 DID YOU EVER CLIMB A TREE? 

A CHILDREN'S MULTIMEDIA WORK GROUP, A WAY IN - AND OUT AGAIN

Riitta Parvia

This paper is a teacher's reflection on her creative multimedia work with children. By creative work is here meant the work we engage in, develop and conceptualize. The process is discussed in the light of four underlying, basic attitudes; the metaphysical, epistemological, ethic and ethnic attitude of the teacher. The ingredients: introduction, problem, point of departure, initial situation, nature of the work, metaphor of the centre, method, reflection.

INTRODUCTION


The medium, a children's work group, was developed in northern Norway 1973. The workshop was invited to the Kuopio Dance and Music Festival 1975 and 1976 initiated by Meri Tegelman. The intial idea was the local children's wish to dance, and my wish to work with children. None of us had previous experience of this type of workshop. A part of the work is described as an illustration. This paper is an attempt to create meaning for the process, to describe the method developed and to find a framework for it.

 
My background is a collage of many things - except child dance; arts, dance therapy, medicine and anthropology. My work is influenced by the interpersonal psychiatry of the 60s, American avantgarde dance and socio-cultural 'Black' arts, community arts in London, and Polish multimedia theatre.

 
There exists a vast literature about dance in education and therapy for children. I use some literary sources from group therapy with children; I find the European ways and attitudes of the teachers/therapists rewarding and ethical. My interest centres on therapeutic dance as a group activity (Parvia 1995b, d).

 
The European dance therapy has preserved its roots in educational dance. It is influenced by humanistic psychology and Gestalt therapy. While individual dance therapy generally is valued in the US, in the UK therapists work mainly with groups. Interpretation is not the concern, one tries to understand the client's experience and the meaning it may have for him (Payne 1992), (Parvia 1976, 1977). My conception of dance as therapy, education and community activity belongs to a wide, multilevel conception of dance understood as communication. The focus is not on the structural and formal aspects of dance but on the unfolding of events, processes of which I am myself a part. 

THE PROBLEM


There is the problem of description and the problem of framework, how to describe the group work process and to place it into a context. How to create meaning so that it can be shared and can parttake in some wider knowing with its insights? While much research centres on the effects of teaching, or analyzes dance movements, less focus is directed on teachers and therapists, how we involve ourself in our work and describe it. There are a few exeptions about this (Lövlie, 1982), (Oaklander 1988), (Sherborne 1993). Teachers naturally evaluate their work, but there is a pressure to present results and proofs in dance education and -therapy. However, a movement analyst is not necessarily also a dance teacher/therapist, or vice versa. To research one's own work creates new a - and even ethical problems (Parvia 1995).
 
What is the scientifism of art and dance studies? The scientifism of dance is new in the Nordic countries. Professor Paavolainen describes the licenciate and doctoral studies in theatre and dance either as artistic/practice-oriented or research-oriented; the nature of the written work which is included in the artist's work would better be characterized as a comprehensive essay rather  than a research report (Paavolainen 1995). 

 
Problems of research in dance therapy are discussed by B. Meekums and H. Payne: "There is no reliable model for approaches to British research in dance movement therapy" although their own studies "have gone some way toward establishing a base of research." They describe research in the US; "...uses a particular theory, developed outside the arts therapies, to organize meaning in dance movement therapy" (Meekums & Payne 1993). Payne asserts the distinctiveness of European practices.

 
L.S. Kubie pointed out – long before dance therapy was formed; the tendency in psychology to explain change using quantitative concepts, which are drawn from another discipline, and which in turn lead to the problem of causation on the psychological level (Kubie 1947). This confusion was brought to dance therapy when it was fused with psychotherapy.


In the field of dance education same type of problems appear: "dance education ... has not yet attained distinctiveness ..." "If methodologies and attitudes used in dance teaching are borrowed from other disciplines, questionable consequences for the learner will result... If the medium is truly the message, then the nature of the content must determine the nature of the teaching process..." (Gray 1989). "A dance pedagogue uses a frame of reference for her practice which belongs to a very different one than that one of the children who participate in the dance activity. The pedagogue and the children therefore participate on quite different grounds when trying to understand the activity they engage in" (Monteiro 1993).


