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Several years ago, when I was deciding whether or not to go to graduate school to become a therapist, I thought that I would take time to independently read some books on psychology and get a feel for what could possibly be in my future.  Some mentors made recommendations to me, and surprisingly, the majority of those books were not academic psychology books on theory.  A few of those books were theological and philosophical.  Still, many of those books I read were classic literature.  I was pleasantly surprised to find that what inspired me to want to learn more about myself and the experience of other people was not grounded in the realm of empirical science, but rather in an aesthetic exploration of universal themes that stitch lives into a quilt of human essence.


I have always been a creative person.  My first profession was as a preschool teacher and director of programs, and I chose that profession because I felt it would give me an opportunity to be creative on a daily basis.  My interest in psychology is no different.  My sense has always been that working with people involves an element of creativity and that I would be able to somehow graft my clinical skills with my creative capacities. In light of this, it would be no surprise that I eventually became interested in writing poetry again.  During the process of becoming prolific at minimum, I discovered that writing poetry brings a certain state of consciousness akin to when I have had my most important moments with my therapist.  For instance, on one very special evening, I found myself alone on the beach at night.  I was feeling exceptionally vulnerable and in facing the blackness, I could no longer differentiate between the sky and the sea.  The horizon had disappeared and I felt as if I could walk forward and off the edge of the earth.  I began forming a poem in my head, and had a sense that I must catch the words right there as if I were on a grunion run and the next season was too far off to wait.  In that momentary sense of urgency, something occurred to me:  “This,” I thought, “is ultimately the experience that existential psychotherapists are trying to help their clients gain access to.”  I wondered if I could use poetry as a way to help people develop this capacity.


Whether I make the art or appreciate it as a spectator, art has always been one of the fastest ways into the experiences I have needed to heal.  This personal experience has motivated me to want to know more about why, and eventually how I can use art to help people heal or improve their quality of life.  In this paper, I will focus on how poetry, whether writing it or as a spectator, could possibly increase one’s sensory perception and therefore increase awareness and consciousness.  After all, if one is to be reflective and conscious, one must be able to know their senses.  The senses are the seat of perception and emotion.

History of Poetry Therapy


Although there is no literature that is research oriented regarding the historical origins of using poetry as therapy, chant and song have relieved ailments since human beings have acquired language.  The Greeks worshipped Apollo, who was the god of both medicine and poetry, (Leedy, 1969).  The Greek word therapeia means to nurse or cure through dance, drama, song, poem, and drama.  This worship occurred during a time when medicine and art were not considered to be separate, and physicians were trained in music and poetry.  The cycles of nature and the body were considered in relation to rhythm and therefore the rhythm of music and poetry were acknowledged for their therapeutic value, (Merloo, 1969).  The Latin derivatives of the word psychology (psyche means soul and logos means word) allude to the use of language as a way to improve a person’s spiritual condition.  There is evidence that a Roman physician by the name of Soranus prescribed poetry to his patients, (Rojcewicz, 1999).  Poetry is even acknowledged in the Bible in the Psalms for its worth in helping human beings connect with God.

Stephen Rojcewicz (1999) wrote of the link between poetry and the practice of medicine in his article “Medicine and Poetry: The State of the Art Poetry Therapy.”  Rojcewicz (1999) highlighted how before the split between science and the arts that occurred in the 19th century when science was attempting to separate from the church and establish itself as a profession, training in the arts was an integral part of apprenticeship and education in studying to become a medical physician.  Many of the American Poets of the 19th and 20th century were physicians, including John Keats and William Carlos Williams.  The grandfather of Charles Darwin, Erasmus Darwin, composed several volumes on botany and its medicinal value using decasyllabic rhymed couplets, which he apparently worked on in his carriage between visits with patients.  In addition, Benjamin Rush, who was considered “the Father of Psychiatry” and was a signer of the Declaration of Independence, used literature and music with psychiatric patients.  

In the 1750s, reading and writing poetry was one of the therapeutic activities physicians used with patients.  The works of patients were even published in a local newspaper titled The Illuminator.    Freud(1908) acknowledged poetry for its ability to give clients better access to unconscious material in “The Relation of the Poet to Day-Dreaming”, and Otto Rank went on to study creative people and identify them as the most healthy members of society.


In the 1950s, a poet, pharmacist, and lawyer named Eli Greifer facilitated a poem therapy group at Creedmore State Hospital in New York City.  Soon after, in 1959, Jack Leedy and Sam Spector formed a poetry group in Cumberland Hospital in Brooklyn, New York.  What followed ten years later was Dr. Jack Leedy’s notoriously edited book, “Poetry Therapy” (1969), followed up with “Poetry the Healer” (Leedy,1973).  In “Poetry Therapy” (1969), Leedy contributes a chapter offering basic principles of therapy.

