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To the humanity and the divinity within every person



INTIMACY IN EMPTINESS

“Intimacy in Emptiness is a jewel adding significantly to the treasury 
of contemplative wisdom. Cultivating the practice of witnessing the human essence 
reveals the depth and mystery of embodiment.”

JEFF GENUNG, COFOUNDER OF 
CONTEMPLATIVE LIFE AND MANAGING DIRECTOR OF 
PROSOCIAL WORLD

“This book is a celebration of and a call for both humanity and divinity, crystallized 
through the deep healing power of the Discipline of Authentic Movement. In this 
turbulent and polarized world, Janet Adler’s focus on compassion, clear seeing, 
and embodied consciousness is a necessary and precious gift to our global community.”

TONY YU ZHOU, 
FOUNDER AND CEO OF INSPIREES 
INSTITUTE, CHINA

“A must-read for contemplatives, regarding the enfleshed communion of the physical 
and the metaphysical. Janet Adler’s half-century of work and writing calls us to 
develop our inner witness toward presence, toward coming to know our humanity as 
consciously embodied, deeply interconnected, and an ever-evolving experience. I 
will be thinking, being, moving with and through these writings for a long time 
to come.”

DAVID ROBINSON-MORRIS, 
EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE CENTER FOR 
CONTEMPLATIVE MIND IN SOCIETY

“An important tribute to an invaluable life’s work. Janet Adler’s Discipline 
of Authentic Movement unites body and psyche, individual and collective, psychotherapy 
and spirituality in a profound experiential exploration of the relationship of mover 
and witness. A unique portrayal of the potential of embodied consciousness.”

GAY WATSON, AUTHOR OF
A PHILOSOPHY OF EMPTINESS

“Janet Adler’s life and work are a powerful, creative, and generous manifestation of a process of embodied and relational awakening, so necessary for the healing 
and transformation of humanity in these critical times.”

DONALD ROTHBERG, AUTHOR OF
THE ENGAGED SPIRITUAL 
LIFE

“Authenticity is a practice. Although it can arise spontaneously, it also requires 
discipline. Each of these chapters with their introductions and images are companions, 
perseverant guides helping us endure with hope and celebrate with imagination.”

ANDREA OLSEN, AUTHOR OF
THE PLACE OF DANCE
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Dizang asked Fayan “Where are you going?”

Fayan said, “Around on pilgrimage.”

Dizang said, “What is the purpose of pilgrimage?”

Fayan said, “I don’t know.”

Dizang said, “Not knowing is most intimate.”

BOOK OF SERENITY, CASE 
20, DIZANG



PREFACE

Curving along the arc of the spiral, somehow all the way around now into the 
wholeness of a mandala, I know a way of work emerging through time, shaped by a 
longing for clear seeing. This way for me—the Discipline of Authentic Movement—is 
a path not chosen but gratefully followed, cultivated in reverence.

In the discipline, a voyage inward always begins inside relationship, always 
begins with moving in the presence of an outer witness. This sacred gift invites 
the utterly mysterious and lifesaving experience of growing a loving enough inner 
witness. An inner witness maturing becomes one way of understanding a core vibration 
of the evolution of embodied consciousness.

Compassionate witnessing of oneself and another—our luminosity, our wounds—is 
a loving act, healing, often redemptive. Sustained focus on a body moving, a body 
not moving, that very place within which we humans dwell, grounds a process of self-emptying 
as density dissolves. Refined through committed practice, such concentration becomes 
devotion. As both the rigor and the elegance of ritual practice deepen, the intimate 
and direct experience of clear seeing can manifest as an indwelling god, still 
silent awareness, a knowing of unitive consciousness.

This book of collected essays, reflections of my experience in studio practice 
for the past fifty years, marks thresholds appearing in response to emerging questions. 
It is being offered because of Bonnie Morrissey and Paula Sager. With ineffable gratitude to each of them, I recognize their 
gift of presence, their trust in not knowing, and their remarkable capacity for 
joy. Each woman, a uniquely gifted elder of this way of work, brings great sensitivity 
and insight in connecting the essays, generously lifting up shapes made of moments, 
making more visible the web, its strength and its delicacy, now resonating within 
this contemporary mystical practice.

The Discipline of Authentic Movement continues to teach me that individual consciousness 
is not enough. But such consciousness is a requisite for individuals who are ready 
to participate in embodied collective consciousness. Each person, one by one, 
risking in the presence of an inner and outer witness, turns when they are ready 
toward what is true, making whole our collective journey within the mystery of an 
inherent order.

JANET ADLER, WINTER 
2022



But compassion!

—that transparent bloom

poised, apparent

in the white

fire

of the soul—

How will it find us?

without the devastation

of suffering

boldly carving

the pathway

JANET ADLER, SUFFERING: 
A PERSONAL INQUIRY
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INTRODUCTION

by Bonnie Morrissey

In 1980, while Janet Adler was founding her teaching practice in Northampton, 
Massachusetts, prior to the impending throes of her experience of initiation, I 
was in graduate school nearby at Antioch University in New Hampshire studying dance/movement 
therapy. Janet and her colleague Joan Chodorow*1 came to Antioch to offer a daylong 
retreat in a developing approach to embodiment called authentic movement.1 
We met for the first time, and I was literally at Janet’s feet, on the welcoming 
warmth of the studio floor with my eyes closed, while she and Joan sat with eyes 
open, holding the space with a quality I experienced as meditative care for our 
group moving. My first taste of this way of work was vivid, startling, and ultimately 
life changing. Then and there I recognized the promise of a way of coming to know 
myself, so directly centered in the authority of what the body holds and knows, 
so clearly honoring of kinesthetic, emotional, and intuitive phenomena. Right away 
I felt met: what I could see and know with my eyes closed was regarded with as much 
respect and dignity as what I could see and know with my eyes open. I felt acutely
seen, both inwardly by an awakening sense of self, and outwardly by these 
two fascinating teachers.

