
Introduction

What would you do, as a dance movement 
therapist, if a good friend was diagnosed 
with cancer and asked for your professional 
services? 

Cecile* had been a good friend of mine for 
more than thirty years.  We had similar 

backgrounds in England with training in 
physical education and Rudolf Laban’s 
movement and dance education. During the 
1970s we worked together for the South 
Australian Education Department, providing 
dance resource material for schools. We 
taught teachers, students and children the 
value of educational dance. We shared a lot 
of fun and laughter and never lost touch 
through our different life journeys. Cecile 
stayed with creative dance in schools, 
lecturing in South Australia. I moved on 
to dance movement therapy, teaching 
in several states. Cecile was always in 
attendance when I was invited to teach 
dance movement therapy workshops in 
South Australia.

When I returned permanently to Adelaide, 
South Australia in November 2005 I was 
back in touch with Cecile and her family on 
a regular basis. In March 2006 she phoned 
with the distressing news that after a 
short illness she had been diagnosed with 
lymphoma cancer. I felt her devastation. 

A Tribute: Two Minds Meeting, Moving And 
Expanding: dance movement therapy with a 
cancer patient
Mary Builth

Abstract   
This case study is about the use of dance movement therapy with a dear friend and professional colleague of 
the author who was diagnosed with lymphoma cancer.  Together we explored the alternative healing method of 
dance movement therapy along with conventional medical care. My intention was to listen to her needs and give 
positive support physically, mentally and spiritually whenever possible.  Through a creative process I provided 
movement expression, allowing release of inner feelings and transforming them into dance. Through attunement, 
progress fl owed, my client showed great courage and very positive reactions to both my methods and processes. 
Her use of creative expression and her dance motifs were empowering and gave her great satisfaction.  As 
inner feelings are allowed expression, many negative feelings can be transformed in movement from negative 
to positive, supporting optimism, hope and courage. Dance movement therapy can reduce feelings of isolation 
through shared movement support, and provide an access to spirituality.

Key words: dance movement therapy, cancer support, alternative healing, attunement, transforming, courage, 
spirituality.
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From the outset I realized that Cecile and 
I would have differing ideas in relation 
to healing. I knew that Cecile would be 
following conventional medical treatment, 
which meant oncology treatment in 
hospital. However in April, Cecile contacted 
me asking for my alternative professional 
services as a dance movement therapist.

How could I refuse? We both knew the 
value of dance, that through the spirit of 
dance, and the feelings of joy and love 
of life it can impart, one can feel a sense 
of wholeness and integration.  I was also 
aware of the emotional and physical toll 
working with Cecile would have on me, 
as I was to have a hip replacement in late 
June. I knew my limitations at the time. 
If I accepted, would I be a good enough 
therapist? I took on the challenge. 

Dance movement therapy program 
aims

Before we commenced treatment I had 
to consider what I, as a dance movement 
therapist, felt I could offer Cecile. I decided 
this was

•  to share joy and laughter and lift 
    energy and spirit
•  to present opportunities for 
    movement expression, releasing 
    inner feelings and transforming 
    them into dance through a creative 
    process (Berger and Leventhal, 
    1987;  Luzzatto and Gabriel, 1998) 
•  to understand and to cope with 
    what is possible when suffering 
    from cancer and medical treatment 
    (Manheim and Weiss, 2005)
•  to cement feelings of faith, hope 
    and love (Mehl-Madrona, 1997)
•  to trust and believe that there 
    are positive forces to plug into for 
    courage and support, and that 
    these forces may also assist in 

    coping with fear
•  to offer opportunities for Cecile to 
    speak of her thoughts and feelings 
    on her dance movement 
    experiences and how these could 
    be integrated into her daily life 
    (Manheim and Weiss, 2005) 
•  to never give up if that is her will  
    (Dalai Lama)
•  for Cecile to have the satisfaction 
    of producing her own dance motif 
    in the therapeutic experience that 
    could be repeated at any time 
    either physically, mentally or 
    spiritually to renew and confirm 
    her inner strength (Leventhal, 
    1994).

Cecile also had the aim to find wholeness 
and recovery and as she expressed it, ‘to 
work all the steps and stages through both 
conventional and alternative practices’.  
She had a strong wonderful sense of love 
and support coming from her family and 
dear friends; also strength and nourishment 
from a deep aesthetic appreciation of her 
home, her garden and Mother Nature. 

At the same time, she was experiencing 
negative feelings after commencing 
chemotherapy.  As she described, ‘I feel 
I have lost my head and that there is 
just sawdust inside and that my body is 
quite separate somehow’. She described 
the effects of the chemo as something 
that ‘numbs and blurs’.  This feeling was 
manifested later in her drawings.