In the 1970s, Dr. Arthur Lerner started the Poetry Therapy Institute in Los Angeles and soon after authored the book “Poetry in the Therapeutic Experience” (1976).  These endeavors led to the poetry therapy movement of the 1970s.  Since then, Nicholas Mazza has published a book titled “Poetry Therapy: Theory and Practice” (2003).  Mazza (2003) offers a concrete breakdown of different ways to use poetry in practice.  However, it seems that poetry as a therapy receives little attention.  

Research on Poetry Therapy


Most writing and research during the poetry therapy movement in the 1970s was based on case studies grounded  in psychoanalytic theory.  In addition to Leedy’s work, theoretical journal articles were published by clinicians who were committed to making a contribution to legitimizing poetry therapy.  Among a few is Jules Barron.  Barron (1974) identified several tenants she believed were useful with poetry therapy.  In relation to perception, Barron addressed poetry’s sensate and concrete language and its ability to help clients return to past experiences in a more palpable way, thus bringing the influences of our past into the present.  Barron (1974) stated in relation to direct sensing, “the intellectual and the complex processes of thought are converted into the elementary experiences of feeling, emotion, and imagery.  In this way they become vivid and understandable” (p. 87).  Barron highlighted the ability of poetry to increase intimacy between a client and therapist.  Barron also addressed the primitive aspect of language that is inherent in rhyming and tempo in poetry, which can also serve as an aid to helping people bridge abstract language with concrete experience.  Poetry keeps us in touch with our uninflected roots while also keeping us in contact with the more evolved aspects of our being that involve language and reason.  Finally, poetry can help the therapist make better sense of a client’s experience by attending to the personal meaning and life paradigm that the client ascribes to the language of the poem.  Barron (1974) stated in reference to poetry therapy, “It is an existential experience of tuning in, being sensitive to and reacting meaningfully to what is happening with the patient” (p. 90).  Here, Barron illustrated how the therapist is a partner with the client in heightening awareness, and through the therapist’s attunement to what the client may be sensing, he or she is joining the client in the quest for understanding, and finding deeper meaning.

In his studies of self - actualization and peak experiences, Maslow (1969) explored the benefits of creativity (which clearly relate to poetry) in helping people achieve self-actualization.  Maslow (1969) stated in reference to self-actualized people who are creative, “such people can see the fresh, the raw, the concrete, the idiographic, as well as the generic, the abstract, the rubricized, the categorized and the classified.  Consequently, they live far more in the real world of nature than in the verbalized world of concepts, abstractions, expectations, beliefs and stereotypes that most people confuse with the real world” (p. 137), indicating that self actualized people are more in touch with the reality of the senses and less reliant on the paradigms that cognition elicits.  Maslow (1969) advocated for a deeper study of creativity and the arts in relation to therapy.

Robert Ross (1975) also reviewed his construct of poetry therapy and how it works in “Unlocking the Doors of Perception: Poetry and the Healer”.  In this article, Ross (1975) stated in regard to clients, “their problem is none other than that of giving their deep feelings proper expression” (p. 256).  Some people may be more adept at abstracting and need help with tuning into their body and feelings.  Adversely, some clients may have a knack for palpable knowing, and need assistance with translating concrete experience into the abstract, symbolic realm.


Ross (1975) highlighted an existential aspect of poetry that relates to choice: freedom.  Ross’s idea is that by using one’s own poetic language, clients are experimenting with the world and options, thus creating a sense of freedom in their own world.  This relates to the hopeful long-term benefit of clients realizing that they have choices, and thus, taking more risks with potentially better pay-offs in life.  This is also complimentary to Rollo May’s work in “Freedom and Destiny,” (1981), especially of essential freedom (the freedom implicit in our awareness and being) and existential freedom (the freedom to act).

 In the past decade, more literature has emerged in the psychology journals which relates to poetry and therapy, either in case studies of famous poets or the use of poetry to assist various populations in increasing understanding and insight.  In “The Language of the Body: Allusions to Self-Experience in Women’s Poetry”, Charles (2001) examines the poetry of several female poets, especially focusing on the poetry of Adrienne Rich and Sylvia Plath in relationship to their development as women.  There is a special emphasis here on unconscious and conscious processes as they relate to these poets’ experiences of their bodies.


In “Poetry Therapy and Existential Practice,” Rich Furman (2003) noted the compatibility of poetry therapy as a technique with the basic tenants of existential psychotherapy.  Furman offered four basic exercises to be used in practice and shared how these exercises were applied to specific case studies.  In addition to the basic aspects of existential psychotherapies, which aim to reduce power differentials and pathologizing of clients, increasing responsibility and meaning making, what is most relevant to this study is implicit in Furman’s statement, “developing the practice of writing poetry demands attention to the self; the poet must become aware of the relationship between themselves and the world.  Through writing poetry, the poet must identify his or her emotions, and come to understand how these feelings relate to the natural and human worlds around them” (p. 197).  This identification of feelings inevitably requires an attunement to one’s own sensing.


