Dance Movement and The Unconscious

(1954)

by Mary Starks Whitehouse

Foofs do rush in where angels fear to tread! The performing ego is a great protection but a great compulsion. 1 had begun Jungian analysis in 1951 and by 1954 was a member of the Los Angeles

jmgian Psychology Club. Analysis had already made a difference to my teaching • of dance, but ] wanted my new friends in the Club to have some idea of what they might be missing as an avenue of expres-sion. A talk and a demonstration seemed a way to accomplish this.

The following small approach to a point of view is really an introduction to a demonstration. I was leaching at Palos Verdes College near Rolling Hills Estates, Calif., and I had acquired a demonstration group. Four of those dancers came up to LA. with me and we constituted the pro-

gram for the monthly meeting at thefung Club that spring. It was only a beginning and by no means complete, but I attempted slowly to find ways and means of seeing the movement and letting the movement happen. This would mean the unconscious had its say.

Afterward, one of the senior analysts, restless during the demonstration, com-mented that the members of the group were only dancing my unconscious. I felt suitably put down by superior wisdom, but pondering at length whether this was true or not, I decided that it was not.

Though I often gave themes for people to work on, they were not my own materials but universal images that allowed exploration and an individual discovery of meaning for each person. For example, 1 might offer the earth as mother and the sky'as father. This was a theme that I was to use in many ways in many different times in many groups; the response was always different. 1 wondered if the restlessness and the comment about the source of the material as personally mine could possibly come from an incapacity to see or feel when it was presented physically.

I see now that I had just begun to intuit that what I had already learned in dance could become an avenue to a new expression, that the two—dance movement and the reality of the unconscious—were somehow connected.

How mysterious is the body, how dark and beautiful and, in the 20th century, how foreign to ourselves. Science, intent on analysis of all physical phenomena, has provided facts interesting but irrelevant to our experience of ourselves as we live our lives. Biology, chemistry, physiology, and medicine give explanations for what takes place in the world of the body. Physics informs us that, finally, we too are composed of organized atoms. We know about the skeleton that is the structural framework of the body, about the organs that carry on the work of its life, about the five senses connecting us with the physical world of which we are a part, about the nervous system that receives reports through the five senses and gives orders to muscles that produce action. Some people, familiar with all this, pay great attention to their physical lives, concerning themselves with nutrition, vitamins, proper sleep, fresh air, exercise, physical pleasure, and pain. Other people pay no attention and take no interest in anything to do with their bodies. Eating and sleep, exercise, even pleasure or pain never constitute the focus of their attention, to the point of not realizing when they are tired or hungry.

In each case, the infinitely mysterious process of living goes on without explanation and with no hope of one. The heart continues pumping, the lungs fill with air, the blood flows through the arteries and veins whether we are aware of them or not. That this is so, that we do not know how or why it happens is the reason for calling it dark, but that it happens, so continuously, so without help or hindrance from our conscious-ness, is the reason for calling it beautiful.  It is possible to participate consciously in this darkness and this beauty. It is possible to make the body available as subjective experience, revealing us to ourselves and to each other in our differences and in our enormous similarities.

The way lies through movement.  Movement is the medium in which we live, the medium not only of our internal, physiological functioning but of our outward behavior. In the twenty-tour hours of our little day, it is the continuous mechanism of our action and response. We wake in the morning, dress, eat, go outdoors, drive the car, sit down, get up, reach, lift, walk, and run.  Even in sleep we turn and stretch or shiver and curl. We are no more aware of our movement than we are of our breathing. We see something we want and go toward it; we see someone we do not like and walk away. The connection between the two is logical and voluntary, habitual.

But there is also, through all our experience, a kind of movement that is involuntary and irrational. Emotional states of any suddenness or intensity produce physical attitudes and responses.  A loud and unexpected voice makes us "jump out of our skin"; the receipt of good news makes us skip for joy; anxiety or worried waiting results in pacing the floor. Trembling with anger, shaking with fear, doubled-up with laughter, are all familiar aspects of a central fact.  Overpowered by a strong emotion, the body without intention infallibly displays the nature of that emotion. These movements are not interchangeable:

We do not hug ourselves or skip when we are worried, nor do we walk the floor when a loud noise frightens us.  The movements themselves contain the essential quality of the affect even though we do not rationally select them with a meaning in mind.

At this point, dance is born.

Whatever the form it takes, whatever the tradition that clothes it, it rises initially out of a universal urge to move in reflection of feeling impulses that lie far deeper than words, that are indeed unconscious and unformed.  They can only become conscious and formed as movement itself takes place.  Dance is not movement/or something but movement as something.

The dancer—and I mean the one who dances, not necessarily the professional—is one in whom this urge to move is felt as a physical and emo-tional necessity, a need of the psyche to externalize itself in just this way.  In dancing, he knows himself to be a world, not of objects and purposes but of forces, of powers, of states. The nature of these forces, the quality of these powers, can be experienced through movement. For this, it is necessary to discover movement as something in itself, a material, a stuff.  Technique, the training of the body, is the process of making this discovery It is the body teaching itself to move, consciously and at will. It is the body developed and trained as an instrument, free of inertia and inhibition, poised for action. Just as consciousness on any level is a matter of slow growth, so physical consciousness is won with labor, maintained with sweat. There is no way of cheating. Until the balance, flexibility, strength, and coordination are available in actuality, they remain, as far as the body is concerned, either theoretical or unconscious—or both.

