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A Great Leap Forward  
 

Sarah Jones 
 

This article from Sarah was published in 1993, one year before the Incorporation of the DTAA. Still early 

days in the history of Australian dance-movement therapy. So the article is really interesting from an 

historical perspective as one example of how so many Australian practitioners, who completed early training 

in this country, developed dance movement therapy within the context of their existing employment and other 

training - in this case Clinical Psychology. Denis was a pioneer in this country in this respect having 

developed dance movement in his work since his training in the Graduate Diploma of Movement and Dance 

in Melbourne, available then at the Institute of Early Childhood Development in Kew (then a part of the 

State College of Victoria, which later became a part of Melbourne University).  Denis graduated from this 

program in 1980. From what you read in this article, reprinted below, he of course went on to further 

develop his work as a dance movement therapist, to teach in courses at Melbourne University, develop and 

be on the staff in the course that ran at RMIT University, be President of the DTAA (Dance Movement 

Therapy Association of Australia) and to have the title of Honorary Professional Member of the DTAA’ 

bestowed on him.     
 

Sarah is a Social Worker, and at the time of writing this article, was working in the Child and Family 

Psychiatry Department at the Royal Children’s Hospital in Melbourne.  Her paper was originally published 

in The Australian and New Zealand Journal of Family Therapy, 30, 1: 18-25, and has been reprinted here 

with the kind permission of the journal’s editors. Thank you to Dr Paul Rhodes, Coordinating Editor, who 

responded so willingly. 

 

It is unusual for a family therapist to employ a 

dance framework as art of the therapeutic process. 

What happens when you do? This article describes 

the work of a therapist interested in dance as a way 

to psychic discovery. 

 

Imagine this……… 

Stand in the middle of the 

room. Walk to the door and 

open it, your partner is on 

the other side. Dance a 

message to him/her. Dance 

the reasons for the message 

and express wordlessly 

what you want from the 

relationship. 

 

If you felt some sense of curiosity reading this, then 

maybe Denis Kelynack’s use of dance in therapy 

may appeal. Denis Kelynack is a Melbourne based 

psychologist and therapist who is experimenting 

with dance and family therapy, the latter a more 

recent interest fuelled by supervision with one of 

Melbourne’s well known family therapists, Ray 

Hawkes. Whilst receiving a broad-based therapy 

training in America in the 1970s Denis sought out 

therapies using words, movement, experiential 

groups and the early models of family therapy. 

Early on he was influenced by the work of M. R. I. 

In Palo Alto where he did three month’s residential 

training with pioneers like Weakland and 

Watzlawick. He then became more interested in 

dance therapy when he studied with the Center for 

Enrgetic Studies in California and later in 

Melbourne with the dance educator Hanny Exiner.  

 

Dance Therapy uses movement and dance for 

psychotherapeutic purposes.  Thus it is an action 

method which enables a client to dance out 

contradictions and conflicts which are currently 

influencing him/her. It was through reading Papp’s 
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(in Andolfi, 1980) work on couples choreography 

that Denis first realised the potential for combining 

systems theory with dance therapy. Her work 

informed him that it is possible to use movement in 

systemic therapy.  It also showed that couples could 

be helped by these action techniques, by using 

visual symbols to broaden and deepen their 

existence.  Neither the therapist nor the client need 

be constrained by trying to articulate a problem of a 

relationship. 

 

The first tentative steps of putting theory into 

practice were when an individual client of Denis’ 

suggested that she should bring her partner to dance 

out the relationship troubles. The partner did attend. 

Denis asked each one, using Papp’s model, to dance 

out a fantasy about the relationship. He then asked 

them to reverse their roles and dance. She danced a 

story of a cat and canary. He danced a puppet 

controlled by puppeteers. While her cat was unable 

to catch the canary his puppet escaped the clutches 

of the puppeteer.  Their movement symbolised what 

they had been unable to find through words, his 

desire to leave the relationship that she wanted to 

maintain. The session finished with her performing 

a supplication dance. His dance was a dance of 

farewell. The relationship struggle became clearer 

to them both.  

 

Denis explains that systems theory has influenced 

his work by emphasising the significance of a 

client’s family of origin. The therapist then has the 

potential to work with this in creative ways. 

Although it may seem obvious that all clients have 

families, using the notion of the family to 

understand the context in which a person has 

developed is still relatively new for dance 

therapists. Systems theory enables a therapist to 

hold in mind the notion that the person who has 

come for help is embedded in a number of 

cultures/systems and a primary one may be that 

person’s family. Denis uses these ideas to 

understand the individual but extends his methods 

of intervention by also employing the dance.  One 

of the ways he promotes access to the family is to 

look at patterns of interactions.  He quite literally 

takes the patterns and makes them into expressions. 