In “On Relying on Metaphor: What Psychoanalysts Might Learn from Wallace Stevens,” Seiden (2004) discussed the relevance of Wallace Steven’s poetry in helping clients and therapists move beyond metaphorical language and into the essential experiencing of daily life.  Seiden (2004) pointed out that psychoanalytic terminology is a metaphor itself, and is not the reality of clients.  Seiden (2004) warned therapists about relying too heavily on the metaphors of psychoanalytic language, and rather encouraged them to attempt to get at the true essence/phenomenology of the client’s language and experience.  This information not only points to sensate experiencing and moving beyond abstractions, but also illustrates the concept behind Wallace Steven’s poetry as a means to getting close to one’s immediate experience of the world.


In “Thinking and Feeling: Exploring Meanings Aloud,”  Eva-Wood (2004) presented a study in which she had two control groups of students who read poetry: the thinking group; and the thinking/feeling group.  The thinking group was asked to interpret poetry presented to them.  The thinking/feeling group was asked to examine their emotional experiences upon reading poetry presented to them.  Eva-Wood found that the thinking/feeling group had a more positive experience and more diverse and meaningful insights into the poetry they were presented with.  This addresses how much more useful poetry can be for a reader if the emphasis is placed on emotions rather than cognitions.  As stated previously, any practice involving emotions would to some degree involve sensing, since emotions originate in the body.


In “Poetic License: Writing Poetry as a Way for Medical Students to Examine Their Professional Relational Systems,” Shapiro and Stein (2005) studied the effects on medical students of writing poetry, especially in the context of how they related to other professionals and clients.    The results of the study indicated that students developed more compassion for their more challenging patients and other professionals.  The patients who may have been looked at as mere subjects in a medical environment were humanized through the exploration of poetry.  This, in turn, increased the medical students’ sensitivity to the people they interacted with in a professional environment.


A study published by Shaw (2008), titled “The Multisensory Image and Emotion in Poetry,” examined the use of the five senses and how they related to particular emotional experiences.  Shaw’s results suggested that writing poetry elicits more use of the visual senses first, then auditory and tactile, with taste and smell being the last senses to be used in poetic language.  Shaw also found that taste and smell were more positively correlated with romantic and sexual language used in poetry.  This study indicated that those who write poetry are engaged more deeply with the senses, as is reflected in the language used in the poems examined.


In “Marrying the Muse and the Thinker: Poetry as Scientific Writing,” Marcum-Dietrich, Byrne, and O’ Hern (2009) conducted a study in which they had science students write poems about basic science concepts they were learning in school.  The result was a clear link between comprehension of basic concepts with the writing of poetry.  The students were all better able to make sense of basic science concepts (e.g. – volume and density) with their poetry.  Once again, these results indicate that poetry can assist understanding and promote insight that may otherwise be inaccessible to a particular client.


In summary, there have been some preliminary published journal articles that explore and examine various theories behind poetry therapy.  Unfortunately, until very recently, most of those articles have primarily been psychoanalytic. More recent articles have related explicitly to the body and senses, and some studies are recently being conducted that explore how poetry can be used to help people develop insight.  However, the recent studies are not as explicitly linked to physical sensation and how it relates to increased perception and insight.  There is a need to scaffold a body of research on poetry therapy that explicitly focuses on physical sensations and perception.  This focus would hopefully be measurable and therefore add credibility to the field of poetry therapy.  Additionally, it could not only be applied to psychoanalytic and existential paradigms, but cognitive paradigms that concern themselves with perception and increased insight.  Most importantly, a phenomenologically based body of research would contribute to knowledge that concerns itself with improving people’s overall quality of life.

Clinical Experiences and the Existential Dimensions of Creativity


Although I have explored a variety of therapeutic modalities as a practicing psychotherapist, I have focused primarily on existential theory and technique.  What I have found through the course of my work is that helping a person become reflective and conscious often requires a delicate attentiveness to the body and sensing. In The Discovery of Being (1983), Rollo May highlighted the importance of “being” in his exploration of some basic principles of therapy, advocating that we are “helping the patient recognize his own existence,” (p. 152).  In Love and Will (1969), May referenced the benefits of attendance to the body by stating, “when a patient in a given hour is blocked off from his wishes and intentionality in general, a good place to start is for the therapist simply to help the patient become aware of his bodily feelings and his bodily state at that moment,” (p. 239).  These references to the cultivation of being and the use of the body to burgeon this physical consciousness have reinforced my curiosity regarding the poet’s relationship to being through attendance to immediate physical sensations.