DMT program content

At the first and subsequent opening of the 
sessions, I asked for spiritual guidance to 
oversee and guide our progress, to assist 
me to find direction, ease pain when 
necessary, and to grant me the power to 
heal. Calling on faith, hope and love; I 
asked for faith to know wellness, hope to 
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know this was attainable, and love to give 
support on the journey to healing.  I lit a 
candle for uplifting and understanding and 
representing fire and air for life’s breath 
and energy.  I also brought a crystal for 
purity and truth and a flower for beauty, 
earth and grounding.

I used Mehl-Madrona’s words on ritual as 
guidance: 

When we approach ritual, we must 
approach it as a transformative 
process. Through its power, the fabric 
of the cosmos is altered. How the 
alteration is managed is mysterious, 
explanations fall short of describing 
the process - we must take it on faith. 
We experience without explanation; 
we participate. Experience takes 
precedence over rational thought.  
(Mehl-Madrona, 1997, p. 277) 

Cecile informed me that she felt warmth 
and calmness from both the candle and the 
crystal and that she needed this regularly 
as the chemotherapy was extremely 
draining on her body, mind and spirit.  As 
Mehl-Madrona says, 

Prayer and ceremony hold a magic 
and power that cannot be denied. It 
is through ritual that we address the 
non-physical energies which surround 
us, protect us, enliven us, and instruct 
us. It is the simplest way of formally 
requesting help with our problem 
(1997, p. 231).

At the start of each session, we spent 
time on an update of Cecile’s changing 
state. Cecile chose music for the warm-up 
that connected with her energy level.  The 
warm-up began with a focus on body parts, 
often mirroring, then moving to being 
upright and working towards use of the 
whole body and bringing into play Laban’s 

Effort elements of Time, Space, Weight and 
Flow (Laban, 1950).  

Touch was invited by Cecile. For both 
physical and mental support, we usually 
moved together, either alongside or 
opposite each other, or with me behind, 
mirroring her movements.  As Marion Chace 
described, mirroring movement in dance 
therapy is used for movement instigation, 
attunement, reflection and as a means 
of ‘cutting through the isolation of the 
individual’ (Chace, 1978, p. 225).

Most of the themes for the sessions came 
from Cecile and were either drawn from her 
existing mind, body and spirit states at the 
time or were an extension of a previous 
session. Themes used included
 Strength - The Warrior Dance
 Confidence
 Forging Forward
 Determination
 Relationships
 Power Of Love
 Acceptance
 Courage
 Endurance
 Serenity
 Joy and Laughter
 Light and Hope
 Peace

The sessions always closed with us 
holding hands, breathing together and 
giving thanks to the forces of healing.  
As Leventhal suggests, Cecile used a 
journal to record and share her thoughts, 
feelings, associations and memories either 
in between or during therapy sessions 
(Leventhal, 1991).  

Dreams, images and interpretations 

Some of Cecile’s powerful dreams were 
enacted in dance, taking her into her 
own creative journey, where sensory 

186  D
ance Therapy Collections N

o. 3 ©
D
TA

A 2009

Builth A tribute: two minds meeting dance movement therapy with a cancer patient



associations were strong and where 
movement and stillness became full of 
meaning.  Jung describes the power of 
dream images this way:

…..with any fantasy image; one 
concentrates on it, and then finds that 
one has great difficulty in keeping the 
thing quiet, it gets restless, it shifts, 
something is added, or it multiplies 
itself; one fills it with living power, 
and it becomes pregnant  (Jung, 1932, 
p.3). 

In the first session, Cecile described to me 
a powerful dream she had had about a 
river: 

Cecile swam in a big river against 
the current.  There were overhanging 
cliffs and on one of them were her 
three loving sisters-in-law watching 
her progress with satisfaction. She 
was swimming both breaststroke and 
crawl and making steady progress. 
She was enjoying the water, all the 
overhanging trees and plants, and the 
smell of the flowers and she rested by 
floating from time to time or holding 
on to big rocks along the way.  She 
was enjoying the journey that was 
forever ongoing so it never took 
her to a specific destination.  Cecile 
interpreted it as meaning that she was 
making positive progress and that she 
was going to succeed in her battle 
with cancer. 

I invited Cecile to move her dream 
in dance, which she did through 
improvisation.  This was using the concept 
of Active Imagination, ‘Carl Jung’s term for 
a process in which, while consciousness 
looks on, participating but not directing, 
cooperating but not choosing, the 
unconscious is allowed to speak whatever 
and however it likes’  (Lewis, 1986, p.70).   

