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Abstract 

The various aspects of the Formative point of view of art are elaborated; in particular, the parallel between the artist creating works of art and the human being who is 
forming himself. Stanley Keleman, the founder of Formative Psychology, describes the forming of oneself—as “self-poem.” In this sense, myths—similar to dreams—
are understood as “scripts for bodying.” Thus, myths can be “borrowed,” by means of which these layers may be incorporated. In turn, these embodied layers desire to 
be differentiated and made personal by applying the Bodying Practice. Within this framework a Formative somatopoetology may be developed, which helps to grasp 
the various layers of literature as a “body.” consisting of different anatomic structures pulsatory patterns. In the same way, the form of a work of art, as well as the 
reception of art, are interpreted in a Formative way. This results in a multi-layered co-bodying, a reorganizing, a rewriting of literary works of art, which also redefines 
the meaning and function of art. As a conclusion, one may grasp that the somatic approach, situated between the field of literature and psychology, offers a new insight 
into literature and psychology. By applying the Formative somatic approach, one may contribute, at the same time, to literature and psychology and even combine these 
fields within a new framework, called Formative Psychology. (This is an abridged version of the article in the Festschrift for Stanley Keleman 2006.) 
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Stanley Keleman, the founder of Formative Psychology, is a linguistic innovator, a researcher, and a poet. His research on the 

functioning of the human being may be described as precise, and his methodology, which is founded in anatomic biology, is clear-cut. 
On the whole, the form of his terminology and the stylistic devices he uses represent an entity. In a consistent way, Keleman, who is 
an artist himself, also developed a Formative perspective on how to deal with art. This perspective deepens the understanding of art 
and makes art available for the Formative process of the individual. In this article, I will take up Keleman’s Formative approach and 
apply it to German poetry. The first section deals with the question of how to develop the most important aspects of Formative 
understanding with regard to art and literature. The following subtitles are quotations from Stanley Keleman’s articles about literature, 
listed in the references at the end of this article. 

 
 

“Art and Life Are in a Dialogue that Organizes Co-Bodying” 
 

Art as a forming process in figures, sounds, movements and words seems to be a genuine desire of mankind. Across different 
cultures there are dances, myths, songs and images. We ought to question what art may offer us and what kind of role it plays in our 
lives. Formative philosophy provides a fundamental answer to this question: 

 
Literature and art present us with the archetypes of human form, its character and structure. It offers us the stories 
and images of the different body shapes and destinies of the human enterprise in our relationship to nature, the 
cosmos and other humans. It speaks about the different states of human life with its accompanying feelings and 
experiences. It gives us a library of human somatic types, from childhood to old age. (Keleman, 1994a, 1) 
 

The Formative understanding focuses on the spectrum of somatic-emotional shapes in their life-embracing dynamics, as they 
appear in literature. Formative understanding should not be considered a traditional interpretation, but rather a dialogue between art 
and life: “Art and life are in a dialogue that organize co-bodying.1 We respond to these works and embody them, which reforms the 
story also. This is the way we bring into appearance our different somatic shapes over a life time” (Keleman, 1994a, 4). Thus, co-
bodying constitutes the central issue of art and, at the same time, it enables a dialogue between two forms of expression that stem from 
the same matter. This dialogue with art should also be understood as a chance for life-long somatic-emotional growth and forming. 
That is, to create a Formative style of living. 

 
 

“Art and Soma are Twins” 
 

Stanley Keleman emphasizes the parallels between artistic expression and the self-forming of a person. The self-forming process 
is an artistic act, whereas the process of creating a piece of art ought to be seen as a self-forming process. In a similar way, twins can 
be identical and yet different. Thus, self-forming ought to be understood as a creative act, in which the terms “creative” and “poetic” 
become synonymous: “In this sense the body is a self poem with the wisdom we seek from our internal vista” (Keleman, 1990, p. 2). 
The human being who is self-forming him/herself as “self poem”—this is the poetic formula for the Formative perspective that 
Keleman expressed in 1986 as follows: “Formative Psychology, based on an evolutionary perspective, states that as humans we are an 
ongoing process, continually forming with voluntary muscular effort a somatic self in a personal self way” (Keleman, 1994b, p. 2). 
                                                 
1 Leading body support or giving body to a process or person. 
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Stanley Keleman distanced himself as far as possible from the causal-deterministic understanding in which the human being is 
determined by genetics and socialization. According to Keleman, the Formative process is made possible by the innate “pattern of 
self-organization” (Keleman, 1994b, p. 2). Stanley Keleman not only distanced himself from the causal-deterministic understanding, 
but also expands the term of the artistic, for which the common denominator is the “forming” aspect. Each expression of the soma is 
seen as a creative process: “Every appearance in the world of the human somatic self’s expression is a poetic expression. Soma and its 
production are twins, making whole the somatic soul” (Keleman, 1990, p. 2). Therefore, the forming of one’s self and of one’s work 
derives from the same matrix, with poetry being an expression of the soma, just as voluntary self-organization is a poetic act. 