People may either avoid sensing or conversely, have heightened senses for a variety of reasons, and oversimplification of this complex process could be negligent.  In their reviews of the literature, Darcy and Lennon (1998), Richards (1990), and Barron and Harrington (1981) concluded that there are opposing results of studies on whether people with chronic, acute pathologies such as schizophrenia and bipolar disorder are exceptionally creative or have a deficit in creativity.  Richards (1990) states, “we do see a relationship of pathology to creativity with hypomanic traits, most especially along with impulsive noncomformity and unusual perceptual experiences as other positive associates, and a measure of physical anhedonia . . . “ (p. 311).  Richards cites a study by Richards and Kinney (1990) in which bipolar persons were found to be more sensitive to sensations when in creative mood states.  Richards (1990) also discussed Eiserman’s (1990) hypothesis that the inappropriate perception that some people with pathology experience can impede creativity.  Adversely, Richards (1990) discussed Cropley’s (1990) hypothesis that creative people who struggle with pathology have emotional reactivity and a fine tuned nervous system.  Richards also cited Goertzel and Goertzel (1962) in their assertion that 85 percent of creative people in their studies came from markedly troubled homes.    In The Untouched Key (1990), Alice Miller studied childhood trauma in the lives of eminently creative people and how it influenced their artistic endeavors and products.  However, in the review of literature by Dacey and Lennon (1998), there is evidence that highly creative people were raised not only in challenging homes, but that many creative people were also raised in exceptional homes where they were exposed to art, encouraged to express themselves, and disciplined in a way which kept them safe while allowing them space to create and think originally.  The question that these seemingly opposite ideas about creative people raises for me is this: what is it about an experience that makes a person either open or closed off to sensing?  

In my own work with people who suffer with symptom clusters like schizophrenia and bipolar disorder, I have seen both dissociative qualities that protect a person from their intensity of experience and create barriers to new insights.  However, I have also worked with clients who seemed to be acutely aware of their surroundings and tuned in to the emotions of others.  These individuals seemed to have creative tendencies.  In everyday life, communication was a challenge, but in a contained and safe environment, their expression had an originality and depth that was exceptional.  They seemed to vacillate between dissociation and acute contact with the world.  In all of these cases, I found that a great deal of efficacy in their growth seemed attributable to techniques which were designed to gently guide people back into their bodies.  These techniques seemed to help my clients eventually become more aware of what they wanted and needed for themselves.  Once that awareness was developed, they were able to develop the wishes and motivations necessary to direct them towards creative solutions in their lives.    These techniques were inspired by May’s concepts in Love and Will (1969) of knowing ones desires and wishes in order to become motivated and act with intentionality.  Several of the clients who engaged in body sensing techniques would write poetry after the experience, and often times the language they expressed was connected to a deeper knowledge of how they were feeling in the moment.


Rollo May’s concept of “encounter” and “perceptual courage” in Courage to Create (1975) illustrates the importance of the aforementioned therapeutic strategies in helping a person develop the sort of awareness that leads to creative pursuits which improve their lives.  May (1975) states, “I propose a new form of courage of the body . . . for the cultivation of sensitivity.  This will mean development of the capacity to listen with the body,” (p. 15).  

It is this sort of awareness that brings meaning to life and helps people see differently. However, if a person has lived a life in which encounter has meant danger and pain, contact with people and the world can be seen as threatening and the body and sensing can become one’s enemy.  On the other hand, if one lives in a world that is full of eminent threat, one’s intuitiveness could also become severely attuned to encounter with the environment because the person must be able to predict what will happen next in order to become prepared to defend themselves.  In light of this complexity, it seems that trauma can work to enhance sensing or adversely to numb sensing.  In Courage to Create (1975), May also highlighted the heightened state of arousal that occurs for people in a state of crisis and people in a state of ecstasy. I suspect that those in ecstasy are somehow able to sustain relatedness and a sense of being, while those in crisis may feel a threat to their sense of being, and also a disengagement from the other.  This makes clear the fine line between disengagement and neurotic defense in existential crisis versus use of anxiety as a way to highlight the value and meaning of life.  It would be interesting to explore the resiliency factors involved in preserving one’s capacity to sense in a way that does not inhibit an optimal quality of life. 


Dacey and Lennon (1998), review a number of theorists and their ideas related to creativity, including William James, Ernst Kris, Abraham Maslow, Carl Rogers, Erich Fromm, and Pesut.  All theorists alluded to creative people being open to experiences and processes that do not necessarily fit cultural norms.  William James referred to the body as the gateway to the unconscious world.  Piaget’s developmental theories suggest that language develops as a progression from the physical to the symbolic to the abstract, and then there is Ernst Kris’s theory of regression in the service of the ego as a manner in which creative people have better access to experiences which promote creativity.  May (1981) challenged the concept of regression in the service of the ego as a passive figure, and stated “the creative person is receptive,” (p. 172).  I wonder how the young Piagetan body relates to this healthy receptivity.  In this state, is one more connected with their body and senses and are they able to take pre-reflective experiences and return to the realm of language, translating those experiences in original ways which create insight?  

