
of early childhood physical and sexual abuse, 
seem to be among the most anguished clients 
(Bryer, Nelson, Miller, & Krol, 1987) and often 
the hardest to treat, presenting in a diversity of 
manners with dissociative disorders, borderline 
states, substance abuse, eating disorders, and 
various syndromes of anxiety and depression. 
The pain is too overwhelming and so addiction 
offers an outlet - whether gambling, pornography, 
sex, work, food, spending or shopping, electronics 
(such as television, Internet, texting, and gaming), 
rage, violence, self-harm such as cutting or 
burning, and body related behaviour such as 
plastic surgery, tattooing, or exercise. These 
behavioural addictions are becoming increasingly 
acknowledged as they appear to have many of 
the same characteristics as substance addiction 
(van der Kolk, 2014). 

I acknowledge a depth of gratitude to all who 
have contributed to my development, thinking, 
and  the formation of my ideas around trauma 
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and addiction. Most especially, my appreciation 
is towards my clients, most of whom, grapple 
with complex trauma and addiction and who 
leave me in awe at their utter resilience and 
resourcefulness. They never fail to intrigue me 
with their stories.

LAYING THE GROUND - GESTALT AND OTHER 
APPROACHES TO TRAUMA AND ADDICTION
As I understand it, according to the gestalt 
psychotherapeutic approach, a re- enactment 
of past trauma may be expressed in a present 
addiction which becomes available for healing 
– or more aggravation - in their transference 
expression. ‘Transference’ refers to the client’s 
early emotional patterns re-elicited in treatment 
settings, played out around issues such as 
trust, safety, anger, and vulnerability. Although 
transference is a pervasive phenomenon, with 
addictive clients it offers possibility for healing  
only once the client is truly in recovery. 

In my opinion, addiction is the shadow cast by 
trauma, so trauma is the origin of addiction. 
‘”Substance abuse among those with PTSD is as 
high as 60 to 80 percent, and the rate of PTSD 
among substance abusers is 40 to 60 percent.” 
(Lewis, 2015).

From a gestalt lens trauma is viewed as 
‘uncompleted situations from the past and fixed 
perceptions’ (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 
1951). Later trauma’s origins were described 
as ‘unfinished experiences’, ‘fixed’ gestalts, 
and ‘disability to disengage’ that obstruct new 
experiences (Polster & Polster, 1973; Zinker, 1978; 
Serok, 1985). Trauma has been seen as caused by 
either a damaging incident or “rather a traumatic 
series of more or less frustrating and dangerous 
moments” (Perls, Hefferline and Goodman, 1951). 
The phenomenology of post-traumatic reactions 

such as intrusion, avoidance, numbing, and 
hyper-arousal have been acknowledged 
(Vidakovic, 2018. Melnick and Nevis have 
expanded further gestalt knowledge on trauma 
and propose that PTSD is a manifestation of the 
‘difficulties in demobilisation’, as the final stage 
of the cycle of experience, and an individual’s 
inability to assimilate and digest an unhealthy 
experience in order to attain disengagement 
(Melnick & Nevis, 1992; 1997a; 1997b; 1998). If 
the experience has created too much emotional 
or mental stimulation to be easily ingested, the 
old figure remains un-assimilated and has a 
continual, lasting, twisted impact on the present 
and future experience of the person (Melnik & 
Nevis, 1997a).

Levine (1997) describes trauma as a disorder of 
not being in the here-and-now but of being in the 
then-and-then. It is the experience of not being 
able to respond to terror and helplessness and 
instead freezing and collapsing. When the person, 
like Yulianna, is undergoing a toxic situation, her 
brain shuts down in a low level waiting for the 
situation to change but it does not. My client held 
all this energy in, and then her body expressed 
this trauma in addiction and illness. 

Levine (2020) believes that trauma is very much 
about interrupted action, which the traumatized 
human organism still needs to complete. Kepner 
(1987, 1995) speaks about body process and 
experience: what is happening physically, 
somatically is given in our experience, and 
often readily observed as well. Stolorow (2007) 
states that “traumatized people are living in a 
discrepant world". 

Taylor (2014) describes how trauma draws us 
to things that we would rather not know about 
ourselves and she says that we respond by 
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blotting them out, by, for example, having an 
addiction. Trauma, she writes, is not an event, but 
a relationship for people living in abusive homes, 
and it breaks the bonds of attachment and 
security which are the bedrock of a stable and 
coherent sense of self – nothing remains familiar, 
reliable, continuous or trustworthy. She says 
when the person has complex (developmental) 
trauma they typically arrive in therapy with a 
string of other diagnoses and failed treatments, 
for example, depression, anxiety, substance 
abuse, eating disorders, self-harm, personality 
disorders and may have multiple concurrent 
problems. 

Bromberg defines trauma as a “precipitous 
disruption of self-continuity.” Furthermore, 
Davidson (2000) views PTSD as “among the most 
serious of all psychiatric illnesses.”

Perls (1947) intuitively anticipated findings of 
neuroscience research as he valued human 
qualities and activities associated with both 
the left and right hemispheres of the brain. A 
psychoanalyst Moser (2013) stated that “for 
the first time there are therapeutic approaches 
that offer different possibilities of making 
diagnostically visible and of enacting divergent 
parts of self”. Bromberg (2011), another 
psychoanalyst,  stated, “gestaltists have shown us 
the key to become adept at moving between one 
and the other holding memory even as we see the 
other”. Cozolino (2002) describes that gestalt 
is uniquely relevant to the notion of integration 
at neuronal level as the focus is on “bringing to 
conscious awareness the automatic, non-verbal 
and unconscious processes organised in the right 
hemisphere and subcortical neural networks”. 
So trauma in gestalt is contextualized as part of 
a relational field which allows (1) integration, (2) 
differentiation and (3) processing.

METHOD: RESEARCH PROJECT
I have used a qualitative design and an 
interpretive case study strategy using 
Thematic Analysis as a data analysis method 
to answer the exploratory research question. 
Qualitative methods of research are concerned 
with ‘interpretation, meaning and depth of 
experience’ (Velleman, Copello and Maslin, 1998, 
p.8). The similarities between qualitative research 
and therapy compelled me. In a way we are as 
therapists, continuously involved in research 
as we are in the exercise of tracking, noticing, 
checking out with our clients what they mean 
to disclose. Relating with the participant in this 
research, greatly reminded me of how I worked as 
a therapist with her, and other clients.

RESEARCH DESIGN
Halaweh (2012) argues that an integration of case 
study and Thematic Analysis generates synergy 
when conducting research studies. “In the 
practice of psychotherapy, the most basic unit of 
study is the ‘case’” (Eels, 2007). This single-case 
study permitted the assessment of the detailed 
evolving of occurrences across time in the 
situation of the case as a whole, representing one 
of the most realistic and practice-oriented forms 
of psychotherapy research. Therapists have 
always used case studies as a means of reflecting 
on their work, sharing ideas and experiences with 
colleagues, and providing examples for teaching 
purposes. I believe that a case study represents 
some particularly interesting and valuable 
examples of the role of case-based research in 
building a knowledge base for psychotherapy 
policy and practice.

However, the case study by itself has been 
criticised for not having a systematic analytic 
approach (Yin, 2018). This justified the need for 
a systematic analysis for this study obtained 
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by Thematic Analysis. I integrated and applied 
Thematic Analysis and Case Study to the same 
dataset to produce a multidimensional view: 
thematic analysis allows discernment of patterns 
in the dataset while a case study supports 
perception of how the patterns correlate and 
connect. I used these techniques to develop a 
robust conceptual framework for understanding 
how addiction is experienced and the meaning 
making of trauma. I have sought to apply Deep 
Listening, which is a skill I use therapeutically on a 
daily basis. I make no apologies for my emotions, 
nor do I make any attempt to put them aside, 
bracketing them to “let the phenomena speak”, 
because entering the meaning-making world 
of another requires empathy” (Sciarra, 1999, 
p.44) so “it is inconceivable [that] the qualitative 
researcher would accomplish her goal by 
distancing herself from emotions” (Sciarra, 1999, 
p.44).

I recorded the client sessions and transcribed 
them myself so that I immerse myself in the 
process and in the narrative. I then read them 
four times which helped the key themes to 
emerge. This also served to familiarize myself 
with the data, and allowed ideas to surface about 
the content and what was most interesting. This 
phase involved the initial production of codes 
from the data, a theorizing activity that required 
me to keep revisiting the data. Qualitative coding 
is a process of reflection and a way of interacting 
with and thinking about data (Savage, 2000). 
Coding allowed me to simplify and focus on 
specific characteristics of the data. I then moved 
from unstructured data to the development of 
ideas about what is going on in the data (Morse 
& Richards, 2002). During coding, I identified 
important sections of text and attached labels 
to index them as they related to a theme or issue 
in the data (King, 2004). Boyatzis (1998) suggest 

that a “good code” is one that captures the 
qualitative richness of the phenomenon.
I became the instrument for analysis when 
conducting data analysis. Making judgments 
about coding, theming, decontextualising, and 
recontextualising the data provides core skills 
for conducting many other forms of qualitative 
analysis. Boyatzis (1998) describes Thematic 
Analysis as a translator for those speaking 
the languages of qualitative and quantitative 
analysis, enabling researchers who use different 
research methods to communicate with each 
other. Thematic Analysis was also useful for 
summarizing key features of the large data 
set, as it forced me to take a well-structured 
approach to handling data, helping to produce 
a clear and organized final report (King, 2004). I 
was encouraged to keep a self-critical account 
of the research process, including my internal 
and external dialogue (Tobin & Begley, 2004). A 
reflexive journal was used to record to document 
the daily logistics of the research, methodological 
decisions, and rationales and to record my 
personal reflections of their values, interests, 
and insights related to my self (the human 
instrument; Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Braun and Clarke (2006) consider “Thematic 
Analysis” as a research “method in its own 
right”. They describe what thematic analysis 
is, locate thematic analysis within the context 
of other qualitative analytic methods, relate it 
to different epistemological and ontological 
positions, and provide guidelines for conducting 
thematic analysis. Thematic Analysis has given 
me permission to bring myself into the research 
process. I valued its transparency with regards to 
research findings being the result of co-creation. 
I recognize that all the findings that this paper 
has produced have been co-constructed by my 
interpersonal world and the research participant, 
who I think of as a co-researcher.
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PARTICIPANT
I selected the participant non-randomly using 
the principles of purposeful sampling (Neuman, 
2009), basing a decision on certain criteria. The 
client needed to present symptoms of trauma 
and addiction. The client also needed to be 
a person with whom I was already in therapy. 
Yulianna and I have a trusting, therapeutic 
relationship with each other, slowly built over 
long years. The participant also needed to be a 
client whom I believed would be committed to 
being part of the research, and not jeopardized 
in her therapeutic process by participation. The 
participant chosen was a client who has been in 
therapy for the past 7 years (female age 21). The 
participant signed an informed consent form. 
To protect her identity, a pseudonym name of 
Yuliana was used throughout the study.
I carried out the data collection through field 
notes and three in-depth interviews. The main 
task in interviewing is to understand the meaning 
of what the interviewee says (Kvale, 1996). I 
sought to cover both factual and meaning levels, 
though it is usually more difficult to interview 
on a meaning level. The questions were open-
ended, so that in-depth information could be 
collected. They were also neutral, sensitive and 
understandable. I wanted to get the narrative 
behind the participant’s experiences. I started 
with questions that the participant could answer 
easily and then proceeded to more difficult 
or sensitive topics. Both the case study and 
Thematic Analysis methods used the interview 
as the main source of data (Strauss and Corbin 
2008; Creswell, 2014; Yin 2018). 

ETHICS 
Due to the qualitative nature of this study, one of 
the main ethical issues was anonymity (Francis, 
2009), which I dealt with by anonymising any 
identifying information. The respondent was 

over the age of eighteen and was recruited on a 
voluntary basis. The respondent was required 
to sign a consent form. The respondent was also 
given opportunity to ask any questions before the 
interview.

FINDINGS
Data analysis revealed four themes that capture 
the co-created dialogue between the participant 
and me, as well as the process of meaning-
making through the research.

THEME TABLE

Master Themes  
  Sub Themes
1. Unexpressed Overwhelming Emotions
 1.  Powerlessness & Helplessness
 2.  Anger & Rage
 3.  Terror
 4.  Guilt & Shame
 5.  Worthlessness & Inadequacy
2. Addiction as an Expression of Trauma
 6.  Addiction as Relational Trauma
 7.  Addiction as Intergenerational  
  Trauma
 8.  Addiction as Loyalty & Bond to  
  Significant Others
 9.  Addiction as Childhood Trauma
3. Body as Mirror of the Mind
 10.  Body as a Thermometer of   
  Trauma
 11.  Body as an Embodiment of   
  Trauma
4. Healing: Moving on
 12.  Addiction as a Wake-up Call
 13.  Giving Trauma a Voice – an   
  Alternative to Addiction
 14.  Trauma as a Journey and a Gift of  
  Growth & Knowledge
 15.  Trauma as Transformation
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The Themes Explained
Master Theme 1: Unexpressed Overwhelming 
Emotions
The first theme to emerge reflected how the 
participant internalized all her emotions as she 
felt that she was not permitted to express them 
due to the fear of her father’s anger and her 
mother’s vulnerability and abandonment trauma.

Subtheme 1: Powerlessness and Helplessness
The participant described her feeling of 
powerlessness and helplessness witnessing her 
parents fight constantly. She remembers very 
vividly her mother running past her to the roof of 
their house to jump off. The participant stated that 
“she used to feel the breeze” as her mother ran past 
her. She felt helpless as she felt unable to stop her 
as she was just a small child. She was unaware of 
what was happening to her mother. She could see 
her mother’s vulnerability and total loss of control.

Subtheme 2: Anger and Rage
The participant described “internalizing” anger 
and rage as she did not feel safe to express it. She 
says that she desperately wanted “to be listened 
to, understood and be accepted”. The participant 
understood her addictions like self-mutilation, 
anorexia nervosa and excessive physical exercise 
as means of expressing these feelings. She had 
been in an abusive relationship and in addition, 
her physical condition, lupus, manifested her 
anger and rage that she kept ‘choked’ inside of 
her. An example of this is when she says, “When 
I experience something negative I turn to the 
scissors and cut without mercy. Not just a clean 
cut but with anger. When I feel numbness in my 
mind and confusion, I say enough!” 

Subtheme 3: Terror
The participant described herself “freezing”, 
“trembling violently” and “unable to breathe” – 

the same feelings she experienced when later 
she developed lupus. She recalls giving her 
mother the bag to breathe into when her mother 
become histrionic. Her father used to separate 
the participant from her mother to protect her, 
however, her mother would lean towards the 
child to inform her what dead people told her.

Subtheme 4: Guilt, Shame, Self-blame, and Self-
hatred
The participant said that she experienced 
excessive responsibility for others. Part of that 
responsibility seemed to have come from a caring 
position, which the participant experiences as 
part of her identity. “I feel self-blame and guilt, 
and it is my fault that people leave me.”
She had a conflict when it came to her addictions. 
On one hand, she felt loved when her parents 
worried about her and on the other hand she was 
ashamed that she was being a burden on them 
and that they worried about her. “I felt shame that 
I cut ... I felt ashamed that I was doing this to my 
parents.”

Subtheme 5: Worthlessness and Inadequacy
The participant had always felt inferior to others. 
She compared herself to others constantly and 
never felt that she was “enough”. She says, “He 
(ex-boyfriend) used to make me feel that I was 
good for nothing and sorry for who I was.”
“I felt inadequate as a child because I felt it was 
my responsibility to fix my parents’ relationship 
but I was unable to. I didn’t know that it was 
impossible to fix their relationship. My parents, 
unknowingly, without bad intentions, made me 
feel inadequate. I loved them both and I wanted 
them to love each other and stay together.”

Master Theme 2: Addiction as an Expression of 
Trauma
Diverse facets of trauma were expressed through 
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the participant’s addictions.

Subtheme 6: Addiction as Relational Trauma
The participant described internalizing the 
original conflict between the father and the 
mother, and both of them creating conflict in 
their individual relationship with the participant: 
the protectiveness but paranoia and control, 
verging on abuse of the father and the fear of 
abandonment and vulnerability of the mother. She 
had been very confused about the relationship 
between her parents, who was right, who was 
wrong, who was to blame, and who should be 
supported. It is evident that the participant 
was her father’s golden child, his favourite, and 
consequently became his emotional wife. She 
stated, “People always told me that I belonged to 
my father.” She kept the homeostasis in the family, 
she was the emotional caretaker, the glue that kept 
the family together and the shield that protected 
her parents from each other. Conflict had always 
been part of her identity.