In this context, Stanley Keleman’s way of thinking has an affinity with Alfred Adler, the founder of “individual psychology.” 
Adler understood the formation of the individual lifestyle as a creative-artistic and therefore Formative process in which the child 
forms himself with “playful joy.” Therefore the child is the artist of himself, and at the same time, he represents his own creation— 
even his creation is imperfect. On the whole, Adler was the first psychologist with a Formative view, even though he was not able to 
transfer it into somatic methodology. According to Adler, self-forming is rather an individual somatic myth, the identity of forming 
and of the formed. Adler also emphasizes that genetics and socialization have to be seen as components “out of which the child can 
build his lifestyle in a playful manner.” (Adler, Education, p. 5). 

In Formative Psychology, the metaphor in Adler’s way of thinking undergoes a somatic specification. In the Formative 
understanding, the creative act of voluntary muscular self-forming is no longer a metaphor, but rather the somatic reality of mankind. 
The “artist” is not only a human being, but finally the living organizing process itself. One of Keleman’s poems “A Passing Wind: 
Embodiment’s Memories” ends as follows: “Being embodied is a cycle of rising, settings / The body is creation / Its creation is the 
“cortical mammal” / Mankind‘s self. / The body is its own god.”2 

 
 

“Myth is a Script for Bodying” 
 

Literature, one of the disciplines of art, emerges from our soma, from which more connections can be made. In a sense, art may 
be compared to gestures, by means of which we are in a dialogue with ourselves. The gestures enable us to bring our intraorganismic 
movements to the outside, after which we may add them to our own body, as a new Formative impulse. In this understanding, works 
of art should be considered an artist’s gesture. Those receiving a piece of art embody its gesture and use it for their own Formative 
process. 

Artworks are comparable to dreams: They represent another form of dreaming. Thus, we dream ourselves in works of art. Artists 
dream, and the ones who receive art are dreaming with them, borrowing their dreams in order to embody them. A dream, be it a day 
dream or a dream taking place during the night, emerges from the organism, shows the inner cosmos with all its layers as well as the 
dialogue between these layers. In other words, literary works are twins of our dreams because dreams are rooted in our soma. What 
Stanley Keleman says about dreams is also valid for poetry: “Dream figures, they are a motile anatomy and an externalization of the 
body’s inner process. They meld and morph, dramatizing the body‘s metamorphosis” (Keleman, 2003, p. 1). Moreover, “dream 
figures are similar to gestures. They are the body‘s inside coming to the surface” (ibid.). 

This notion of dream figures is applicable to the formed overall gestalt of a piece of work, in which the figures represent, amongst 
others, one level of organization with which we can form a co-bodying process. The matrix of dreams is motile, even though the 
single dreams show different stages of the pulsatory continuum within this motility. Poetry can also have various qualities, but at the 
same time, it is always framed by the poetic form. Time and again, dream figures have a mythic quality so that they may be described 
as fighters, artists, mothers, lovers, or old people. On this level, they are also comparable to poetic figures, which in turn are rooted in 
the soma: 

 
Myth is a story in a particular language that humans have devised for themselves. In relating a myth, one part of the 
organism can talk to another, and individuals can share their internal experiences with those around them. Myth is 
a way of perceiving inner and outer worlds. The body organizes sensations that arise out of tissue metabolism, and 
this is what we call consciousness. This somatic process is the matrix for the stories and images of myth. (Keleman, 
1999, p. 5) 

  
The somatic process being the matrix for myths, many stories we tell to others and ourselves could be considered a kind of myth, 

be it a collective or personal myth. Time and again, from one epoch to another, collective myths are newly formed, and are picked up, 
to some extent, by the poets who re-form these myths in an individual way. Myths tell us about the adventures of human 
morphogenesis and metamorphosis. There are literary works that contain a Formative perspective and others that express their failure 
or impossibility. We use these works in our personal Formative endeavor, as recipients of art through co-bodying. This does not imply 
that we merely identify with a figure, its layers and processes, or with the dialogue between figures, but rather that we form these 
aspects in order to personalize them. Stanley Keleman expresses this forming process as follows: “We respond to these works, 
embody them, which re-forms the story also” (Keleman, 1994a, p. 4). By re-forming ourselves, making an anatomic change, we also 
re-form the storytelling itself. However myths, as well as dreams and stories, only represent the surface of dynamics, because—

                                                 
2 Unpublished poem. 
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according to Formative Psychology—the layer of storytelling is a social arrangement that transfers the multitude of soma’s anatomic 
tic layers and the dialogue between them into the succession of a story.  

Yet, the stories and images connected to them remain beneath the surface of the embodiments, which are not linear, but rather 
deep anatomic layers, constructed as a succession. Modern poetry does not follow this arrangement, but shows instead a great 
proximity to the structure of dreams in their original gestalt. Readers try to “understand” these works by transforming them into a 
dream-like succession: “What is the meaning of this poem?” The somatic-emotional “meaning.” however, is identical with its layered 
dynamics—exactly as with dreams.  

If we accept the assumption that we can borrow external myth from other people, as one might borrow their night dreams, then 
working with myths can be organized in the same way as working with night dreams. By means of his Formative method, Stanley 
Keleman has offered psychological work with dreams a new basis, which is also valid for myths. Dreams are fleeting shapes that 
vanish if we don't bestow continuity upon them. We narrate dreams and thus bring them to mind and embody them again. We do the 
same with the works of art we listen to or read over and over again, by giving them some duration. This is how literary works are 
transferred from one generation to the next. 