Dacey and Lennon (1998) also discuss Gibbs and his assertion that “human beings learn to recognize common metaphoric concepts because of everyday bodily experiences,” (pp. 167-168).    Russ (1993) also reviews a variety of theories regarding optimal conditions for creativity, focusing a great deal on affect, which is attributed to emotions and hence, the body.  Russ (1993) suggests that because affect influences cognition (and language is a product of cognition in that it is abstract), creativity involves body oriented integration processing.  This reinforces Dacey and Lennon’s (1998) review that one must be open to experiencing affect laden thoughts to engage in creative processes. Richards (1990) addresses the relationship between abstract symbols and concrete experiences in the following statement: “with an intact brain, the presentational symbolization and imagery in the right hemisphere are available to the left through the corpus callosum.  Normal subjects possess symbollexia, the ability to verbalize presentational symbols, and thus possess the ‘logic of feelings,’” (p. 308).  In keeping with this train of thought, I wonder about the “aha” moments that people experience.  Although language may help a person come into contact with those moments, they are felt in the body with a greater intensity than if one were noticing something interesting in the periphery of their everyday lives.  I suspect that the felt bodily experience is what reinforces abstract insights.


Another question regarding creativity and bodily insight is somewhat related to the timeless riddle: what came first, the chicken or the egg?  Does learning to write poetry help one create sensory awareness and the capacity to reflect, or does one write poetry because they are so in tune with their inner and outer worlds?  Perhaps both answers are true for different people under certain sets of circumstances.  Certainly not all people will be receptive to writing poetry as a means for developing sensory awareness and reflective capacities, and yet writing poetry can serve as an alternative to people who are not as receptive to traditional therapeutic modalities which most often utilize talking as the primary tool for processing and developing insights and behavioral changes.  Additionally, poetry can be used for purposes other than therapy.  

In reference to the research by Marcum-Dietrich, Byrne, and O’Hern (2009) on poetry and learning, I would draw attention to the common error of assuming that the arts and the sciences are mutually exclusive when both require an attention to the world that is exceptionally acute.  Although Georgia O’Keefe was not a writer, her paintings of enlarged flowers embody a process that poets do engage in.  Georgia O’Keefe magnified the natural world and called attention to the flowers she walked past every day on the streets of Manhattan.  This specialized noticing of small things in a way which made them large required a heightened use of visualization and a union of the objective registering of natural phenomenon with the subjective sense of being moved by the observed.  In her study of flowers, Georgia O’Keefe was being a scientist, and in her study of flowers, Georgia O’ Keefe was also being an artist.  This concept is akin to the statement made by Marcum-Dietrich, Byrne, and O’Hern (2009) that their writing activity with science students “demystified poetry and humanized science,” (p. 16).  

Gilfillan (2008) addressed the effects of technology and industry on the life of writer Alfred Andersch and his attempts to bridge the gap between these elements with the natural world, stating that “caught up within this encounter between nature and technology are Andersch’s poetic subjects and anonymous narrators for whom the landscape becomes a mediator of subjective identity, based on the possibility of refraction,” (p. 2).  Here, once again, the fabled split between the subject and the object is being healed through the encounter that May (1975) writes of, which is embodied and imbued with the affect of the poetic experience.  The era alone in which the poet is writing parallels his internal process.

Poetic Existence: Words That Help Us Experience Life

“Are you experienced? Have you ever been experienced?  Not necessarily stoned, 

but beautiful . . . ” – Jimi Hendrix, 1967

In “Awakening To Awe: Personal Stories of Profound Transformation,” (2009), Kirk Schneider explores the concept of awe and mystery as an alternative or expansion upon the contemporary prescription of society that encourages medicating and fast therapy.  In his exploration of “happiness” and popular standards of normalcy, Schneider (2009) states, “could it be that what conventional psychology calls life satisfaction in this country is, in part, an exercise in collective sleepwalking?” (p. 14).  This question is crucial, for it addresses the quality of life that people experience daily.  Is it really enough to vent, take the pill, solve our problem, and then move on quietly to an event such as work, grocery shopping, or walking the dog, if we have somehow become sedated?  Sedation is certainly not conducive to quality of life.


In reference to pharmaceutical treatments, there is a phrase used to describe a prescription drug.  That phrase is “chemical straightjacket.”  But what if there were other straightjackets that people unknowingly wear; attitudinal and perceptual straightjackets that have oddly enough become en-vogue?  Is it possible that as clinicians, we are unknowingly helping our clients into these straightjackets of brief solutions by only focusing on symptom management and relief?  This calls forth the importance of a basic tenant of existential psychotherapies: the goal of therapy is not to eradicate our demons of anxiety, but rather to come face to face and learn how to deal with them, integrating them into action that fosters a more vibrantly lived life.  We are not just here to help people feel better.  Ideally, we are here to help people live.  Awe based experience is a way of living that doesn’t have to involve the complete tearing down and restructuring of our daily routines and livelihoods.  As Schneider (2009) states, “it is quite another proposition to enter the awesomeness just beneath our feet or above our heads – such as on our drive to work, or in the midst of a conversation, or even on our jaunt to the garbage can.  These are the daily bits of awe, the portals, as we might call them that can revive our worlds,” (p. 153).  This reinforces Schneider’s (2009) following inquiry, “How can the typical person – or “man (woman) in the street” realize the benefits of awe?  How can such a person cultivate presence, freedom, courage, and appreciation?” (p. 149).  I believe that for some people, cultivating a disciplined practice of writing poetry can help them learn to develop a sense of awe that can translate into daily life.