Because of lack of distinctiveness, of an established common frame of reference for teacher and pupils, of a suitable model for explainig work processes, confusion of concepts, and lack of scholarly dance milieu "The lot of the practitioner‑researcher is generally an unhappy one... Some of this research is agonisingly unsatisfactory; embryonic and incomplete" (Rowan 1993).


There is a need for concepts for describing and analyzing moving and changing processes which one is oneself fused with. While one cannot demonstrate many proofs one may describe one's methods, viewpoints and principles. David Edwards encourages us to share and debate openly our personal experiences and philosophies (Edwards 1993). To express one self before a critical international audience is one thing, the other is the nature of the criticism. If there is no model for scholarly work, there is no model for criticism either. 

THE POINT OF DEPARTURE


As a therapist I initially adopted the so called organismic view; a human being is an organism and has to be understood and treated as a whole. My basic orientation was the so-called therapeutic attitude, a democratic, egalitarian, client-centred attitude (Parvia 1976), which requires a sensitive, empathetic understanding of the client, of his/her experience in the encounter with the therapeutic situation. The therapeutic process stands on the therapeutic attitude of the therapist (Rogers 1966).

The vast field of activities named dance does not lend itsef to any one definition. The phenomenon of dance is a socially localized form of human behaviour (Kemi-Aropuro 1986). Dance is a political, social and aesthetic issue, communication through movement and music, and symbolic modes of communication (Brinson 1993). Lisa Ullman sees movement (in dance education) as growth, development and change, and Jean Carroll defines the concept of dancing as thinking, feeling and doing (Lofthouse 1973). Dance as an art form as well as teaching dance is value- and contextdependent (Pakkanen 1992). While I value all these definitions I consider dance as a tool (Parvia 1977); I see human communication, dance included, as a multilevel process (Bateson 1985), and as a play of paradoxes (Haley, 1955). I separate the concept of 'dancing' out of the concept of 'dance.' The perspective is interactive and processual.


The traditional way of teaching dance teaches a given technique based on the principles of command, imitation and routine; the teacher shows a movement and the pupil repeats it. The opposite method uses emotional, free expression in so-called natural dance and authentic movement. Children's dance seems to fall in between the two extremes: Children's creative movement work is task-oriented problem solving, improvization without previous planning (Freund 1974). Creative dance is not limitless freedom but directed and purposeful (Sillantaka 1984). Sherborne defines her work out of basic needs of all children "to feel at home in their own bodies and to gain body mastery, and ...to be able to form relationships" (Sherborne 1993). 

 
I refer to Laban's concept of attitude and his attempt to describe attitudes by reference to movement qualities (Thornton 1971). I understand Laban's so-called Effort qualities as holistic concepts, but when they are used to describe contents and meanings in movements I can not follow anylonger. I see the movement itself as an attitude; without the attitude one does not get the movement(-quality) right – regardless of how perfectly one imitates the form (of the Effort – which Laban calls Shape).


Gray refers to teaching processes interpreted as the medium and what is taught is the message, and to McLuen: "the medium is the message" (Gray 1989). Alvin Nicolais communicated through his teaching that the medium and the message were one and the same. In my view teaching dance requires more than technical skill and pedagogical method, namely a certain – attitude.

THE INITIAL SITUATION 
 
The participants in our work group were 10 children between 5 and 16; local children from mainstream homes, four of them were children of intellectuals who had moved to the city from southern Norway and from abroad. Two young ones were brought by parents who lacked contact with them and who hoped the workgroup would help them. Everyone was interested in participating in the group.

  
In contrast to dance educators who stress clear purposes and definite goals I had no clear idea about our work, method or goal for it. I wished to create a workshop for creative exploration, experience, and mastery of body movement, painting and rhythm instruments. I accepted that the work may have different meanings for the different participants, their parents and me.

 
Expressionism, forms which reveal contents were not my concern. I looked forward to the unfolding of the process – with expressions and all. I wanted the children be interested in exploration and not merely in free emotional expression.

    
We defined a working space, a climate, metacommunication, code for ourselves (Parvia 1995 b, d). Children love to invent rules. Such selfinvented rules create a situation which the group has defined. It was initially stated that everyone is responsible for his/her own work, as well as for certain collective tasks. One works inside the defined frame of reference. We also established prohibitions: one does not say "I do not know, I cannot," and does not imitate the work of someone else. Our lessons, a painting class, and a dance/movement class, lasted two hours. Everyone participated in the two hour workshop. 