In poetry, we encounter our human Formative possibilities, our challenges as well as our difficulties, troubles and cruelties, all of 
which are part of the human condition: “Literature gives us a library of human somatic types from childhood to aging. It offers us the 
shapes of emotions, from lust to love. Most importantly, it is a testament of human Formative possibilities” (Keleman, 1994a, p. 1). 
With the notion of a “testament,” Stanley Keleman also conveys the significance that is inherent in the tradition of art. 
 
 

The Five Steps of the How Exercise in Our Literature 
 

As I mentioned before, Formative Psychology and philosophy goes one step further. It teaches us how we can make the 
experiences of poetry and our own dreams available to us. This does not imply a mere repeated reading of poetry, of myths as verbal 
stories. Stanley Keleman's statement, that “myth is a script for bodying, for action, for creating an inner cathedral, a somatic self. 
Literature also is a pattern of embodiment” (Keleman, 1994a, p. 1), which has an additional level, namely that poetry is used in yet 
another way as “script for bodying.”  

The Formative approach lends us the instruments by which we may implement what particularly modern poets refer to as 
“composing forth”—and by which we may make the forming impulse of literature available to our own creative process. In doing so, 
we cannot only work with the figures of a poem, but also with its pulsatory form and dynamic. Since literary works are not our own 
individual dreams, we choose works that are important to us, works that we can continue to dream and make personal individually.  

In literary works there are also moments that particularly touch us and to which we return over and over again. They create what 
Stanley Keleman described, in relation to dreams, as “luminous moments.” These moments generate a fluid state within us, out of 
which something new can arise. It is especially important to take up these moments. That is why we might cite the same phrases or 
wordings from a literary work. They give us the opportunity to form ourselves. 

If poetry expresses an individual myth, we are able to form our own myth with its support—not only as a story, but as a somatic-
emotional reality that can be embodied, differentiated and formed into a personal repertoire. The rearrangement of what we receive on 
the somatic level thus generates our own life-myth. This process also entails participating in the unknown, to which we expose 
ourselves in order to widen our view of the human condition and enlarge our personhood. This is a deeply human perspective with a 
concern that always centers in human growth.  

Again, Stanley Keleman draws a parallel to the “twinhood” between art and soma: “The five steps of the Bodying Practice is our 
literature, our bodied experience, our temporal frozen motility. The somatic self‘s story is our artwork. A workshop can use the How 
Exercises to embody our experience with the body of art and literature” (Keleman, 1994a, 6). At first it seems to be surprising that the 
process of the Bodying Practice (How Exercise) is described as “literature.” This stands in contradiction to all that we usually 
understand as literature. Yet, we ought to grasp that our self-organizing process is our artwork, and that we are the artists of ourselves 
and of the work of art we created through self-forming. We “write” ourselves by means of the How Exercise, which we apply to 
gestures, dreams and art. 
 
 

Somatopoetology 
 

In this section, I will sketch a somatopoetology within the framework of the Formative concept and its interpretation of art. This 
somatopoetology establishes the basis for the Formative analysis with different layers of literature. 

 
 

The Different “Bodies” of Poetry  
  

If poetry is soma’s twin, then it is also possible to speak of bodies of literature—similarly to Stanley Keleman who also speaks of 
“dreambody.” There are several “bodies.” First of all, there is the literary body that comprises several layers, from the body that 
embraces epochs to the body of the single poetical work. The work body is also organized in layers—in layers of formal and 
individual form elements with their pulsatory qualities, which are motile, porous, rigid and dense; especially in poetry. A further layer 
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of the suborganization of poems would comprise the single figures with their relationships, which are also to be seen as shapes along a 
pulsatory continuum from motile to dense, and along the different constitutional pulses. In the following, I will present an overview of 
the different layers in which somatopoetology is of importance. In the following section I will characterize the single layers that are 
listed below: 

 
 

LITERARY BODY 
 

 Work body/poetry body 
 Entire literary body of a poet’s work  
 Entire literary body of an epoch 
 All-embracing literary body of epochs 

 
 
WORK BODY AS LAYERS OF PULSATIONS  
 

 Literary pulse of different genres (constitutional pulse) 
 Pulse pattern of a single work (constitutional pulse and pulsatory continuum) 
 Poems/dramas: Pulse patterns of the verses 
 Poetry: Pulse pattern of breath, “rhythm,” sounds 
 Pulse pattern of the entire work of a poet 

 
 

WORK BODY AS STORY/MYTH 
 

 Shape of the figures (constitutional-somatypical configuration) 
 Behavioral pattern of the figures 
 Development and metamorphosis of the figures along the process of action  
 Relationship between the figures  
 Entire process of a myth 
 Special moments in a story (“luminous moments”) 

 
 
The Literary Body and Its Pulse Patterns 
 

Epochs in general represent a kind of collective body out of which people may glean Formative impulses for their self-creation 
and, the other way round, they may participate in the process of the creation of an epoch. These effects are to be considered as 
reciprocal. Thus, we may also understand the sequence of artistic and literary epochs as a kind of collective body, which is forming 
dynamics. These patterns are comprehensive, and are not carried out by all artists. Nevertheless, they also have an influence on the 
patterns of an epoch and its changes. 

There is yet another level. Within single epochs “a pulse within a pulse” may be found, which is similar to the pulsatory 
continuum of human beings. Each epoch—whatever its dominating pulse pattern may be—follows, in turn, its own pulsatory states, 
varying from less form to more form, from motile and porous to rigid and dense, just to become more liquid again. 