Poetry and the Body
“I sing the body electric,

The armies of those I love engirth me, and I engirth them,

They will not let me off till I go with them, respond to them,

And discorrupt them, and charge them full with the charge of the soul.

Was it doubted that those who corrupt their own bodies conceal

Themselves?

And of those who defile the living are as bad as they who defile the dead?

And if the body does not do fully as much as the soul?
And if the body were not the soul, what is the soul?” – Walt Whitman, I Sing the Body Electric, Leaves of Grass (p. 72).

In the latter half of the twentieth century, Mihalyi Csikszentmihalyi (1990) started asking himself a very important question that is rooted in the humanistic tradition of psychology.  The question was a result of his insight into the human condition; people’s tendencies to never be quite satisfied with what they have, and their habit of wanting more.  It is safe to say that vicissitude is one of the only static conditions of life.  No matter how well-adjusted a person is, they can depend on some stress and misfortune to find its way into their world.  This inherently leads to the idea that perhaps human suffering is not always pathological.  Additionally, people transcend human suffering every day.  There are probably many untold stories of transcendence for us, but once again, it seems that people tend to focus on the negative.


But now I will return to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) inquiry.  In his book “Flow,” Csikszentmihalyi (1990) asked the question “When do people feel most happy?  If we can begin to find an answer to it, perhaps we shall eventually be able to order life so that happiness will play a larger part in it,” (p. 2). Much akin to Maslow’s (1969) concept of “peak experiences” and “self-actualization”, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) coined the term and concept of  flow, a process that both accounts for a person’s feeling of mastery and ecstasy, while encompassing the need to press oneself toward their leading edge of growth and challenge; that positive manifestation for the something “more” that we all inherently strive for.


One of the things that intrigues me about Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) question regarding happiness is that often times I think therapists forget that our task is not only to assist our clients in airing their grievances, developing insights that change behavior, or teaching them problem solving skills, but additionally to assist people in learning how to have a life filled with pleasure.  My intention is not to minimize the necessity to address a client’s pain and suffering.  However, if we are predominantly focusing on our client’s problems, could it be that we are inadvertently keeping their pathos in the figure at the expense of the ground of the things in life that bring joy and satisfaction?  How often do we ask our clients “what makes you happy?”  In Love and Will (1969), Rollo May encourages this in a different form, by proposing that perhaps motivation is linked to helping people become more aware of their wishes and desires.  After all, a person cannot know what to do if they don’t know what they want to do in the first place.  I would debate that part of the process is learning about what makes us feel good, and that begins with the body.  I propose that one of the less acknowledged benefits of poetry therapy is its ability to help people enjoy life via noticing with the quintet of the senses, and mind as conductor.


Csikszentmihalyi (1990) identified certain conditions for flow, some of which translate well into poetry therapy as a means for increasing happiness. In reference to things people do that they enjoy, Csikszentmihalyi (1990) stated, “what makes these activities conducive to flow is that they were designed to make optimal experience easier to achieve.  They have rules that require the learning of skills, they set up goals, they provide feedback, they make control possible,” (p. 72).  All of these aspects of flow are certainly achievable via poetry therapy, and yet it is this final statement which I believe is most relevant to the direct experiencing of pleasure: “They facilitate concentration and involvement by making the activity as distinct as possible from the so-called “paramount reality” of everyday existence,” (p. 72).  Csikszentmihalyi (1990) is referring to a phenomenological aspect of being that speaks to a heightened state of “aliveness,” quite similar to Schneider’s (2009) state of “awe,” or May’s (1983) proposed states of being with Umwelt (being in the world around), Mitwelt (being with the world), and Eigenwelt (being in one’s own world).  This requires an acute awareness and increased immediacy to the encounter with the world-at-large.  This focus could be on the concrete environment or the quality of our relationships.  However, it is an increased capacity for “presence” that draws a person in to joy and happiness.


Csikszentmihalyi (1990) explored flow by means of the body, thought, work, and relationship.  Since my interest primarily lies with how we can increase our quality of life through direct sensing (and thus, poetry therapy’s ability to help people become more present with their senses), my focus is more directly related to Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) discussion of the body and flow.  After all, we may be “thinking” about beauty and pleasure when we encounter it, but the antecedent of thought is direct sensing.