A client he recently worked with began a dance 
session under a blanket. The message from the 

movement indicted the oppressive memories he had 

about his family’s autocratic style. They were not 

safe to uncover. During the first session he did not 

emerge from the blanket. The isolation seemed to 

be a denial of the client’s individual identity. As the 

work progressed, the client did emerge.  

 

Discussion is kept to a minimum in this kind of 

work. Often a subsequent session will be held to 

articulate the dance experience. Denis feels his role 

in this kind of work is to become the witness: a 

participant observer. He allows and encourages the 

dance to ‘speak” for itself. There is debate in the 

dance therapy literature about connecting the 

movement experience with a verbal meaning. For 

example, in a paper by Helmich (1992) she 

describes ways she has applied verbalization to 

dance movements as a way to overcome 

alexithymia (emotional numbing) in clients who 

have experienced psychic trauma – “Verbalising an 

experience links the symbolic form with the verbal 

form, reinforcing meaning.” 

 

Working with clients’ physical expressions as well 

as their emotional expressions seems to be just an 

extension of the humanistic model. It is not a “new” 

idea; Gestalt and psychodrama therapists use action 

and movement in their work. Family therapists in 

the early days were interested in the physical 

expressions or representations of families. As a 

trainee I learnt of Minuchin’s techniques of moving 

family members into different chairs to re-align the 

hierarchical boundaries. Therapists like Virginia 

Satir (Woods, 1984) employed family sculptures as 

a way for family members to experience physically 

and viscerally a representation of their styles of 

interaction. Papp (1980) in her work with couples 

has developed the idea of using fantasy and a 

physical enactment of the fantasy to help partners 

explore and experiment with new interactions. In 

the last two decades whole schools of dance therapy 

have developed and America boasts its own 

American Journal of Dance Therapy. Recently the 

Australian Dance Council has published a 

monograph called Dance therapy Collections 

(1992). In this first Collection there are articles 

influenced by Reich, Winnicott, Mahler and Pines, 

but no specific reference to family therapy. As there 

are models, courses and journals devoted to Dance 

Therapy perhaps it is timely for family therapists to 

reconsider our reliance on the verbal: our emphasis 

on stories, narratives, questions, tasks and 

interventions.  

 

We ere given an elegant demonstration of the power 

of the non-verbal at the second Australian and New 

Zealand Family therapy conference held in 

Melbourne, in the winter of 1992. A group of Koori 

dancers was invited to open the conference; their 

smoke dance, an explosion of fire, smoke and 

bodies, erupted onto Royal Parade one cold 

morning in July. Inside the auditorium before the 

obligatory verbal welcome was an unusual scene, 

one to be repeated for four days. Instead of only 

plenary addresses we had plenaries and dances. For 

some of the audience it may have been the first time 

to witness the authentic dances of our land. As tall, 

dark, painted Koori men leapt to the sounds of their 

musical instrument they permitted us to enter into 
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their rituals. Many sat wondering, amazed at the 

meaning of the movement. Their welcome seemed 

to place us momentarily in their context, not them in 

ours. 

 

What did those dancers contribute to the 

conference? They demonstrated that the recent 

emphasis in family therapy of paying attention to 

families’ cultural and political systems is more 

than rhetoric. And that history and meaning can 

be conveyed through movement. Yet the dance 

also seemed to indicate that something was 

missing in our Westernised world.  The dancing 

showed us what can be learnt, surmised, 

suggested through a physical performance. In 

doing so the dance became the communication 

between them and us. 

 

Is this kind of expression available to family 

therapists? Denis Kelynack is clear about the use 

of his dance in therapy. He employs dance with 

clients as just one way to bring out the struggle, 

the conflict. Part of his assessment with a client is 

whether there is a readiness to use movement. 

Although his work had been mainly with 

individuals, more recently he has been 

experimenting with the use of dance with couples. 

(It is important to note that the work is still at an 

experimental level.) 

 

At first glance, it is a big leap from the Structural, 

Strategic and Milan modes and their more recent 

feminist, constructivist, post-modern critiques to the 

consideration of dance as a therapeutic modality. It 

requires the therapist to be ‘multi-lingual’ – 

conversant in the talking therapies and yet informed 

by the dance therapies to be able to construct 

sessions creatively where dance becomes the 

medium with a message. Not for everyone, although 

lately I’ve been watching our children dance 

spontaneously, wondering on their messages and 

what they have inherited.   
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Denis still dancing: Hanny Exiner Memorial tribute, 

March 2007.  

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


