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A symphony usually has four movements performed in succession, though each is
complete in and of itself. This composition will also have four sections and a finale, and while
each one could stand alone they are related just as the movements in a symphony. The theme of
the entire piece is the relationship between music and psychotherapy. I will share some of my
own history as a musician and conductor and how these experiences relate to my work as a
psychotherapist. I will compare the difference between a conductor/psychotherapist who
performs from their heart with one who is a technician. I will also describe how I have combined
music with imagery to increase awareness and growth and conclude with how I have used music
to enhance a client’s experience.
THE MUSICAL ROOTS OF A PSYCHOTHERAPIST
As a child, I was inspired by Leonard Bernstein conducting Young People’s Concerts on
television. Beginning around the age of ten I stood for hours in front of a mirror, which covered
an entire wall of our living room, and I would conduct the music I played on the record player.
While conducting, I could feel energy in my body that spoke through my moving arms and hands
as I conducted many styles of music. I connected to the music, to my inner feelings and to the
people in the imaginary orchestra before me. When I am doing my best work as a psychotherapist, I am also aware of my feelings and body sensations, and I connect with the client and all of
the parts of them and their past that they imagine. At times, sitting alongside a 40 year old client
is the five year old they once were. Asking the 40 year old and five year old that still lives within
them, to communicate could move the client from a place of dissonance to resolution. Resolution
in music theory is the "need" for a note and/or chord to move from a dissonance or unstable
sound to a more final or stable sounding one, a consonance (Wikipedia contributors, 2006).
Much of my work in psychotherapy is to foster resolution by fully engaging discord and
unfinishedness thus allowing for more harmony and resolution.
As a musician, I paid attention to many parts of a song. The tempo or timing, the sharps
and flats, the level of intensity (how loud or soft), and whether the musicians played in harmony
with one another. As a psychotherapist, I attend to many parts of the music created in the
consulting room. My own inner pulse and my sense of the client’s rhythm, the sharp and flat
tones from each of us, and our synchronization or discord. I also recognize whether the client’s
expression is at the level of intensity that I sense they are feeling inside.
The human body, generating both voice and percussive sounds, may have been the first
musical instrument and is capable of creating a wide range of sounds and emotion. The music
coming from babies is often congruent with their internal experience, however over time children
are taught rules that often block or distort their expression. A violin does not make music by
itself; a sound is created when the violinist makes contact between the bow and string and places
his fingers to adjust the length of the vibrating portion of the string.. My sense of psychotherapy
is that it can assist people to relearn their natural ability to let the music flow from their bodies
with intensity and richness. When a client is beginning to connect with their inner music, I often
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find myself imagining that I am “conducting” as I help them move their inner feelings from their
body into the room.
Recently, a client in his 40’s expressed tears frozen in his body from childhood as he had
been repeatedly teased about a disability. Gently directing him to be more aware of the pain that
was already quivering on his face allowed the painful song to be more fully expressed. As his
tears moved through and out of him, I could sense sensations in my body that I have when I hear
a poignant piece of music. His fiancé who sat beside him was also moved to tears as she had not
heard his heart sing about these painful events.
CONDUCTING FROM THE HEART
My formal music training did not begin until age 12, in junior high, when I began playing
the trumpet. By age 21 as a music major in college, I had taken a conducting course and learned
the basic rudiments. As I was already conducting from my heart, and I believe my soul, the
techniques felt very secondary to the art of conducting. When I was conducting as a child, I felt
passionate about the music and wanted the invisible musicians I directed to feel excited, too.
When I see a conductor, I have a sense as to whether they are conducting from their heart or
simply applying the basic techniques taught in Conducting 101. And, the music produced often
reflects the conductor. I have seen psychotherapists who, like conductors, are technicians as they
pay more attention to applying a technique rather than connecting with themselves and the client.