Janet was at that moment (1980) on the cusp of developing a new practice, based on her own desire to study “not only the experience of the mover 
but of the witness and of the developing relationship between the mover and the 
witness” (see “Who Is the Witness?,” here). She named this relational inquiry
Authentic Movement, capitalizing the already existent phrase describing a
process—an approach to movement she learned from Mary Whitehouse*2—in order 
to honor the formalizing of a dynamic practice. Over the next four decades, 
through Janet’s inquiry—her teaching and study—this new practice continued to develop, 
evolving into what, in the 1990s, she began to call the discipline of Authentic 
Movement (deepening practice including transpersonal experience), and eventually 
(in the 2000s) the Discipline of Authentic Movement, or simply the discipline, 
a full-fledged contemporary mystical practice.

This evolving practice became a home for my personal and professional development. 
Over the course of the next four decades I studied with Janet alongside her other 
students, learning to be present with and articulate all that arises through the 
body. As we practiced the art of listening internally, we received the gifts of 
a silence that is the antithesis of being silenced and a stillness that is the antithesis 
of being bound: a silence and a stillness that equate with freedom. Many of us acquired 
a profound trust in this practice that asserts an honoring of that which is experienced 
as true within each individual body, every step of the way. Our shared trust in 
the discipline has become a light-filled prism; it accurately reflects the integrity 
with which Janet taught and the quality of her presence.

The Discipline of Authentic Movement is Janet’s unique contribution to the field 
of consciousness studies. Her work helps to return the fullness of form that is
body to its rightful place within both secular and sacred realms of human 
inquiry. Her offerings allow us to reunite body and soul, psyche and soma, without merging them. Her inquiry serves to bring a new 
dimension of human potential into view, which is a result of a radically deep and 
intricate investigation of spirit as consciousness manifesting through flesh.

Janet’s study of embodied consciousness is radical primarily because it dives 
beneath the narrative content of human experience into the presymbolic world of
direct experience. The immediate reception through the body of the touch 
of energetic phenomena, such as vibration and light, may be known unmediated as 
direct experience, before meaning is made and before language is formed. Perhaps 
Janet would not have charted this territory if not for her unanticipated experience 
of initiation, wherein these experiences were received with such intensity directly 
in and through her body. Her inquiry might not have occurred without her prior immersion 
in the study of movement, preparing her to track her embodied experience of initiation 
with such rigor. And her life’s inquiry might not have offered a mystical practice 
that others can enter had it not been for the qualities of precision, impeccability, 
and devotion that she brought to her teaching and her creative work, leading to 
the discovery of a developmental arc of embodied consciousness, revealing itself 
within the crucible of intimate relationship.

Janet’s investigation brings a new dimension of human potential into view because 
it concerns not just the development of the individual but also the development 
of embodied consciousness within groups. Her passionate insistence on the sovereignty 
of the individual voice—and her equally passionate insistence that the individual 
voice alone does not suffice—led to innovative explorations of emergent qualities 
that may manifest when enough individual consciousness is brought to and integrated 
within collective bodies. The importance of this study to our times is enormous, 
as our continued survival as a humane species, interconnected with all other 
species, is dependent upon the evolution of conscious collaboration.

One of the great puzzles of human consciousness is the discernment of one’s place 
in community. Each student who chooses to commit to the Discipline of Authentic Movement is invited, through their ongoing awareness 
practice, toward full recognition of their own inherent worth, potential, and relationship 
to the whole. I remember the exact day, within a large group of students in Western 
Massachusetts, when I first realized viscerally, all in one moment, the full impact 
of my individual presence within the group. Your voice, your presence is necessary, 
Janet might say. Flabbergasted in such moments of embodied realization, through 
this practice we may comprehend something essential about the interdependence of 
individual gestures and voices within the wholeness of the larger body of the group.

The recognition of the true but not inflated significance of the individual 
in relation to the whole has yet to become generally conscious in human evolution, 
though perhaps we are on the verge of greater understanding. One by one, as students 
mature toward the unique expression of their own embodiment, their voices weave 
toward conscious participation, cooperation, and cohesion. I sometimes experience 
this phenomenon as a murmuration, the intricately coordinated pattern of 
a flock of birds, or a school of fish, a herd of elk, as they move in flawless synchrony, 
with a seemingly united mind. Conscious-enough collective bodies may cohere and 
evolve, as we realize on a cellular level that the voice of the individual, though 
it may at times seem inaudible, or bring discomfort, must be welcomed and honored 
within and by the whole. Room must be made, gestures received, a diversity of voices 
heard, or any group becomes vulnerable to tyranny. We are utterly dependent on one 
another to know our way forward.

As a clinical psychologist, I have had the privilege of accompanying hundreds 
of individuals as they bring their questions and their suffering to the open space 
of intimacy between us. My intention always is the practice of the I, the 
witness who is consciously holding the role of therapist, so that my client may 
surrender to the experience of thou, to all that can transpire through concentrated 
and compassionate attention on their experience.2 A sacred and invisible 
relational vessel shines bright and central between us. Within this vessel, the 
intuitive guidance of the client may be found if it is lost and cultivated if it requires nourishment. Whether within the therapist-client relationship or within the teacher-student 
relationship when I teach students of the discipline, the emanation of this inner 
voice is the thread we follow.

As a writer of poems, I treasure the possibility of an evolution of language 
that can arise directly from embodied experience. Poetry that includes mystical 
experience is an attempt at expression of that which is ineffable. Within the Discipline 
of Authentic Movement, as students of a contemporary mystical practice, we are 
poets of the invisible searching for words on the doorstep of the unknown. In an 
eternally imperfect effort to articulate experience that is made up of light, sound—vibrations 
experienced directly in and through the body—we find ourselves stringing words together, 
giving voice to that which is ultimately nameless. Sometimes an invitation to awareness 
is offered simply through eye contact, through silence. The silence between our 
words, like the space between our cells, may create a charged space of potency, 
a generative space that encourages the appearance of something new. Can our words 
eventually arise more directly from the well of silence from which all language 
is born? Can our words and our consciously contained silence be of service to 
others and to the world? A practice of consciously embodied speech is one more significant 
contribution of the Discipline of Authentic Movement, a practice we may strive 
to carry from the protected space of our studios to the commonwealth of the world.