The participant remembers her emotions when 
her parents separated and she moved house 
with her mother and her elder sister. “When we 
moved house, I used to wake up in the middle 
of the night and cry for my father until my mum 
called and asked him to come. I used to feel the 
emptiness.” She describes never feeling safe 
with her mother. “She couldn’t give me the same 
security as my father. She has a moody, unstable, 
weak, vulnerable character. She plays the victim. 
I needed someone who was strong and gave me 
security and made me feel safe. I needed a hero.
to save me.”

Subtheme 7: Addiction as Intergenerational 
Trauma
The participant disclosed her mother's history 
of abuse and how her mother's body is now 

constantly in pain and she takes a lot of painkiller 
medication to cope. “My mum has fibromyalgia 
... there are those who believe that even that is 
connected with trauma. It is also related with 
lupus, in fact, I thought I had fibro at first. This 
means that there is a pattern of trauma that 
becomes physical, medical in our family.”

“There is intergeneration trauma. You carry your 
ancestors with you – some things they gave 
to me ... I inherited them – not intentionally - 
but because they couldn’t solve these issues 
themselves.”

Subtheme 8: Addiction as Loyalty and a Bond 
with Significant Others
The participant’s sister has a very serious case 
of anorexia which is alarming for all the family 
members. In addition the participant feels very 
loyal towards her maternal grandmother who her 
grandfather deprives of food. ..  “I look up to my 
nanna, but on the other hand, I always felt that I 
had to protect her. I identify with her. She is a very 
strong woman. You have to admire her ... she has 
dignity ... she suffers in silence ... my mum was 
terrified of her father ... and so was my nanna.”

 “I believe that me having lupus helps my mum 
... and me too ... we have something in common. 
We ask each other how we feel. We understand 
each other. I give her a push every day. I tell her 
I am in pain but I do various tasks just the same. 
I explained to her the psychological side of fibro 
and lupus and it makes sense to her. She is 
trying to find her own answers, why some things 
happened to her.”
Subtheme 9: Addiction as Childhood Trauma
The participant described how cutting was 
a cry for help from her mother. “I turned the 
responsibility back on my parents. I made them 
feel it was their fault that I cut as I remember 

29



NEW GESTALT VOICES | EDITION 7 | JANUARY 2021

my dad and my mum asking what they had 
done wrong to me. At the time I wasn’t receiving 
attention from my mum ... so by cutting I gained 
her attention. When I cut, I don’t remember doing 
it ... I just remember coming with the scissors, 
blood gushing out and I would show this to my 
mum ... Cutting was a way of saving myself.”

Master Theme 3: Body as a Mirror of the Mind
A powerful theme to emerge was the connection 
of trauma with the body. The participant had lost 
connection with her body. Her addictions were all 
physically related.

Subtheme 10: The Body as a Thermometer of 
Trauma
The participant recalled her parents separating 
when she was eleven years old.  She said, “A little 
while after my parents separated, I remember 
waking up unable to move my arm.
... I wanted to be dead and the body contributed 
towards that”.

“Apart from cutting, I used to mark myself with 
biro. I wanted to see the cuts and feel them. I 
got used to seeing the cuts ... they were a way 
of coping when I felt angry and helpless and did 
not know what to do. Cutting is my mechanism 
for coping with overwhelming emotional pain. I 
was proud of the cuts. I know that physical pain 
passes but emotional pain does not. I can cope 
even with the unbearable pain of lupus and I 
never let it take over as I have been through 
worse. Emotional pain is worse, more difficult to 
deal with and deeper. Physical pain is easier to 
deal with.”

Subtheme 11: The Body as an Embodiment of 
Trauma – ‘Having a Voice’
The participant described how her body 
revealed her emotions even though she felt 

she could not express them. “I used to find 
relief when I cut. It is like being in space. After I 
cut, I would look at them, at the blood oozing 
out, without pain, relieved ... and finally breathe 
long and out. I still feel the feeling until now. The 
participant explained how her lupus is a physical 
manifestation of her psychological state and her 
emotions. “Instead of internalizing my emotions 
like before, they come out in lupus. It is like you 
awake the lupus, which literally means ‘wolf’. 
I adore dogs ... a wolf is a strong creature who 
leads, lives in a community, sacrifices himself, is 
loyal.”

Master Theme 4: Healing – Moving on
The participant learnt how to process her 
feelings about her biological family and her 
abuse. Gradually she identified her feelings while 
negotiating ways to cope with them. Ultimately 
she gained a sense of personal power and 
independence.

Subtheme 12: Addiction as a Wake-up Call
The participant reported that her addictions 
helped her to reflect on her emotions and so 
become more aware. “The cuts look like bites in 
a way ... as if the wolf is sending me warning signs, 
was biting me and revealing its existence to give 
it attention ... like the attention I craved from 
my mum. It became more vicious ... resulting in 
lupus.”
Subtheme 13: Giving trauma a voice – an 
Alternative to Addiction
The participant spoke of alternative ways to 
identify, process and regulate her emotions.
“Writing helps me not to keep my emotions 
inside ... to externalize ... it is like my feelings take 
a structure. I can ‘catch’ these emotions and 
understand. This supports me greatly. My nanna 
writes, she wrote throughout her life. In writing I 
can be honest, direct, not change words so as not 
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to hurt somebody."

Subtheme 14: Trauma as a Journey and a Gift of 
Growth and Knowledge
The participant experiences her trauma 
and overcoming her addictions and medical 
condition as a process of ‘meeting’ herself. She 
perceives it as a path to wisdom and strength. “I 
learnt who I am through trauma.”

“I have built a relationship with both my parents, 
I have balance and stability with them now. I 
understand their pain, baggage and issues now. I 
know that they both love me in their own way.”
“Trauma made me aware of my body, my needs 
and my emotions.”

Subtheme 15: Trauma as Transformation
The participant feels that the image of the wolf 
helped her to represent her identity. She feels 
that trauma has changed her for the better. She 
feels that trauma has given her many gifts. Most 
of all trauma has given her the courage to be 
herself.

“Trauma is a gift to me. It made me who I am, 
strong. I see great value in strength. Now I prefer 
to be called ‘ugly’ than ‘weak’. This is the opposite 
of before. I used to give priority to appearance, in 
fact my addictions were all externally related ... 
cutting, anorexia, exercise ... even my condition 
is physical ... but the funny thing is that it taught 
me to give more value to the internal than the 
external. The external is there for everyone, 
however, not everyone deserves to know who I 
am, so that gives me power.”

“Trauma made me more resilient, stronger, more 
powerful, but more humble, humane, empathic 
and wiser ... it gave me my identity.”
“Trauma taught me to forgive myself and to 

forgive others and I become freer. I learnt to 
believe in myself ... I know now to trust myself ... 
I could go through anything. I am proud of who 
I have become. I wouldn’t change anything. I 
wouldn’t not be who I am. When I go through 
difficult moments, I look forward to what I will gain 
from the experience, the lesson, the growth.”

DISCUSSION
“Dear illness, Because of you, I live in pain when 
I shouldn’t have to. Because of you, I will never 
know what life without medication is. I wouldn’t 
wish you upon anyone but I want to thank you. I 
thank you because you showed me I could, you 
showed me I was stronger than I knew. You proved 
to me I am a fighter and a survivor, you showed 
me that I still was able to dream of a bright future 
and work hard for it. So I may not like you but I 
want to thank you. Sincerely, one of your victims 
who will never stop fighting.”
- Yuliana 14.08.2019 (Facebook)

In an effort to make sense of her trauma and 
addiction Yuliana seemed to weave together 
several strands of meaning: a descriptive strand, 
in which she sought to describe and explain 
the behaviour itself; a first contextual strand, in 
which she related her addictions to the distress 
that sat ‘underneath’, itself a reflection of what 
she constructed as her fragile self; a second 
contextual strand, this time querying the ways 
both her addictions and the underlying distress 
might be linked to her experience of the ‘other’; a 
third, more historical strand where she explored 
the impact of her early life and experiences with 
her family of origin; and finally a meta-cognitive 
strand, in which she reflected on her growing 
understanding of, and ability to verbalise, her 
experience of addiction. According to Kepner, 
(2003): “It was not the event and its factual 
details that were split off, but the survivor’s own 
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feelings and meanings of the event.”

Peter Levine (1997) reports: “In humans, trauma 
occurs as a result of the initiation of an instinctual 
cycle that is not allowed to finish.” He also says 
that trauma is “the disorder of not being in the 
here-and-now but of being in the then-and-then.” 
In gestalt we call this “unfinished business.” The 
event’s level of intensity, duration, or frequency, 
or any combination of these in Yuliana’s life 
caused trauma. Her nervous system was 
overwhelmed, she could not encompass it. 

According to Levine, during trauma “vital energy” 
gets “frozen” in the body. When we are faced 
with danger in the environment the system gets 
charged and mobilized for action to respond to 
the danger. This survival instinct is commonly 
referred to as a “fight or flight” response. The 
action is closed down when the system is 
overwhelmed so the energy is “frozen” , as in 
Yuliana’s case.

Through the process of therapy contact with 
“frozen energy” provides activation (attention 
brings activation). Awareness consequently 
emerges of how and what the body was doing 
when triggered and how it closes down during 
the trauma. Mind-body integration provides 
choices that were not accessible during the 
original trauma. Yuliana learnt how to regulate 
her body in the face of what in the past was 
overwhelming her system. This process regulates 
the mind (isomorphism) and re-channels “stuck 
energy” allowing frozen energies to be released. 
The creative adjustment of being “stuck” that 
manifests in rigidity or chaos gets 're-routed'. In 
gestalt terms, one can say the fixed gestalt that 
resulted in a creative adjustment is loosened and 
the system can now allow for more movement. 
Inherently, this movement is towards completion 

of the action

For Yuliana, addiction had already manifested 
as a way of gaining control over  her life and as a 
means of expressing distress. Yuliana’s addictions 
were framed as the direct result of trauma, and 
its accompanying lack of safety. The addictions 
became a dramatic call for attention and help. 
Her narrative   encompassed a complex account 
of her actions and reactions, one which blended 
external circumstances and inner experiencing 
in making sense of her acts. In Yuliana’s narrative 
the addiction became a way to affirm mastery 
(over fear) and effect impact (on others); 
however it could also be interpreted as a reaction 
to a lack or loss of intimacy and connection, a 
desperate attempt to make others acknowledge 
and empathise. The narrative also exposed the 
futility of Yuliana’s actions: eventually she lost 
control over her body and senses, and ended up 
mired in guilt and regret. She remained ‘stuck’ and 
the past became overly important, overwhelming 
the present.

In Yuliana’s narrative, quest and chaos seemed to 
alternate. Addiction was imbued with a plurality 
of meanings: a barometer of emotional health 
and physical integrity, a living bodily testimony 
of distress and survival, and a self-defeating 
attempt at controlling the uncontrollable. 
Recognising these different meanings, and how 
they fitted with Yuliana’s understanding of her 
mental distress and life story, shed a different 
light on her experience of, and sense-making 
around, addiction. The way she held contrasting 
narratives in tension was a reflection of her 
struggle to reconcile her new understanding 
of and greater control over addiction with her 
enduring emotional difficulties.

Yuliana’s body was the instrument and also 
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the messenger, and the impact of trauma 
showed up in both physical and emotional 
communication. Signals from her body offered 
Yuliana information around what she needed in 
order to heal. The participant had to disown her 
body and emotions because the overwhelming 
vortex of trauma made it unsafe to be “inside.” In 
gestalt, desensitization is the process of cutting 
off sensations as way of avoiding contact with 
an emotional trigger. Yuliana was out of touch 
with bodily functions such as when she was tired 
or hungry, but also since basic emotions are 
experienced in the body, she had cut off from 
emotions as well. Van der Kolk (2014) states 
“Dissociation is the essence of trauma”. Trauma 
resulted in her being out of touch with (her) self. 
The self she inhabited was one where she was not 
embodied and this which left its mark as a false 
gestalt. This self was one of being undeserving 
and unworthy, the mark of shame. This 
manifested in her life as “nothing good comes to 
me” or “of course that negative thing happened 
to me” “I don’t deserve”, “I’m not enough”, “I 
am a failure”. Yuliana struggled both with her 
relationship with her mother and her father. 
Psychological struggles always play themselves 
in relationships – her trauma was inflicted by her 
parents. Trauma is lodged in the ‘housekeeping’ 
of the body (Van der Kolk, 2014) – the non-
rational brain as it fights not to feel anything at all 
– the participant tried to control her physiology to 
feel safe.

Of particular interest was the way in which Yuliana 
seemed to construct opposite polarities for 
herself: perfect, capable and hard-working on 
the one hand, out-of-control on the other, each 
pole a potential means to deflect criticism for 
her behaviour. An exploration of her childlike 
positioning emphasized the helplessness behind 
her addictions, especially the self-injury, and 

the way in which the act might reflect a failure 
of containment, a literal ‘spilling out’ of blood 
and emotions (Gardner, 2001). The analysis 
also suggested that Yuliana’s self-harm might 
fulfil a critical, but seemingly unconscious, 
communicative function: to express her 
primal, unspeakable emotional needs in such a 
compelling way that others would have no choice 
but to come to her rescue, enabling her at last 
to fully surrender to their care. In fact, she had 
never felt cared for and had always had to take 
care of herself and others, most of the time taking 
the parental role. Her medical condition is the 
epitome of her unbearable psychological and 
emotional pain.

What was impressive about her chronic, serious 
medical condition was its name and the nature. 
The name ‘lupus’ derives from the Latin word 
‘wolf’. Yuliana, who loves the canine world liked 
the thought of ‘having a wolf’ inside of her or the 
identity of’ ‘being a wolf’. She identified with all 
the characteristics of the wolf: strength, agility, 
beauty, intelligence but most of all the loyalty to 
the pack. She viewed the wolf as being her saviour 
and the voice that she had never been allowed 
to have. And like the wolf she felt misunderstood. 
Nevertheless, this image supported her to 
mobilize. This was similar to what Levine (2020) 
describes in a lecture on trauma. He explains how 
his traumatized client who was frozen mobilized 
herself when he visualized the tiger about to 
pounce. Healing is not a matter of removing the 
energy of held trauma rather healing comes with 
understanding that overwhelming helplessness 
is locked in the body . So, the antithesis of trauma 
is flow and this can be achieved by awakening. 
As Van der Kolk (2014) describes the trauma did 
not come back as memory but as a reaction that 
Yuliana was still in danger over and over again – it 
was so painful that she tried to cope with it, doing 
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everything to desperately remain in control of her 
own body.

IMPLICATIONS FOR FURTHER RESEARCH
Future research could focus on developing a 
coherent gestalt theoretical model on
trauma and addiction. Furthermore, the 
possibility of exploring this model with other 
survivors of childhood trauma including the 
possibility of a quantitative research study could 
increase the validity of this model. This research 
could also promote preventative interventions 
to support children prior their addiction and the 
further obstruction of their development.

LIMITATIONS
Given that thematic analysis acknowledges the 
subjective role of the researcher, I am aware 
that a different person might have foregrounded 
different aspects of the data. The study is limited 
as it takes into account only the experience 
of one in-depth case study. While this allowed 
me room for in-depth exploration it limits 
exploration to only one perspective. There are 
nonetheless significant advantages in that the 
research participant brought her rich and diverse 
experiences to the dialogue. Generalizability is 
not expected with qualitative studies.

CONCLUSION
After successful therapy the client will not only 
be symptom free but also able to acknowledge 
a gain from the traumatic experience (Melnick & 
Nevis 1992; 1998). This was the case with Yuliana. 
People can not only survive trauma, they can 
also experience growth as a result of dealing 
with life’s struggle (Calhoun & Tedeschi, 2006; 
Gilbert, 2006). Post-traumatic growth includes 
positive transformative dimensions, appreciation 
of life, shift in priorities, deepening of spiritual 
life, fostering of positive attitudes and emotions. 

(Hobfoll, Hall, Canetti-Nism, Galea, Johnson & 
Palmier, 2007; Grubaugh & Resick, 2007). 