I wanted to include in this “movement” a four generational story that I’ve represented as
“collective unconscious.” When I was about 36 years old I was visiting my maternal
grandmother’s first cousin who was in her 80’s. She shared a story about her aunt (my
grandmother’s biological mother) who died when my grandmother was a young child. As a
young woman in Russia in the 1890’s my great grandmother was forbidden to marry a conductor
of a local band. Instead, a marriage to another man was arranged by her father and she gave birth
to three children, the youngest was my grandmother. One day, while watching a parade the two
older children were tragically killed when a roof collapsed. My great grandmother, whose heart
was already broken because of the forbidden love affair, died of a broken heart. For me, the
important part of this story was the love she had for a conductor. I believe that this love of music
and more specifically conducting was passed down to me. My significant relationship with my
grandmother may have been a conduit for my own love of conducting beginning at a very young
age. I still play the Lester piano bought by my grandmother in 1941 for $249.
USING MUSIC WITH IMAGERY
In 1971, I attended a number of experiential workshops on the use of imagery as a selfexploration strategy that could promote personal growth. John Stevens in Awareness: Exploring,
Experimenting, Experiencing (1971) and Violet Oaklander in Windows to Our Children (1978)
share numerous examples of fantasy journeys. I began to offer workshops on gestalt dream work
and imagery and found that adding music enriched participant’s experience. I have utilized the
following imagery experiences with individual clients, in groups, and with graduate students in a
group counseling class. I utilize music that is easy to find but not necessarily known by the
participants. These imagery experiences are most effective when experienced slowly and when
plenty of time to absorption and processing. Following are two examples, which include the
music selections that I have played throughout the experience:
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1. Journey into a cave
Get in a comfortable position, close your eyes, and breathe.
Play – Santorini – In Celebration of Life (Yanni, 1991, track 1)
You are walking through a field and off in the distance you see the entrance to a cave.
You walk up to the cave’s entrance and notice there is a sign above the cave. What does
it say? (brief pause) Go into the cave and begin to wander your way deep into the earth
(brief pause) You come to one corridor that has a big wooden door at the end. Go up to
the door and open it.
You find yourself in a room. You notice a rocking chair on the other side of the room;
someone is sitting in the rocking chair. Let it be the first person that comes to your mind.
It may be someone you haven’t seen for a while. Go up and sit in front of them; take a
few minutes to spend time and talk with them; and hear what they have to say back to
you, too. Play – To The One Who Knows - Dare to Dream (Yanni, 1992, track 6)
(pause 2 -3 minutes)
For now, say goodbye to them (you can always come back to see them again); you turn
away from them and see a trunk on the other side of the room. Open the trunk. There is
an object inside the trunk that may be related to the person in the rocking chair. You
become the object and see what your life is like as this object (pause for 1-2 minutes).
Become yourself again. Then you leave the room and begin to wander your way out of
the cave.
Play - Face in the Photograph – Dare to Dream (Yanni, 1992, track 7)
Think about what you just did by going deep into the earth, finding a room, and having
an experience. (brief pause) There may be other rooms and experiences awaiting you in
this cave. It’s like finding an opening in yourself and going deep inside; there are many
places to explore inside of you.
You get to the exit of the cave and notice what the sign says now. (pause) Wander back
into the field and as you are walking, you find a note in your pocket written by the person
in the chair. Read it and reflect for a moment on what it says. (pause) When you are
ready, open your eyes and come back to this room. When the music is turned off, ask
participants to share their experience. During this time I often continue to softly play
music from these same DVD’s.
Participants in this imagery exercise have shared varied experiences although a common
theme is visiting someone significant who has passed away, often a parent, grandparent, or
partner. Many moving experiences have been reported during this experience including sharing
(a) feelings that were never expressed to the other person, and (b) personal changes that have
occurred since their death. In addition, participants have received gifts of support and love, both
verbally and in the note, from the person in the chair.
2. A journey home
Get in a comfortable position, close your eyes, and breathe.