 
Another 13 year old girl joined the group. I will follow Tina as an illustration. The first impression of her was of a thin, somewhat uptight girl, her hair was tied up, she wore spectacles and behaved  in a matter-of-fact way. I got the impression of a little intellectual perfectionist. She had a wish to become a lawyer like was her father. She had been taking jazz classes in Oslo. Her movements had an artificial quality. I felt a slight regret when she came to the established group. She was so different from the other children who were more 'natural.' Tina adjusted herself quietly to the group.

THE NATURE OF THE WORK


We defined a difference between drawing with pens that is illustration, and painting with water colours, an exploration into colours. The freedom of expression was limited by the frame of reference and the materials. Colours and paints have their rules, possibilities and limitations which one learns to know.

 
One of the first tasks was to paint a whirlwind. It has no given form, but one can imagine how it moves. After the raving tornados were painted, the children took the initiative to paint the sentiment after the tornado has passed. The tornados and the aftersentiments were then danced out. The one boy who did not want to dance was given a drum and was asked to accompany the dancers. After some trying the group was content with his drumming and the task was completed.

 
The human body has its limitations, rules and possibilities. We learned to listen to the body and use it accordingly. Our work took place in our defined frame of reference. We noticed that the nature of the knowing changes while some principles need to remain unchanged.

 
In the beginning I gave exercises and suggestions; for instance to explore relations between colours: "How do two colours meet on paper?" Soon the participants invented exercises: "How do red colours crash against each other?"

 
As two 'colours,' red and green interacted in movement, sibling rivalries were worked out in the frame of reference – or in the guise of it – not between the actual half-sisters, but in relation to someone who needed to work with a similar type of problem. The two half-sisters then wanted to tell each other in colours what they felt toward each other. After that they danced their feelings toward one another before the group. Soon everyone painted their feelings toward someone present or absent, and expressed these in movements, or they danced out certain aspects of this person.

 
We painted the odour of a flower which we could not see. The flower scents in colours were exhibited, and expressed as breathing, flowing movement qualities in space. This experience created awareness of the quality of the breathing and its influence and importance in both painting and dance.

 
A nine-year old girl invented a theme: Using a green colour and water she explored variations of intensity of this one colour. After that she did the study using two colours. She completed her task using several different colours. The final, abstract painting had an artistic quality. Children's paintings may not only be symbolic expressions, they may be well-planned and structured studies for definite purposes.


"It is NOT allowed to swear" someone said. True, but perhaps – on paper. That day everyone sweared heavily on paper – in deep silence. After that the 'silence' also was painted. As a result some 'silences' screamed quite loud. When the 'loudness' then was painted, the results again were quite 'silent.' We concluded that things are not always what they appear to be, or we start with something and it turns into something else; first after a task is completed can one see what it is. 

 
One day Tina was depressed; "I will paint the falseness of grown-ups and then dance myself happy." She painted a formless mess with some pale yellows and whimsical greys, and got the grown ups placed accordingly. Happy she was when the workshop was closing.

 
Problems were worked out individually or in a relation to someone else. Parings and groupings occured during the movement workshop. Relations between colours, forms, rhythms, sequences, groupings, and interactions were studied in that the group moved and pulsed in a self produced soundscape. Movement, sound and colour were comprehended as one whole conception or as aspects of a whole. Moving from one media to another, examining things from various viewpoints perspective, overview and insight into the nature of our work was developed. The participants learned to transform energies, a depression into a joy, a feeling of rivalry into a constructive relation, and to use the work therapeutically.

 
The intellectual parents were interested in our work, one father almost executed pressure to get visible proofs and results. The psychiatrist and the psychologist whose children participated, were keen to analyze the meanings of the paintings. They were pleased I did not interpret the meanings. Meanings are constructs in the minds of the interpreters, they do not necessarily correspond with the purposes of the painters. I make a division between purpose, interpretation and meaning. Meanings depend on the contexts where they are expressed.

 
Our group was defined as a space for exploration, discovery, experience and learning. The benefit of my therapy background was that it helped me understand what is happening and keep the pedagogical frame. 


Tina realized something was happening with her. She told me that, in the beginning she was not certain whether she liked the work or not, everything was so different from what she had experienced earlier; gradually she started to feel a warmth, while she felt the world outside our group cold. She noticed that her movement range increased, and that while she earlier always needed to think hard, she now could enjoy doing things without so much thinking. I noticed her movement quality had become softer. Her shoulders were free.


