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This technique consists of the patient’s “writing” a letter aloud. The device
occupies a position between the psychodramatic dialogue and the soliloquy.
While the protagonist is the only actor immediately present, he speaks directly
to an absent person rather than addressing the general audience as in the
classical soliloquy. It differs from the dialogue in that no immediate inter-
change takes place between the two parties. The recipient of the letter is
separated by a distance which can be spanned in the drama only by the postal
service.

The technique is described here in its original context, although it has
broader applications and variations as will be illustrated. The method was first
used during an intermediate phase of the session between the “circle warm-
up” (Weiner and Sacks, 1969) and the drama proper. The procedure was
introduced at a point when the group had been seated in a circle making one
sentence comments in turn on given topics. The light had been progressively
lowered and a tone of mutual trust had begun to suffuse the group atmos-
phere. The director now asks each member to name someone “with whom
you might have something to discuss.” This characterization of the person to
be named may vary but is always left rather general so as not to be too
leading. The description, “someone with whom you have not always been
entirely honest” also seems to select effectively for therapeutically ripe rela-
tionships. The members each announce whom they have chosen. In this
go-round, the members are encouraged only to specify the identity of the
person they have in mind, rather than to describe the situation or the
relationship itself. Premature intimate revelations by a bolder member tend to
intimidate the more reticent members into withdrawing for fear that they will
also be expected to expose themselves abruptly. One function of such struc-
tured exercises is to pace the warm-up so the slower members can also

become involved. Once the whole group has entered into the process by the -

act of naming a particular person, they can then proceed to the next step
with minimal resistance. The members of the group are now asked, each in
turn, to “write” a “letter”” aloud, addressed to the person selected. The writer
is requested to lean a bit forward in some comfortable position with his eyes
cast down, away from contact with the others. The two persons in the
adjoining seats in the circle each place a hand on the writer’s shoulder. The

R e e o D e

- ..I'-u':lill-l'i'l"‘ T |.|F_'.--.-'l|'|. 2

letter may be as long or as short as the writer wishes, in contrast to the
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previous part of the warm-up in which broad participation was encouraged by
limiting comments to one or two sentences. The writers are asked to begin
their letters with a formal salutation such as “Dear Aunt Mary” and to close
by signing their names. The latter serves as a signal for the next writer to lean
forward and to begin. Anyone who wishes to opt out may simply ‘“pass”
when it is his turn. The procedure may be repeated for a number of cycles
around the group with each patient having an opportunity to write several
letters, or the format may be interrupted at any time to enter into a full
psychodrama with a patient who has opened up especially important material.

The director normally remains passive once he has described the procedure.
He may need to break in only to remind the group of the ground rules of the
exercise if they deviate too far. For example, many patients look at the
director expecting him to orchestrate by nods, the moment of transition from
one patient to the next. Rather than slip into this role, he might better offer
a general reminder that each patient begins when the previous patient has
signed his letter. At other times, the director can remain silent even when the
group does break out of the structure, e.g. cross talking instead of continuing
the letter writing. Such behavior reflects important needs strong enough to
motivate the group to violate the explicit structure. The group usually returns
to the structure eventually on its own and the director can avoid disturbing
the permissive atmosphere with another instruction. (In any case, since the
purpose of warm-up exercises is to help overcome blockage, it would be an
absurdity to insist that the group remain within the “rules” when it has a
spontaneous desire to go in a different direction.)

The physical position of the director may vary according to the amount of
emotional support he wishes to impart. For greater reassurance, he may stand
or sit immediately behind each writer in turn. If he prefers to rely on group
support and reduce leader dependency, he may stand far from the circle and
allow the procedure to run. While the director is nearly always passive, he
must be continually alert for those unusual occasions which do require his
intervention, for whatever reason.

It is important for the group to understand that the psychodramatic letter
is entirely hypothetical; that the writer need not confine what he says to what
he would actually write in real life. He should also be freed of the concern
that other group members believe his letter represents his life behavior. The
director should make it clear that the writer will be understood to be
expressing whatever he feels like saying at the moment, irrespective of the
cautions he would exercise in real life. At the same time the director should
avoid communicating the impression, threatening to many, that the letters are
expected to be wild or crazy.

In this letter writing technique, the patient speaks to rather than about the
significant other. The distancing involved when discussing a disturbing