Works of art are—as are dreams—phases in an artist’s all-inclusive Formative process and are linked to the artist for good. They 
express the creative process of the artist. In most artists’ lives, a basic pattern can be discerned, which at the same time, changes 
continually. This is what is implied by the term “style.” It is, as Goethe said, the “duration in the change.” Therefore, each work of art 
changes its position with each new work the artist creates. There is not only the body of art in a single work, but also the entire work 
body of an artist as a multi-layered general pulse.  

Another level of pulsation, which is to be found in poetry, is the level of literary genres. Each genre represents another kind of 
poetic body. There are dramatic, epic and lyric shapes, and there are works that—even though they belong to a particular literary 
genre—offer qualities of other genres. One may make an attempt to classify genres according to their constitutional pulses. In that 
case, lyrics are most likely to correspond to the ectomorphic pulse, whereas dramas correspond to the mesomorphic pulse, and epics to 
the endomorphic pulse. In that case, lyrics are most likely to correspond to the mesomorphic structures pulse, and epics to the 
endomorphic structures pulse. The entire organism of a literary work is involved, but within this organism further pulse qualities may 
appear. There are mesomorphic poems and ectomorphic scenes in dramas as well as mesomorphic ones in epics. This depends on the 
way works are shaped. Likewise, they can be rather fugitive and porous, motile, rigid or dense. They can offer changing pulse 
qualities. Pulse patterns thus affect the poetic body and the representation of different characters in a play. In this respect, readers may 
use their co-bodying with the works of different epochs as inspiration for their own Formative process. 
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Work Body as Story/Myth 
 

In his book Myth and the Body and in his essays, Stanley Keleman mostly dealt with the layer of the work body, with myths in 
mind, and thus he dealt with the dynamics of figures. He illustrated in detail the process of formation of the figures in a work, 
illustrated by the Parsifal Myth. In other essays he also dealt with other myths.  

This book is unique in that it expresses Stanley Keleman’s entire Formative concept by means of a myth, without imposing 
foreign categories onto the myth. It is rather about a re-formation of mythical story-telling to its somatic-emotional and Formative 
base.  

Myth and the Body shows how other myths and stories may be understood from a Formative point of view at the level of figures 
and how they may be used for one’s own Formative process. Since Stanley Keleman illustrated in detail the dynamics of figures by 
means of myths in this book and in his essays, I will give special emphasis to the other layers of works of poetry. Nevertheless, the 
different layers that I have described in the overview belong together and form an artistic unity.  
 
The Work Body and Its Pulse Patterns  
 

In order to describe the form-building and pulsatory qualities of a poetic work body as the expression of an artist, I take lyric 
poetry as a starting point, in which the different layers of pulse patterns can best be demonstrated. 

Each poetic work as an expression of the creating process of a poet is a pulsating process, with each pulse belonging to its genre, 
with the formalised pulse of stanzas, verses and rhymes connected specifically to each individual pulse of a work. The same rules 
apply to dreams: They have a constitutional level and belong at the same time to one or more of the four pulsation states. That is to 
say, an ectomorphic poet may create mesomorphic works or characters, whereas a rigid poet may create porous or motile works or 
characters and thus establish an embracing somatic cosmos of creative possibilities. In the following, I will try to focus on the somatic 
qualities of poetical works, in the space of poems. Poems—as well as other poetic works—can be ectomorphic or maybe porous, as is 
demonstrated, for example, by the poem, “Farewell“ by Rilke. Various poems of late Romanticism are also of porous or fluid quality 
in the sense of a pulsatory pattern. Many poems by Schiller offer a mesomorphic-dense quality, especially the poems he wrote in 
classical style. 

The diversity of pulse patterns structures itself in the dialogue between formal and individual pulse. Meters, for example, have a 
different pulse quality and are, moreover, applied differently by various poets. We co-pulse when reciting poems—as readers we 
follow, for example, the constitutional pulse that has different qualities in the different layers: The ectomorphic, blazing pulse of the 
nervous system and the skin, which is similar to fireworks, and the linear, powerful pulse of the mesomorphic layer of our skeleton 
and muscles, or the deep and slow endomorphic pulse of our entrails. Whenever we swell with a poem, we become porous or give 
ourselves a rigid or dense form. We melt, isolate ourselves or move between the two poles, while experiencing a semi-porous and 
semi-rigid intimacy. Thus, we dream along with poems, as we fulfill our nightly dreams and repeat them in our memory, to make them 
fertile for our own forming process on the base of co-bodying, with the help of the Bodying Practicing. We enforce our own 
structures’ pulse patterns or we can learn to organize—within our habitual structures’ pulse pattern—to make them more or less rigid, 
dense, motile or porous layers. 

The complete work of a poet can also be seen from the same points of view. It is an entire body, which follows in general the 
process of metamorphosis that human beings fulfill during the different phases of their lives. Formative Psychology offers a concept 
for the understanding of this process: Stanley Keleman worked out a precise phenomenology for the qualities of the alpha- and mature 
adult, which he has published in various articles. This process of growth can be seen in the different figures of a literary work as 
demonstrated in Myth and the Body. 

