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Mary Whitehouse, a student of Martha Graham and Mary Wigman, first became a professional dancer and then a teacher of dance with a developing interest in the inner life, and subsequently in Jungian thought. It was Mary, in her strong and spirited presence, who brought the public relationship between the dancer and the audience into the privacy of the studio. Her early modern dance students learned how to distinguish between performing and moving from an impulse, discovering authentic movement in her presence. Mary’s knowledge of body consciousness lies at the core of what has become the phenomenon of mover consciousness.

Words of Mary Whitehouse

“My primary interest might have to do with process not results, that it might not be art I was after but another kind of human development. . . .Whatever it was, we were traveling away from dance. I had to call it movement. . . . For the dance to open out, for it to become more than ourselves in our little, difficult lives, we have to let ourselves be touched, moved.”

“When the movement was simple and inevitable, not to be changed no matter how limited or partial, it became what I called ‘authentic’—it could be recognized as genuine, belonging to that person.”

“There is necessary an attitude of inner openness, a kind of capacity for listening to one’s self. . . . It is made possible only by concentration and patience. . . .The kinesthetic sense can be awakened and developed . . . but I believe it becomes conscious only when the inner, that is, the subjective connection is found.”

“‘I am moved’ . . . is a moment when the ego gives up control . . . allowing the Self to take over moving the physical body as it will. It is a moment of unpremeditated surrender that cannot be explained, repeated exactly. . . .The core of the movement experience is the sensation of moving and being moved. . . . ”

This material can be found in Patrizia Pallaro, ed. Authentic Movement: Essays by Mary Starks Whitehouse, Janet Adler and Joan Chodorow (London: Jessica Kingly, 1999).
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Dr. John Weir’s work as a psychologist and as a master teacher of human development emerges from the lineage of Sigmund Freud, Wilhelm Reich, and Carl Rogers. John’s deep understanding of somatic phenomenology, interpersonal relationships, and psychodynamic theory grounds his fluid and innovative work with groups. The core of his gift to me is the foundation of what has become the phenomenon of witness consciousness.

Words of John Weir

“The emphasis is more on the process of Becoming than on the content of Being.”

“Our existential aloneness is the precondition for everything we feel, do and think.

“Self-discipline is a necessary aspect of spontaneity and freedom of expression.”

“The only way out is in and through.” [Personal communication]

“Personal growth is a continuing process of self-differentiation. . . .This process is an orderly one.”

“I am the sole authority over my inner life and feelings.”

“All my experience takes place solely within me, within the confines of my body.

It occurs continuously, from moment to moment. I live only in the here and now.”

“The aim of sensory exploration, physical contact, and expressive movement is to reacquaint the participant with his body and its processes. The conscious management of these processes demands a high degree of control and a type of self-discipline that approaches a form of asceticism.”

“It is essential that participants share their experiences with others. . . .The sharing . . . performs a kind of witnessing. . . .Witnessing seems to be extremely important in connection with many ritualistic and ceremonial activities. Witnessing, and sharing for that matter, seem[s] to validate the event and to give it and the participant public sanction and acceptance.”

This material can be found in Bennem, Bradford, Gibb and Lippitt, ed. The Laboratory Method of Changing and Learning (Palo Alto: Science and Behavior Books, 1975).


Preface

When you brush a form clean, it becomes truly what it is.

RUMI

In 1969, in my twenty-eighth year, I experienced the depth of Mary Whitehouse’s way of knowing body consciousness and the clarity of John Weir’s perception of the self in relationship. Though my encounters with my teachers were brief, the jewel I received from each became the source for the discipline of Authentic Movement, developing within the following three decades of my studio work. This discipline has evolved because of each individual who has committed to it and because of my deep, inexplicable need to track its unfolding.

It is my understanding that it was John Martin, a renowned dance critic and essayist, who was the first person to use the words “authentic movement” in speaking of the dances of Mary Wigman in 1933.

This class of dance is in effect the modern dance in its purest manifestation. The basis of each composition in this medium lies in a vision of something in human experience which touches the sublime. Its externalization in some form which can be apprehended by others comes not by intellectual planning but by “feeling through” with a sensitive body. The first result of such creation is the appearance of certain entirely authentic movements.