Cecile’s body movements were Vertical and 
mostly Sagittal, with Horizontal turning.  
Her arm movements were Horizontal 
and Bound, showing both Strength and 
Lightness when she travelled.  She had 
several rests holding on to furniture and 
total stillness when her journey was 
concluded.  

I invited Cecile to select some movements 
of special significance from this movement 
experience.  We joined these into a succinct 
movement sequence that we repeated 
for clarification until we could hold it in 
our movement memories.  Cecile then 
anchored the phrase in an alternative 
representational form with a drawing in 
colour, and added words of significance 
and meaning.  

She then shared her experience verbally 
with me, because, as Lewis advises, 
‘improvising is like active imagination, it 
cannot be done endlessly in a vacuum, but 
in some way it must be brought to a more 
conscious level’ (Lewis, 1986, p. 71).  This 
process is also related to Leventhal’s Five 
Part Unfolding, where the same procedure 
of bringing the unconscious to the 
conscious is used (Leventhal, 1992).  Our 
goal was the integration of Cecile’s dream, 
the transformative dance, the drawing and 
the words into the reality of the present 
moment, and this was eventually achieved. 
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Cecile then invited me to mirror her dance 
sequence, and we danced it together until 
she was satisfied with the clarity and 
movement quality.  I suggested that she 
look at her drawing and her powerful words 
and repeat her motif in either her body, her 
mind or her imagination, whenever she felt 
the need to reinforce her self image, her 
faith and hope. This I hoped would give 
Cecile some form of support until our next 
session, a process suggested by Marcia 
Leventhal (Leventhal, 1994). 

Cecile commented that this experience of 
moving her dream had been wonderful, 
that she had felt joy, satisfaction, control 
and renewal.  Her words, ‘I know I can 
make it, this is for me’, were a positive 
confirmation for me that a therapeutic 
experience had occurred.

Cecile had several other dreams involving 
water.  These were used as warm-ups or 
as the beginning of exploration of deeper 
meaning themes that took her on journeys 
of movement, discovery and insight.  

One time she had dreamed that she was 
caught in a tsunami but was unafraid 
because she had the ability to swim 
through it.  She felt that this gave her proof 
that she was succeeding in her healing 
journey.  In a movement exploration of 
another dream, in which bubbles were 
floating then bursting and releasing fun 
and energy, Cecile danced in a light-hearted 
way. 

A dream of a search for waterfalls led 
to a movement experience in which the 
waterfalls became encompassing showers 
for cleansing after oncology treatment.  An 
image from a dream of splashing through 
shallow seawater with light and delicate 
footwork lifted Cecile’s spirits and made her 
feel joyful. Some of the words she used to 
describe these water experiences 

were, ‘refreshing, evocative, envigorating, 
energised, playful, restored’. 

After a dream in which Cecile was teaching 
dance students using a theme of autumn 
and leaves were blowing everywhere, filling 
the world with colour and unpredictability, 
Cecile danced their movement and beauty. 
Her interpretation of this experience was 
that, although her present state was very 
unpredictable, there were times when 
she felt great warmth and support from 
everyone around her that filled her with 
enthusiasm for life and beauty and helped 
make everything more positive.

  
Hope Session 
There were times when Cecile had to 
cancel our sessions because she was either 
hospitalised as a result of chemotherapy 
or just too exhausted. Sometimes she 
requested that I come despite her 
exhaustion.  Then I would plan a theme 
to reinforce one of our goals, ‘Renewal of 
Hope’.
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Cecile developed a particular movement to 
symbolise hope: her body was low, with 
hands together in prayer position, slowly 
growing upwards.  Her hands and arms 
slowly parted and moved to a horizontal 
position. She then lowered her body and 
repeated the whole movement sequence. 
This was a tremendous effort for her, yet 
gave her an observable feeling of lightness, 
of reaching upwards beyond the normal.  

I invited Cecile to transfer this experience 
of this movement on to paper.  She chose 
the colour purple for the drawing and 
when she looked at it overall, she was 
rather amazed that she had drawn an 
outline of what might have been an angel. 
As she shared this observation with me, I 
noted that the figure was headless, which 
reminded me of her earlier statement that 
the chemotherapy treatment gave her the 
feeling that she had no head.  I thought 
that while Cecile felt separate from her 
head, the chemotherapy was heavily in 
control.

Cecile invited me to perform her sequence 
for her to witness and then we performed 
it together. When I danced the sequence, 
I felt I was in a deep prayerful ritual, and 
that I was resisting reaching too high.  The 
horizontal arms made me feel less hopeful, 
but certainly peaceful.