We may also find this process in lyrics in the form of the changing pulse pattern. An impressive example is Goethe’s entire work. 
We recognize the fulminating, motile departure in his early poetry of “Sturm und Drang” and the intensification of the form in 
Goethe’s classical period, which was created out of the relationship between Goethe and Schiller. It started as an intra- and 
interorganismic dialogue, which is exemplified in Schiller’s letter to Goethe and that represents a “mystery of completion.” 

Schiller’s death coincides with Goethe’s transition to the “mature adult.” His works became more fluid and later on even more 
porous. Finally, we find the porosity of his poems in advanced age, such as the “Dornburg poems.” They are similar to Chinese 
calligraphy, lightly created, porous-transparent. They have a light pulse of silence and vibration and, at the same time, an entirely 
porous quality.  

The differing pulse of the poems is connected to the pulse of the single phases in a human being’s life, even though there are in 
each phase also other forms of pulsation, corresponding with the particular dynamics of a poem. The quality of the pulse may also 
vary within a poem. When dealing with poetry, we may recall our own layers of growth—be it by means of figures or by means of the 
pulse quality of a poem. Thus, we may not only recall our different layers; we may also continue to create our layers and we may 
establish the common ground for a dialogue between these layers. 
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Pulses within Pulses—Deep Layers of Lyrics  
 

Having illustrated the pulsatory rhythm of the body of literature and work, I would like to deal in detail with the deep layers of 
poems, which may be seen as pulsatory pattern and as pictures.  

Poetry is “breath,” a respiratory wave, rhythm. In Paul Celan, the breath of a poem is described as follows: 
 

Ein Wurfholz auf Atemwegen... 
 
A boomerang, on breath paths…  

 
In his breath, in his forming strength, the poem is ejected with a tremendous strength of form. 
The poem is a “breathcrystal,” the paradoxical unity of firmness and flowing, of form and unformed. 
Rilke reverses these relationships. Breath is thus turned into an invisible poem: 

 
ATMEN, du unsichtbares Gedicht! 
Immerfort um das eigne 
Sein rein eingetauschter Weltraum. Gegengewicht, 
in dem ich mich rhythmisch ereigne. 
 
Einzige Welle, deren 
allmähliches Meer ich bin.. 
 
 
BREATHING, you invisible poem! 
Ceaselessly going round your own being 
 pure exchanged world space, counterpoise, 
In which I rhythmically reclaim myself. 
 
Solitary waves, whose 
Gradual sea I am… 
 

This poem is very close to Stanley Keleman’s statement that we as human beings represent a “self-poem.” 
Poetry being breath, and breath being poetry, we have again arrived at Adler’s and Keleman’s Formative idea. The pulsation that 

is at the heart of poetry, is a lived happening. The breath is—as Rilke puts it—a process, in dem ich mich rhythmisch ereigne (“in 
which I rhythmically reclaim myself”). However, poetry is also a ritualized rhythm, bound to a meter that is handled more or less 
freely or rigidly. Poetry ought to be seen as sound, for poetry has its own music. Language should not be merely seen as carrier of 
contents; language should be considered as standing for something eminently somatic. 

Language unites flowing and firm qualities, which are of importance especially in poetry. The “appropriate word” is also to be 
understood in a somatic way. It deepens the co-bodying. The “languaging” is therefore an integral part of poetry. 

Modernity elucidates the complexity and the somatic quality of art and poetry in a surprising fashion. Many modern poems do not 
offer an identifiable “content,” for there is no longer an immediate reference to a known reality. The poems create, first of all, reality 
as a multidimensional, pulsatory event. Especially, modern lyrics do not have a precise succession, but are meant to bear reference to 
the simultaneity of all the events taking place in the poem. Wherever a sequence is expressed, only the topmost layer of its dynamism 
may be found, in the depth of which other rules are adhered to. Modern poems have the tendency to isolate their various layers, that is 
to say, that some layers are given more emphasis whereas others are given less emphasis, be it the layer of the breath, of rhythm, of 
sound or articulation, of semantics or syntax, or of imagery. Thus, the complexity of the human being is again illustrated; it expresses 
a reality of our somatic existence. By co-bodying with a literary work we have the opportunity to encounter our own somatic, multi-
layered state, to use it in a Formative way and thereby to enter a new relationship with the work of art and with ourselves in a 
Formative way. 
 
 

The Artistic Essence of Art as a Challenge 
  

This section deals with the peculiarities of poetry and with the function of poetic form with respect to the Formative concern. 
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Formative Reception of Literature 
 
Until now we have discussed the question of how we relate formatively to the different levels of poetic works, how we co-body 

with them and include them into our own Formative process.  
I shall now present a spectrum for dealing with literature in general. Do I want to distance myself in order to keep the general 

overview, to collect academic insight and comprehend coherencies—and how do I carry out this process with my body? Or do I want 
to receive a work as a whole? How do I realize this? While carrying this out, am I passive or active? Do I let myself be overwhelmed, 
do I identify with the work or do I form an intimate relation of half-rigid, half-porous quality with it? How can I keep up the 
excitement that is evoked within me? It is our aim to be able to change between different somatic organizations, to develop a spectrum 
with which we can relate to literature or a certain work in various ways. We may also choose to which works we want to respond 
utilizing which embodiment, and influence these through differentiation. It is important to protect oneself from being inundated or 
overwhelmed, to create a container, to organize borders and to choose with which works we wish to co-body. In other words, we may 
evaluate which works have a Formative quality for us personally, whereas the Formative quality of other works turns us away from 
them. The crucial point here again is—as in every Formative process—to create the possibility of influencing the soma’s shape with 
itself, its intensity and duration.  
 
