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Dramatherapy, The Sesame approach: A case study

Introduction
“Dramatherapy is a method of therapy which uses the dramatic process to help people during times of stress, emotional upheaval or disability” (Langley, 2006. Pg 1). Its fundamental aim is to promote positive physical and emotional wellbeing and improve overall quality of life (Goodtherapy.org, 2015) and offer an alternative to other therapeutic approaches.

Dramatherapy has a variety of ways it can be approached such as through role play, puppet work, the use of masks, rituals, games, psychodrama and sociodrama. However, this case study will explore dramatherapy through the lens of the sesame approach and analyse the creative methods, theories, aims and present-day practices that stem from this particular approach to dramatherapy in the context of improving social health and wellbeing. 

Background
The Sesame approach, which frequently adopts the use of non-verbal and allegorical means of expression (Pritchard, 2019) is rooted in training in drama and movement therapy. This unique practice, which has seen extensive growth in its following since the 1960s, was designed to help individuals discover their sense of self and facilitate personal development and healing through different forms of communication (Porter, 2014). Sesame therapy was first pioneered by Marian “Billy” Lindkvist who discovered her inspiration through a precise dream. Merging the “threads of drama, Jungian psychology and Laban’s analysis of movement” to form the theoretical base of sesame training (Pearson et al, 2013, Pg 23), the approach concerns itself with unconscious movement, touch, identity, and the ways in which we make sense of the world, often through mythical storytelling and symbolism. 

When Lindkvist envisioned the key components of the sesame approach, she saw the use of Rudolf Laban’s movement analysis as one of those key components. Laban, an innovator of modern dance, was a movement theorist who categorized human movements into four classifications and then further split them into eight efforts (Espeland, 2015) (see Table 1) 
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Table 1: Laban’s Movement Analysis (Wheelock College, 2014)

Although the work of Laban is contextualised and aimed at actors and dancers as a way to expand upon the character they are playing, the sesame approach adopts the Laban efforts to facilitate the enactment of myths and fairy tales and are key to helping the sessions move forward. The use of Laban’s movement analysis gives the participants of a sesame-based session an extension in their physical vocabulary to help them embody mythical characters. The more straightforward the participants can manifest the attributes and characteristics of a character, the easier the sesame therapist and the participants can focus on how the story of the myth can affect or be compared to the story of their own lives. 

Jungian psychology is another vital concept within the sesame school of thought as envisioned by Lindkvist. Jungian psychology or analytical psychology as it was referred to by its innovator Carl Jung, is a form of psychotherapy that aims to explore in depth the defining causes of a patient’s psychological issues (Routledge, 2022). Jung’s work is tailored to the individual and often explores deep into their minds to look beyond the “persona” that the individual may use to conceal themselves. The sesame approach also aims to explore the deeper inner workings of the mind to reach beyond the “persona”. Authors interested in the psychology of the sesame approach, such as Houghman (2006) go as far as saying that it adopts a sense of ‘numinosity’ in its style, which acknowledges how the approach opens us up to different realities, arouses mystery and appeals to our curiosity of the supernatural. 

Creative methods and theories
Dramatherapists using sesame approach may adopt a wide range of creative methods to expand their repertoire of skills, which Pritchard (2019) suggests can help individuals to open up to the possibility of meaning creation and symbolisation. The use of myths and fairy tales can be considered one of the key teaching points of the approach, where personal matters are explored through stories, characters and movement to develop unique metaphors that the individual can create meaning from (Bruun, 2012). 

Myth work aims to bring the abstract and vibrant beauty of a tale to the space and through personification and physical enactment, the participant is able to connect with the chosen fable, blurring the divide between fantasy and reality and enter “into the story sharply, in the present and experiencing it now” (Pearson at el, 2013, Pg 27). Sesame practitioners may use a different set of myths, dependant on the client group. Treating the session like a menu, a Dramatherapist is likely to know and understand a versatile set of myths ranging from Greek legends, Japanese Noh plays and even native American folklore (Pearson at el, 2013,) acknowledging that a group may resonate with one particular myth or tale over another.  

The creative methods of sesame therapy are often taught in Psyche and Soma workshops such as the ones run by trained therapist Mary Smail (2022) and are tailored towards therapists and people that work in therapeutic arts that are looking to learn an alternative form of therapy from their usual practices. The workshops introduce the concepts of sesame therapy and the comparisons that can be made between life and myth, whilst employing varied methodologies such as spontaneous play, sound, movement and touch.  Workshop sessions are varied in content and may explore a range of personal matters. For example, Smail’s recent workshops centre around the topic of death and bereavement and how stories of death can correlate with individuals’ experiences and have a positive impact on someone who is personally experiencing bereavement. 

New theories and practices to sesame therapy have also been explored in recent years. One of these practices is soul talk, explored by Smail (2013). Whilst the sesame approach primarily tasks participants to think internally about the connections that can be made between a myth and their personal life. Smail’s concept of soul talking encourages those internalised connections and thoughts to be said aloud so that they can be brought into the space and allow the participant to further cement the impact of the myth or fairy tale they have just explored. Soul talk is a self-reflective practice for both the participant and the therapist, in which the sesame therapist can get the chance to hear in person the effect and efficiency of their work on an individual or group’s personal lives and thoughts. Soul talk also acts as an alternative for the individuals that may struggle to process internally, if they have more of an extraverted nature, it will grant the participant a way to process through verbal dialogue (Pearson at el, 2013).  