Cultural understandings of gender are rapidly evolving. Given the levels of suppression 
and oppression that have for so long caused suffering for so many, this burst of 
consciousness is needed in our world. In our introductions to each chapter, as 
editors, Paula Sager and I use the ungendered pronouns they/their, as this 
best reflects our wish to be inclusive. Written over the course of fifty years, 
Janet’s choice of pronouns reflects her own wish to be inclusive. She attempts this 
by frequently using the pronouns she/her for actual individuals there in 
the studios with her, who were primarily—though not exclusively—women. After centuries of patriarchy, we may marvel at the cracks where light finally shines through, 
where women may be honored for leading all of us, whatever our gender identity, 
into creative ways of seeing and knowing.

Throughout her writings, Janet changes the names of her students in order to 
respect their confidentiality. What Paula and I find to be most inspiring in her 
writings, as in her teaching, is her steadfast commitment to honoring the unique 
and inner truth of each individual who finds their way to her, each one welcomed 
and ultimately recognized as “the you in me.”

Life is a slipstream of uncertainty. This book was compiled during a global pandemic, 
during which it has become abundantly evident how reliant we are on one another 
for continued sustenance. Our humanity is an intimate web of shared destiny, whether 
through the contagion of a virus or the communion of kindness, compassion, and collaboration. Perhaps our individual and collective crises, devastating as they are, may 
also help awaken us to our responsibility to care for each other and this planet, 
our home, without delay. Walking on many paths of change, we can create antidotes 
to despair that help soothe and alleviate suffering. The Discipline of Authentic 
Movement is one such transformative path, grounded and reliable, welcoming those 
of any ability—or difference—who are drawn to the alchemy of healing and wholeness 
through a practice of conscious embodiment.

May each reader receive this book as a gift. For those who worked with Janet 
during the early phases of her teaching practice, may you find joy in comprehending 
the further evolution of the Discipline of Authentic Movement, including the appearance 
of the mandorla with its developmental roles etched across the arc.*3 For 
those entering the practice more recently, may you be nourished by an enhanced understanding 
of the depth of lineage that has come before and by the scope of evolution of the 
form. And for those elders who have been near the practice from early on and have stayed near throughout the evolution of Janet’s work, may you 
receive this book as an expression of a wholeness you recognize.

For all who have 
participated or are participating in Authentic Movement in any way, and for all 
who come to this book from other disciplines, may you experience through Janet’s 
collected writings the mystery and wonder of a new form, the Discipline of Authentic 
Movement, continuing to manifest as an evolution of embodied consciousness.

Paula Sager, our carrying together of this manuscript across the threshold into 
the light of day feels ceremonial. From the first time we moved together on the 
honeyed wooden floor at Stump Sprouts studio*4—witnessing each other, sharing words 
and worlds—enormous support has been given and received. My gratitude is immense.

Janet Adler, my words of gratitude to you over the years—for who you are and 
for what you have offered, to me individually and to so many others and to the world—have 
brought me full circle to a place of speechlessness. In this place I am silent and 
still, resonating with a quality we call love.
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INTRODUCTION

by Paula Sager

A pilgrimage of not knowing, in Janet Adler’s words, is one way of describing her five decades of studying embodied consciousness, evolving as the practice 
of the Discipline of Authentic Movement. Bonnie Morrissey and I met in this work 
in the early 1990s and found ourselves frequently traveling together to study with 
Janet, to teach with her, and now to collaborate with her in creating this book. 
We shared the vision and the task of compiling Janet’s essays from a variety of 
publications and previously unpublished writing into one volume. To support the 
legacy of her work and its potential resonance for future generations, we chose 
to focus on how the Discipline of Authentic Movement has evolved through time. How 
is this practice unique? Why is it a discipline? What does Janet mean when she calls 
it a contemporary mystical practice?

Many of Janet’s essays were initially presented as keynote talks, each shaped 
for the occasion as she synthesized the most pressing questions in her current phase 
of studio work with students. For the most part, the writings in this book appear 
in chronological sequence, in much the same way Janet experienced what she writes 
about. She frequently describes feeling compelled to follow what was emerging in 
her teaching practice, not knowing exactly where she was being led.

Our introductions to each chapter are intended to help guide the way for readers, 
and serve as a form of connective tissue weaving through the book. Often we zoom 
in close to details of how Janet is tracking what is developing, other times we 
pull back for an overview, and occasionally we look toward the future, anticipating 
how some aspect of the practice will clarify or develop later. Simultaneously, we are 
tracking the meaning of words over time, through changes and refinements that arise 
organically within the studio practice. Words, images, and phenomena central to 
Janet’s inquiry that appear in her early writings reappear in subsequent essays 
in more developed form. When core terms, essential words that live at the heart 
of the discipline, appear in our introductions for the first time, we italicize 
them. A vocabulary comes to life as Janet’s writing voice echoes the discipline’s 
evolution. Language itself transforms as the process of speaking and listening becomes 
more rooted in embodied experience and words are freed from abstraction.

In September of 2019, Bonnie and I joined Janet in Northampton, Massachusetts, 
as she arrived from British Columbia, returning to where her teaching practice began. 
The occasion was the Somatics Festival,*5 a celebration honoring Janet along with 
Bonnie Bainbridge Cohen,†6 founder of Body-Mind Centering, and Nancy Stark 
Smith,‡7 a foremost teacher of Contact Improvisation. In the 1970s, each of 
these three women chose to settle in the Pioneer Valley of Western Massachusetts. 
Affordable neighborhoods and abundant, empty loft spaces in downtown Northampton 
attracted artists, writers, musicians, and a profusion of dancers who were exploring 
the intersection of performance, creative process, and somatic practices. From within 
this milieu, Janet’s devotion to her own emerging inquiry was both singular and 
collaborative, informed by her work with students.

After days of festival performances, interviews, film showings, and panel discussions, 
Janet hosted a gathering in the Crew House, a beloved dance studio perched over 
a pond on the Smith College campus. Even with fifty people, the spacious setting 
felt intimate as Janet prepared to speak of how the work has evolved since her early 
years of teaching. Autumnal light cast a soft glow through the westward-facing windows 
of the converted boathouse, as Janet’s students, some of whom she hadn’t seen for 
decades, found their seats in a large circle. Inviting each of us to locate ourselves 
in time, she asks: “When did we first meet in this work?”

A woman begins,

I met you and we began working together in 1971, right here in the Crew House.

A man says,

I studied with you at Hampshire College in the early 1970s. We moved, you 
witnessed, in the library . . .

Another woman said,

I worked with you in 1982, a few blocks away on Henshaw Avenue.