Finally Tina painted an abstract, strongly centred, knotlike figure in black and red. The figure filled the space of her rather large sheet of paper. She then danced her figure: she situated herself on the floor, rolled into a ball and concentrated. From this position she unfolded, moved to an uprised position and danced her painting. Her movements were centred, integrated, graceful and expressive. Her dance made a deep impression, everyone felt something special was happening. Tina herself was in a special mood. She said she felt overwhelmed by her own inner warmth. Her eyes were sparkling. She had completed her process of centring.

THE METAPHOR OF THE CENTRE


The most difficult thing to learn is to move from the weight centre of the body (Sherborne 1974). What needs to be mobilized is a person's centre (Parvia 1976). Fredric Perls describes the almost explosive freeing of energy at the moment of the centring (Perls 1972). Amelie Noak refers to Carl Jung's stages of life and to the tree as a symbol of individuation. The ground in his model relates to childhood, the trunk of the tree to the conscious ego of an adult, and the crown to the individuation of the adult ego which, in the second half of life, differentiates from the unconscious ground, reaches up and achieves individuation expressed by a movement quality of what Noak calls 'Tai Chi' movement  (Noack 1992).

 
The achieved centring and integration is an observeable event: the movements are centred; their quality is harmonious and the breathing has a deepened, light quality and it is integrated with the movements. On the level of personal experience it is often expressed as a sensation of inner warmth.

 
Our work may show that also children can get centred, dance and breathe with 'Tai Chi' movements. The process of the centring is here seen as a total process which combines many levels of mental processes  (Bateson 1985). The concept of the centre on the level of the body is well known in movement vocabularies, however, the placement of the centre varies according to the movement system (Parvia 1996). 

 
The Finnish culture is not known to have had any form of dance of its own. Yet, it is to this culture's metaphors I needed to turn to understand - dance.

 
The tree as the centre of the world is a worldwide symbol (Butterworth 1970). The concept of the centre may have a special meaning to us Finns because of its cosmological symbolism which is connected to a cult of trees (Haavio 1951). The Finnish language has proverbs and metaphors about trees, for example: "One starts to climb the tree from its base." 

  
A whole belief system revolves around this living, sacred family tree. On the level of the symbolism the horizontal direction refers to the social, and the vertical to the spiritual dimension of human life. The 'tree,' the centre point of orientation, appears here as a conditioning principle. The culture determines the mode of orientation (Parvia 1991).

 
The core of this symbolism is a complex of tree/home/fire/light/woman/womb. The womb metaphor appears as the centre of the universe, microcosm in macrocosm, one inside the other. The concept of the womb corresponds with the weight centre of the woman's body. On the level of movement, in my conceptions, the weight centre corresponds with the movement centre. There are other elements to this complex symbolism which together form a conceptual framework (Parvia 1991, 1995c, 1996).

 
The core metaphor is the concept of the centre/centring. This concept is understood here as an organizing, collecting, synthetizing and unifying principle. This principle, together with a nondualistic, holistic concept of space, conditions the holistic and multidimensional conception of the world, as expressed through the Finnish language and its metaphors (Parvia 1991, 1995c, 1996). This conception of the world, space, and man, has profound consequences for one's conceptions of dance.
THE METHOD

 
My starting point was the organismic conception of man, and the client centred empathetic understanding. I realize that these conceptions have now become more nuanced for me. Empathy means more than only warm understanding. Understanding is not confused with identification or agreement (Reusch 1959). If one identifies with a pupil/client one gets into a counter-transference process – the situation turns anti-therapeutic (Kramer 1971). The ethical, therapeutic attitude of the teacher/therapist conditions the interactive method; one's kinesthetic understanding and insight are here used as a tool.

 
The empathy of Rogers, the movement attitudes of Laban, the concept of energy use of Sherborne (Sherborne 1974), bodily based intuition and attunement (Oaklander 1988) or my kinesthetic insight describe teacher's and therapist's attitudes. "How each of us uses empathy depends on his emotional and esthetic attitudes and his ethical values" (Szalita 1976). 

 
With this basic tool at my disposal (Parvia 1995) I interact with the group participants, I move, shift viewpoints and levels of understanding in the work processes. I involve myself, often I think first afterwards. I do not use ready- made models, identification, imitation, repetition, regression, routine, or any ready-made conceptual frame​work. The group tells how it wants to be used.