Continuous transformation occurs both during 
the initial experience of trauma and in the post- 
trauma coping period; it is a process and not 
just an outcome (Linley & Joseph, 2004).  As 
therapists we have to believe in our clients and in 
their capacity to overcome trauma and adversity 
in life. As Levine (2010) states, “I believe that 
the people who are the most resilient, and find 
the greatest peace in their lives, have learned to 
tolerate extreme sensations while gaining the 
capacity for reflective self-awareness.”
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"I feel this is a critical time to promote the benefits of 
art education and highlight the positive impact that 
art has in schools. As Piaget concluded, early play 
experiences with concrete objects play a crucial part in 
early development. Art practice and creative play has a 
significant impact on children’s cognitive development 
and mental health. We are feeling the negative impact 
of policy changes now in our schools and those of us 
who care about the arts as a whole must highlight the 
situation."

Kate Egawa (see pp. 50-57)
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INTRODUCTION
Creativity in psychotherapy is the creative in-
teraction of moving beyond self-expression and 
entering an interchangeable process happening 
between two individuals within the therapeutic 
relationship. Gestalt therapy provides the space 
for the development of an approach that can 
appreciate the comprehensive expression of a 
human being on different levels of experience. 

Years ago when I first embarked on the journey of 
personal therapy, I encountered several ques-
tions that had no answers. Therapists would ask 
questions like, “How are you feeling?”, “Where do 
you feel this symptom?”, “What does this mean 
to you?”. Questions that I would have no words 
for, because, for a person who was completely 
desensitized and afraid of emotions, the process 
was too vast to describe in words. This would 

The Power of Creativity  
in Gestalt Therapy 

by Caroline Vassallo

ABSTRACT
The focus of this paper is on the integration of artistic techniques within the field of gestalt therapy. 
From a humanistic and phenomenological framework, this paper focuses on how these techniques 
can enhance mental well-being and therapeutic change. Through the exploration of past research, 
both from gestalt therapy and art therapy literature, art is viewed either as a vehicle towards ver-
balization or as an entity on its own. During Art therapy, a piece of art is created however the focus 
and subsequent in depth exploration is on the creative process itself, within the therapeutic rela-
tionship. During this exploration, art is used as the ground to facilitate and enhance the expression 
of individuals' feelings in therapy. Through this manner art can be used in gestalt therapy to help an 
individual become aware of unconscious processes in order to creatively adjust to the present mo-
ment. Whilst tapping on the emotional processes, the client can experience direct, reality-based 
and immediate responses. One can say that both gestalt therapy and art therapy focus on the 
therapeutic process that is created in between the therapist and client.

Key words: art, creativity, expression, mental well-being, therapeutic process
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initiate a cycle where I would start doubting my-
self, get stuck on my thought processes, become 
anxious and flee away from another chance at 
therapy. My encounter with gestalt therapy has 
given me a better chance at expressing and un-
derstanding myself due to the flexibility of moving 
in and out of verbal and non-verbal techniques. 
Nowadays I find myself wondering whether I 
went to the right therapists, or if the therapists 
were truly in touch with their artistic side, or if I 
was simply being a difficult client and resisting 
being vulnerable with words. This paper argues 
that through the contact with artistic techniques 
and materials, authentic expression of inner 
experiences occurs which enhances awareness. 
The aim of this article is to foreground the artistic 
side within gestalt therapy and at the same time 
to encourage the therapist to distance from the 
sole use of verbalization incorporating instead a 
broader, more flexible approach to therapy.

AN ART OR A SCIENCE?
Considering the cultural interests of Fritz and 
Laura Perls, it is not surprising that the founders 
of gestalt therapy stimulated and inspired crea-
tive expression through an abundance of media 
and materials. Fritz loved the theater while Laura 
considered herself to be a musician and a writer 
before she became a psychologist and a psycho-
therapist. Going on the premise that a psycho-
therapist’s work is existential-phenomenological, 
experiential and experimental, Laura encouraged 
the application of the most diverse techniques, 
depending on the personal and professional 
experiential background of the therapist. 

Laura depicts gestalt as a philosophical and 
aesthetic concept that is as much of an art as it 
is a science. The intuition and immediacy of the 
artist are as necessary for the good therapist as a 
scientific education. This leads me to a question, 

also asked by Laura Perls, “What if what we label 
as pathological or psychotic is truly something 
that is not understood or cannot be accessed by 
certain psychotherapists?”  

Creativity is a process that aims for the transfor-
mation of the familiar into something novel and 
valuable and searches for the “good gestalt” in 
the sense of an aesthetic self-expression and 
one’s uniquely appropriate style. The focus is 
not merely the product of creative expression 
but on the process through which it comes into 
being. In Perls et al., creative artists are compared 
to children by calling special attention to the 
structure of art-making and children’s play. The 
psychology of art focuses on the concentrated 
sensation and the playful manipulation of the 
material medium. Just so with children, it is their 
bright sensation, and free play that allows the 
energy to flow spontaneously and come to such 
charming inventions. The method of treatment is 
to come into closer and closer contact with the 
present crisis, until one identifies with the coming 
creative integration of the split. 
Working therapeutically with artistic media 
proceeds principally the way other experiments 
in gestalt therapy do: the continuing process 
is emphasized; awareness increased, allowing 
oneself to be involved in new experiences. 
The goal is to tap into dormant or unexpected 
expressive possibilities by engaging in the use of a 
wide range of methods. According to Perls (1977), 
“The treatment is finished when the patient has 
achieved the basic requirements: change in 
outlook, a technique of adequate self-expression 
and assimilation, and the ability to extend aware-
ness to the nonverbal level. He has then reached 
that state of integration which facilitates its own 
development, and he can now be safely left to 
himself.”
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DIFFERENT APPROACHES WHEN USING ART 
IN THERAPY
One perspective discussed by Kramer (1958), is 
that since art by and of itself entails therapeutic 
agency, the client’s product and act of creation 
are the essence of the therapeutic process in art 
therapy. An opposing view offered by Naumberg 
(1953), views the creative process and its results 
as means to the verbal therapeutic process. In 
Naumberg’s approach, art is viewed as having 
unique qualities to act as a powerful trigger and 
facilitator for effective verbal therapeutic pro-
cess. Although there is no agreement regarding 
this matter, in both of the approaches, artwork is 
deemed to carry unique ingredients for an effec-
tive psychotherapy and as summarized by Ulman 
(1975), the common ground in all art therapies is 
that the client's artwork serves as a means to gain 
integration or re- integration of the personality.

BRIDGING THE GAP
Several writers have discussed the therapeutic 
goals of phenomenological therapy from the 
perspective of verbal therapy. Cohn (1997), 
Betensky (1977), van Deurzen-Smith (1988) and 
Spinelli (1989), have attempted to create a bridge 
between verbal psychotherapy and art therapy 
by directing clients towards self-awareness 
in order to view and evaluate their lives from 
new perspectives. In this manner the clients 
understand their lives and learn to appreciate 
their limitations - they are able to create a new 
system of priorities based on a new belief system. 
Betensky (1995) assumes that the creation of 
art, perceiving and analyzing it leads clients to 
achieve all these goals. She argues that the thera-
pist’s role is to stay with the silence, to create the 
therapeutic space and atmosphere for creative 
work, arrange the art materials and observe the 
process. Supporting therapeutic space is crucial 
for the artwork to be an effective therapeutic 

tool.  In cases where clients encounter feelings of 
stuckness, the therapist should only encourage 
them to describe the difficulties in detail and to 
find their own solutions. Spinelli (1980) argues 
that under such circumstances, he would first let 
the client suggest ways of dealing with the issue 
but would then allow the therapist to address the 
solution. 

One of my questions when coming across the 
word silence is; How comfortable are we really 
with silence? In my view, this is one of the main 
reasons why many therapists are not in touch 
with their artistic capabilities. To be able to let 
yourself wander off without any self judgements 
is to allow yourself to be a child again (Oaklander 
1978, Winnicott 1971). Today’s world suggests 
that there is no time to play and only outcomes 
are important. The therapist’s tendency to fall 
into this trap during their work is very evident in 
statements like “I don’t know how to draw!”, “I’m 
not good at art!”. You will never hear a child utter 
these two statements, a child who hasn’t yet 
been influenced by society. What makes a good 
or bad drawing?, Who says who is good or not at 
art?. The child only draws in silence because he/
she is only focused on the act in itself, the pro-
cess. Adults need to judge their final product out 
of their own self-judgment or out of the fear of be-
ing judged as not good enough (Gladding,1998). If 
it is a struggle to silence our judgements, imagine 
what a struggle it is to silence our minds or stay 
with the silence! 

DRAW IT OUT, YELL IT OUT, TALK IT OUT TO 
GET IT OFF YOUR CHEST.
A common ground that is emphasized in gestalt 
therapy is the here-and-now process. This 
process can also be demonstrated in art therapy, 
as the client is creating a product in the present 
moment, in front of us. Spinelli (1989) sees this 
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process as enabling the therapist to understand 
what the client is experiencing in the present mo-
ment while at the same time linking the product 
to the client’s experiences in the outside world. 
This view enables the client to get in touch with 
the unconscious processes without the need to 
find suitable words to describe experience. The 
process provides a better view of the individual’s 
situation. A similar view is also seen in Rhyne 
(1996), who argues that the use of art materials 
to find and explore one’s own individually unique 
qualities, stimulates expanding one’s range of 
perception through the creation of forms with art 
materials. This helps us to understand the visual 
messages these forms convey. 

In contrast to early writings on gestalt art therapy, 
which reflected a product-oriented focus, now 
the emphasis is on the process. Artistic media 
serve as a bridge between the internal and exter-
nal worlds, and the forms that evolve are messag-
es that support human beings’ expressive possi-
bilities, contact functions, and problem-solving 
strategies. The task of the therapist is transferring 
the insights and realizations of the entire process 
onto the way one structures and experiences 
one’s life and relationships. Rhyne is convinced 
that sensory memories can more effectively be 
activated by nonverbal, sensory experiences, 
such as movement and body awareness as well 
as working with art materials, than by remaining 
on a purely verbal level. In bridging the gap 
between art and verbal therapy, Betansky (1995) 
suggests a structured session. This starts by 
playing with the art materials before going on to 
create the actual artwork. The client would then 
use phenomenological intuiting, by distancing, 
visual display and intentional looking in order to 
arrive to an in depth study of the artwork leading 
to phenomenological connecting and integrating. 

Ganim (1999), contributes to bringing these 
two perspectives together by offering a theory 
about the right and left sides of the brain. The 
left brain communicates verbally and informs us 
about what we think we feel while the right brain 
communicates in images, informing us what we 
actually feel. During verbalization, we allow the 
left brain to interpret but this is filtered through all 
sorts of baggage; expectations, limitations. Some 
things are not uttered and so we lose out on the 
true experience that can only be achieved if it is 
primarily non-verbally expressed. This leads to 
the conclusion that the unconscious is expressed 
through images that can be understood through 
logic and verbalization. This is reminiscent of 
Shapiro’s (1987) EMDR approach, in which a 
repetitive movement is initiated by the therapist 
to connect both parts of the brain in order to fully 
process the experience.   

A CASE STUDY
In order to further understand the power of 
creativity in gestalt therapy, I will be referring to a 
client with whom I had the opportunity to work for 
four years.  In order to protect the client’s identi-
ty, I will use the pseudonym Carla when referring 
to her.

Carla is an insightful forty-year-old woman, 
previously diagnosed with borderline personality 
disorder.  She has been in and out of mental 
hospitals throughout her life, due to suicidal 
attempts, and has little belief that anything or 
anyone will help her current state. Carla has 
been seen by several professionals and has tried 
different types of therapies so much so that she 
is not very willing to talk about what she goes 
through and has gone through her life.  Carla 
spends her time reading, writing and drawing 
because in her words, “I have no voice left to 
repeat the same things, no hearing left to listen 

42



NEW GESTALT VOICES | EDITION 7 | JANUARY 2021

to the same advice by different professionals, no 
judgments by society when they get to know what 
I have been through”.  As part of her treatment, 
Carla was sent to me for therapy sessions with 
the hope that she wouldmove through her 
regressions by supporting herself in a better 
manner. Her referral showed a detailed amount 
of abuse that she went through since she was a 
child and that these memories have left her not 
wanting to continue living. The referral showed an 
account of the different admissions that she had 
which all described overdosing on a variety of pills 
and cutting herself. Throughout her admissions 
she spoke very little but she would sometimes 
tell them that she only wanted 
to hurt herself to feel something 
again but wanted to die when she 
realized that no one was there to 
help her. 

Reading Carla's referral led me to 
believe that the therapeutic work 
would mainly revolve around 
staying with her, and with whatev-
er came up during our sessions. 
It seemed to me that she wanted 
someone to hold her hand during 
this journey, someone who would 
listen to her without telling her 
what to do or judging her. Since 
she was reluctant to speak of 
her traumas for some time, I 
decided to use creative interventions with her. 
It was not always an easy journey as Carla spent 
a lot of time testing me and closing the door on 
me as soon as she realized that I could see her. 
Obviously it was not easy for her as she had never 
had someone who listened to her and saw her as 
a human being.
Most of our work at first consisted of awareness 
and grounding techniques, during which I would 

ask her to draw something that she saw from the 
room in ten minutes.  She would usually scan the 
whole room and draw four objects. When she 
finished, I would ask her specifically about every 
object to assess if she is aware of how things 
make her feel. Carla would sometimes ask me to 
help her colour in the things that she drew, so that 
she would finish in time and would be pleased to 
look at the detailed image that she had finished. 
During one of our sessions she drew the following 
image and numbered the objects drawn:
I will provide transcript of some of our minutes 
together during this session.
Therapist: You seem to have gotten used to 

drawing something every session. This seems 
more detailed than the last time that we met.

Carla: The room is better here. I can see more 
colour in it and I don’t think you will judge me. Look 
I numbered the objects as well. I feel good drawing 
what I can see, it helps me remember what to say 
when I start getting confused and frustrated.
Therapist: Yes I can see that. Do you have a 
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reason for getting confused and frustrated?

Carla: You ask me how I feel when I look at the 
objects and this used to confuse me at first 
because I didn’t know how they made me feel 
and why I would draw them but after last session 
I thought about my experience and how I feel 
differently sometimes although I feel numb at 
other times as well.

Therapist: That is very insightful Carla! I am glad 
that you reflected after we met last time. It is 
part of the therapeutic process when you start 
to assimilate and become aware of yourself and 
your surroundings. It also seems that you are 
eager to talk about this image.

Carla: Yes. I drew the couches because I feel 
supported when I sit on them. They are circular 
and seem to hug my body. They remind me of 
when I was a child and my grandmother used to 
hug me tightly when I sat on her lap.

Therapist: Very good observation. I never heard 
you mention your grandmother. Can you intro-
duce me to her please?

Carla: I don’t like to mention her because she 
passed away. I miss her… she was the only person 
who hugged me and used to listen to me when 
I spoke. She never got angry with me when I did 
something bad, unlike my parents. She was a 
happy person, liked talking to people and helping 
others whenever she could. She used to take me 
to the swings and play with me there after school. 

Therapist: I can see that you are emotional when 
you think of her. She must have really meant a lot 
to you. I am happy that you shared her memory with 
me and that she showed you love and affection. 
Carla: Yes. Let me tell you about the other things 

I drew.

Therapist: Tell me.

Carla: I notice the colour of the wall is green. I feel 
calm looking at it as I remember the playground 
that my grandmother used to take me to after 
school to play on the swings. I also see the 
small table next to me and although it bugs me 
because it is in the middle of the room, I like the 
bluish colour that it has. It makes me think of the 
sky late at night. I also see some frames on the 
wall. Two of them have a lot of writing on them 
and these intrigue me because I can’t understand 
it well and sometimes I get frustrated when I can’t 
understand things properly. Next to them is a nice 
painting. I like it, it relaxes me and I like the colours 
that it has. The hill reminds me of my life; some-
times it’s hard to climb to the top and sometimes 
I get stuck there, sometimes I descend easily 
while other times I take a lot of time. Life is full of 
ups and downs.

Therapist: It seems that you are finding it easier 
to talk today Carla. I find it inspiring to listen to 
you talk and reflect. It’s wonderful to hear you and 
see you so aware of you and your surroundings. 
It is good to hear what frustrates you and what 
relaxes you. Many times I can’t seem to reach you 
but today it seems that the butterfly has grown 
out of its cocoon and started to flap its wings.