Other voices follow, each one naming when and where they began working with Janet—through 
the ’70s, the ’80s, the ’90s, and into the 2000s, until another woman speaks, saying:

I am meeting you today for the first time. I am meeting you now.

In this simple way, Janet welcomes the voice of every person in the room as they 
participate in recreating the full time-span of her teaching life. This gesture 
of inviting each one to find their place in the whole perfectly embodies Janet’s 
conviction that each individual’s presence matters in the shaping of a group form, 
which Janet refers to as a collective body.

Throughout Janet’s writing, the word discipline is a recurring presence, 
a needle leading the thread. It first appears in a 1968 paper, “Study of an Autistic 
Child,” which summarizes her research at the University of Pittsburgh focused on dance/movement therapy for children with severe autism 
(this paper is included in the Addendum). Janet intuitively understood that for 
such children, “the body, the common denominator, is the basis for shared communication.”1 
Her commitment to meet a child in their seemingly impenetrable world is documented 
and stunningly evident in Looking for Me, an award-winning 1968 film directed 
by Janet, and the first film made about dance/movement therapy.*8

Drawn to what was unseen and known only as an absence—the child’s capacity to 
be in relationship—Janet carries a question throughout “Study of an Autistic Child,” 
potent from the beginning: “How to know another and how to let another know you.” 
Recognizing the subjectivity of her question and the intuitive nature of her engagement 
with the children, she alludes to the possibility of a “'laboratory’ discipline” 
involving “a new kind of work.” Her question—how to know and be known—reveals the 
epistemological roots of what Janet is seeking: the rigor of a discipline grounded 
in embodiment and relationship.

Over an intensive period of nine months from 1968 to 1969, Janet met and studied 
with two gifted teachers, John Weir†9 and Mary Whitehouse. It was from John 
Weir that Janet first heard the word witness. In the summer of 1968, Janet 
attended a Personal Growth Lab, facilitated by John, and in his presence experienced feeling deeply seen 
by another person while she was moving. His teaching of “percept language,” an 
approach to verbal processing within a group context, was centered in the practice 
of autonomy, self-ownership, and conscious speech.2 “My own development 
of this way of speaking and listening,” writes Janet, “became the practiced response 
to all moving and witnessing within my teaching of the discipline for the following 
fifty years.”3 From John, Janet received an experience of what she would 
later understand as witness consciousness.

In the two previous summers of the “lab,” Mary Whitehouse was a guest teacher introducing participants to a process-oriented approach to movement 
that Mary referred to as “Movement in depth.”4 In the year that Janet 
participated, one of Mary’s senior students, Josie Taylor, took Mary’s place in 
leading the movement sessions. Janet describes her experience in Bethel, Maine, 
as a “profound unraveling.” Decades later, she can still recall seeing “the sheen 
on the pale yellow kitchen cabinet” as John hands her the telephone at the end of 
the retreat, and she speaks for the first time with Mary.5

Compelled to follow her felt connection with Mary, Janet soon relocated to California. 
During the next five months, in Mary’s presence, Janet immersed in a process of 
yielding to a depth of inner experience through the body. This receptive way of 
opening to spontaneously emerging movement invited a more conscious relationship 
to her body. From Mary, Janet received what she would later call mover consciousness.

These two important teachers, Mary and John, prepared the fertile ground for Janet’s gradual integration of their distinctive offerings, 
which led to a far-reaching exploration of two essential aspects of human nature. 
The first is what arises as bodily experience, and the second is the awareness of 
that experience, the perception of what is occurring. Often these two—experience 
and perception—are merged, blended in a manner of which we tend to be unaware. With 
elegant simplicity, Janet sees that within an active dynamic of relationship the 
two can be teased apart, one person embodying the role of mover and another person 
embodying the role of witness.

In 1979, during her years in New England, Janet began a collaboration with 
a trusted friend, an artist, who had been looking for a model willing to move while 
she drew. The two women met regularly in the Crew House, one following her own impulse 
to move or to be still, the other sitting on the periphery of the space with sketchbook 
and pencil in hand, a silent witness. The drawings are an invaluable record of that 
time which was, unbeknownst to either of the two women, a preamble to what ignites 
within Janet’s body as initiatory experience in 1981. With tremendous gratitude 
to Rosalyn Driscoll*10 for sharing her work, we include a selection of these drawings 
between each chapter of this book.

Gazing at one of these drawings, I see a mover 
sitting, her back to me. Her head drops forward, her upper back curves, her face is hidden. Her knees 
open to either side. I feel myself opening to something I cannot see. This place 
of a mover within her embodied experience is so familiar to me. Sensing the support 
of the ground beneath me, I notice a relinquishing of effort. If I were to become 
a mover, I would close my eyes; vision veiled brings other modes of awareness to 
the fore. I recognize instead that I become a witness, the felt sense of my body 
awake in my seeing.

In the drawing, I see a form shaped by the dark draping of the mover’s hair, 
the firm line of hips meeting floor below, and the shaded weight of arms defining 
either side of torso. Spare pencil markings gently contain and reveal an expanse 
of light—the mover’s back—an experience in me both empty and full. Warmth stirs 
at the base of my spine, the back of my ribcage fills with breath. Just where the 
mover’s lower back begins to curve forward, I see a faint wavy line rising upward. 
Something is beginning.

The seed from which a new living form emerges may be visible, but we cannot know, 
by eye alone, the inner germ awakening. Out of seeming nothingness, out of emptiness, 
something invisible stirs. An impulse. By the time we notice, something unseen is 
already happening. This book chronicles just such a process unfolding as a contemporary mystical practice.

In reviewing the full sweep of Janet’s writing and her development as a teacher, 
Bonnie and I realized that her initiation belongs front and center. The phenomenon 
of energy directly known in the body, as Janet experienced it, is acknowledged by 
many cultures with names such as ch’i or qi, kundalini, n/um, quaumaneq, 
but at that time, living in New England in 1981, Janet had little context for what 
she was undergoing.6 Navigating profoundly unknown territory, the presence 
of her own inner witness served to ground and sustain her. Over time, as she with
stood and integrated the fierce and concentrated infusion of energy, the discipline 
of her inquiry was indelibly shaped, and became a vehicle for transformative and 
healing energies.