 
The Artistic Form as a “Container” 
 

We have dealt in detail with the poetical body in its different aspects and with the somatic response as well as with the 
possibilities of Formative continuation of “writing” poetry, in the sense of self-creation. But what always holds us when we have 
succeeded in reading a poem is an experience of coherence that is superior to all of the contradictions and disruptions. We might be 
startled; the poem might express desperation and make one think of the abyss. The poem might even be moving along the borders of 
silence, which is true, for instance, in the poetry of Paul Celan. Yet, what always carries us through is the form of the poem. With that, 
it testifies against what it might express on another level. Even if the poem deals with downfall, the form holds the poem together. 
This paradox occurs again and again. This successful form is a compass that holds us within our own form and allows us to engage in 
a poetic work without losing ourselves. We perform the poem in accord or dis-accord. Here the unique possible Formative process for 
us as readers ignites. Held by the form, we can engage in the utopia of the poem on a path into the pathless, into something new that 
can only gain its form within ourselves.  

Many poems present themselves—as mentioned above—on the level of history, similar to the way in which dreams are 
remembered, successively, as a sequence. And that is only the topmost layer. But we can, at any moment, stop this succession and 
then the deeper layers of a poem open up to us. Bad poems get stuck in a schematic succession and at the end the emptiness of 
corroboration and the replaceable appears. Artistic poems do not give us this shallow certainty. We always have a choice—not merely 
the fundamental choice of reading a poem, of engaging ourselves in reading the poem or putting it aside. We have the choice, or the 
freedom, granted to us by the shape of the poem. It gives us the foothold of the formed and opens further spaces of uncertainties in 
which we encounter unimagined layers of ourselves and can make the poem a process of our own. The certainty of the poetic form 
breaks into unexpected deeper layers again and again. Of course, we can either resist this process or expose ourselves to it. If we 
engage ourselves to read the poem, the activity ought to be compared to our handling of dreams. Poems can lead us onto the path of a 
self-creative process. Thereby it is not only about a pleasing or irritating experience. An experience alone is not yet a self-creative 
process. We often notice that a poem does not “let us go”—we read it over and over again. By reading the poem time and time again, 
the somatic anatomic shape on a macro or micro level shifts, and new dimensions show up. The poem strengthens its track in us and 
differentiates its track at the same time. Usually we speak about understanding the poem more and more deeply, without realizing that 
the poem is forming us—or better, strengthening and deepening our own forming impulses. As a young person, I learned the entire 
Faust I by Goethe and hundreds of other poems by heart, so that I could live with them and have them present at any time. I could 
recite them; they were my companions. They carried me through my crises, helped me to form myself—without being fully conscious 
of the process. I formed myself through them. Later, as a young teacher I passed this forming force of poetry on to my students. I 
would now like to concretize these thoughts with the example of the artistic dimension.  
 
 
The Artistic Dimension 
 

When we encounter poetic works we are also confronted with the dimension of the artistic essence. For example, when we read a 
poem, we see a picture and are touched, worried or fascinated. It can be like an electrical shock that goes right through us. Art stands 
at a right angle to the accustomed. Everyday normality confirms us, may satisfy us, but it does not ignite a Formative process. The 
media produces so many products for entertainment that we take a look at and forget these products again or memorize them as 
confirmations of our views. They can indeed activate our emotions, but they do not set down any new tracks in our brains—they 
simply confirm the existing ones. Trivial literature replaces the arrangement of references of signs, their complexity and their mutual 
relation with direct emotions and the transferability of structures with few unvarying constellations. This makes a personal forming 
process in conjunction with the work impossible. 

Great artistic works do not simply meet our expectations—they offer new, unexpected perspectives. Artistic works defy public 
taste. They become “indigestible.” They do not repeat the already known but form something new, by which a process sets in. At this 
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stage, we are situated in the center of the Formative concern. We ought to question whether the work gives us a Formative impulse 
that we can absorb. Another question is: How does the preoccupation with an extraordinary artistic work differ from one’s 
preoccupation with a mediocre one? In an artistic work the elements of the depiction have to be coherent, yet the depicted does not 
have to be harmonious. The depicted has to be transferable, but its structures are not bound to reality but rather, illuminate every 
similarly structured reality. Poetry shows that reality is a product of our vision and interpretation, of our process of embodiment. 
Reality in truth is our relation to reality. From the viewpoint of art I would like to mention the following four criteria that are 
important from a Formative point of view:  

 The deeper, more complex work is considered more important than the mediocre work. This corresponds to the multi-layered 
nature of our organism and with the dialogue between its layers.  

 The work with more realistic or worldly content in the broader sense is considered more important. This corresponds to the 
aspect of the embodiment of our existence.  

 The formed work is considered enriched. This corresponds with the dynamics of the somatic forming.  
 The forward-looking work that broadens one’s horizon is considered more copious. These kinds of works communicate a 

Formative perspective. 
 