Carla: Thank you. I don’t talk a lot because people 
always seems to know what I need to know, 
they never listen to what I experience and if I get 
confused they rush and end up leaving me. You 
seem calm, want to listen to me and never get 
flustered when I don’t speak.

Therapist: Good to hear that you are feeling 
supported by me. I am human, just like you, I also 
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feel frustrated sometimes but I have learned to 
become aware of the sensation and let it subside 
slowly. I am sure that you will be able to do this 
as well as you are already showing big improve-
ments. I hope that you might reflect further 
upon these sensations so that we can continue 
discussing them in our next session.

This is just a few minutes of our session 
together. During the following session we 
discussed what happens for Carla when she is 
frustrated and how she can use 
imagery to support herself to relax. 
Carla saw herself as the butterfly 
who was flying up the hill, some-
times its wings were heavy and 
couldn’t make it to the top, unless 
someone caught her and carried 
her. Sometimes the butterfly would 
fly around in circles until the person 
carrying it would give up and leave, 
and sometimes the butterfly 
could easily fly up and down the 
mountain. Carla said that she 
would try to let me carry her to the 
top when she is finding it difficult. 
Throughout this exempt I wanted 
to illustrate how creativity can be 
used to 'get to' a client, to see the 
client as a human being and  to stay with them 
and their process. I could have easily rushed to 
ask about the detailed description of her drawing 
me but this would probably have scared her off.  
Instead, I chose to focus on one object and slowly 
delved into a memory that she was withholding.  
I would not have continued to ask further if she 
didn’t seem eager to talk. 
In order to reflect and re-evaluate our journey, 
each year I would ask Carla to reflect upon that 

specific year of work together and draw some-
thing. The idea of this intervention was to create a 
representation of our time and journey together. 
We started off the journey as a blank state, so we 
would start drawing an object on a blank paper 
and add something to the image that represent-
ed that working year together.  At the end of our 
work Carla had drawn the image below:
During the first year, Carla drew the hills. She 
described them as 'very rigid, hard to reach to 
the top, heavy'. "I feel scared when I look at them. 
Although it feels good to draw them I am scared 
of the heaviness that they make me feel when 

I look at them. It felt good that this year I wasn’t 
alone climbing them and that whenever I was 
tired you rested with me. I wish I had someone to 
do this with me through my life but I am happy to 
experience it now.”

Carla added some rays of sunshine, representing 
our second year of work. She says, “This year 
was like seeing better when you put glasses on. 
The rays start shining after rain. I didn’t believe 
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that I could ever see. Now the ray can shed some 
light on the mountains and I can see their colour 
better. They are not so scary anymore and if they 
have a lot of snow that makes it very difficult for 
me to climb, the rays will slowly melt the ice until I 
can climb easily.”

During our third year, Carla added the river. She 
says” this year wasn’t easy because I couldn’t 
hide from myself anymore. My therapist could 
see me better and that scared me sometimes 
because I was ashamed of who I was.  She helped 
me through the river and together we faced a lot 
of emotions. It was like being stuck in a puddle of 
mud for years, and finally you can swim and move 
to observe the scene around you. I am not stuck 
anymore.”

Carla added grass and flowers, during the fourth 
year. She described this year as almost complet-
ing the image. “I can finally sit on the grass, I can 
see the hills in front of me, they are big but don’t 
scare me as they did before. I know that the rays 
will give me light to climb the hill and melt the 
snow to be easier to climb to the top. It is fine if I 
don’t manage, I will stop and rest until I feel ready 
to climb again. Hopefully there will always be 
someone with me along the way but if not I have 
myself to carry and support and I will always have 
the memories that support me. It feels peaceful 
here, I can breathe. I can see everything form this 
place. I can even lie down on the grass and watch 
the clouds go by.”

Unfortunately we didn’t have more time together 
after the fourth year as I was ending at the service 
at which I saw her so we had to bring our work to 
a close. I decided to close as an intervention in 
itself, seeing that she had a hard time closing with 
people in her life and this typically left her with 
a lot of unfinished business. I proposed that for 

our last session we would write a letter to each 
other. In this way we could commemorate our 
journey and always remember what we had been 
through. Carla agreed and for the final session we 
gave the letters to each other. She was delighted 
to read what I had written and to remember the 
experiences we had shared. She then gave me 
the letter below:

“Caroline, you are a lucky person because you 
have seen me make a big progress throughout 
our time because there were times where I didn’t 
progress at all. After the third session with I felt 
comfortable confiding in you and trust you with 
confidential issues. You were always realistic, 
honest, cautioned me about certain issues. 
You showed me how to face life and gave me 
feedback on areas that I need to work better on. 
You showed me how to control my impulses but 
unfortunately I didn’t always succeed, especially 
this last time.  Hopefully there will be a time when 
I’ll be better and things will get back to normal. 
God only knows what will happen. Thanks to you 
I feel that I am a dignified person and in reality 
we all are human beings fighting our own battles. 
I have managed to achieve a lot through our 
therapeutic process. I had never imagined I would 
be able to stand up for myself. Something that 
has astonished me was that although I was build-
ing a bond with you and I started missing you, I 
didn’t depend on you to move forward so I took 
the fact that you’re leaving as something that 
needed to happen and a part of life. I have started 
looking at life in a different manner, accepting 
every situation that happens and trying as best I 
can to move forward. Caroline, I am fighting with 
all my strength. I have controlled a lot although 
everyday I live with frustration. I wish you all the 
best with whatever you are going to do. Please 
remember me as Carla, the person with a lot of 
depth.”
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Throughout these examples one can see that if 
we are able to sit with clients and respect their 
pace, we will eventually discover their world. If 
we are patient enough to wait until they open 
the door for us, we will have a therapeutic dance 
together amidst the cobwebs and chandeliered 
castles that every person resides in. 

CONCLUSION
Various commentators question whether artistic 
techniques should be used in therapy and if 
they are, whether they should be used as ends in 
themselves or as a means to verbalization. 

It seems to me that gestalt therapy is itself an 
art and gives us “permission to be creative” 
(Zinker,1974). Rather than arguing whether gestalt 
therapy is an art or a science, one needs to 
ground the scientific speculation within artistic 
techniques. In order to do this, an individual must 
be able to learn to “acknowledge what is” (Beau-
mont, 2014), to stay with the silence that emerges 
and to process it with the client, through a broad 
spectrum of means within the therapeutic 
relationship. According to Naumberg (1973), and 
Kramer (1973), the deepest emotions exist within 
the unconscious in the form of images, that can 
only be processed when primarily expressed 
through artistic means, and then processed 
logically and verbally (Ganim,1999). Although 
art is deemed a useful technique within therapy, 
there appear to be resistances in using imagery, 
both from therapists and from clients, possibly 
because it is defined as the representation of 
reality (Gladding, 1998).

At this point, regardless of the approach, a psy-
chotherapist should invest time and knowledge 
in the grounding of different techniques and 
approaches in order to be able to offer a holistic 
view of therapy to the client. To be a gestalt 

therapist is to view the world as a unified whole, 
an organised whole that is perceived as more 
than the sum of its parts.
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Finding a Voice:  
in the school system 

by Kate Egawa

They feel the direct impact of government 
policy but who really listens to them, how 
they feel and what they really want from 

their school experience? Levels of stress among 
teenagers have never been higher.

‘One in every five secondary school pupils in the 
UK self harms’ (The Prince’s Trust Survey, January 
2014). In 2018 the Children’s Survey analysed 
a survey of 11,000 14-year-olds. It found that a 
quarter of girls and nearly one in 10 boys had self-
harmed over the past year.

I am part of this machinery that seems to focus 
on data, progress and examination results above 

the mental health of our pupils. The impact of this 
is high levels of stress for pupils who can easily 
feel that they have failed in life before they have 
even left school. Pupils have very little ‘voice’. 
They are the silent victims of the endless drive for 
‘progression’, ‘achievement’ and ‘improvement’. 

The impact of this is also driving out the arts 
subjects which are increasingly regarded as 
‘hobby’ subjects and seemingly not taken 
seriously by the government, school leaders and 
often pupils themselves. GCSE art classes are 
becoming a place for those who are perceived as 
unlikely to achieve high results in other subjects. 
It is seen as an ‘easy’ option. Art departments 
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‘Finding a Voice’ was the focus of my research and practice over the past 
two years of my MA in Art Practices and Education at Birmingham City 

University. My work developed from a sense of anger and injustice at 
the impact of the government focus on data and testing in our schools, 
from SATS, internal school testing and exams such as GCSEs. I felt this 

keenly in my previous school, a large inner city secondary in the heart of 
one of the most deprived areas in the country. In my experience, pupils 

seemed to spend most of their day being told what to do, how to behave, 
and spoon fed information. 
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are dwindling to one or two teachers at most and 
are underfunded and undervalued. I attended 
meetings with the West Midlands Secondary Art 
Network and my concerns and experiences were 
familiar across the art departments of the city.

I feel this is a critical time to promote the benefits 
of art education and highlight the positive impact 
that art has in schools. As Piaget concluded, early 
play experiences with concrete objects play a 
crucial part in early development. Art practice 
and creative play has a significant impact on 
children’s cognitive development and mental 
health. We are feeling the negative impact of 
policy changes now in our schools and those of us 
who care about the arts as a whole must highlight 
the situation.

The material I am most interested in is clay. 
Clay is delicate enough to retain the slightest 
of fingerprints, yet tough enough to survive 
thousands of years intact. Ancient pottery can 
still communicate to the modern viewer, creating 
a connection with communities that existed over 
5,000 years ago. Its imprint is a direct result of 
the hands that made it. Marks made by fingers 
that existed so long ago, bridge the gap of time. 

Clay is the perfect medium for children - it is 
tactile, malleable and they respond instinctively 
to it. I have had over 15 years teaching experience 
and I have never known a child who didn’t enjoy 
working with clay. I have seen children burst into 
tears when they are not chosen to go first in a clay 
workshop.
Clay is a wonderful way to encourage 
communication and self expression with 
children and young people. I have explored 
clay with pupils who have very little English as 
well as children with Special Educational Needs 
and behavioural difficulties. I seek to enable a 

learning experience in these clay workshops, 
which is outside the confines of the curriculum 
structure. It is led by the pupils themselves 
with no perceived outcomes. The pupils will 
communicate their own ideas through using the 
clay without the sense that they have to achieve 
a particular ideal to succeed. The only form of 
‘success criteria’ is the engagement itself. 

The idea of ‘real learning’ is critical to this process, 
that at the end of the experience the children 
take away a sense of having achieved something 
of importance. It appears to me that so often in 
teaching, the pupils lack a sense of real purpose - 
‘what is this for?’ is a question I have heard many 
times. When learning becomes ‘real’ the pupils 
are engaged, thinking, curious and driven. This is 
the kind of teaching and learning that I would like 
to take part in. 

Finding ways to express and highlight pupils’ 
voices became important in my own artwork 
and I see this as a focus in my current work. I am 
currently in adult education, teaching a richly 
diverse but under-represented and largely 
‘unheard’ community of refugees, victims of 
slavery, asylum seekers and immigrants. I hope 
to create future projects which can express the 
voices of  these communities.

I am currently working with a group of influential 
arts supporters including Birmingham City 
Councillors, charitable patrons, artists, 
headteachers and art teachers to establish out of 
school hours, high quality arts opportunities. It is 
currently piloting successfully in several locations 
across Birmingham. I hope that this will not only 
help to raise awareness and support for the arts 
among parents, teachers and those in power 
but also have a positive and lasting effect on the 
young people who take part. 
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1. ’Climbing Wall’ 2019. 
Unfired clay.

Made in collaboration with 
children aged 7 and 8 at a 
Birmingham primary School. 
Children responded intuitively 
to clay as a response to 
remembered feelings of stress 
and anxiety caused by testing. 
Squeezed clay fragments, “like 
little shells,” as one child noted, 
were created. I envisaged these 
fragments to be wall mounted as 
a ‘climbing wall’. The idea of using 
‘loose parts’ to engage viewers is 
interesting. It creates variables, 
involves experimentation, 
testing, trial and error. 

The collection of clay pieces currently laid 
carefully in boxes are like archeological findings. 
They are fragile forms which hold within the 

energy and agency of the children who made 
them. They are the physical product of an 
experience of feeling and communication by 
people who have no public voice and no choices 
about their education. The surface of the forms 
are imprinted with the handprints of individuals. 
Marks of identification. 

The clay fragments with the imprints of tightly 
squeezed hands became  reminiscent of hands 
clinging on to something, grasping, clinging on or 
climbing up. There is a fine line between childlike 
play and risk and danger. The fine line between 
success and failure, fear and exhilaration.

The higher you climb the more you achieve, but 
at what cost? 

Can you reach the top, or do you fall off?
Each piece of the wall embodies the imprint of 
an individual child’s real feelings of stress and 
anxiety caused by examinations and testing.
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2. ’Performance Review’ 2019. Clay, oxides, 
glaze, transfers. 
(Tim Dabson 3D Prize. Royal Birmingham Society 
of Art, 2020)

Three ceramic children stand with their ‘data’ 
imprinted on their bodies. How do we, as teachers, 
see our students and how do the students see 
themselves in a data driven environment? How 
do we perceive ourselves and how we are seen by 
others? Handing out colour coded slips of exam 
results to pupils is highly charged with emotion. 
How do you offer consolation to a pupil who has 

a whole string of ‘reds’? It is an uncomfortable 
process for all concerned and yet the education 
system and government demand this data trail 
as evidence of a school’s progress. A teacher’s 
professional worth comes to depend on it. How 
do we really know our pupils? As data sheets or 
real people? It all seems to boil down, in the end, 
to numbers. 
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3. 'Sound Pit' 2019. Clay, glaze, oxides, trans-
fers, sand, sound. 
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Listen to me
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4. 'Cracks in the System' 2019. Clay, oxide, 
glaze, transfers, sound 

The sounds of making are held on the inside, 
like turning the process inside out. Scraping and 
scraping away until there is nothing left.

http://newgestaltvoices.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Cracks-in-the-System.mp3
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5. 'We are here, Miss' 2019. Clay, glaze, 
transfers, sound

Inside holds the sounds of discovery and joy. 
Outside are the SATs scores yet to come.

Listen to me

6. 'Whisper Funnel' 2019. Clay, oxide, 
(interactive piece)

Can you hear me? ...

http://newgestaltvoices.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/We-are-here-Miss.mp3
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Kate Egawa is a teacher, artist and trainee 
psychotherapist, currently in her second year at 
Newman University, Birmingham. 

Her work can be seen at : https://katebcu.art.
blog  and https://kateegawaart.wordpress.com 

7. 'Break-time' 2019. Clay, oxide, sound

Pouring out the sounds of the playground

Listen to me

8. (Interactive piece)

A sound-clay-play space made by children to 
help discover your inner child.

Listen to me

https://katebcu.art.blog
https://katebcu.art.blog
http://newgestaltvoices.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Break-time.m4a
http://newgestaltvoices.org/wp-content/uploads/2021/01/Sound-Station.m4a
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INTRODUCTION
The aim of this short paper is to propose that our 
concept of ‘self’ in gestalt might be 
modified so as to give greater emphasis to 
where we are positioned within the larger whole 
or configuration of humankind, and relatively 
less emphasis to personal phenomenology. The 
phenomenon of racism, to take this as an exam-
ple, often points to what is not in the awareness 
of those in white privileged positions. Thus in 
exploring racism - as well as all forms of privilege - 
I suggest that we place more emphasis on where 
a person is positioned in a particular field, and 
relatively less on what might be immediately 
phenomenologically available. My suggestion is 
that we incorporate a focus on positioning within 
the concept of ‘self’ in accordance with what I 
understand as a “field-derivative” understanding 
of self - that is a self that is a part of a larger whole, 

and that exists always in contact with these larger 
wholes. I am suggesting that we ‘widen the lens’ 
- from the ‘self’ that arises through contact with 
that which is proximate or adjacent (the organ-
ism-environment contact boundary more readily 
apparent in PHG), to ‘self’ as also in relationship 
to ‘all other things and beings’ including those to 
which there may be no 'apparently direct' con-
tact. My proposal brings ‘self’ into alignment with 
an ‘ecological’ understanding, that appreciates 
the ultimate inextricability of our link to the planet 
earth that supports us. It brings urgency to our 
need as a human species to evolve our ‘selves’ 
through communing with all that is part of this 
global whole, AND at an accelerated rate if we 
are to do so in time to give our species a fighting 
chance of survival.  