From this vantage of seeing all that led up to the initiation and everything 
that developed because of the initiation, we decided to place two of Janet’s 
early writings, “Study of an Autistic Child” and “Integrity of Body and Psyche,” 
in an addendum. Both papers, written from her perspective as a practicing dance/movement 
therapist, express many of her core themes and values. “Integrity of Body and Psyche” 
also reveals Janet’s skill in tracking layers of emergent process as she encourages 
a client to stay with her movement experience a little longer each time, not always 
knowing why it arises, what it means, or how to come into relationship with accompanying 
emotional content.

The potential of a new discipline lives within the seedpod of Janet’s early work. 
Over many years, she witnesses and articulates the unfurling of this nascent form. 
In retrospect, we can trace Janet’s path of inquiry beginning with her love of the 
intimacy of one mover and one witness meeting in the dyadic form, continuing with 
her need to study and understand the larger collective body, and then returning 
to the intimacy of small groups, where individuals can deepen their practice. In 
time, the separate roles of mover and witness integrate to become known within each 
individual, more often, as an embodied and undivided experience of presence.

In working with Janet’s writings, we began to see their progression as curvilinear, offering a more holistic, circular form in which fruition is 
present from the beginning. It is therefore possible to enter at any point; any 
one of Janet’s writings can be a doorway into learning about embodied consciousness. 
For this book, we have chosen to begin with “Presence: From Autism to the Discipline 
of Authentic Movement,” an offering from 2003, midway on Janet’s journey. In this 
essay, Janet directly draws the correspondences between her profound discoveries 
in relation to the young children, and the mystical practice that clarified and 
grew from these early encounters. From here we follow, chapter by chapter, the thread 
of the discipline developing through individual and collective processes of evolving 
consciousness.

A million gestures, maybe more, if they could be counted, have brought this book 
into existence. To trace the arc of embodied consciousness evolving over fifty years 
is to acknowledge these gestures and each person who brought them forth. As one 
who came to this work as a dancer, I celebrate each bending knee, tilting head, 
turning wrist, each hand forming a fist, each hand gently opening, each gesture 
not counted but seen. And for every impulse freely followed into movement, I celebrate 
each choice made to not follow an impulse. Freedom of choice and fidelity 
to detail are hallmarks of this way of work.

Janet calls the developing inner witness, whether within a mover or a witness, 
“the heart, the innermost gem of this discipline” (see “The Mandorla,” here), 
an inner presence becoming known as guide and companion. Presence arriving, presence 
deepening, is impossible to make happen, impossible to analyze. Presence 
is an experience to be awake in, an offering that is alive, benevolent, healing, 
and nourishing.

In welcoming readers to Janet’s writing and to the Discipline of 
Authentic Movement, I feel myself at the edge of the empty circle, much as I do 
when joined by others. Each of us, arriving with our own personal history, remembered 
and unremembered, known and unknown, belongs here. In the circle, turning toward 
emptiness, we are invited to step into the intimate and infinite mystery of who 
we, each and together, are becoming.



CHAPTER ONE
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PRESENCE
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Introduction

By Bonnie Morrissey & Paula Sager

At this time in the Western world, in response to our deepening need for authentic 
spiritual experience, all we can do is to return to our physical selves.

JANET ADLER, “BODY 
AND SOUL”

This book is about the mysterious journey of that which is invisible becoming 
conscious through a process of embodiment. The journey within the Discipline of 
Authentic Movement is remarkably subtle, nuanced in immeasurable moments of detail 
that deserve compassionate witnessing. Something unseen becomes apparent, something 
unknowable shapes a way of being. At the heart of the discipline, Janet Adler’s 
lifework, is the development of the inner witness, individual conscious
ness evolving within the fertile sanctuary of compassionate relationship.

In “Presence: 
From Autism to the Discipline of Authentic Movement,”*11 Janet elucidates a central 
task of the inner witness: tracking embodied experience, a focus since 
her early work with children diagnosed with autism in the late 1960s. Her initial 
development of this capacity occurs as she moves with the children, empathically reflecting their 
idiosyncratic body language back to them. A mutual dialogue through movement becomes 
more synchronous as trust develops. In “moments of grace,” Janet witnesses sparks 
of presence, flickers of an awakened recognition of self and other within 
the child. This early seed-form of the discipline is already germinating through 
Janet’s experience of an inner witness developing through relational awareness.

Janet’s work with two of the young children was filmed as part of her master’s 
research (1968). Using the Natural History approach*12 to the microanalysis of movement 
on film, she studied her interactions with each child frame by frame. In describing 
this process, Janet has said, “I continue to center all of my inquiry in what I 
learned from the Natural History approach. You wait for what is truly happening 
to arise. You project nothing on to it, not even questions.”1 The laboratory 
practice of tracking physical and relational details of bodies in motion revealed 
to Janet the value of emptying oneself of projections in service of clear seeing, 
as unclouded as possible by one’s own interpretations, desires, and biases.

In “Presence,” the discoveries and substance of Janet’s early inquiry with children 
expand into the gradual unfolding of an embodied awareness practice, through the 
study of an inner witness within each individual evolving toward the fullness 
of presence. While locating the discipline within a “web of lineage” in all three 
root systems of dance, healing, and mysticism, Janet expresses her enduring gratitude 
for the foundational work of early twentieth-century dancers. In their words of 
embodiment, she discovers an intersection with the language of mystics. Like these 
dance innovators before her, Janet is a pioneer, forging her own way of learning 
through a process of inquiry, teaching, and inviting others to join her in a collaborative 
space of practice where she and they bring their most vital questions.

This essay draws upon insights garnered in the writing of her second book, Offering from the Conscious Body: The Discipline of Authentic Movement 
(2002). In this previous book, Janet’s process of tracking embodied experience 
extends also to tracking the developing form of the discipline itself. An arc of 
developmental progression becomes evident within the work: from mover consciousness 
to witness consciousness, from individual to collective consciousness, and from 
duality to directly experienced states of unitive consciousness.