It is not surprising that though these words come from the world of dance, authentic movement has become a source from which both therapeutic and mystical experiences manifest. Witnessing the emergence of a discipline with authentic movement reverberating at its center, I have been witnessing the body as a vessel in which healing occurs, a vessel in which direct experience of the Divine is known. As the vessel becomes conscious, it becomes more capable of enduring the darkness and receiving the light of our humanity.

This work has become a discipline because practice has unveiled an inherent order, creating a form with a theoretical ground, revealing a field of study. The discipline of Authentic Movement slowly became apparent as immersion in studio work relentlessly pushed toward the edges of that which we could not yet know. Trusting only what we could know, which was our experience in our bodies, was challenging, at times for me unbearable. Stumbling into clearer seeing in blessed moments was ecstatic. It was as though the form itself was insisting on opening. I repeatedly experienced such a call directly in my body. The tension between the longing to see the emerging form clearly and the longing to surrender to the mysteries of embodiment within it contained potential for transformation of the work, and of the individuals committed to it. In moments of grace, the clarity and the mystery became one.

The architecture of the discipline of Authentic Movement is based on the relationship between a mover and a witness, the ground form. For each, work is centered in the development of the inner witness, which is one way of understanding the development of consciousness. In this discipline the inner witness is externalized, embodied by a person who is called the outer witness. Another person, called the mover, embodies the moving self.

This relationship evolves within the study of three interdependent realms of experience: the individual body, the collective body, and the conscious body. The work is developmental but not linear, as both personal and transpersonal phenomena occur in the practice within each realm. Individuals can enter this evolving practice at any time if experience in another discipline appropriately prepares them.

The first realm concerns the study of the individual body. With a longing to be seen in the presence of a witness, a person moves into the emptiness of the studio with eyes closed, learning to track her movement and her concomitant inner experience. The mover discovers an infinite range of physical movement, sensation, emotion, and thought as embodied experiences happen into consciousness. In this process, there is a discovery of movement that is authentic, truthful. As her inner witness strengthens the mover opens toward a longing to see an other. Becoming a witness, she learns to track another mover’s physical movement while becoming conscious of her own sensation, emotion, and thought as she sits in stillness to the side of the space.

Because language bridges experience from body to consciousness, the mover and the witness speak, within their developing relationship, after every round of work, each intending toward the demanding practice of clear articulation. As the work deepens, there is a freedom to directly enter the body and the word, to discover each as sacred.

Practice focused on the collective body, the second realm, concerns still another longing, a longing to participate in a whole, to discover one’s relationship to many without losing a conscious awareness of oneself. In this realm of study and practice people bring their experience of the ground form into a circle of movers and witnesses. Here individuals move with eyes closed as members of a moving body and sit in stillness with eyes open as members of a witness circle. In the beginning and ending of each round of work, the circle is empty. As individuals commit to witnessing the emptiness, the vessel strengthens in relationship to the development of embodied collective consciousness.

As the circle expands toward work within the conscious body, the third realm, the form itself becomes more transparent. Personality shifts toward experience of presence, empathy shifts toward compassion, and, in moments of grace, suffering becomes bearable. Practice toward presence develops into moments in which the body as a vessel is experienced as empty.

Another longing, a longing to offer, emerges out of this emptiness. The body moving becomes more transparent, becomes dance, and dance becomes an offering. Words, becoming transparent, transform into poetry, and poetry is an offering. When energetic phenomena, which can be known in the body as direct experience of the Divine, concentrates within and moves through the conscious body, the energy itself becomes an offering—to the mover, to the witness, to our world evolving, to our world longing for consciousness. As the collective receives and, at times, enters the offerings, we are reminded that this discipline grows from ancient ground.

The roots of this work, apparent in all three realms of the discipline, are directly known in dance, healing practices, and mysticism. The dyadic relationship between a mover and a witness most clearly reflects the root system originating in early healing practices, what has come to be understood in the West as a therapeutic container. In many ways, the Western therapist manifests specific and defining qualitites of the ancient rabbis, priests, and shamans who consciously held both the emotional and spiritual lives of individuals, of communities. In the discipline of Authentic Movement, the literal force of moving and witnessing the embodiment of sensation, emotion, and spirit infuses relationship with new ways of knowing the self and the other.