There is no fundamental revisioning of gestalt 

by John Gillespie

Power and Position:  
is it time to moderate gestalt's 

phenomenological imperialism 
in favour of a more ‘field humble’ 

view of self?
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theory here, but rather a change in perspective. I 
am not so much interested in backward-looking 
arguments about what PHG said. Such are  luxury! 
I am suggesting that the imperative now is to seek 
to evolve our understanding of our theory, so as 
instrumentally to support human kind’s chance 
of making a future together on Earth. ‘Self’ must 
be understood relative to the human/planetary 
whole - community. It strikes me that this mes-
sage is similar to Jesus’ gospels, although now it 
is no longer a question of choice as to whether 
we embrace our ‘Christ consciousness’ - or if you 
prefer ‘our existence in and of the whole’. This is a 
question of survival. 

DISCUSSION 
I will attempt a quick overview of some theory. 
My sense is that some aspects of gestalt theory 
need revisiting and ‘supercharging’ so as to get 
with the challenges of our reality. To ‘get with it’ 
personally is so hard. I am aware of wanting to be 
the first to make these arguments. My ego’s need 
of acknowledgement looks like the antithesis of 
my existing-at-the-larger-relational-level that I 
am proposing. The world is full of contradictions. 
Perhaps I am a hypocrite… I worry that history 
might laugh at my apocalyptic posturing; the 
world/humanity may after all survive. It makes 
me think of how fine the line has always been 
separating madness from prescience. A while ago 
I would have written with one eye on posterity, 
on the place of my wisdom in the continuance of 
our civilisation’s legacy of knowledge. Nowadays 
I doubt the future of our civilisation; I am more 
likely to regard inclusion within ‘the canon’, 
gestalt, academic and otherwise, as a problem. 
Where is the point in referencing what has been 
said before, when perhaps what we need is a 
radical break in order to survive as a species?

And yet I am not necessarily talking revolution 
here - least not of the ‘sacking of cities’ and 
‘scaffold’ varieties. I don’t believe communism 
is a solution to capitalism. I don’t believe in 
autocracy as a solution to the problems we have 
with knowing how to use our liberty. The solution 
is love, and relationship. Love doesn’t always look 
like love, or feel nice. This is difficult, sometimes 
searingly painful work. Being alive at the current 
time is difficult. I believe that as we connect from 
our hearts, then ultimately love will create the 
ground for viable alternative systems of eco-
nomic exchange, that are based on sufficiency 
and togetherness, rather than on scarcity and 
competition. This reminds me of a conversation 
I had recently with a friend where I owned that, 
possibly typical of many of my generation, I am 
approaching fifty and I have no pension… Again 
am I foolish,  or arrogant? My faith is that so long 
as I am useful I will be able to sustain myself or 
have people look after me. Beyond this I may 
find myself reclaiming the rites of some tribal 
societies and taking myself off from the village to 
die. In these societies, where usually life is lived at 
or near the margins, the older people put whole 
before self. I may achieve ‘self’ in your survival. 
It may sound dramatic, but aren't we really now 
approaching life at such a margin? How can we 
believe in US Democracy and totally demean 
those who storm Congress, when democracy 
still upholds a system largely compacent to it's 
unsustainability, and upholds levels of privilege in 
the global west that cut us off from turbulence in 
other parts... 

But I reach big. I will come back to my argument. 

I offer a number of tableau to illustrate how an 
extended definition of self might play out. 
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First a contrast, a position I have seen some 
evidence of in gestalt, that holds that race, 
patriarchy, and other sources of power differen-
tial can be reduced or eliminated as a ‘construct’ 
in a meeting between two people. I have heard 
it said that if I am not experiencing myself as 
racist, then I am not racist. “I can meet this 
person of colour as the 'person they are'” each 
of us abstracted, as it were, of our racial heritage. 
This seems an argument mostly made by white 
people, although I have also witnessed people of 
colour posing similar “racially blind” positions. 

A rationale I have heard for this kind of position, 
is that the alternative is that we attribute to 
‘racism’ some existence ‘out there’ as a ‘thing’. 
In this sense it is non ‘experience-near’, what the 
authors of PHG would call an ‘abstraction’. And 
if an ‘abstraction’, then it reduces to ‘experience 
near’ phenomenology in any actual meeting. 
This argument has struck me as almost plausible 
before now - and yet it’s impact is to position 
gestalt theory as way off current political 
sensibilities. Perhaps we have rather gloried in 
our unfashionable-ness, even taken some pride 
in being reactionary. And yet I think it matters 
increasingly that gestalt can be read in this way 
as off-message. I don’t think this is merely a 
semantic or contextual issue - something that 
can be made sense of and forgiven when one 
has studied enough gestalt - I am reminded of 
PHG’s matrix “one must be inside the labyrinth to 
understand the labyrinth” (Perls et. al. 1951 pxxi1). 
Rather if gestalt is racist or could be interpreted 
as racist, this possibility should concern us. 

1 "Thus the reader is apparently confronted with the 
impossible task: to understand the book he must have the 
"Gestaltist" mentality, and to acquire it he must understand 
the book." 

It is not difficult to see where the remedy must 
come from. It is inherent within original gestalt 
theory, if ideas of “whole” and “context” as 
expressed in concepts of “field” or “situation” 
are properly explicated. Every meeting takes 
place in a context. If I am accused of racism and 
I don’t see it, then I explore my context. What is 
closest to awareness in my phenomenology isn’t 
everything. As a white man I am increasingly ex-
periencing myself in the uncomfortable position 
where my coherence is undermined by feedback 
from the field that “I don’t get it”.

“Ah, but I protest... THIS is what is going on for 
me”.

“I don’t care what is going on for you” is so often 
the repost. And sometimes (I thank my black 
friends for this wisdom)... “My people have long 
been in the position where it hasn’t mattered 
what has been going on for us”. 

And I will own that finding myself in this position 
hurts. And of course I am not saying theoretically 
that my phenomenology doesn’t matter. That 
black lives matter does not amount to saying 
that my white life matters any the less...  But it 
does sometimes have the implication that where 
I experience myself to be, has less value at any 
given time than other perspectives that are 
voiced within a group or community. This point 
bears emphasising - I am not de-legitimising the 
phenomenological method within gestalt, but 
rather making a different - and to me obvious 
- point that all interaction takes place within a 
context. I can think of much of my earlier gestalt 
training - in times when my male and white priv-
ileges where relatively more protected - where 
my 'white, male' phenomenology was weighted 

60



NEW GESTALT VOICES | EDITION 7 | JANUARY 2021

more equally to that of women and non-white 
people within the programme... but these were 
very different times. And yes - in case you were 
wondering - this sometimes makes me angry!
 
Power is always social in nature. For power to 
be operative it requires there to be more than 
two people. Power requires “a third”, or in fact 
many thirds - it inheres in the social context, and 
therefore if we are to do proper justice to power 
in our gestalt work, we need to always invoke 
the context. If as a gay man, I were to enter into 
dialogue with a straight man ‘as if there was 
no social power differential between our two 
positions’, I risk losing something of myself, and 
also something 'of my people/heritage'. If there 
were no ‘third’ position – to effectively triangulate 
the dynamic between any two individuals, then 
indeed it would be the case that there could be 
no fundamental difference of power. Person A’s 
perspective would simply be as valid as Person 
B’s.This means that we are no longer working in a 
“two person” psychology (if we ever truly were). 
It implies a three person, or indeed a “multiple 
person” verse – I would call it a “community” 
psychology, or indeed a ‘field’ perspective. 

We see some of the issues at stake in Lynne 
Jacobs' (2012) paper on ‘critiquing projection’. 
Lynne takes issue with the tendency for psycho-
therapists to attribute projection to their clients, 
because doing so she suggests often contains 
the inference that a client’s phenomenology is 
less valid than that of the therapist. Such argu-
ments were necessary against the background 
of a therapy practice that tended to esteem 
the therapist’s perspective as holding more 
validity - the therapist as ‘healthy’ and the client, 
structurally as somehow less so. As set out by 

Lynne, gestalt eschews a ‘representational’ view 
of ‘truth’, such that there could be a ‘real world’ 
out there against which our perceptions could be 
said to be true or false. She argues that we should 
‘equalise’ the different phenomenological worlds 
of therapist and client, and offers examples of 
how, through dialogue, two parties can arrive at 
some understanding that makes satisfactory 
sense of an initial difference of perception. 

Imagine a difference of perception similar to that 
I sketched out earlier; a person of colour suggests 
to a white person that they are exhibiting some 
racist behaviour or attitude: in response the white 
person checks in with their phenomenology and 
does not find this position/attitude within their 
awareness. Were this sort of mismatch to happen 
outside of the field of race (or privilege more 
generally) it would be usual to invoke the possi-
bility of ‘projection’. Person A (PoC) is projecting a 
part of themselves onto (white) Person B. Within 
the arena of racism many of us, I suspect, would 
be less inclined to suggest that the person of 
colour is projecting – or what I think amounts to 
the same thing - to say “it is their stuff”. Usually 
there is more willingness in relation to race to stay 
with a perception of racism and to explore what 
there might be in the situation that leads to this 
perception (e.g. O'Koon, 2020)2.

Lynne’s argument equalises power difference 
between therapist and client. I want to equalise 
power differential between white and non-white, 
and I do this by - counter to Lynne - suggesting 
that we should not take everyone’s phenome-
nology as equal in all situations. I am not arguing 

2 I am aware I am talking about gestalt people here, pre-
suming a level of interest in owning and exploring one's 
racism that isn't the case everywhere. 
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against Lynne. I see myself as extending her 
frame and updating her arguments to take 
account of the current (different) situation. I 
propose that any two perceptions are not simply 
'different and equal'3, to consciously echo the 
language of racial segregation. Any two individuals 
exist against the backdrop of a ‘shared’ world 
(perhaps Husserl's (1936) “Lifeworld”). There 
are other people, other perceptions. There is a 
context, and this context is defined by power 
differentials. Power differentials define not only 
the obvious like access to resources and capacity 
to voice difference. Power differential extends 
to the way the world is constructed or gestalted 
- much of which inheres within the structure of 
consciousness. “I am a nigger” (paraphrase) said 
Paul Goodman in relation to his sexuality. “It is not 
my world”4 (Goodman 1994). 

I write this consciously as a white man. I struggle 
as much as many other white men with the 
challenge to the taken-for-granted-space I have 
occupied that sometimes comes with the pro-
cess of non-white people finding their voice. I say 
'the process' rather than the outcome - because 
anger inevitably meets anger, othering meets 
othering, hurt meets hurt. It is hard for me to own 
my anger and resistance to seeing the other - as a 
part of my 'self', and yet it is. 

When a person of colour suggests to me that 

3 The US Supreme Court in its 1896 decision Plessy v. Fer-
guson upheld racial segregation ruling that racially separate 
facilities, if equal, did not violate the Constitution. 
4 "In ESSENTIAL WAYS , my homosexual needs have made 
me a nigger. Most obvioulsy, of course, I have been subject 
to arbitrary brutality from citizens and the police; but ex-
cept for being occasionally knocked down, I have gotten off 
lightly in this respect ... What makes me a nigger is that it is 
not taken for granted that my out-going impulse is my right. 
Then I have the feeling that it is not my street." 

I may be speaking from a position of privilege, 
or racism, and this does not show up immedi-
ately in my phenomenology, I intuit that there is 
something about the position that I occupy (and 
therefore the position that they occupy) that I am 
not currently aware of. Thus I take what happens 
for me in dialogue with a person of colour as a 
source of information about the field I am living 
and moving in, and - perhaps more poignently 
- the field that they are living and moving in; and 
this latter part hurts, it fucking hurts! 

Crucial to my argument I also take this as infor-
mation about what constitutes my ‘self’. Indeed 
I think what I am saying here channels a current 
of thought in gestalt about the 'self'. This shows 
up, for example in how we understand “projective 
identification” – the process by which I identify 
with someone’s ‘projections’ onto me, and can 
'become' what is projected 'as if it were me'. This 
is mostly assumed to be a bad thing, as if my 
coherent 'self' were somehow infected by the 
other person. 

A different perspective, drawing on more of a 
field orientation, would be to allow my-self to be 
derivative of the ‘field’ within which I am moving. 
The difficulty many of us  as white people have in 
saying “I am racist” is testament to the extent to 
which (despite our theory?) we are still speaking 
from quite solidified versions of self. I take the 
imputation of racism personally. If I let it in, it says 
something about me - I feel shame, often unbear-
able shame. This tells me something about the 
‘actual’ if not the ‘theoretically 
cogent’ way many of us experience ourselves. 
The difficulty that many of us white people 
experience in talking about race is indication 
of the fact that our identities have taken shape 
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and solidified in the absence of contact with 
non-white people and their narratives. We don't 
usually touch the racial contact-boundary, and 
when we do, the "ouch" and our shame, electri-
fies awake our racially blind complacency.... "This 
is my problem, racism is MY problem, I hadn't 
seen this." 

I want to speak to a possibility, which goes some 
way to supporting me to take ownership of, and 
to move through my experience of racism. What 
if, rather than taking an imputation of racism in a 
personal way, I were instead to see it as signifying 
something about the field I move in - something 
about my positioning. It would seem to me that 
the gestalt concept of ‘self’ as fluid, and based 
on contact within a field, can accommodate - 
indeed support - a ‘me’ that is sometimes racist; 
and indeed a me whose racism is inevitable to my 
being white. 

I see the potential in this argument to ‘get me off 
the hook’ for being racist - “it’s inevitable, it’s all 
about my position etc.”. From this it follows I can’t 
help it. So I may not need to take responsibility 
for it. Maybe! I am only offering a perspective that 
sometimes helps me. And I would particularly 
value the chance to hear other perspectives, 
and particularly those of non-white people. My 
experience is that I find a more position-ori-
ented understanding of self supportive. I find it 
supports me to own and to occupy a position of 
racism more readily. Previously I may not have 
known how to show up as a white man when race 
was mentioned. I would feel like I ought to be feel-
ing supportive of people of colour, and I would 
hide what I sometimes experienced as a plethora 
of unacceptable ‘real’ feelings. In the race work I 
am currently involved in at NGV and elsewhere it 

has been important  for me to learn that it is okay 
for me to show up with my real responses - and 
usually these are precisely what is needed by 
people of colour... I may moderate my responses 
still on some occasions where I observe that I 
have the capacity to hurt a non-white person - 
and indeed also if I am honest sometimes when I 
fear their repsonse, and yet it is often the process 
of sharing and owning the degree to which I feel 
persecutory that brings to light in microcosm the 
wider dynamics of racism that we move in. "This 
is IT! My capacity to hurt is the racism". Racism is 
in me, rather than being elsewhere. 

Once I have seen my capacity to other and hurt, 
I am perhaps less racist - or at least I am more 
aware of my racism. 

It is hard to do justice to the feelings that are 
evoked in me as I process the work involved in ex-
cavating my racism, and as I write about it. I sense 
the small 'ego' that maybe initially propelled my 
writing, against the background of something 
much larger, that is at once painful, and also feels 
somehow spiritual. I sense I may be writing about 
my personal process and couching it in terms of 
theory, where the value of my personal process 
supplants the theoretical. 

A PLANETARY METAPHOR FOR THE WORK 
NEEDED
As I do this work, my ‘self’ is as if a continually 
changing orbit, formed and re-shaped by the 
movement of other planets/‘selves’. The process 
of ‘projective identification’ according to the 
understanding I am proposing signifies a tem-
porary locking of orbits, during which two selves 
(with work to do between them) mutually and 
temporarily create each other. They lock orbits, 
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becoming, in a manner, 'one' as the positional 
knowledge contained within each is transposed 
to the other - a process which results in the orbits 
of each changing. When I become aware of what 
the world is like for a person of colour, my world 
expands a bit to accommodate the new infor-
mation. 'The' field (or 'the world’ if you prefer) 
which I understand as being constituted out of all 
of our fields is thus changed. Having completed 
this exchange the two people can continue to be 
together but not remain locked.