The senses are something that one needs to cultivate.  The phrase “acquired taste” refers to more than an unfamiliar culinary experience.  If we think about it, all of our tastes are acquired.  It is part of the meaning that we co-construct with other people and our solitary encounters with the world.  We must experience colors and form, sounds, smells, tastes, and touch, in order to discover whether or not we feel good about them.  Additionally, we are not always happy with a sensual experience immediately.  Young children tend to favor bland foods over spicy foods, quite simply because their taste buds are not highly developed at that life stage and therefore they cannot enjoy the food that is offered to them if it is too adventurous.  However, most children, and even adults, grow into a tongue that can appreciate a wider spectrum of flavor.  This is not just true of taste, but of the other senses as well.  A person may listen to a song or album several times before they begin to hear the nuances of sound and the meaning of well-written phrases.  It is not uncommon for me to realize one day that I love a song that I used to despise, simply because I really listened in a present way rather than while flipping the dial on my car radio, or because somebody else pointed out something about the tune that I hadn’t noticed before.  As Csikszentmihalyi (1990) stated, “it is not the hearing that improves life, it is the listening,” (p. 109).  Conversely, I have lost taste for things that I have had too much exposure to, becoming bored and needing my senses to be challenged and stretched.  This is congruent with Csikszentmihalyi’s (1990) proposal that one must be challenged slightly beyond their edge of comfort and skill to really take part in the experience of flow.  Csikszentmihalyi (1990) illustrated this concept beautifully in the following excerpt:

“everything the body can do is potentially enjoyable.  Yet many people ignore this capacity, and use their physical equipment as little as possible, leaving its ability to provide flow unexploited.  When left undeveloped, the senses give us chaotic information: an untrained body moves in random and clumsy ways, an insensitive eye presents ugly or uninteresting sights, the unmusical ear mainly hears jarring noises, the coarse palate knows only insipid tastes.  If the functions of the body are left to atrophy, the quality of life becomes merely adequate, and for some even dismal.  But if one takes control of what the body can do, and learns to impose order on physical sensations, entropy yields to a sense of enjoyable harmony in consciousness,” (p. 95).

Csikszentmihalyi (1990) did not castrate the mind from the body, however.  One can certainly sense, but without the mind, they cannot perceive.  Therefore, it is not enough to simply recline into the throws of sensuality if one wishes to cultivate their senses.  There is a discipline to this cultivation that involves the very focus and intentionality that Csikszentmihalyi (1990) advocated.  I propose that if a client wants to use reading and writing poetry as a way to become more present to the senses and enhance perception, they must discipline themselves much like those who maintain a yoga practice.  The brain changes slowly and old habits die hard.  As Dr, Bruce Perry (2009), leading researcher in infant and child brain development states; 

“Time and experience change the brain. Time pushes us through life, from one developmental stage to another. The brain develops, changing its organization and function from infancy to early childhood, through adolescence, and into adulthood. We have little choice in this matter. 
These changes in the brain, however, are dependent upon experience. Sight, sound, touch, taste and smell are turned into brain activity. This leads to the growth and development of our motor, emotional, behavioral, cognitive, and social functioning. The right experiences, in the right amounts, at the right times in life, can uncover the magnificent potential of our brain,” (paragraphs 3 and 4).

Additionally, if a person has a habit of perception, it will take a repetitive amount of sensual experiences of a different sort to over-ride that habit and develop a new way of looking at things.  The point is, although it is possible to gain insight from reading and writing poetry perhaps on a weekly basis via therapy that focuses on expression of repressed feelings and developing problem solving skills, for somebody to truly alter the way they encounter and perceive the world, I suspect that they must develop a near daily practice of reading and writing poetry.  This therapeutic aspect of poetry involves the same kind of commitment to experience that May (1983) addresses in the Discovery of Being.
Csikszentmihalyi (1990) discussed aspects of discipline in Hatha Yoga stages that could be applied to a poetry practice.  For instance, “the second step, niyama, involves “obedience,” or the following of ordered routines in cleanliness, study, and obedience to God, all of which help to channel attention into predictable patterns, and hence make attention easier to control,” (Csikszentmihalyi, 1990, p. 104).  Other stages help a person let go of the stressful demand of senses, as well as help a yoga practitioner relax into the body and become more present with it.  The final stage, pratyahara, involves learning how to direct the mind’s attention to particular senses.  All stages somehow involve the mastery of sensing through cultivating presence with discipline and practice.  Imagine this becoming possible with a daily practice of writing poetry.  What if a person set out into their world each day with the intention of bracketing their anxieties long enough to focus on the otherwise peripheral aspects of existence, many of which hold great beauty and benevolence?  Would this person’s perception gradually change, and would they notice more?  Would they feel the experience of awe that Schneider (2009) explores?  For instance, what if this practice started to translate into the seemingly mundane and  obligatory aspects of daily living, such as noticing the wildflowers growing through a concrete freeway divider during a daily commute, or smelling the rosemary in fresh baked bread on a walk down the street to the local convenience store?  I suspect that if this were so, a person’s perception would be altered, and these wonderfully sensational experiences would provide perspective in relation to the daily grind.  The painful experiencing of life could become less of a focal point, and more of a counterpoint that in contrast brightens the exuberance we can feel in presence of great beauty and wonder.  In fact, bracketing anxiety may eventually not be necessary.  Rather, a person could hold their anxiety in relationship to meaning and hope. The following poem I wrote illustrates the point:

Perspective

I was born into night.

Mistaking darkness for blindness,
I froze in the center of blackness 
and pain became the focal point.

Soon, an unfamiliar sun began to rise,
an inversion of Pandora's Box,
the inside opened to hope on the outside.