Because of such depth and complexity of the embodied inner life of the mover, the witness, and their developing relationship, at this time it is most appropriate for a teacher of this discipline to be a professionally trained dance/movement therapist or a body-based psychotherapist. Other therapists, meditation teachers, choreographers, political activists, and movement practitioners who include aspects of this discipline in their professional practice can safely strengthen their work by commited practice with a teacher of the discipline. It is essential for a teacher of the discipline of Authentic Movement to have extensive practice and study in personal process within the developmental work of the form. The discipline is always continuing to evolve because of each person who enters it and because of each teacher who offers from her own developing perspective.

The teacher guides the conscious development of relationships between the moving self and the inner witness, between the individual body and the collective body, between the self and the Divine. Being seen and seeing, participating and offering, movers and witnesses return toward themselves as they commit to the rigorous practices of concentration and discernment, as they discover experiences of intuitive knowing, of awe.

This book, my offering, tracks the development of a discipline that I have come to experience as a mystical practice. One way mystical practice can be recognized is when individuals commit toward that which cannot be known by committing to a practice revealing that which can be known—conscious embodiment. In different ancient and contemporary traditions, descriptions of mystical experiences are similar. There is a call toward entering emptiness. With eyes closed and with focus inward, there is an intention toward staying present, toward practicing the art of concentration. There is practice toward the rigor of impeccability in tracking inner experience. There is a longing for a language that could describe direct experience, that which is indescribable. Ritual occurs, becomes necessary. The blessing of clear, silent awareness can become known. There is a longing for daily life to manifest such a blessing, such awareness. Coming into conscious relationship with mystical experiences requires a strong enough inner witness, one which evolves out of an extensive grounding in an embodied awareness practice.

As the discipline of Authentic Movement unfolds, individuals become a part of a woven reality, simultaneously knowing the clarity and aloneness of their separateness and the essential warmth, the compassion emerging from the direct touching with the ones who are near them doing what they are doing. There can be moments in which the graceful blessing of unitive consciousness can be known, a direct experience in which the boundaries describing all relationships, within and without, dissolve.


The Individual Body
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Developing Mover Consciousness
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First we must work in our individual body, without seeking any escape, since this body is the very place where consciousness connects with Matter.

THE MOTHER


The Mover

The depth of primordial being is called Boundless. Because of its concealment from all creatures above and below, it is also called Nothingness. If one asks, “What is it?” the answer is,“Nothing,” meaning: No one can understand anything about it. It is negated of every conception. No one can know anything about it—except the belief that it exists. Its existence cannot be grasped by anyone other than it. Therefore its name is “I am becoming.”

KABBALAH

[image: image] We begin with the study and practice of the mover because we begin life as movers, with no inner witness, with no consciousness. Many of us arrive into adulthood, into practices concerned with the development of consciousness, such as the discipline of Authentic Movement, with some experience of an inner witness, with some consciousness, and with a desire to be present. We arrive with a longing toward a new way of knowing, a new way of experiencing our suffering, our liberation.

In this discipline there are two separate but mysteriously related realms of the mover’s work, interpersonal and intrapersonal. It is the awesome and elusive, ever changing relationship between these realms that guides the development of mover consciousness. The interpersonal work concerns the mover’s relationship with her outer witness. Because we weren’t seen enough or seen with enough acceptance or seen with enough love or seen with enough consciousness, we arrive into adulthood with the longing to be seen by another. There is a felt need, so profound in the West, to be seen as one is, doing what one is doing. Sometimes we arrive because we are ready to deepen our capacity to love, to forgive, to accept ourselves and others. These yearnings are what bring a mover into the presence of a witness.

Though a mover desires to be seen in her own truth by her outer witness, she also, because of her personality, fears being seen. The choice to risk being seen by a witness inevitably includes a willingness to endure the possibility of not feeling seen. In the right circumstance and the right time this risk is essential, because in human development it is only when one does feel seen by another that one can see oneself.

The intrapersonal work concerns the forming of the inner witness. The presence of the outer witness can become a compassionate model for the aspect of the mover that is becoming conscious of her own experience. It is the development of the inner witness that creates the evolution of the mover’s consciousness. With growing awareness the mover learns to distinguish between merging with her movement, being in a dialogic relationship to it, and, in moments of grace, knowing a wholeness, feeling no separation between her moving self and her inner witness.