I use a metaphor. This is the best I can do cur-
rently to approximate my experience of engaging 
in anti-oppressive work. From a starting point of a 
relatively limited - and implicitly 'racist' - outlook, 
my current work entails a lot of such 'locking' 
and 'unlocking'. It is a deeply uncomfortable and 
whole-bodied process. My body is 'as if' taken 
over by the other person - my mind is occupied, 
my chest/heart is 'as if' paralysed, shocked by 
pain into an awareness of my physical limits. This 
is where I end abruptly. This is how much I can 
hold. This is the edge I risk falling over  if you don't 
stay with me. 

The race work and other work we are doing at 
NGV is entailing a lot of these planetary dances. 
My intuitive sense is that this meeting and joining 
up of 'universes' is the vital, urgent work that is 
needed if our 'one' Universe, that depends on the 
existence of our 'one' planet Earth, is to have a 
future beyond the next fifty years or so. 

It is important in my view that there is space for 
white people to acknowledge and inhabit our 
racism. There is a key difference for me between 
this and suggesting that racism be perpetuated. 
As a white man, who has grown up ignorant and 

privileged in relation to race, I occupy an initially 
limited 'orbit' - the road ahead entails that I con-
tinue to go through this 'locking' and 'unlocking' 
process; in order to support myself to develop, 
but not only this: also in order to support those 
in different positions to take in any information 
about the field, that is expanding and useful to 
them. There's a paradox, that having begun to 
open to the 'other' my personal phenomenology 
becomes once again more needed and relevant. 

The view I am proposing implies that there is an 
arrogance, and a ‘field blindness’, in assuming 
that I could say that I’m not racist or even that I 
am ‘anti-racist’. So long as I am sometimes seen 
as racist, it is important that I own my ‘field-deriv-
ative’ racism. In doing so I offer myself in service 
of people of colour working to end racism. Indeed 
this is my contribution towards ending racism - I 
don't here pretend that the costs or the risks 
associated with my work are equal to those of a 
person of colour; but my work is equally needed. 
If we understand racism as a relational wound 
then the contribution of both white, brown and 
black people is needed. I contribute by honouring 
my place/position – not by seeking to be and 
do otherwise. And indeed I imagine I will need 
to continue to contribute as such for as long as 
racism continues to be a salient factor. 
 
CONCLUDING THOUGHTS
My tutor once shared with me that she thought 
that Freud's idea of ‘transference’ was the closest 
he could get to field paradigm at a time when 
scientific thinking hadn’t advanced sufficiently 
that it could accommodate the concept of field. 
Where a therapy client for example makes me 
their father, modern day field theory allows us as 
therapists to take their projection as information 
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about current field conditions. Where self is taken 
as emergent of field, I am suggesting  that to fully 
engage with such a scenario entails a recognition/
(or remembering) that I am formed through the 
process of another person’s creation of me. What 
I am adding here is to suggest that such a process 
offers information about a larger shared and 
universal field or nexus that holds and constitutes 
us both. Racism signifies a painful and grievous 
splitting in this universal energy, deriving from the 
fact that instances of good cross-racial dialogue 
remain so relatively few and sparse. 

The broad arguments in this paper can be 
extended to any other instances where power 
differential is a factor. For me they invite a greater 
humility in the face of field, and field forces. 
Optimistically they also show me the way in which 
we can change these field forces through black, 
white and brown people standing together. 
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INITIAL HYPOTHESIS
Given the current situation of liquid society (Bau-
man, 2000; Spagnuolo Lobb, 2013), and with the 
goal of making therapy accessible to more peo-
ple, and adopting Paul Goodman’s political angle 
(Francesetti, 2012), agoratherapy (therapy in 
open space) is proposed. This is bringing gestalt 
interventions into open places, either in nature or 
a quiet area of a city park.

DATA CREATION
The activity began on November 5, 2013 and 9 
sessions were conducted (Figure 1). On October 
3, 2014 the activity was resumed and 23 sessions 
more were held until 3 June 2015 (Figure 2). Sub-
sequently, the sessions continued developing 
until the end of 2015, but are not considered for 
this research.

In total, 42 people (23 women and 19 men) were 
attendees of the sessions aged between 24 and 
60 years. 60% of these attendees had never 
done group or individual therapy.

METHODS
The agora therapy is conducted in a central 

square in the city of Castellon on Tuesdays at 
20h. Sessions are held on a weekly basis and with 
a duration of 1h-1h30 each, except on some spe-
cific weeks and during the summer season.

The proposed development for each session is 
based on ground rules established by Bud Feder 
(2008):
1. Sitting on the floor, with a symbolic 
 candle.
2. The therapist explains the ground rules  
 of the session:

• Respect for oneself and the other avoiding 
value judgments.

• Only one person can speak at once.
• Speaking in the first person singular.
• Participants agree to devote their atten-

tion and efforts to their experiences which 
directly pertain to this group.

• Members are responsible for keeping con-
fidential everything concerning all other 
members.

• Use of deaf language in order to express 
agreement, disagreement or verbalizing 
(Perls, Hefferline & Goodman, 1951 – 
chapter 7).

Agoratherapy 

David Cebrián Tarrasón, PhD

Bringing Gestalt into the Squares  
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Figure 1: Participants per agoratherapy session in the first year.

Figure 2: Participants per agoratherapy session in the  second year

3.  We begin with a check in, in order to know 
how the participants are.

4.  Once begun, if someone on the street  
wants to join, they are welcomed and able 
to join after the ground rules are explained 
and they have introduced themselves. 

5.  A  topic is proposed as a guide for each 
session

The activity was publicised through events 
listings on Facebook (e.g. https://www.facebook.
com/events/751206038267103/ ).

 RESULTS
The first year  I was accompanied by one to six 
people. I observed both an anomie and social 
anesthesia (Vázquez, 2009) as I received little 
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Figure 4: Group of Agoratherapy  
(Picture date: 7/11/14)
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contact from the people walking down the street 
(the vast majority of people were not turned to 
me and some people even didn’t make eye con-
tact with me).

The second year (figure 2), a circle from 6 to 
18 people begun to form (Figure 4). This group 
was consolidated creating a Facebook group 
on November 26, 2014 (https://www.facebook.
com/groups/323219117863871/ ) and another in 
WhatsApp (October 14, 2014). They used these 
groups to communicate, debate and discuss.

16 different people walking down the street partic-
ipated spontaneously. Only one of them returned 
to other sessions. In sessions 10 and 16, some dif-
ferent foreign people participated although they 
did not understand Spanish.

One person who begun attending in October 
2014 said they had found it "a social awakening 
- agoratherapy brought to me a new way to have 
social relationships, from a sincere listening, au-
thentically sharing and being able to let myself go 
completely.”

Building on our work in Castellon, from 11th May 
2015 some agoratherapy sessions were carried 
out in Barcelona by another psychotherapist. 
Later, at the 12th European Conference of Gestalt 
Psychotherapy, held in Taormina, Italy, September 
2016 a poster of this research was presented.

DISCUSSION IN THE CONTEXT OF 
CURRENT RESEARCH LITERATURE
Francessetti (2012), based on some thoughts of 
Paul Goodman (1960), says that it is important to 
find ways to make psychotherapy accessible to 

more people. Agoratherapy is one 
way to do this.
 
Spagnuolo Lobb (2003) tells us 
that “the freer our senses are, 
the more we can openly perceive 
the field, the more we are able to 
adjust creatively”. Thus, when a 
therapy is developed into a square, 
the field is essential as our sens-
es are open to any unpredictable 
situation that could happen. Under 
this circumstance, the contact is 
something unique and could be 

understood as a creative integration of experi-
ence (Bloom, 2011).

Figure 3: At the beginning (Picture date: 5/11/13)
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David Cebrián Tarrasón is gestalt practitioner in groups  
and organisations. He has a PhD in Knowledge Engineering 
with experience in the field of creativity management. He 
lives in Castellón, Spain. Through an innate curiosity for 
learning and knowledge, his work is based around sensitivity 
and understanding of the human reality in a post-collapsed 
world. David is a researcher of the theory of self, a yoga 
practitioner  and meditation teacher. He is interested in 
tarot and astrology as projective tools, and is a member of 
INTAGIO and IG-FEST.
Email: david@gestaltygrupos.com

Finally, without arriving to the complex experience 
of Copsey (2013), agoratherapy brings an open 
space to practice psychotherapy in a different 
way and with a greater freedom.
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Rather than insert brackets with dates and 
names as references, I have chosen to use 
italics for names and titles readers can google 

as they choose or need.

Many years ago, when I was a young man in Dublin, 
a book was published in America which I naïvely 
thought could change the world I lived in and push 
back at the increasing demands of commercial 
interests – THE SILENT SPRING  by Rachel Carson. 
The book proposes that we humans will have killed 
so many of our fellow-creatures through pesticides 
and deforestation that a Spring will occur without 
birdsong or insect buzzes or any of the music of 
nature that we as a species have listened gladly to 
for millenia. 

Just as in any family or group the voice of any 

individual member is a voice of the whole of which 
that voice is an integral part. And – as gestalt psy-
chologist Wertheimer has written: ”the whole gives 
meaning to the parts”. And in a reciprocal dynamic, 
the part gives a voice to the whole.

So for me, Rachel Carson is a voice of Gaia and one 
of the many voiced energies of the co-created, self 
organising and self regulating energy-field of our 
shared existence as creatures of Mother Nature. 
Many people nodded wisely in agreement with 
Rachel Carson back then in the early 1960s– and 
world  politicians did nothing. As a recent U.S presi-
dent famously said – ”it’s the economy stoopid”. So 
the producers of pesticides continued producing, 
marketing and selling their products as before – and 
farmers bought and used them to increase their 
yields and profits. And then the U.S. pulled out of 

Gaia was the ancient Greek goddess of nature, of mother earth. James Lovelock 

proposed THE GAIA HYPOTHESIS as a way of understanding our world and our 

existence in it. Even before I understood that I was a field theorist, I had found the 

ideas and consequences of  this hypothesis very attractive, and still do. 

by Seán Gaffney
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A gestalt practitioner-theorist 

reflects on recent dynamics 
of our co-created field.



Tragic irony of it pilot whales lost at sea a
Plastic-infested pollution-infected sea on an
Overheating planet so who’d blame them really and
Humans who caused it all driving the survivors back
Into the man-made cesspools of the seas and soon no doubt 
Crowdfunding campaigns on Facebook compulsive tallying of
Likes and shares and then the celebrities and God help us
Influencers (no such thing as bad publicity) jumping on any and every 
Bandwagon the pilot whales lost from sight in a flurry of
Too little too late just like after Rachel Carson’s SILENT SPRING and I am one who 
Read it nodding in assent so is my voice now grounded in my shame this poem just 
More too little too late the irresponsibility of inaction my
Shame at the dead whales having lost their way
Stranded on a sandbank in Tasmania their death-throes on the TV news in 
Real time as the phrase is now not virtual reality or some such 
Convenient deflection from life and death our fellow creatures still there 
Dead and dying as I and we look on.

the Paris Climate Agreement. Then Greece burned, 
followed by California and Australia while Trump, 
Morrison and the EU fiddled and Johnson Brexited.

Then Gaia spoke to us again through a young, deter-
mined, obstinate and verbally competent Swedish 
schoolchild. Again the wise nodding – and no action.

So now Gaia maybe understood that she needed 
to use a more persuasive energy: Horrible choking 
death anyone?  Our parents, grandparents unvisit-

ed in hospitals? Then dead and buried with only the 
undertaker present?

And the stoopid economy paralysed and failing us 
for without us it is an empty shell with a dead insect 
inside its hollowness – all noise and no breathing.

To paraphase Don McLean, another voice of Gaia
We would not listen, we’re not listening still.
Perhaps we never will…

NEW GESTALT VOICES | EDITION 7 | JANUARY 2021

LIFE ON EARTH
by Seán Gaffney
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Seán Gaffney was born and 
raised in Dublin,  
Ireland, in 1942. He emigrat-
ed to England aged 19 where 
he worked as a trainee psy-
chiatric nurse - then as a 
warehouseman with Marks 
and Spencer in London. He 
moved back to Dublin and 
met his future Swedish wife 
in Killarney. They moved 
together to London, and got 
married in 1967. Seán's first 
son was born in 1969 in  
Sutton Coldfield, England. 
His second son was born in 
1972. They moved to Sweden 
in 1975 where Seán has lived 
ever since.
Seán writes, "My youngest son died of Leukemia in 1986 and my marriage fell apart in the 
Autumn of that year. I took a three-month break from work and went into therapy (CBT).
At one professional event, wandering around the stands, a woman stepped in front of me 
and asked "Are you in crisis? Would you like to change your life?" "Yes and yes", I said and 
got a brochure.
And so I found myself in a 3 x 5-day residential gestalt personal development development 
group and felt totally at home. So I applied to and was accepted for the 4-year gestalt  
therapist training programme at what became The Gestalt Academy of Scandinavia (GA).  
I also participated in The Gestalt Institute of Cleveland International OSD programme. I was 
already a faculty member and training therapist and supervisor at GA and was invited to 
join the Cleveland faculty. And so Gestalt therapy and all its works became my world."

Email: Seangaff@gmail.com  website: www.egenart.info/gaffney
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"IT'S NOT ALL ABOUT GETTING TO THE TOP" 
With plenty of  walking,  beach and free time.  

Facilited by Kalliopi Koutousi and John Gillespie

Bilingual Greek-English (Date tbc)

Faced with a rockface,  ropes, 
a colleague and yourself, what 
does this bring up? 

In a safe and graded way, we create a retreat  
experience around a day of climbing. 
We will explore trust, grounding and relational  
exercises, bi-lateral movement (relying on right/left 
brain integration), with plenty of time to  
connect with ourselves, our stories and  nature. 
Activities can be graded suitably for all ages and 
physical abilities. A mix of self-catering,  and meals 
cooked by Airbnb hosts in traditional Cretan way. 

Join us on our Gestalt  
and Climbing Retreat in Crete
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For more information and bookings please email John@newgestaltvoices.org orpkoutousi@gmail.com
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Generational split 
- passing the torch

Kamila Bialy

The following presents a narrative and 
conversational diary.

Audiorecorder December 9th
So ehh… I can see at least two layers of this gener-
ational split :

• split in the mode of knowing 

This is about epistemological perspective that 
was dominant in that older generation that was 
more phenomenologically oriented , subjective, 
ego-oriented, people wanted to differentiate , 
from something imposed on them.

A preferred mode of knowing of the younger 
generation, our epistemology, is a reaction to 

74

The Humans of Gestalt interviews have made me ponder the issue of generations. Be-
low you will find results to date of this inquiry. You will also notice the presence of my 
colleague and friend, Thomas Ameel, who has been a great companion on this journey. 
Thanks to our conversations my thoughts and sensations have developed into an on-
going project: we are preparing a series of NGV Radio shows on this topic. The first two 
episodes will take place on February 4th and 25th at 8-9:30 pm Central European Time. 
My first guests are representatives of the younger generation; in the first show specific 
ways of bringing gestalt therapy outside a therapy room to an "everyman/ everywoman" 
will be discussed. The second show will focus on the theoretical input of the younger 
generation. The series will continue with new guests and new themes around genera-
tional difference and generational dialogue, so please visit http://newgestaltvoices.org/
ngv-radio/ and/or contact me if you have something to share about this issue.
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that, it has something to do with disappointment, 
disenchantment with the previous epistemology, 
related  more to social critique, bringing in power 
related issues, systemic oppressions, so some-
thing which is not subjective any longer, some-
thing around which we need to get together and 
fight maybe, find some common ground , be less 
confluence-phobic ;)

With that comes

• split in the modes of being -  

The former generation, Y…they were living in times 
of prosperity, stable professional careers, they had 
as if automatically much greater sense of belong-
ing , sense of continuity. No wonder their needs 
got differentiated , individualized - this was on the 
ground of defined , imposed social norms and 
values that they aimed to question.

Whereas our generation is more about our expe-
rience of being  necessarily  - whether we want it 
or not -  individualised. We live in a more uncer-
tain and precarious environment, and we need 
community and a sense of belonging. Errrr… we 
no longer have it as the former generations did. 
This one is tricky! This is often being overlooked in 
the discussions. 

This is why it is so easy to get into this fight, and 
why there is a strong polarisation between our 
generations, it is easy to get polarised, like you 
know , for example, whether we demand one 
official statement as a gestalt community on the 
ecological crisis... and there will be those who do 
not want to be pushed into a general agreement 
about that.