 The dynamics of receiving a work of art is converted to how a person organizes it as the work of art inside themselves and the 
resistance of the structure of the text (e.g. the grammar, the meter, the cadence). Trivial literature wears itself out in the cathartic 
function. Formative importance is only attached to art, which has several meanings. Art does not merely happen to us; we have to 
participate in its process if we really engage ourselves to understand it. Preoccupation with art implies that we do something. Thus, it 
is not sufficient to simply have an experience, for we have to keep track within us and absorb the forming impulse, to strengthen it. 
This happens by reading a work of art again and again, by looking at it, listening to it, continuing to integrate it into one’s own 
Formative process. However, the artistic work is not just “material” for our self-embodiment. It also has its own resistance through 
which we may grow as well. It is an ongoing multi-layered dialogue with the artistic work and, therefore, with ourselves. 
 

 
 
 

“Borrowing” Poetry for Personal Growth 
 

I will now elaborate how the Formative perspective is shown in poetry and how we can absorb it for our own Formative process.  
 
 
Designing Transitions—“…or does one rise still unborn in one’s heart?” 
 

As a Formative step, transitions are linked to growth, to the process of metamorphosis. In a transition, a process of incubation is 
carried out, in which a state of less form is turned into something new. There are different levels of transitions. There is the transition 
towards new behavioral patterns, or the transition from nighttime to daytime existence and vice versa. And,, there is the transition 
towards a new life phases. I have chosen a poem by Eduard Mörike that illustrates the process of transition. It describes the transition 
from nighttime into daytime existence. In this transition a broad spectrum of nuances may be encountered:  
 

An einem Wintermorgen, vor Sonnenaufgang 
 
O flaumenleichte Zeit der dunklen Frühe! 
Welch neue Welt bewegst du in mir? 
Was ist’s dass ich auf einmal nun in dir 
Von sanfter Wollust meines Daseins glühe? 
 
Einem Kristall gleicht meine Seele nun, 
Den noch kein falscher Strahl des Lichts getroffen; 
Zu fluten scheint mein Geist, er scheint zu ruhn, 
Dem Eindruck naher Wunderkräfte offen, 
Die aus dem klaren Gürtel blauer Luft 
Zuletzt ein Zauberwort vor meine Sinne ruft.  
Bei hellen Augen glaub ich doch zu schwanken; 
Ich schliesse sie, dass nicht der Traum entweiche. 
Seh ich hinab in lichte Feenreiche? 
Wer hat den bunter Schwarm von Bildern und Gedanken 
Zur Pforte meines Herzens hergeladen, 
Die glänzend sich in diesem Busen baden, 
Goldfarb’gen Fischlein gleich im Gartenteiche? 
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Ich höre bald der Hirtenflöten Klänge, 
Wie um die Krippe jener Wundernacht, 
Bald weinbekränzter Jugend Lustgesänge; 
Wer hat das friedenselige Gedränge 
In meine trauerigen Wände hergebracht? 
 
Und welch Gefühl entzückter Stärke, 
Indem mein Sinn sich frisch zur Ferne lenkt! 
Vom ersten Mark das heut’gen Tags getränkt, 
Fühl ich mir Mut zu jedem frommen Werke. 
 
Die Seele fliegt, soweit der Himmel reicht, 
Der Genius jauchzt in mir! Doch sage, 
Warum wird jetzt der Blick von Wehmut feucht? 
Ist’s ein verloren Glück, was mich erweicht? 
Ist es ein werdendes, was ich im Herzen trage? 
- Hinweg, mein Geist! Hier gilt kein Stillestehn: 
Es ist ein Augenblick, uns alles wird verwehn! 
 
Dort, sieh! am Horizont lüpft sich der Vorhang schon! 
Es träumt der Tag, nun sei die Nacht entflohn; 
Die Purpurlippe, die geschlossen lag, 
Haucht, halb geöffnet, süsse Atemzüge: 
Auf einmal blitzt das Auge, wie ein Gott, der Tag 
Beginnt im Sprung die königlichen Flüge! 
 
 
On a Winter Morning before Sunrise 
 
Oh dark dawn time, oh light-as-down dawn light! 
What have you done to me, what sudden glow 
Of gentle joy in living moves me so, 
What new world stirs within me at this sight? 
 
My soul is like a crystal, though I seem 
Untouched by day’s false brightness yet; my mind, 
Still as still water, moving like a stream, 
Is opened at some magical command 
To nearby powers of wonder: from that ring 
Of clear blue sky they are called, my senses visiting. 
My eyes are wide and yet I sway with sleep; 
I close them, lest this precious dream should fade. 
Into what fairy realms do I gaze so deep? 
These many-colored images and thoughts, who bade 
Them come to me, bright presences, what made 
Them plunge and glide into this heart of mine, 
As in the garden pond gold fishes swim and shine? 
 
Two sounds, now the shepherds piping clear 
As round the manger on that wondrous night, 
Now the glad songs of vine-crowned youth I hear; 
But through my poor walls who has brought them here, 
This peaceful throng, these envoys of delight? 
 
How I am strengthened, and with what new joy 
I steer my thoughts upon a distancing course! 
I drink the morning marrow’s earliest force, 
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My will grows bold to every good employ. 
 
My soul flies up, far as the endless skies, 
The spirit exults in me! But say, 
What softening sadness still makes moist my eyes? 
Do I recall a lost content, or does one rise 
Still unborn in my heart?—Up, my soul, and away! 
Let me not linger here: a moment made 
What I have seen, and now it all must fade. 
 