In her earlier work with clients in the 1970s, Janet becomes increasingly interested 
in the relationship of the separate yet intertwined roles of the one who moves with 
eyes closed and the one who sits to the side and attends with open eyes. Her essays 
articulating this investigation, and the development of the  inner witness 
within each role, begin in chapter 3 with “Who Is the Witness?” During this period, 
Janet creates her second film, Still Looking (1988), which vividly brings 
the warmth and intimacy of the practice of moving and witnessing to life within 
an aesthetically supportive environment.*13 In “Presence,” we see glimmers of the 
conscious reintegration of these two roles, mover and witness, beginning to evolve 
toward what she eventually refers to as ceremony. Particularly in the work 
with her Mystical Dance retreat groups in the late 1990s, the boundary between mover 
and witness that was consciously cultivated in order to distinguish, clarify, 
and learn from these two roles begins to loosen.


A Note on Capitalization and Use of Terms

This essay was written in 2003, before Janet began capitalizing the d 
in “Discipline of Authentic Movement.” In this book, we choose to stay faithful 
to the sequential development of the naming of the discipline, which echoes its 
fifty-year evolutionary arc. Janet initially capitalized the phrase “Authentic Movement” 
to name and honor a practice originating from an approach to movement 
(“Movement in depth”) that she learned from Mary Whitehouse, who described this 
way of moving as genuine or “authentic.”2 As this dyadic, relational practice deepens 
to become more purposefully inclusive of transpersonal phenomena, Janet adds the 
term discipline (“discipline of Authentic Movement”), honoring the ritual 
elements that develop to support the presence of a wider range of experience. As 
these elements of ritual practice refine toward an embrace of the full arc of embodied 
consciousness, in 2013 Janet begins capitalizing the D (“Discipline of Authentic 
Movement”), honoring what she recognizes as wholeness within the evolution of 
this contemporary mystical practice.

Regarding our use of the phrases “embodied awareness” and “embodied consciousness,” 
we attempt throughout this book to stay close to Janet’s use of the terms. The words 
“awareness” and “consciousness” are used in various ways by various writers and 
thinkers. Janet typically refers to awareness as an infinite energetic field, the 
ground from which consciousness can emerge.*14 She notes that “awareness is always 
here, though not always accessible.”3 As an embodied awareness practice, 
the discipline is a way of work that accesses this infinite field of awareness directly 
through the body, thus offering the development of embodied consciousness.

Janet uses the term “emptiness” to refer to a direct or non-dual experience of 
the larger field of awareness, “transcending and embracing both emptiness and 
fullness.”4 Janet also refers to “stepping into the emptiness” as an 
embodied act of entering this infinite field of potentiality, a mystery, a field 
encompassing that which is not yet known.





Presence

From Autism to the Discipline of Authentic Movement

In this time of great privilege, there are many forms through which we can awaken. 
There are many disciplines, practices, teachers from which we can choose. We discern, 
we distinguish, we clarify, we choose this, we do not choose that. We sort, we categorize, 
we separate, and, before we know it, we glimpse our path unfolding. Each one of 
these precious details profoundly contributes to the manifestation of who we are. 
I have been asked to weave some threads about the evolution of my own path, about 
the relationship between my experience with autistic children and my experience 
of the discipline of Authentic Movement.

I don’t know what I am doing. I am searching hospitals and clinics for the child 
who cannot be found, for the child who cannot be touched. I am searching for the 
child who I need to find, the child who I need to touch. I am twenty-one years old. 
I see a boy in a big, dark room. The ceiling is so high, the chains on the furniture 
so shiny. I watch him from a distance as he spins. He is spinning with his arms 
spread wide and high, with his first fingers touching his thumbs. He is spinning 
and spinning in the back ward of a state hospital in New England. I remember how 
he brings his body into stillness. I see his eyes. He sees my eyes. In my heart 
I call to him. I imagine that he is calling to me. I need to come nearer to this 
mysterious being, this unknown presence. Yet why do I feel that I recognize him? 
Is it the indwelling God within this child that I need to touch, that I need to 
be touched by? Is it his suffering or my own that I need to open toward?

Forty years ago, autistic children were described as those beings who never had 
an experience of relationship with another human being. In such a child there is 
no hint of an internalized other, a mother, an inner witness. There is no internalized 
presence. For a decade I worked in big and empty rooms where autistic children, 
one by one, filled the space with their absence, until, because of a momentary presence, 
we experienced a connection. Such moments of grace created resonance within our 
relationship, revealing a glimpse of light.

Children with autism represented the unknown to me. Now, so many years later, 
my desire to experience the unknown persists. I continue to be very drawn to that 
which I cannot see, that which I cannot touch, that which I cannot know. And this 
is very much what the discipline of Authentic Movement is about. I have had the 
privilege, for the past thirty-some years, of inviting movers to step into the emptiness 
of the studio with their eyes closed, to step into not knowing and to open toward 
becoming more and more of who they are. Now I no longer move with the other as I 
did with the children, moving with my eyes open as I witnessed them. In my current 
teaching practice, I sit still, with my eyes open, to the side of the movement space. 
I have shifted from being a moving witness to a seated witness. My wish is the same: 
I want to accompany the other; I want to participate in these moments of discovery 
of a presence embodied, of a developing inner witness.

The development of an inner witness is an excellent way of describing the development 
of consciousness. With the children and within the discipline of Authentic Movement, 
there is much learning about distinguishing between when we are here and when we 
are not here. In times of grace there is a shared presence and in these moments, 
with the children and in the studio, ritual occurs—an immediate sense of inherent order becomes apparent within a felt sense of sacred space.

I cannot trace the history of my own work without tracing the work that preceded 
it. In the beginning of humankind, being and dancing were inseparable within sacred 
space. I see one circle. In this one circle, individuals, in the presence of each other, are dancing in relationship to their 
gods. Dancing, they are healed. I see one circle, whole. Within this one circle, 
the embodiment of spirit heals. Within this one circle, I see the creative force 
entering from the earth through the feet of the one who dances, moving through the 
body of the one who calls to God, bringing God down into her body, down into the 
earth through her feet and back again, now circling up through her body, his body, 
their bodies until the world is whole, until the world is whole.

Our ancestors—dancers, healers, mystics—knew much about this longing to be present, 
to enter the unknown. I believe that our ancestors trusted the body. I believe that 
they embraced suffering and that they undoubtedly desired clear manifestation of 
spirit. Their work tells me that surrender, in conscious relationship to will, was 
necessary. Their work tells me that direct experience of union with the Divine occurred. 
Their practices describe ritual space and from that space, their offerings were 
known.