The inner witness learns to accompany the body into the shapes of the moving self, discovering one’s truth. The inner witness learns to honor that which the body directly knows. The body is our sensation, our felt emotion. The body is our experience of ourselves, our temple in which the light of our spirit burns. Unconscious worlds, numinous worlds, worlds with high order and worlds with no apparent order can become known within the body, because of the body.

All movements in this discipline must be discovered by the mover. They are not given to her. In the presence of the outer witness, gestures both cultural and idiosyncratic find their way into consciousness, followed by complex and evocative inner experiences, demanding attention from the mover’s inner witness. A mover’s journey can begin in chaos and evolve into embodied order, clarity, and wisdom. A mover’s journey must begin as her own—inevitably, if commitment endures, only to become everywoman’s and everyman’s.

Now at my desk, here in my studio, I turn and look outside through the window behind me and see the white lilies, first signs of spring. Now turning back, I look inside and across the room, watching light fall into the massive stone vessel in the corner. I remember a moment here last week when I see a mover step onto the wooden floor, leaving the carpet behind, and walk slowly toward the bowl. As she arrives there I see her pant leg slightly brush its rim. She stops and, standing with her feet in light, her right arm gently extends down. In her hand she is holding her white shawl. Silently she drops the shawl to the floor.

In my presence as her witness, the mover, with eyes closed, commits to her longing as she begins a sustained and extensive exploration of the unknown.

Her inner witness:

I long to be seen

by you

and I am afraid

to be seen

by you.

I long to see myself

more clearly.

Can I bear

to see myself

feel myself, know

myself ?

Mostly my body

moves

without me

yet I am risking

to actually move

in your presence.

I need you

to see me more clearly

first

so that I can

then see myself.

It is the grace

of clear, silent awareness

for which I long.
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“Heneni.” Here I am.

It is time to begin. A mover is sitting on her cushion on the carpet, here near the low table. I am the witness, sitting on my cushion across from her, speaking to her now.

Before us is an empty space, shaped by the walls and the floor, by the open, high ceiling, by the door and window frames and the light spilling through them. All of it, all of this emptiness, is a reflection of our potential experience of emptiness within. I invite you to enter this emptiness as a mover. Here the emptiness can fill and empty because of you. Here you can fill and empty because of it.

As you leave your cushion be aware that you will return to it when your experience as a mover is completed. After you move to the edge of the carpet, either before facing the unknown or once you’ve stepped in, I invite you to make eye contact with me. When our eyes meet we will be consciously connecting in a shared commitment toward the longing to be seen and to see in the presence of each other. We will be marking a gateway in that moment as we formally begin our relationship within the discipline of Authentic Movement.

As the mover in this practice you will step into the emptiness not knowing, not knowing what you will actually do, how you will move. There is no way that either of us can know what you should be doing. Remember, there is no right or wrong way to move. When you are ready, intend toward listening inwardly. Close your eyes to erase the visual world around you, though perhaps you can still sense my presence or where the light is coming in.

It will be here, when you encounter the possibility of making conscious choices, that the practice of discernment begins. You may choose to move or you may wait for an impulse to move. If an impulse arises you may choose to surrender to it, or you may choose to bring your will in relationship to it and say no. What matters more than what you choose is your freedom of conscious choice, creating a developing clarity of your own subjective experience.

Once moving, if you make big movements or you move suddenly or fast you must open your eyes so that you don’t hurt yourself. If you find a place in the room that feels correct for you, you can stop there or keep moving. If you stop, you do not have to know why you are stopping or why you are choosing that particular spot. You could be choosing it for rational reasons or because intuitively it welcomes you or calls to you. Or perhaps you are not consciously choosing it, it just happens to be where you are in that moment.

As I am speaking, I see the mover’s white shawl draped over her lap, the soft threads of one end just touching the carpet.

Your inner witness might notice many things happening. You might be moving or be still, making a sound or being silent. You might be moving quickly or slowly, with large gestures or small ones. You might notice inner experiences, such as sensations, emotions, or thoughts. Sometimes it is difficult to sort out all of the different kinds of experiences you are having. As a way to begin, I invite you to try to bring your awareness toward what your body is doing. Try to focus primarily on the movement itself. It is here that the practice of concentration begins.