It is difficult to look at it instead from the perspec-
tive of fluidity, of switching from one mode and 
another, shuttling, if you like…

This is something I wanted to share with you, 
Thomas, much as it may seem abstract, I hope 
there is some orderliness, more coherence in it 
now…

Zoom call December 16th (we were outside)
Thomas: So I understand it this way: that socie-
ty has been developing and has influenced our 
practice. And this has impacted our theory as well

Kamila: Oooh, yeah, you are right about that, 
this mode of being is impacted by our society, by 
always developing contemporary social philoso-
phies… We can’t ignore the society any longer as it 
was to some extent the case before that we could 
concentrate on this individual work, and now we 
need to ask more substantial questions about our 
world, environment, politics...

Thomas: I like what you are saying, confronting 
Gestalt

Kamila: This is also what NGV is about. No? I 
would like to emphasise this point about modes 
of knowing: the new generation’s focus is more on 
a social understanding of our work: racism, power 
related issues, this is really something we think 
needs to be taken into consideration, not only 
phenomenology, not even field theory but also 
social reality, the power of culture, 
symbolic power,  and we want to put it into prac-
tice (mode of being), how we can transpose this 
to the sphere of experience, living with other 
people , with the world.
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Thomas: Feels like I am part of an important  
moment. One more thing I wanted to ask you, at 
the end of your recording you said that genera-
tions tend to polarize... And, and that a different 
way of dealing with it might involve perhaps more 
fluidity…

Kamila: yes, okay, you want me to elaborate on that. 

An example will be useful here; like when it is 
difficult sometimes for senior therapists to ac-
knowledge their authority and power in our com-
munity - this makes me angry when they want to 
be treated equally, as ordinary people ignoring 
their power.

And being angry I do not want to go to this level of 
phenomenological I-Thou -  and this is when I am 
speaking about polarization and even fixation - 
they want a form of a phenomenological encoun-
ter and we from younger generations are speaking 
about the social constructions of power implied 
even in that proposal to switch to an I-Thou 
mode. And fluidity is being aware of this , acknowl-
edging that we can both change / interchange 
these two positions. The phenomenological 
stance is dear to me but at such moments I am 
ready to fight for social constructivism /realism. 

Thomas: it makes me think of a situation in my 
practice where I am talking with my client and he 
has an issue with authority and I realize that I have 
authority in this situation that I have much more 
power than him, and I am bringing this in and this 
allows us to explore his /her reaction with power.  
And I am wondering then if I am blending the two 
of these modes in that moment. I am bringing in 
the social aspect, and we are trying to explore the 
phenomenological experience of this client. Is this 

an attempt at integrating these two perspectives?
Kamila: I guess so… I am not ready sometimes to 
be in those two positions simultaneously. When 
I feel I am angry that this power is not being ac-
knowledged, I need to withdraw to be able to see 
a person in front of me, a human being if you like. 
And with clients it is important to acknowledge 
this privilege because without this, asking them to 
be with us in this I-Thou situation is imposing on 
them this frame, so power again. Don’t you think?

Thomas: yeah, you are right, this brings me also, if 
we are too critical, we need to switch into this.

Kamila: I assume there needs to be withdrawal  if 
we are not ready to be in I-Thou, there is no point 
in struggling with that , I am not able to overcome.

Thomas: it is distance and withdrawal that allows 
me to establish I-Thou situation

Kamila: I like what is emerging here, the piece I 
sent you is too abstract , so I like that we sort of 
are unpacking it here, there is more flesh in it
And…I got stressed now, I realized in 30 minutes I 
will be seeing my client and I need to come back 
home but before I need to get to this shoemaker, 
so I am completely lost of time , so we need...

Thomas: yes , we end now. I need to go too 

Kamila: we see each other on Sat

Thomas: what is happening on Sat

Kamila: this NGV carols soiree!

Thomas: ah, yes!
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Kamila: Thank you for doing this with me!
Whataspp December 26th (17:25, 26/12/2020)
Thomas: So.. in terms of the generational issues... 
I feel that to ever overcome the polarities and the 
splits, there is a need for an open process re. the 
power the older generation holds.

If it is too awkward or uncomfortable for them 
to bring their power to the table, it's very hard to 
process..

Kamila: but this resistance perhaps is a field thing 
not so much to their credit.

Thomas: how so?

Kamila: Maybe they have had enough of this dis-
course of power, white privilege etc.

Thomas: Why? because they find it hard to ac-
knowledge or because it is hard to change?

I'm not entirely sure what you're trying to say 
here.. You mean they see this power discourse as 
an excuse made by the less powerful ?

Kamila: A bit , yes. Or rather as an instrument of 
those who protect the less powerful-the leftist 
people, mostly recruited from younger generation

 

Thomas : Mmm.. this intrigues me... as I have 
myself felt uncomfortable with using the power/ 
privilege discourse as a sort of 'deus ex machina' 
that overrides anything and everything, hence 
impedes real relational processes. 

I'm thinking now: it's not because they hold more 
power, that the less powerful have not responsi-
bility in the contact.
*crapy sentence !.. but you get it.

Kamila: I like both things you are mentioning 
here, and it is a well said "deus ex machina" , yes!

Thomas: Now I understand a bit better why I 
myself have been staying away from the race pro-
cesses until now... because I have felt imprisoned 
in a place of power, and felt the power dynamic 
got turned around.

Kamila: It may seem so. The less powerful get 
deprived of responsibility this way, but the mo-
ments when I find myself on that side it is really 
empowering when someone of more power 
acknowledges that; I feel more urge to take steps, 
to act, to be responsible...

So how have you been over Christmas ?…

TO BE CONTINUED

Kamila is a sociologist and a gestalt therapist in one! When she works 
as a therapist, her sociological eye is always present, and often alert/
activated/activist-oriented. As a sociologist she applies a relation-
al field perspective. Kamila lives in Lodz, Poland with her cats and 
partner. She runs online sociological reading groups, and is active in 
IAAGT co-facilitating a social activism special interest group. 
Email: Kamila.bialy@gmail.com
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Death and D’Nile 

http://newgestaltvoices.org/death-and-dnile/

A week on Luxor’s secluded west bank. 
27th Nov - 4th Dec 2021
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Curating an  
expression of relational 

gestalt therapy
by Jane Allighan, Natalie Barnes, Tim Carrette, Matthew James,  

Thomas Fairclough, Celine Kingman, Hugo Nieuwenhuizen,  
Liz Mellor, Ana Miller, Georgia Morris, Berni Mudie, Susan Rousell,  

Chloe Scott and Dawn Wray

This expression is offered by our own ‘new gestalt voices’, emerging 
from within our four-year Diploma in Relational Gestalt Psychotherapy, 
here at Scarborough Counselling and Psychotherapy Institute, 
Scarborough, North Yorkshire, England, UK. [SCPTI]. 

It is an impromptu experiment phenomenologically 
evolved in response to the question, “What Is 
Relational Gestalt Therapy?” A question that 
seemed particularly perspicuous within the 
changing field of relationality, as we shared our 
responses online, from within our own homes, 
during that first wave of the Covid-19 pandemic.

As our experiment continued to slowly marinate, 
capturing our life moments in words, images, poems 
and more - we heard other voices, who sang out to 
us, as if they were singing from our own hearts. 

We made creative adjustments, to be heard in the 
ways that we wanted to be heard and that is why, at 
times, we ask you to step off the path of linearity, to 
go with us on a magical mystery tour - to meander 
to different places, off the printed page…

Our  creation represents all of us - voices spanning 
from first year students, through to final year 
trainees and we harmonise alongside the melodies 
of our trainers. 

Our very last offering to you emerged in and of 
the field, during our December  2020,“Endings 
and New Beginnings” module. Without theme, 
we separately wrote 2 lines of poetry each, which 
were then woven together to create a group 
tapestry. Here, thematic resonances magnetised 
to form a group created figure and we feel the 
resulting triptych is a fitting end to our chorus 
– with the invitation to you for a new dialogical 
beginning with us, in the form of shared dialogues 
around our offerings.

We warmly invite you …R
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Ancient Affinity
from Jane (2)

The Wave
from Jane (1)
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Shrapnel

 I felt such a pain today
Suspended in my belly.

I breathed in
And

I breathed out
Felt the sliced smile of a horizon -

A burning, slithered gape.
Breathing more

And
Deeper down,

It showed itself more -
Floated out of me and hovered in front.

No Bee,
But

A cut throat razor -
Thankfully closed

Yet, oyster opening to full stretched blade.
I remember that Bill Sykes must have left it there,

Before I shrugged off Bullseye and transformed into a Great Dane,
Tail wagging, Ears Alert -

Stallion Hound…..
Now I had seen it,

In all its’ gory glory,
The cut throat razor turned,

Nightmarishly slow -
Catching the light in a flashy show

And was carefully taken away,
In a north-north westerly direction.

I breathed again
And felt different

Happier, that it had gone.

by Jane
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Step Sideways with us to 
YouTube and type in 

"Drone Footage Captures
Humpback Whale Slapping

Fins at Ningaloo Reef". 

Play

from Dawn (3)
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Homecoming

And the Great Mother said: 
Come my child and give me all that you are.

I am not afraid of your strength and darkness, 
Of your fear and pain.

Give me your tears.
They will be my rushing rivers and roaring oceans.

Give me your rage. 
It will erupt into my molten volcanoes and rolling thunder.

Give me your tired spirit. 
I will lay it to rest in my soft meadows.

Give me your hopes and dreams. 
I will plant a field of sunflowers and arch rainbows in the sky.

You are not too much for me. 

My arms and heart welcome your true fullness.
There is room in my world for all of you, all that you are.

I will cradle you in the boughs of my ancient redwoods 
And the valleys of my gentle rolling hills.

My soft winds will sing you lullabies and soothe your burdened heart.
Release your deep pain. 

You are not alone and you have never been alone.

from Jane (4)
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The Moment an Introject attempted entry into my Heart

by Jane
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Open to the Mystery

…The more than human world appeared in the form of a large White Goose, 
as I was sitting within group process...

... Later that afternoon, I waddled with the goose to small group skills practice,
 and worked with her emergence … 

by Jane
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I am you. You are you.

But together, we are we

Touching the inbetween

by Berni
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Infinite Song (of dialogical relationship)

God walks here

In this place of no language

Air crackling with singing vibes

Orchestra of excited tingles

Body cells vibrating in unison

Of connected Oneness.

Suddenly, unexpectedly, delightfully

For a moment ...or two... or perhaps more

We cling, yet hang effortlessly onto the

Ineffable surprise

Of kinship.

Sprung from the wells of unknown known

Becomes now

And the commune of our souls

Is divine embodiment.

Dare we tread these awesome threads

So delicate and precious?

Infinite grace

Liminal and sacred space

'Between' is boundless unity

Fully felt, experienced

And loved.

by Susan
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What Relational Gestalt means to me?

For myself, relational gestalt therapy offers a fluid approach that invites the client to come forward, 
be truly seen, heard, experienced and appreciated in those very moments of meeting, the therapist 
continually and respectfully pacing her/himself in awareness of and to the client’s needs. The theory 
offers an invitation to continual expansion of its themes which is based less on interpretation and more 
on the ‘experience’ of the terminology used in relation to clients; always endeavouring to understand 
more the human experiencing and the human endeavour towards wholeness and healing.

by Susan

For me it is the sincere interested inquiry in the other person. How could therapy work if this isn't there? 
The relationship between would be fake.  It probably would work up to a certain level but to build the 
trust  between you, you will need that "bit extra". And that 'bit extra', that genuine bond, that bit of love 
and light passed on will make the difference. It will open the door to new insights or awarenesses and will 
fill you with excitement of new things to come!

by Hugo
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Where does our music come from?
                

Where does our music come from?
How do our notes sound here?

We enter the space
The instruments we play are all that we are

Our music is our time and place
How do we sound together here?

I hear your charged utterance
Punching, thrusting noise into the space

No identifiable shape or tune
 Growling notes – held in the throat

Super charged harmonics splitting each note in half
Short, staccato, random, disconnect

Stabbing into the silence
This is your sounding.

From the cacophony
- two or three notes

a haunting motif
rise and fall

which get lost again and again in the noise.

 I’m hearing you.
I take a breath to meet you here.

 How to meet you in your super-charge
 In a different way?

Inquisitive, slower, making measure,
Measuring out this time, offering a steady beat, a heart-felt pulse,

 I notice you listening for just a moment.
Listening held in the space together

Inbetween-heard
Our sounding here.

by Liz
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Intuition is voice subliminal

Is the song of the soul in truth.

Resonance is the known song

The played dance of truth in unity of shared spirit.

The voice of reason is of conscious mind

The voice of intuition arises from the immeasurable truth

Of reason known, but undefined.

by Susan
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Walk alongside us to 
YouTube and type in 

"Steven Universe Something
Entirely New". 

Go to the settings cog & 
swich on the subtitles. 

Play

from Matt (5)
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from Jane (6)
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Elephants watch by Night
 

High above the silvered palaces of Indra
Floats a web,

Stretching into infinity
In all directions.

At each intersection and
Different as snowflakes -

Drops of dew
Vibrate reflections.

Watching these holographic universes
On balmy savannah nights

The elephants
Exhale hope and flowers.

by Jane
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My Soul is Greater…

...Than the Sum of my Parts… 

by Jane
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Figure and Ground

by Hugo

How we, I, am with the world and how the world relates to me in some way, shape or form. 

You can never recapture the same moment,

one which can be filled with sadness and excitement at the same time.

by Georgia
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(The Long Ramble)

In the images section of an internet 
search engine, type in

“The Boy, The Mole, The Fox and  
The Horse” 

and then add these 3 endings, one at a time -

“You’ll catch up”

“Isn’t it odd”

“Tears fall for a reason”.
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Connections

When a soul touches a heart
And the mind responds to feeling

Unbreakable bonds are made

by Dawn

All of us

Be more interested than striving to be interesting
Prefer to hear and you will learn something

Be fascinated by what bubbles beneath
Only then can he let you help with that crippling self belief

When all the orchestra  can be heard
The whole absurd, blurred person is observed

And then, each quiet dramatic aria can begin
By playing each instrument from deep within

by Dawn
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People

The masses and crowds and swarms of humanity
Are peppered with folks

Whose souls touched have touched my humble humanity:
Many brought brightness, laughter and joy

While others darkly have shown new ways to annoy
Many many were plain good fun

Others are friends for the long long run
One collided with words and will always be connected

A few extended kindness
And with a couple I shared pure madness

One extended an avuncular arm
Another cannot see their magnetic charm

A handful take time to help wrestle my demons
One quietly gets under my skin, and for some reason unknown I have let them in

There are a very few, that I've come to know
That get further than saying hello

by Dawn



NEW GESTALT VOICES | EDITION 7 | JANUARY 2021

Stepping Off

Here is the thing:
It can be uncomfortable and has brought me to tears

And that is OK because that's what it is...
It is courage and love outwitting the fears

It is standing shoulder to shoulder, we're side by side
A deep human connection that should not be denied

It is standing on the rooftop because it's the right thing to do
Look to them, ask what if? and why not?  It is NOT about you

It's knowing what made me, ME and what I'm trying to say
It's seeing the problem, and understanding the forces at play

It is having the courage to act, and Faithless' vision to see
Without eyes, what future there really could be

It's the generosity of scars and sharing all of you
Because guess what?  "We're different" isn't actually so true

Both cotton and steel wool each have their uses
I will embrace it and practice it

No more excuses!

by Dawn
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I listened to ‘The Infinite Monkey Cage’ on R4 (podcast) this week and the topic was ‘Does time exist?’  
I like the Infinite Monkey Cage because it makes me think which I suppose is exactly the point. This  
episode really grabbed my attention.

The guests were Dr, Fay Dowker, a professor in quantum gravity at Imperial College, Carlo Rovelli,  
another professor of quantum gravity, and Mark Gatiss, writer and actor. I cannot do justice to the  
science and complex Physics that Fay Dowker and Carlo Rovelli very eloquently debated, for that you 
will need to listen to the podcast. 

I found the topic even more intriguing when it entered the realms of some of the most complex  
questions, for which there are only theories and hypothesis.  In a (I cannot possibly get it right nor do it 
justice) nutshell, the 2 scientists were discussing whether the past is known, and therefore the future 
must also be known i.e. The universe is always symmetrical, or whether the future is yet to be known, 
is there a multiverse (apparently not, they agreed on this point), and is there such a thing as free will (it 
depends what you mean by free will). It was at this point that Fay Dowker began to talk about feelings, 
and subjectivity, and how subjective experience, whilst not yet considered empirical evidence, is telling 
us something. That there is a blurring between physics, and philosophy. And that the study of the  
impact on us now is work for psychologists and neuro-scientists. 