The area of dance that most interests people committed to the reality of the

unconscious lies just between the training and the art, in the area of expressive movement. In dance this is called improvisation. It could also be called active imagination, Jung's term, in movement. The unconscious takes the lead. At first, all emphasis is placed on allowing movement to appear, in the same way that finger painting allows color and shape to appear. Later in the process, a part of the personality learns to observe the movement as it happens.  In dance, the sensation inherent in moving is followed, not the visual image, as in painting or writing. In the early stages, blocks common to all forms of expression are experienced: an impulse to make it up, the use of good ideas, a persona-like arrangement of the move-ment so that the control is exercised.

As long as these things take precedence, movement improvisation will remain only movement invention.  The spontaneous appearance of genuine expressions will not be available. Yield-ing to the lead of the unconscious means exactly that. One cannot follow and at the same time lead.

What we call technique and what we call improvisation are both necessary The new approach would have to do with finding out in what ways move-ment can become active imagination.  At this point, dance is not as important as meaning. The physical expression of feeling/meaning leads to an important discovery for the person moving. We have entered the realm of finding out what our movement can tell us about ourselves and about the common background we all share so deeply Performance and product are no longer as important as process. We sensitize the body and discover the soul; we allow the soul to speak and it illumines the body.

Movement Experience:

The Raw Material of Dance

(1958)

by Mary Starks Whitehouse

The program for the Los Angeles

Jungian Psychology Club had been in the spring. Now it was summer and I was on my way to Isomata, the Idyll-wild Arts Foundation in the SanJacinto Mountains that now belongs to the University of Southern California. Bella Levitsky headed up the summer program of modem dance, and I was invited to bring a group to do anything I liked by way of present-ing my ideas. Somehow, meeting my colleagues—theJellow dancers who came from an art background instead of a psychology one—occasioned Jar more anxiety than the Club had. By this time I had a small demonstration group that improvised for programs in various places.

Presenters were ashed to give one public occasion and one master class.

In Bella's introduction, she said I was interested in "normal neurotics." This was a new phrase at that time and seemed to tickle people as a description of themselves and their world.

It seems necessary to make a link between the movement experience and what we are all Jamiliar with as dance.  The demonstration had many dance elements: focus, direction, dynamic change, changes that appeared to be performed, but all wereJor (he sake of what they would yield in the way of meaning. The meaning that I was after held symbolic rather than theatrical content. The talking and the demon-stration served only to open the way Jor the master class in which people could experience themselves differently than (hey would in the dance class.

In teaching, I operate on certain basic convictions. Movement is a basic medium of life, the substance of our experience whether physical or mental. We move in speech, work, play, love; time moves in days and nights and seasons; everything around us moves in growth and decay. Movement is energy, the process of becoming, mani-festing, and disappearing. Everyone moves all the time, even in sleep, 90 percent of it unconscious and auto-matic. No experience of it is felt in the individual body. A process in which men and women discover and explore the capacities and limitations of their own actual bodies leads gradu-ally not only to greater physical freedom and spontaneity but to immediate self-awareness, a kind of incontrovertible self-recognition. This, in turn, makes possible greatly sensitized and respon-sive awareness to others. It makes available, in experience, the discovery and acceptance of other people as different from oneself. To speak with each other in the language of movement touches a nonverbal substratum where we really live.

Movement experience can be made available in three basic ways. As physi-cal fact, one can become aware of muscle function and nerve reaction in one's body. This does not come from beating the body into technical submission, but rather from the acquisition of kines-thetic awareness in which the world of body sensation is opened up. One can then discover tension and relaxation, contraction and release, flexion and extension, as belonging to oneself.

Second, the individual can become involved in the feeling overtones of the movement, its quality and force, its timing, its spatial scope. This means cultivating a power of concentration so on the body, that the act is one of letting movement happen rather than doing or making movement. Out of this, startling new attitudes and kinds of movement emerge. This is the original raw material of dance, the raw material of significance and meaning. Movement happening out of this concentration is usually characterized by a kind of wholeness that has nothing to do with bodily technique and by an economy or directness that says something particular.

A third aspect of movement experience results from increasing experience of the other two. It is the element of communication, exchange, mutual response. No longer afraid to sense what the body can do, no longer anxious to present a polite exterior, people can learn to let the movement happen as it will. Letting movement happen makes possible a spontaneous connection with other people, positive or negative. The form that the response takes is not so important as the authenticity of the response. These three movement components always occur together, although in practice, one may be emphasized; as a  matter of living, they overlap.

If dance is anything, it is the powerful projection of nonverbal meaning. This meaning can only be discovered by becoming deeply obedient to the inner significance of what wants to be moved. Learning how to move, based on imitation, is not the same as discovering, with help, one's own movement. Without access to this layer of discovery, the dancer often performs beautiful but quite unalive patterns of physical action that do not move the audience.

The raw material of dance is simply that—the first element, not the finished product. If it is going to be made into a finished dance for performance, the process of finding its genuine form can occur only when the nugget oi its meaning is somehow allowed to appear. It is not that the "idea" be known ahead of time, at least not clearly. To take a kernel of meaning and, without fully exploring it, to invent movement connected with it at a superficial level means never discovering the power of the process of creating, the inevitability of that particular form.

But there is a point where the choreographed dance need never be made; the significance of the movement, its meaning, is not for the art but for the person. There will be no performance because the mover is his own audience, but the origin of the material is the same for the person who will not want to make the end product and for the artist who must.

What you will see is raw material that could become dance. With the exception of the introductory technique, the warm-ups, nothing is set or rehearsed. Neither the four group members nor I know what will happen in this setting on this particular day The tension occasioned by the presence of an audience will undoubtedly show, but it will not be resisted, it will be included. The entering improvisation is a statement of the initial fact of being here on the stage, with you as audience, but also with each other in this experience. As we go along, I will comment on what we are doing and why we do it.
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