Cecile’s interpretation of this experience 
was that she felt strongly there was a 
positive force being offered to reinforce her 
need for hope for the future. The symbolic 
form of the angel certainly reaffirmed my 
sense that we were not alone in our battle.  
It seemed to me that Cecile saw in her 
vision ‘an archetypal symbol of healing’ 
(Mehl-Madrona, 1997, p. 261).

Cecile questioned me as to whether 
spirituality had been included in my 
training. I explained that the theory in my 

training in dance movement therapy with 
Dr. Marcia Leventhal was that the Body, 
Mind and Spirit could not be separated. 
The Body included all the physical aspects, 
the Mind all the conscious thinking aspects, 
and the Spirit the symbolic, transformative 
aspects. 

Endurance Session: 
Flight of migratory birds
This session followed on from the symbolic 
Angel session, and for Cecile it was a tool 
for reinforcement; of freedom in flight, 
of going solo, of reducing fear of the 
unknown; of being light as a feather so 
there was effortless movement as if being 
carried by a powerful force. 

She also sensed that for her there would 
be a final destination. The journey held 
a great deal of imagery; the crossing of 
oceans, mountains, valleys, which brought 
back many thoughts, associations and 
memories. The drawing Cecile made after 
this session had huge patterns and swirls 
of colour that took her on yet another 
journey of childhood memories.

Before this session Cecile had been feeling 
very ill, her voice was tired and her hands 
shook visibly. When she took off in flight 
with arms extended and body poised, all 
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signs of shaking and weakness disappeared, 
her face was ecstatic and her movements 
strong as she travelled about the room. 
I was somewhat apprehensive about her 
energy level and was relieved when she 
eventually came to rest with folded wings 
and with a huge smile of satisfaction as she 
sat down saying, ‘That was perfectly lovely, I 
feel serene, cared for and so much stronger.’

Final sessions
In early June, Cecile began to feel much 
better.  Her chemotherapy sessions were 
completed and she informed me with joy 
that she felt she had ‘got her head back’. 
Being given permission to drive again was 
another very positive milestone.  She later 
informed me that her most recent scan 
showed a clearance of cancer cells.  At the 
same time she invited me to celebrate her 
healing and also her husband’s birthday, 
July 7th.  I was delighted, particularly 
as I was going to be unable to continue 
with our DMT sessions because of my hip 
replacement, then a holiday interstate.

It was in late August whilst I was on 
holiday, that I was informed Cecile had a 
new very aggressive cancer and was again 
hospitalised.  I was sad and dismayed at 
this news. 

By the time I was back near Cecile again, 
it had become difficult for us to continue 
with any dance movement therapy.  Our 
sessions were intermittent as she had 
become very weak and hazy from morphine 
and chemotherapy.  One process that we 
could still experience together was active 
imagination, and once Cecile used this 
concept to listen to the rhythm of a dripping 
tap and allow it to take her into her inner 
dance.

Cecile became very ill and was given a 
choice by her medical team.  She could go 
immediately into palliative care with the 

expectation of possibly three weeks to live 
or take a double chemo treatment with 
the hope of a relatively short extension 
of life.  Cecile chose the latter.  She had 
courage and faith and she asked me for my 
continued support in her fight for life.

On her last visit home, we had a session 
in which Cecile chose the words ‘Courage’, 
to face the fight, ‘Being Open’,  to accept 
and be ready for what could happen, 
and ‘Serenity’ to stay calm and tranquil 
throughout.  She chose a gesture for each 
word and danced it whilst sitting, her 
physical condition being very weak and 
fragile.  I mirrored her movements and she 
extended and intensified them. 

Cecile then chose the way she would 
like these movements to be rhythmically 
sequenced and we performed them as a 
duet.  The focus, the power and the beauty 
of what was to be our final dance was very 
moving. Cecile felt empowered to be able 
to take this on the rest of her journey, to 
repeat it in either her body, mind, or spirit 
whenever she had the need. 

I saved my tears for my journey home.

Cecile never gave up the fight and died 
quite suddenly with heart complications.  
All the medical staff commented on her 
courage, acceptance and serenity.  

I felt deeply grateful for having the 
knowledge and intuition to empower Cecile 
to draw on her own attributes through this 
very difficult but powerful journey.    

There were many emotions uncovered 
within the sessions: sadness, joy, happiness 
love, regret, fear, resentment, anger, grief, 
trust and appreciation.  We dealt with these 
and expressed them in movement, words 
and drawings, and eventually accepted. 
Cecile never said ‘Why me?’
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We met, we moved and we both expanded. 

* The case example discussed in this paper 
was used with permission. A pseudonym 
was used for privacy.  

Illustrations:  The illustrations in this article 
are the author’s copies of Cecile’s drawings 
made in response to each session.
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