This made me reflect on my own field of gestalt psychotherapy. The podcast made me ponder;  
whether time as a chronological ‘thing’ is or isn’t true, or whether the future is known, or to be  
determined, or whether the past exists at the same time as now  is for the Physicists to determine. 
However, the only manifestation of the past, or the future, of ‘time passing’ is the emotions, feelings, 
thoughts, assumptions, in me, right here, right now and in this moment. And as a therapist I am seeing  
in front of me, the only evidence there is. The person I am with, right here and right now. Because the 
past is gone, and the future can't (yet) be seen.  

I believe that there is more unknown about the universe than we could possibly imagine, and physicists 
are grappling with some of the most fundamental human questions. Mark Gatiss makes this point on 
the programme, that some of these questions you could imagine being talked about by ancient Greek 
philosophers.  How we live with our present moment and heal the wounds that stop us living fully are all 
there, in this moment now.

‘Does time exist?’ is a huge and fascinating question. As a relational gestalt therapist, I am fascinated 
by the part of the universe that is living and breathing and contained in us right now. Perhaps here are 
some clues to life’s biggest questions. 

by Dawn
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Growing in Relation

from Liz (8)
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A Relational Gestalt Prayer

This mysterious thing that does “I”, also does “you” .
As much as we are done to, we do.

We are complimentary beings.
This thing is everything: our co-created natural energy life-being.

In this we are both lost and found endlessly.
 

Expectations are fleeting situations.
That fall away in the unfurling unknown of our mutual reciprocity.

We dance, the I and you and the truth beyond two.
Where nothing needs to be known and everything is told in silence, stillness, love, song and dance.

 
I am I in my unique beauty.

You are you in yours.
We meet sometimes in absolute splendour

And then meander in relative aloneness and beyond.
 

We meet in a procession of selves,
by choosing to confirm, all that is

Just as it is.
Always already, here…now.

by Tim (9)
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Do not touch

Do not touch
too raw, I hurt.
Do not touch

too afraid, might blurt
out what I have to say.

I cannot hear, I cannot bear
for you not to be gentle.

Do not touch
that part inside.

Do not touch
too remote, I hide

from what is unseen.
I must look in, I must watch out

for what is gazing back at me.

Do not touch
what I see in you.

Do not touch
what might break through.

I would have to face
I will leave this place
to be kind, to grow.

The strongest touch
to say what I see. 

The lightest touch
it’s okay to just be.

A loving touch 
that lets you go, sets me free.

The bravest touch, 
my choice to love me.

by Celine
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Crow on Highland Cow's Back, Sharing The Field ...

by Jane



NEW GESTALT VOICES | EDITION 7 | JANUARY 2021

In the Inbetween 

In the inbetween
We will meet

Where there is only
You and I

I and thou
Where there is no

Judgement
Only mutual support.

In the river flow
We will meet

You and I
I and thou

At the still centre
As life courses by

Around and past us.

In time stood silent
We will meet

You and I
I and thou

As we reach out
Connect,

Our souls entwine
Liminal luminosity
Lights our delight

As we merge
Two in one beat

Joined in existence
Joined in peace.

by Berni 
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For our last meander  
together, we ask you to loop  
back to YouTube and type in 

“Corpse Flower Timelapse 
 Video: Chicago 

Botanic Garden”.

Turn on your volume 

Play

from Jane (10)
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Sounds From Our Beating Hearts Triptych

Part 1

We share this night together.

Perhaps,

for the very last time.

Being in my belly -

learning about Love.

From the high mountains above, flows the water down below -

the water that runs through each and every one of us.

As each new moment emerges spontaneously

despite our fixed endeavours,

we are reminded that beginnings and endings

are forever cycles of changing truths.

An invitation to be,

whoever I needed to be.

Acceptance.

Of exactly, who I am.

O, Mother Sea

- speak to me -

in all your spray and majesty!

Whales alongside me, swimming in the sea -

Oh, the beauty -

Oh, my beauty -

setting my soul free!

Apparently,

I’m unique.

Just like everyone else!

On average,

every 45 minutes,

somebody finds love on E-Harmony:

How do you measure that?
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Psy, cho, therapy.

Like a crystal noose for you and me.

Discover new and lie with old.

Caressing one and holding both.

Spectacular!

A bit lopsided…

… revelling in understandings…

And. 

Truly. 

Gobsmacking.

Standing within my mountains

and wild, wild winds

hurled tiny ice picks into my face.

I turned, defiantly

and roared back

“This is what it feels like to be ALIVE!!!”

In between all that there is and all that there is not,

there is a moment: this is it.

This Is It!

THIS IS IT!!
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Words by All
Non-verbal stanza by Hugo

Photo by Celine
Video (11)

Read by Jane

Part 2
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Part 3

 We welcome your responses to our curation, via email to mail@scpti.co.uk, or to any member of our 
editorial team - celine.kingman@googlemail.com, dawn@dawnwraypsychotherapy.com, jane@al-

lighan.com, lizmellor2@gmail.com, susiear@hotmail.co.uk  or timcarrette@ntlworld.com

Part 1
 non-verbal stanza by Hugo

poem woven by Jane

Part 2
 poem reading by Jane
photograph by Celine

Part 3
from Jane (11)

https://www.youtube.com/embed/GNhWKVthH6Q?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/GNhWKVthH6Q?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/o3GSHb0RP6o?feature=oembed
https://www.youtube.com/embed/o3GSHb0RP6o?feature=oembed
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events & 
notices

If you respond to an advertisement, 
please remember to tell the advertiser 

that you saw it in NGV Journal!
 

If you would like an advert or a notice 
posted on our website and published in 

the next edition of the journal, or have any 
questions, please email: 

 
john@newgestaltvoices.org
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New Gestalt Voices is exploring writing in the field of gender, sex, and relationship 
diversity (GSRD) within gestalt psychotherapy, and we are planning to publish an 
anthology of writings on the subject. We have been incredibly heatened by the  
number of responses and with the quality of the first round of chapter submissions. 
The process has taken longer than expected due to our limited capacity, and we  
still need more chapters if we are to have sufficient to approach a publisher. 

  Ayhan Alman, Project Director
  GSRD Book
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We are also looking for gestalt practitioners with theoretical ex-
pertise to peer review chapters and support authors. A conse-
quence of the lack of gestalt writing on GSRD experience is that 
writers are more inclined to draw on non-gestalt perspectives, 
which seems to do our modality a discredit. 

This book will cover:

• The range of GSRD experiences.
•  A mix of voices, from the more theoretically advanced  to  

experiential/testimony and trainee experiences – including 
straight and cis-gender experiences.

•  An emphasis on GSRD as a part of wider diversity – building  
bridges rather than further separating.

If  you are able to contribute please contact  
Ayhan@gestalt-psychotherapy.com or  
John@newgestaltvoices.org

Ayhan & John (co-producers GSRD book)

https://newgestaltvoices.org/gender-sex-relationship-diversity-book/ 

https://newgestaltvoices.org/gender-sex-relationship-diversity-book/ 
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An NGV Discussion Paper,  
by Katya Caruana

When we think of justice, we rarely 
think of psychotherapy, perhaps less 
of gestalt. Nonetheless, it is the 
argument of this paper that justice 
and psychotherapy not only complement 
each other but also, become one and 
the same.

This paper by Katya Caruana eloquently 
draws out the similar ethics underlying 
gestalt therapy and restorative jus-
tice. Katya makes an argument for the 
greater application of gestalt therapy 
within the justice system. 

Download free at https://newgestalt-
voices.org/papers/
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WE ARE PLEASED TO SUPPORT NGV 

Visit us down under this year, meet our community and  
attend one of our 2021 online workshops.

https://www.gestalttherapybrisbane.qld.edu.au/
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If you wish to be included in future groups please 
contact me at: perry302@aol.com

I add a quote from PHG that references 
“witnessing” which I take to be relevant in our 
corona virus crisis. It addresses self regulation in 
difficult circumstances with dominance – a  
subject important in PHG of  ‘Reality, Emergency 
and Evaluation.’ (Chapter IV.)

  “..when actuality is pressing, certain values oust 
other values, furnishing a hierarchy of what does in 
fact marshal brightness and vigor in its execution…
Sickness and somatic deficiencies and excesses 
rate high in the dominance hierarchy.  So with 
environmental dangers. But so also do the need 
for love, someone to go out to, the avoidance of 
isolation and loneliness., and the need for self 
esteem. Also maintaining oneself and develop-
ing oneself: independence…so that sometimes 
heroism and bearing witness dominate the fear of 
death.” [Perls et al, 1951, p. 278]
 
In this land and time of the Covid-19 stay safe, 
distant and not isolated.

Warm regards, Perry

 “Gestalt Therapy”  
by Fritz Perls, Ralph Hefferline  

and Paul Goodman (PHG)
Gestalt therapy's foundational text is now being studied in a collegial group 

process involving members’ personal and professional  experience while  
clarifying the text.  Proceeding with a holistic approach this foundational  

presentation of the theory of “Excitement and Growth In The Human  
Personality” can be understood, enlivened and participants can develop their 

own  ”Gestaltist” perspective, talents, and strengths. 
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Therapie (s) sans frontières (TSF), or "Border-
less Therapies" (Eng), is a french podcast that 
aims at shedding some light on the world of 
therapists and therapies. In each episode, I 
welcome a therapist to talk about their life, their 
journey, their practice and whatever else we find 
that interests us both. 30 min to discover a (psy-
cho) therapy through the gaze (and the voice) of 
a known and recognized practitioner. 
Badr Hajjani, Paris

Tune into our second season with a new format, 
a chance to discover a therapy in less than 5 
minutes.

https://anchor.fm/tsfpodcast

https://anchor.fm/tsfpodcast
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First Professor of Gestalt Therapy
 
Vikram Kolmannskog at the Norwegian Gestalt Institute has  
become the world's first Professor of Gestalt Therapy.

"I hope that gestaltists in general can enjoy and be proud of this achievement together with me. 
This is also a recognition of the Norwegian Gestalt Institute and the gestalt community and field 
more generally", Vikram said when he first got the news last spring.
 
An external committee of three professors made the expert assessment. ‘The committee is 
not aware that there is a professor/dosent in gestalt therapy anywhere else, in fact in the world 
(via search),’ they write in the report that was submitted to the Norwegian Gestalt Institute 
in March 2020. They conclude that Vikram has the necessary competence to be considered 
‘dosent’. In Norway there is a division between ‘dosent’ and ‘professor’. Both are top academic 
positions and require extensive research but the ‘dosent’ title emphasizes pedagogy some-
what more than the ‘professor’ title. The division exists only in Norway and in English ‘dosent’ is 
simply translated as professor. We now have our first Professor of Gestalt Therapy.

 In his new role as Professor, Vikram is expected to support, supervise and assess 
research done on Masters and doctoral levels.

"I currently have some free capacity, so if anyone is interested feel free to reach out to me at 
vikram@gestalt.no and we can see what we can do together. The Norwegian Gestalt Institute 
does not offer Masters and PhD programmes, however, so you would need to also be affiliated 
with another institution. I could then be invited in as (co-)supervisor, one of the members of an 
assessment committee, or have some other role in the research process".

Among Vikram's main research interests are gestalt in relation to gender and sexual diversity; in 
relation to climate change and ecology; and in relation to Buddhist and other spiritual practic-
es, including mindfulness.

Vikram Kolmannskog
Professor of Gestalt Therapy
Gestalt.no
Writer - Therapist - Scholar
Vikram.no
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New Gestalt Voices is an international not-for-profit organisation, 
committed to widening participation and exploring new ways of  
building community via applications of gestalt (and aligned  
disciplines) across a number of domains – health, education, therapy, 
organisational/ business, community, and government/political.

New Gestalt Voices 

A  Message to Public and Voluntary Sector Leaders... 
The current moment is at once energising 
and disconcerting as we perceive our 
personal and professional lives against the 
backdrop of tremendous uncertainty. We 
may wish for a return to the era of comfort 
and predictability that we remember, and 
yet a need for new solutions means staying 
with the discomfort of the unknown and 
resisting the urge to go back to ‘business as 
usual’. 

116



 

For those who work in public services - 
healthcare, therapy, education, social care - 
you have probably heard conversations that 
go something like this.... “we know that we 
only deal with the consequences of  
society’s problems. . And whilst our work is 
important we also know that it is insufficient 
. We also need to be looking at ways that we 
can intervene ‘upstream’ ". 

This argument makes sense insofar as it 
goes. The problem is that it overlooks the 
impact that our working  with the cohort that 
we do and in the way that we do is having on 
the shape of the whole ‘field’ (field is a term 
used in gestalt - a related term is ‘system’). 
The way that we define the problem into an 
‘upstream’ and a ‘downstream’ component 
and our choice to work mostly ‘downstream’ 
with the fallout of society’s problems,   

contributes to a situation in which the 
problems are allowed to persist. Indeed we 
support the status quo, that is causing the 
problems in the first place.

What is happening, from a perspective that 
one of gestalt’s founders, the US anarchist 
Paul Goodman would recognise, is that we 
are diverting our energies away from a set  
of arenas and challenges where as  
professionals, we feel impotent, de-skilled 
or not welcome - or where the problems are 
“above our paygrade”. Instead our energies 
surface in arenas where we can make a small 
difference - or a big difference to a small 
number of people.  

A Different Approach? 
As public and voluntary sector leaders there 
is much we can do to change the discourse 
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and create better outcomes, but in order to 
effect change we must first recognise that 
we are a part of the problem. This means 
letting go of our certainties and privileges 
that come with our roles, and engaging with 
communities and wider stakeholders. The 
key we believe is to create safe, faciltiat-
ed spaces co-ordinated by communities 
themselves but facilitated by exeperienced 
gestalt-trained practitioners. 

Gestalt and NGV can help via.

• supporting colleagues to ‘stay with’ the 
discomfort of the status quo, rather than 
rushing back to certainties that we know 
don’t solve the problems

• holding a safe space for honest and 
authentic conversations, that don’t shy 
away from difficulty.

• by seeing conflict as an opportunity for 
growth and contact rather than isolation. 

• by creating a culture where feelings and 
embodied awareness can be brought 

forth safely - typically we need to bypass  
‘language’ and the cognitive domain in 
order to engage with new realities and  
arrive somewhere new. 

• supporting colleagues to hold in mind 
the larger culture, values and systems in 
which we work and of which we are a part, 
whilst opening to our collective potential 
to change these structures. 

• creatively experimenting with new 
possibilties. How many workshops have 
you been to where it’s just about sticking 
post-it notes up on a board?

• appreciating the contributions and 
importance of each unique indivdiual, 
and by recognising that voices on the 
margins are often those that hold the 
solutions to stuck problems. 

• allowing that we all need to grow in order 
to support new solutions - and providing 
support for indivdiuals to stay with their 
personal discomfort and grow into new 
solutions.

• exploring the ‘edges’ between the  
current and the possible. 

• supporting you to enter into authentic 
dialogue with those in positions of power 
and influence - commissioners, and 
elected officials. 

NGV can work with individuals, teams, whole 
organisations and multi-stakeholder sys-
tems. We draw on an international team of 
experienced gestalt practitioners, and are 
comfortable working remotely and (where 
safe to do so) face to face. 

We are happy to offer a free no commitment 
consultation to discuss your situation.
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next edition 

www.newgestaltvoices.org

Your feedback is much appreciated – please email
your comments to the editor: 

john@newgestaltvoices.org 

The next edition will be published in July 2021. If you might like to 
contribute a piece please get in touch as soon as possible. We welcome 

anything that can be shared in PDF format. You don’t have to be a 
student or recently qualified or a first-time writer. And we're always 

keen to feature contributions from gestaltists working in the coaching 
and organisational fields.

If you’d rather not wait for the next journal, you may like to produce 
a short article or a video or something else that can be published 

immediately on our blog or as a one off paper. Please see the website 
for ideas. There you’ll also find details of other ways you can contribute.

We hope you’ve enjoyed reading this issue of  
New Gestalt Voices International Journal

http://www.newgestaltvoices.org
http://www.newgestaltvoices.org
mailto:john%40newgestaltvoices.org?subject=