The initial space, code, made meaningful communication possible. The group played with different materials and varying conceptions. The participants juxtaposed, pared, and fused things together and got strange fusions and paradoxical relations, out of which new conceptions and meanings arose: The 'green' colour on paper was also as if Anna's rival when she played it out in dance with an other girl, while the as if rival at the same time was as if Anna's little sister, who really was not her rival but someone whom she was deeply attached to. When she finally was ready to dance her feelings for her the task was solved. It became clear for her that the rival feeling had nothing to do with her little sister. Through the play reality was sorted out from fantasy (Bateson 1985, Haley 1955) while we arrived at a new, more open and colourful conception of life.

 
We approached our materials by varying means and viewpoints. We combined different viewpoints and conceptions. Out of these transformations new understandings arose. The new understandings required new concepts in order to render communication about them meaningful. 

THE REFLECTION

  
As a result of our cross-sensory, cross-disciplinary working experience we learned to shift viewpoints, communicate across many levels of understanding, create transformations and new concepts, and learn to learn (Parvia 1995b, d). We learned metaskills which we could transfer into other areas of learning. Learning as a multilayer change is emphasized (Bateson 1985)  "... the effects of difference are to be regarded as transforms ... of events which preceded them" (Bateson & Bateson 1987).


Many levels of personality were involved in these processes: Practical when using oneself while handling materials and tools; social when working together; emotional when solving creative problems; and cognitive when critical thinking evolved. The work was created out of a holistic conception of the world, man and movement. 

  
There are many different conceptions of holism and the whole: the whole as an initial, undifferentiated mass of the development theories, the organismic, functionalistic whole (Goldstein 1959), the whole consisting of its parts and forming a unity of the Gestalt approach, Bernstein's conception of dualistic holism of the dance-movement therapy (Parvia 1995b), and the concept of unity in systemic thought (Bertalanffy 1966). In these models the whole is conceptualized as an unity, entity or even as an object.

  
The holistic Finnish concept of space determines my conception of holism, and my "modes of acting and observing that are attentive to holistic properties" (Bateson & Bateson 1987). My conception is always limited by my viewpoint. This perspective was developed when shifting work materials and viewpoints. It is further formed in relation to others' perspectives across cultural differences.

 
The concept of the centre/centring appears as a synthetizing, unifying principle of orientation. It also appears as a movable point of orientation. Out of this, flexible orientation base one is free to move, to shift position, levels and viewpoints. In a group one acts as an unifying agent, a catalyst in relation to others, who constitute their own centres of orientation.
 
It is from this holistic, perhaps primitive, centralized, culturally determined orientation base I attempt to make my perspective understood. Bravely climbing the old Finnish sacred tree of tradition and knowledge – from its very base – I attempt to describe the view thus attained. The knowing attained is an overview, as well as an insight – a moving, dynamic, three-dimensional perspectivism.

 
The work space of a group appears as a cosmology with its own culture and meta-language, which inside its sphere contains smaller cosmologies, all of which interrelate, pare, fuse, separate, merge, and pulse together in a process of change and exchange.

 
I have tried to describe my work in the light of four basic attitudes: the ethical – defined as my therapeutic attitude; the epistemological – my centred, interactivistic, intermediate, moving viewpoint, and a set of intersecting perspectives in a dynamic, three-dimensional conceptual framework; the metaphysical – based on some Finnish cultural metaphors; the ethnic – based on my multicultural consciousness which forced me to take differences into account and do something with them.


Differences are created by cultural thought habits which separate, sort and divide and which see such operations as ordering, while they may also be logically erroneous (Bateson 1985). If splitting and dividing do not suffice, additional ordering operations are needed. Culturally, splitting/dividing need not necessarily be seen as ordering but rather as messing. The ordering used here equally presents fundamental, cultural premises, but other than splitting/dividing - namely juxtaposing, paring, and syntheses. 


Cross-cultural professional communication implies that some fundamental premises are defined in order to render dialogue and criticism meaningful. The four basic attitudes of my work may serve as an example of such a fundament (Parvia 1996 b).

This is the original form of the lecture, which was published, however, in a greatly changed form in the Proceedings of the 7th International Dance and the Child Conference, The Call of Forests and Lakes 28.7.-3.8.1997, Kuopio, Finland
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