And the practice of discernment continues. At any moment, for any reason, you can choose to open your eyes and either make eye contact with me or not. You can then close them again and keep moving or you can stop and return to your cushion. If you choose, you can keep moving until five minutes have passed. Then I will call your name and ask you to bring your experience to an end.

As I witness you move, I cannot know your experience. I can only know my own experience in your presence. I commit to tracking my experience as best I can. It is my intention, my practice, to notice all that occurs within me as I witness.

When you finish moving and you open your eyes, before you come back to your cushion I invite you to make eye contact with me again. As we look at each other then, we will be moving back through the gateway of conscious connection that we marked by our eye contact as you were entering the space. We will be acknowledging our commitment to come toward consciousness in the presence of each other. Then when you are ready, come back to your cushion.

Now the mover stands and turns toward the emptiness. May I be able:

to see what I am ready to see

to hear what I am ready to hear

to know what I am ready to know

and to be as I am.

Wrapping her shawl around her shoulders, she walks away from me toward the carpet’s edge. Standing there, I see her toes curled around the softness of the carpet as it meets the hard wooden floor. Now she turns back toward me and our eyes meet. She closes her eyes and her movement begins. I am flooded with gratitude for her willingness to trust me enough.

Her inner witness:

I long

to move freely

with no inhibitions.

but I don’t know how.

I am inhibited

by this body

this body

that I know

and that I don’t know.

I want you

to accept this body

just as it is

but how could you?

I am self-conscious

as I walk

wondering if you

think I am

clumsy

wondering what

you think of me.

Will you like me

if I move

this way or that?

Don’t project

all that is unconscious

in your own life

onto mine. Don’t

interpret

my being.

I witness the mover for five minutes. It is time for her to bring her experience to an end. I call her name and ask her to open her eyes when she is ready. We make eye contact and she returns to her cushion.

After moving there are many ways of being. You can choose not to speak and we can sit together in silence. You can choose to speak of your arrival here now, what it is you experience coming out of all of that movement. Or you can choose to open now toward finding words that are born, moment to moment, from the movement itself.

If you choose this way, try closing your eyes again as you begin discovering words, choosing some of them, surrendering into others, just as you discover, choose, or surrender into the movement itself when you are working in the space. This continuation of your inner focus as you are sitting here on your cushion also makes speaking in the present tense natural. The present tense reminds us, holds us, encourages us to remain in the embodied, moving experience, riding it as it becomes language. Learning to speak experience rather than speaking about it means learning how to speak without abandoning the authenticity of the moving experience.

The shift from moving with eyes closed to talking with eyes open occurs over time. In the beginning, not only speaking in the present tense but speaking with eyes closed helps such a transition to become more seamless. Sometimes a mover, when embarking on the experience of speaking, reenters the gestures in a modified way while sitting here or actually returns to the wooden floor and walks through the movement, talking to me as she goes.

Try now to remember what your body was doing while you were moving, and perhaps the sequence of your movements. After you speak I will tell you as your witness what I saw your body doing, including the sequence of your movements. Together we will articulate a map that names, places, your body moving in time and space. This map is the essential ground from which all of our experiences can become known.

The mover chooses to speak her experience, now closing her eyes.

Besides milky fragments, I remember only the end, when I am lying on my side over there in front of the bowl. I don’t know how long I am lying there. It feels like a really long time.

I see the mover open her eyes.

I can’t remember anything else clearly so I will try walking it through.

Now she stands and moves out into the space, both closing and opening her eyes as she tangentially shifts back into some qualities and gestures of her original movement experience. She is speaking aloud as she moves.

In the beginning, I think I am walking this way, going first over here toward the stone bowl and then . . . now I remember . . . as I come down on all fours like this, I rock? And in the end, I think I am in front of the bowl, lying down for a long time.

She returns to her cushion and as I say her name, I offer my experience of tracking her physical movement.

I see you stand up, wrapping your shawl around your shoulders. My gaze follows you as you walk toward the carpet’s edge. Now I see you standing just at that edge where the carpet meets the floor, your toes curled around it. You turn back toward me as our eyes meet.
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