Sesame therapy in practice
Pearson et al book on the “Golden Stories of Sesame” (2013) shows the revolutionary work sesame therapy has had on individuals and groups who have participated in sesame approach workshops. There are also many published case studies documenting the Sesame approach in action which exemplify how the method can be used to improve health and wellbeing.

In her work on arts-based therapy for homeless clients, Bruun (2012) argues that the sesame approach is a form of ‘necessary theatre’, a concept which encapsulates “the healing potential of drama and arts practice” (Bruun, 2012, p139,). The case study specifically focused on nineteen homeless individuals living in London, all with a history of substance abuse and mental health problems. The group attended a series of sessions in which they developed communal imaginary spaces, such as castles and gardens, in which metaphors of their personal journeys of homelessness and misfortune were explored. From her findings Bruun concludes that the creative development of metaphoric realms (such as the castle in the wilderness, which came to symbolise feelings of being trapped, abandoned, and surrounded by danger), helped the clients to process their emotions on an existential level and created shared moments of belonging to counter their usual sense of feeling like outcasts.

Portokaloglou (2018) also found sesame therapy an effective healing process. Specifically, she focused on Lindkvist’s branch of Movement with Touch and Sound (MTS) work to demonstrate the positive psychological impact of the approach on refugee women.
Portokaloglou’s client group were a community of migrant women living in Athens. Most had suffered gender-based violence in their home countries or fled circumstances in which they were inflicted physical or emotional pain.

Much like Bruun’s homeless clients, the community of refugee women created a communal metaphor to help them process their inner feelings. In this instance the metaphor was of a transplanted tree, which Portokaloglou felt demonstrated the women’s attempts to lay down their roots and create safe spaces for themselves in a new place.  Despite the language and cultural differences of the women involved, this did not appear to hinder the healing process and the facilitator acknowledged a decrease of psychosomatic symptoms of stress in participants over the course of the sessions noting that everyone involved opened up to change, signifying the positive impact of the sesame approach.



Ethical Considerations
Ethical concerns are wide-ranging in arts-based therapy and relate to professional competence; confidentiality; consent; child protection and safeguarding. Given the nature of the work undertaken by sesame practitioners and bearing in mind that many seeking dramatherapy will have experienced some form of health or wellbeing crisis, therapists will be required to adhere to certain standards of proficiency (Sesame Institute, 2013). Organisations such as the Sesame Institute and the British Association of Dramatherapists have a Code of Ethics for their practitioners to adhere to which outlines guidance on good practice and the responsibilities of the facilitator in respect of their working environment and client safety. 

The ‘Drama Spiral’ by Clark Baim (2020) also acts as a guidance for workshops conducted in the field of applied drama that outlines safe and ethical practice through a concept involving six rings within the “Drama Spiral”. Each ring highlights how closely you are working with the individual or groups’ personal lives and matters. Starting from the first ring where the work is not personally involved with the group and is just simply games and creative activities and ending with the sixth ring where the work is wholly personal and relating to the individual’s lives, referred to as the ‘difficult and unresolved stories’ (Baim, 2020). 

The sesame approach must be pursued with an ethical mindset and in tandem with the guidelines set out by the Drama Spiral and professional code of ethics and requires an understanding of the techniques and awareness of ‘current research and practice-based evidence that define the best and most effective practice’ (British Association of Dramatherapists, 2022). Therefore, practitioners will need to take careful consideration of the implications and deeper messages behind the use of certain myths, the possible effect on the client group and any ‘triggers’ to be avoided given the sensitivity of certain topics to different clients.

As outlined by Baim’s (2020, p131) description of the second ring in the Drama Spiral, “Little or no explicitly named personal disclosure is sought from participants” but it is acknowledged that the work being done may connect with a participant’s personal life.  In this regard, issues around confidentiality, consent, boundary setting and establishing a safe place for individuals to feel comfortable are all important ethical considerations. In Bruun’s homeless client study, for example, participants were apprehensive about physical touch and invasion of their personal space which she recognised could create barriers to progress during sessions. These issues are also further complicated when involving children, where explicit consent may need to be sort from parents or guardians. There may also be challenges around obtaining consent from those who are not competent enough to understand the treatment they are receiving nor able to distinguish it from regular play acting or drama creation.


Conclusion
In culmination of the depth of my exploration into the sesame approach and its revolutionary form of therapeutic work revolving around myth, I would argue that it appears to be a successful methodology and powerful tool to explore the human psyche and to discover a deeper meaning behind the journey of an individual’s life via the lens of a fiction removed from reality. The most intriguing aspect of sesame therapy is the way in which personal stories are explored through fantasy, allowing for the personal connection to be either an internalised thought process for the participant or through spoken self-reflection such as Smail’s concept of soul talk. 

However, it must be acknowledged that despite the praiseworthy work produced by the likes of the sesame institute, there are some obstacles for an upstart therapist or Dramatherapist to overcome. In my research into sesame therapy there seemed to be limited opportunities for training or at least few that were widely advertised, which could be a sign of the practice’s decline or funding into it. Great consideration also needs to be given to ethical issues around the practice of sesame therapy. Whilst there is clear guidance on good ethical practice in the field, there is still a need to understand the sensitivities of exploring notions of self and creating comfortable spaces for people with complex needs to explore this through unconventional therapeutic methods. That said, there is evidence that this practice can be highly successful to facilitate behavioural change and does have a place in social health and wellbeing care.
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