I cannot look into the history of modern dancers without discovering spirit 
in the bones of their dances. I cannot address the history of healers and mystics 
without acknowledging the depth of spirit that called them toward the suffering 
of others. The work of dancers, healers, and mystics forms the ground of the discipline 
of Authentic Movement in which we practice compassionate witnessing of movement 
becoming conscious.

Looking for my roots, I read words of my teachers and my teachers’ teachers, 
each one absorbing from his or her teachers what is needed, just as I did from mine. 
Looking for the web of lineage of this work, I find many dancers (Mary Wigman,
The Language of Dance; Martha Graham, Blood Memory; Isadora Duncan,
My Life) as well as teachers of body-based disciplines (Don Hanlon Johnson,
Bone, Breath & Gesture), writing of a specific sense that they must descend 
into their trust of intuitive knowing without yet feeling the form of it. As if 
they have no choice. Many write of the pain of their descents, wondering why then 
they continue to pursue their course. Some speak of their experience of sacrifice, 
but within the sacred meaning of that word. And through such an intense process of learning, often they are teaching others and, in doing 
so, acknowledge their choice to teach from their present, most current, experiences 
and questions.

What follows are words from specific modern dancers who I believe are a strong 
part of the ground of our work and who speak to me especially about spirit.

Rudolf Laban writes about an inner witness, about body dancing soul:

[There is] an inner attitude out of which true dance arises like a flame . . 
. There is an energy behind all occurrences and material things for which it is 
almost impossible to find a name. A hidden, forgotten landscape lies there, the 
land of silence, the realm of the soul, and in the centre of this land stands the 
swinging temple . . . in which all sorrows and joys, all sufferings and dangers, 
all struggles and deliverances meet and move together. The ever-changing swing
ing temple, which is built of dances, of dances which are prayers, is the temple 
of the future . . . We are all one, and what is at stake is the universal soul out 
of which and for which we have to create.1

Mary Wigman writes about presence as if she is speaking the mover’s prayer:

Dance wants to and has to be seen . . . I have always been a fanatic of the present, 
in love with the moment . . . the dynamic force . . . moving and being moved . . 
. is the pulse beat of the life of dance. . . . Not turning oneself, but being turned. Time and again I gave myself up to the 
intoxication of this experience . . . a process in which, for seconds, I almost felt a oneness with the cosmos 
. . . I became the caller and the called all in one.2

Isadora Duncan writes about the longing for union with the Divine:

I spent long days and nights in the studio seeking that dance which might be 
the divine expression of the human spirit through the medium of the body’s movement . . . Listen to the music within your soul. Now 
while listening, do you not feel an inner self awakening deep within you—that it 
is by its strength that your head is lifted, that your arms are raised, that you 
are walking slowly toward the light? . . . This awakening is the first step in the 
dance . . . I had come to Europe to bring about a great renaissance of religion 
through the Dance.3

And Martha Graham also writes about the present moment, movement patterns, risk, 
death, fire:

Movement never lies . . . I fear the venture into the unknown . . . In order 
to work, in order to be excited, in order to simply be, you have to be reborn to 
the instant . . . anything that quickens you to the instant . . . each moment is 
a new one and terrifying and threatening and bursting with hope . . . You risk. 
Everything is a risk . . . When you have to do the same movement over and over, 
do not get bored with yourself, just think of yourself as dancing toward your own 
death . . . The ordeal of isolation, the ordeal of loneliness, the ordeal of vulnerability. 
. . . 
One begins to realize that all human beings are the same. . . . At least I think I know what it does mean to burn slowly from within 
. . . to feel so possessed by flame as to be infinitely hot and about to disintegrate into ash at any instant.4

Finally, she says: “I would like to feel that I had in some way given my students 
the gift of themselves.”5

I want the autistic children to have the gift of themselves. I want every being 
to receive, to discover the gift of themselves, the gift of their own authenticity. 
Mary Whitehouse gave permission to the dancers who came into her studio to discover 
the gift of themselves. They were encouraged to explore their unique, personal experience 
of the archetypes, the same archetypes that the Graham and Wigman dancers embodied 
on stage. Within the intimacy of relationship, Mary’s presence made it possible 
for each dancer to return toward the one circle where being and dancing were the 
same.

And it was Marian Chace, whom I knew before I met the autistic children, who 
taught me about spirit manifest in the body moving. I had the great privilege of 
breathlessly running behind her, pushing a record player on a cart on wheels.*15 I 
can vividly see her now working with psychotic adults in her flowered cotton skirt, 
her hair on top of her head, extending her arms wide toward the patients, and a 
room full of collapsed and broken spirits, perhaps remembering themselves, rise 
and dance.

The connection between my experience of autistic children and of the discipline 
of Authentic Movement not only concerns the blessing, within relationship, of arrival 
into the unknown but also the discovery of form, conscious embodiment, within such 
emptiness. What happens once we commit and stand, listening, opening into the vastness?

Our ancestors also knew about this. They knew about the practice of discernment. 
They knew about the impeccability of tracking movement and inner experience. They 
knew about the art of concentration. As many of us know, autistic children have 
a tremendous capacity to concentrate. They can do one movement indefinitely. What 
is the force in these children that draws them, continues to sustain them, into 
repeating certain movements over and over?

Needing to find the children, to find myself in their presence, I chose to concentrate 
into the very stuff of each gesture by actually entering the precious detail of 
their bodies moving, trying to move exactly as they did. In doing so I had the privilege 
of learning their silent language. I found them in a merged state with their own 
movement—because of an absence of an inner witness—fervently focused on their idiosyncratic 
movement patterns. These children taught me about movement patterns. Could their 
prayer have been: “See me and then I can see myself”? And so, slowly, accompanied 
by an outer, moving, open-eyed witness, they began, just began, to see themselves. 
In such moments of grace, an inner witness was born, barely born—tiny beginnings, 
enormous moments in my life. It was here that an opportunity for a dialogic 
relationship between us emerged.

Meeting the children in such an intimate way was a direct source of my experience 
with the phenomenon of the inner witness, with the phenomenon of the development 
of consciousness. Meeting the children in this way also was the direct source of 
my future experience of the development of my own mover and witness consciousness, 
within my continuing commitment to the discipline of Authentic Movement.