There, on the horizon, look, the curtain lifts at last! 
The day is dreaming that the night has passed: 
His crimson lips lay closed, but now, half parted, 
Breathe out a sweetest fragrance; suddenly 
The great eye flashes: like a god, oh see, 
The day leaps forth, his royal flight has started! 

 
This poem shows not only a possible transition from nighttime to daytime existence but also the dynamics of the incubation 

phase, in which a new layer of an anatomic self is generated. Stanley Keleman describes the incubation phase in his book Embodying 
Experience:  

  
The dialogue of neural orders, visual and memories and muscular action slowly creates a silence. It is, in many 
ways, an incubation. In this pause I find a natural whirlpool of excitement, deafening silence of feeling, or an 
upwelling of electric currents that warm and melt. The hormones of the brain arouse images of new experience 
accompanied by memories of the past (p. 42)…. Images, feeling, sensations and ideas well up. This is a peaceful 
place. You have an inner sense that a direction is going to come. You are between what has ended and what has not 
yet arrived, in a pregnant place (p. 45). 
 

Various aspects are particularly effective in Mörike’s poem. At the same time, there is a luminous moment, an open and flowing 
state, a stirring event and the emergence of a new world. The poet compares his soul to “a crystal, though I seem untouched by day’s 
false brightness yet.” It is the virginity of the new that presents itself as a “somatic soul.” It is a state with which no experiences are yet 
linked . Then pictures and emotions emerge in a dreamlike state, for dreams are the language of the organism. Memories of one’s own 
youth arise that are, at the same time, a reference point for the young and delicate character of a personal layer, which is newly 
formed. This also manifests itself in our dreams: “Does one rise still unborn in one’s heart?”  

In this state of “self-filling” (Keleman, 1987, p. 29), a new form emerges as a promise and gives “a feeling of delightful power” 
that is linked to melancholia, which is disbanding the hitherto existing. Towards the end, one of the pictures follows that has always 
stayed with me:  

 
Die Purpurlippe, die geschlossen lag, 
Haucht, halb geöffnet, süsse Atemzüge: 
Auf einmal blitzt das Auge, wie ein Gott, der Tag 
Beginnt im Sprung die königlichen Flüge! 
 
His crimson lips lay closed, but now, half parted, 
Breathe out a sweetest fragrance; suddenly 
The great eye flashes: like a god, oh see, 
The day leaps forth, his royal flight has started! 
  

These lines express how I witnessed—in various workshops by Stanley Keleman—the birth of a new, unknown layer at the end of 
the incubation phase of the How Exercise. Out of the smooth softness of the transition in which the new is yet unformed, the nascent 
form breaks through with all its force. The event of breaking through is carried out with a vehemence, which may be compared to a 
woman’s labor pains, when bringing her child into the world. This moment has something irresistible, similar to “the royal lips.” Yet, 
this moment has the power to overwhelm us, by which we risk that the new cannot be embodied into the world. At this stage, we may 
continue to form the poem as our self-poem by giving ourselves somatically a container to hold the new motile layer coming into 
being. Keleman’s presence represented a further container for me, since in his holding and receiving strength I could receive myself in 
a new form. Thus I learned, not only to let new anatomic layers be created during the incubation phase, but to continue to form these 
layers intra- and interpersonally, comparable to the pulse of giving and receiving, and to include them into my life.  
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Conclusion 

 
Every poem, every narration, every poetical work is a story, a collective or individual myth that I can accept, co-body, reject or 

defy. I can identify, or even fuse with the text. I can take part in it and thus experience an expansion that can be either blissful or 
painful. Thereby I am confronted with my own somatic-emotional and mental response. This level goes along with the pulse of giving 
and receiving and the corresponding counter-patterns. We get into some form of dialogue with these works and thanks to the former, 
we may compose our own myth not only in a linguistic way but also as a somatic gestalt.  

Since we always tend to respond to language and therefore to literature in a somatic way, the whole body is engaged in this act. 
Similarly, we respond to the given structures of a literary work such as verses, rhymes and rhythms. The person organizes a body 
shape that is the background for their perception. On the one hand, we have to organize a container for the new excitement generated 
by the interaction. On the other hand, we learn how to give ourselves a shape and a foothold, whereas, on the other hand, we learn how 
to form a container for our excitement or how to “rhyme” with ourselves.  

In a work of art, certain points may strike us and may come to represent “luminous moments,” as in our own dreams. All in all, 
literary works are myths that can either represent a Formative view or no Formative view at all. By means of our experience with them 
we may create a Formative process. At this stage, there are different possibilities for Formative work, since Formative myths offer a 
possible vision for one’s own Formative process. Thus, we may embody particular characters, the connection between these different 
characters, the pulsatory patterns of the poem. Once we have embodied these aspects, we may work with these different layers by 
using the Bodying Practice in order to expand our repertoire and to personalize the text we have read.  

Our form of participation and receiving may be comprehended. By means of the “borrowed dream” it is possible to discover one’s 
own levels of embodiment. We may deal with a literary work as we would with one of our dreams so that the individual Formative 
process may set in. We draw the conclusion that literary works represent a chance for one’s own process of growing by applying the 
Formative view and method.  
  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 Zurich, November 17, 2006 
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