Play - Angel of Hope – Beloved (Lanz, 1995, track 11)
I going to ask you to travel back in time to the home in which you grew up; if there was
more than one, go to the one that meant the most to you. (brief pause)
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You are walking down the street or road on which you grew up. You see your home at
the time that you lived there; how does it look?
Walk up to a window and peak in; notice what you see. (brief pause) Do you see any
family members? Take some time to notice what are you feeling?
Play – Variations on a theme from Pachebel’s Canon in D Major,– Beloved (Lanz, 1995,
track 9) (brief pause) I want you to make yourself invisible and walk in the front door.
You are going to spend some time in different parts of your home. Spend some time in
the kitchen; (brief pause) the living/family rooms; notice what you see; notice your
feelings; and notice any memories that come up for you (brief pause) See your family
members in your home and notice what they are doing. (brief pause) How do you feel
seeing them all at the ages they were when you were a child? (pause)
Play – Papillon,– Secret Garden: Songs from a Secret Garden (Secret Garden, 1995,
track 5) Now, find your bedroom and look in; you see yourself at a younger age . (brief
pause) What do you see yourself doing? (brief pause) I’d like you to go in and spend
some time with the younger you. She or he doesn’t get frightened about this stranger
coming into their room. (brief pause) Have a conversation with them (pause) Ask them
how their life is and listen to what they say. (brief pause) What do they dream about for
their future? (brief pause) Share some thoughts about how to live life. (brief pause) Just
spend some time together and see what happens. (pause) When you feel ready, say
goodbye.
Play – Cristofori’s Dream – Beloved (Lanz, 1995, track 10)
Spend some time in other parts of your house – make sure you go to every room, and
even the back yard, if there is one. (pause)
Notice if you want to spend time with anyone else you see, and do it now. (pause)
When you are ready, leave the house and begin to walk away. (brief pause) What are you
feeling now? (brief pause) What has this journey home been like? When you are ready, open
your eyes and come back to this room. While there is much to share, it is important to process
the experience participant(s) spent with their younger self, time spent with other family
members, and any memories that came up.
I have found that doing this imagery exercise in three segments makes sense as it less
likely to overwhelm the participant(s); for example, stopping before and after spending time in
the bedroom with the younger self are good processing points. Participants have had touching
experiences of visiting with family members who have passed away. The time spent with their
self as a child can be especially significant. For example, someone who was being abused as a
child told their younger self it was not their fault and they will always love them. Another, who
suddenly lost their mom as a teenager, had a chance to talk with their mom and this time, say
goodbye.
THE USE OF MUSIC IN GROUPS
A variation of the use of music with imagery is selecting a piece to play to enhance the
client’s work. The music allows the client some time to settle and take in what happened for
them, and to offer a transition to what happens next. In addition, the music often promotes other
group members to further explore their own material. One theme that often arises is – the
absence of fathers. I discovered a tender song written by Chuck Mangione (1977) called
Lullabye, rather than Lullaby. The words alone convey the depth of feeling that someone can
feel about losing a daddy:
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Lullabye
Please somebody hold my hand
I'm scared and feel real shaky
Please somebody understand
I just now lost my daddy
Daddy said goodbye today
I miss him so already
I love mommy very much
But mommys can't be daddys
The musical selections that can be used are unlimited just as number of life themes is
infinite. Here are a few other pieces that I have used: “Tears in Heaven” (Clapton, 1992, track
4); “You’ve Got a Friend” (King, 1971, track 7); and, “You are so Beautiful” (Preston & Fisher,
1974, Track 7).
FINALE
Connecting my work as a psychotherapist, musician, and conductor of both music and
therapeutic experience in this writing has been enriching for me. Conducting preceded my work
as a psychotherapist, and I believe music was my first therapeutic experience, as it allowed me to
increase my awareness of my feelings and body. As I have grown as a therapist I have expanded
my musical life as well. Drumming and playing Shofar (Ram’s horn) have now become part of
my musical journey. I invite you to explore the music from your body, the beat of your heart and
melody of your soul.
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