Steadfast in its promise for changing all things,
light did bend its many truths like a prism,
stretching night into asymmetrical shadows.

The focal point was cast off like a fishing line,
hitting its vanishing point at the landing,
sinking its painful hook beneath dark waters.

I had seen that the vanishing point
left my childhood stories behind on meridians,
and night gave way to day’s counterpoint.

So there, the vanishing point, focal point,
counterpoint; all shone like a hologram
and I, loving world for its shapeshift days

looked forward to my nightly return,
breaking bread with the benevolence
of light's constant mysteries.
Case Example: Wallace Stevens


The life of Wallace Stevens provides us with an excellent example of how a person can infuse mundane, daily experience with deep sensing, conscious being, and awe.  A graduate of law school and successful executive in the insurance industry, Stevens reportedly composed his poetry in his mind on his daily walk to and from the office, (Carruth, 1970).  As is true with physician-poets, one would hardly expect an insurance salesman or attorney to have an inclination for appreciating and writing poetry.  Still, Wallace Stevens has lived to be one of the greatest poets of the twentieth century, and not only does his poetry embody the essence of using language to increase one’s capacity for ever-present sensing and awe, but his philosophy on poetry, as well.  The following excerpt describes so beautifully the phenomenology of the poetic mind as it draws one into insight and appreciation for simple life and the poetic encounter:

“It is as if we had stepped into a ruin and were startled by a flight of birds that rose as we entered.  The familiar experience is made unfamiliar and from that time on, whenever we think of that particular scene, we remember how we held our breath and how the hungry doves of another world rose out of nothingness and whistled away.  We stand looking at a remembered habitation.  All old dwelling-places are subject to these transmogrifications and the experience of all of us includes a succession of old dwelling-places: abodes of the imagination, ancestral or memories of places that never existed.  It is plain that when, in this world of weak feeling and blank thinking, in which we are face to face with the poem every moment of time, we encounter some integration of the poem that pierces and dazzles us, the effect is an effect of style and not of the poem itself or at least not of the poem alone.  The effective integration is not a disengaging of the subject.  It is a question of the style in which the subject is presented,” (Stevens, 1962, p. 364).

Here, Wallace Stevens is describing the sense of awe (Schneider, 2009) that is inherent in the practice of writing poetry, and how one must be able to be present for a particular type of experience via the senses before writing the poem.  It is the “aha” moment that nearly always alerts us in a palpable manner to the miracle of life.

Wallace Steven’s poem, The Snowman (1990) highlights the brand of consciousness that one can learn to develop as they become engaged in the poetic process.  This poem does not just allude to being in a congruent state of mind with a situation, but also the engagement of senses in coming to know the situation:
One must have a mind of winter

To regard the frost and the boughs

Of the pine-trees crusted with snow;

And have been cold a long time

To behold the junipers shagged with ice,

The spruces rough in the distant glitter

Of the January sun; and not to think

Of any misery in the sound of the wind,

In the sound of a few leaves,

Which is the sound of the land

Full of the same wind

That is blowing in the same bare place

For the listener, who listens to the snow,

And, nothing himself, beholds

Nothing that is not there and the nothing that is. (p. 54).

Here, Wallace Stevens writes of the necessity to attend to the immediacy of one’s environment, expand identity beyond the confines of self and into the realm of nature, and it seems that Stevens engages in this process through listening with all senses.  He ends this poem with a profound insight about perception, and thus, meaning.  The Snow Man is the artistic embodiment of the capacity to un-harness and simultaneously integrate the senses into the here and now, with the purpose of developing heightened awareness and shifts in consciousness which may promote growth, change, and joy.

Conclusion


Poetry has historically helped people in a therapeutic capacity for several millenia, and at one time was integrated into the more physical, medicinal world.  Poetry therapy has been recognized for its benefits of helping people express themselves and gain insight.  However, it seems that poetry therapy has not received enough attention for its ability to provide even the most downtrodden soul with an invigorating experience that transcends life’s adversities.  Poetry is free.  It does not cost anything to go to the library and read poetry.  There is no fee for sitting on one’s front steps and smelling the newly fallen rain, or taking a hike up a nearby hill and pressing one’s palms to the cold, microcosmic topography of ground.  Writing poetry is a practice that could be easily generalized beyond the therapy room and into any environment.  The ecstasy inherent in reading and writing poetry is a possibility available to people of all walks of life, if only someone could remind them that they have poetry as a resource.  After all, a person can spend their life in one place and never really see its value until they’ve learned to look.  This brings me to my closing excerpt from the last page of T.S. Eliot’s (1943) “Four Quartets.”  It is a passage that reminds people of the value of exploration, being, mystery, and awe, and is another example of a poet who was able to identify the great beauty inherent in the things that are close to us, which we so often take for granted:
“We shall not cease from our exploration

And the end of all our exploring

Will be to arrive where we started

And know the place for the first time,” (Eliot, 1943, p. 59)
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