In looking for more of the consciousness that I had glimpsed while working with 
the children, my questions brought me to brief but profound encounters with John 
Weir and Mary Whitehouse. I became a mover with eyes closed. The mover’s prayer 
could be the same as the prayer of the autistic child: “See me and then I can see 
myself.” Because the mover in the discipline of Authentic Movement studies the art 
of concentration, she is attending to her longing to stay present. “Where am I now? 
What is my inner experience?” Hineni—meaning “Here I am” in the Hebrew language—hineni. 
“I am here now with my wrists snapping together, my palms opening, my fingers extending, 
cupping. My shoulders are dropping, my arms are lifting. Here I am.”

When the mover comes back after moving, she is intending to remember what she 
has been doing so she can speak her experience of embodiment in the presence of 
the outer witness. Because language is the bridge between the body and consciousness, 
as the mover speaks her experience, she begins to see herself, hold herself, take 
herself seriously, attending to the detail, every precious detail of each physical 
movement and the concomitant inner experience.

The witness practices the same thing. The witness asks, while sitting to the 
side of the space with her eyes open, “Where am I? What am I doing? Oh, here I am, 
sitting on this chair. My hands are in my lap; my head is tilted slightly to the 
right. Hineni, hineni. Here I am. I see the mover’s wrists suddenly snap 
together, her palms opening, her fingers extending, cupping. Her shoulders are 
dropping, her arms are lifting. I see the light pouring through the window into 
her hands. Here I am. I am seeing her, tracking the sequence of her gestures, their 
idiosyncratic qualities, and my experience in response. I am remembering her, holding her within my energy field, taking her seriously. I want to remember 
all of this and speak these experiences in her presence after she speaks of hers.”

It is within such dialogue that the mover and witness begin to name an awareness 
of movement patterns. When the little boy repeatedly spins, he has no conscious 
understanding of what he is doing. When a mover in the discipline of Authentic Movement 
becomes aware of a movement pattern, she has no understanding of what it is about. 
The inner witness is not yet in conscious relationship to it. Both with the child 
and with the mover, following the pattern becomes possible because of the relationship—with 
the moving witness for the child, and with the outer witness, sitting in stillness, 
for the mover.

The center of the work in the discipline of Authentic Movement is about relationship: 
between a mover and an outer witness, between the moving self and an inner witness, 
between the self and the collective, between the self and the Divine. Relationship, 
relationship, relationship. This gift, this work, this challenge of being a person, 
is about relationship.

In my book, Offering from the Conscious Body: The Discipline of Authentic 
Movement, I explore three aspects of the discipline of Authentic Movement. In 
all three realms, I am studying the phenomena of being merged with experience, being 
in a dialogic relationship with it, and being in a unitive state with it.

In the Individual Body section, the development of the ground form is traced, 
revealing the phenomena of mover and witness consciousness. Beginning with a mover 
in dyads and then triads, the evolution of the work continues as the mover becomes 
a moving witness, the moving witness becomes a silent witness, and the silent witness 
becomes a speaking witness.

In the next portion of the book, beginning with small groups, the Collective 
Body is explored. It is here in the development of the practice that individual 
movers and witnesses have the opportunity to experience themselves as part of 
a circle of witnesses and a body of movers within it. How do we consciously distinguish between being merged with the collective 
body and being in a dialogic relationship with it? The dangers of being merged are 
terribly evident in history as well as at this time in our own culture.

In working with the Conscious Body—the third section of the book—mystical text, 
dance, and energetic phenomena are studied. “Direct experience” is at the core of 
energetic phenomena. Within the discipline of Authentic Movement, direct experience 
is known as a unitive phenomenon, occurring when the felt separation between the 
moving self and the more familiar experience of the inner witness dissolves. There 
is an awareness of and immersion in the ineffable experience of nonduality. This 
definition is similar to the descriptions of direct experience in the mystical 
traditions derived from monotheistic religions and of samadhi in Buddhism.

Direct experience within the practice of the discipline of Authentic Movement is related to the phenomenon of presence. It is not necessarily true 
that we are more present as our practice matures, but we are more aware of when 
we are present and when we are not. When we are present, more than the details of 
our personal history engraved in our body matter become evident. The details of 
our personal history never change, but our relationship to them can change. This 
changing relationship in the studio happens because of the experience of being 
seen, seeing, participating, and belonging. Such experiences bring each mover and 
each witness toward the blessing of clear, silent awareness.

As the work deepens, “Where am I?” is less frequently asked. “Here I am”—hineni—is 
more frequently known. As individuals cultivate an inner witness with developing 
clarity and compassion, there is a felt distinction between personality and presence. 
Practice toward presence evolves into moments in which the body as vessel is experienced 
as empty. Longing to offer emerges from such emptiness. The form itself becomes 
transparent. Out of silence comes a word. Out of stillness comes a gesture. Out 
of presence comes direct experience of the numinous.

What follows is a short excerpt from the chapter on mystical dance. We begin in an offering circle, standing, witnessing the emptiness:

I see one woman step in, her gaze

downward, her eyes open.

She begins to turn and

turn and turn in one place.

She spins, her hands lifting

her shawl up behind her: She spins

and I hear one witness

singing a wordless, joyful song, a song full of

light. She spins and I see 
the gaze

of every witness riveted on her dance.

Now I see two other witnesses

lift their shawls up behind themselves,

as if joining her but from their stationary places.

Another witness becomes a move

and begins spinning and another

and another: Now we are all spinning.6

It is no longer necessary for some to remain outer witnesses because the presence 
of the inner witness is clear enough within each person. We spin and spin until 
the song and the dance complete themselves. We return to our places and witness 
the emptiness.

It is here that my first teachers, the autistic children, again appear. I see 
the little boy in the big and dark room, the ceilings so high, the chains on the 
furniture so shiny. This child spins, and I hear him calling and calling. Responding, 
I spin with him, offering my presence, inviting the awakening of his inner witness. 
This woman in the dance circle spins, calling and calling. Responding, one witness 
sings, others enter her gesture, spinning, each one offering presence. Within this 
circle, in these moments, each one knows wholeness because of the presence of 
his or her inner witness in conscious relationship to the presence of all others.
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