
in the development of self-trust and 
healing in the therapeutic process

By Stephen Sideroff, PhD and Steven Angel
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learning Objectives: 
1. Describe what “Primitive Gestalts” are.

2. Explain how drumming affects the brain.

3. Discuss how to use the drumming process 
to facilitate relaxation.

4. Demonstrate how to use the drumming 
process to enhance awareness of emotions.

5. Predict how drumming helps empower 
oneself.

Keywords: authentic self, drumming, self-
awareness, personal development, true self, 
Primitive Gestalt, neurobiological development.

TargeT audience: psychologists, 
psychiatrists, MFT counselors, social workers, 
therapists.

Program LeveL: intermediate

This paper presents a novel approach for using rhythmic drumming to facilitate self 
awareness of authenticity as well as self-trust during the psychotherapy process of 
emotional healing and growth. For example, building on a concept for early childhood 
development patterns referred to as “Primitive Gestalts”, the rhythmic drumming 
approach engages the client in a process that contrasts, on an experiential level, 
conditioned patterns of Primitive Gestalts with their authentic self. The experiential 
approach to therapy using rhythmic drumming is described as a technique for 
connecting with unfinished emotional business and linked energetic manifestations, 
as well as for moving and transforming unfinished emotional energy. As a result, this 
facilitates the establishment of new and healthier Gestalt patterns.
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by the parcillation or elimination of other circuits in a Darwinian 
type process. It is this process of parcillation, and the functional in-
tegration of numerous cell assemblies that is postulated to establish 
the complex neuronal network system of PG patterns. 

We can therefore conceptualize a PG as the neurobiological repre-
sentation of the learned perceptions and assessment of the world, as 
well as oneself. The learning takes place primarily through reinforce-
ment patterns and messages from our parents or caregivers. Since 
the PGs incorporate their own perceptual filter through which the 
world is subjectively experienced, one tends to accept and remem-
ber experiences that fit this filtering mechanism, and reject new 
experiences that contradict the lessons embedded in our PG. 

This causes us to maintain PGs and rein in new behaviors that do 
not conform. PGs have a gravitational pull, which means that it 
is hard to move out of their orbit of influence, thus signifying the 
power they have over new learning. In the world of physics and 
complexity modeling, this is referred to as an attractor state. This is 
what makes change so difficult!

In clinical therapeutic work we frequently hear from the client “that 
doesn’t feel right,” as they tend to reject healthy decisions in favor of 
those potentially self-destructive choices that do “feel right”. What they 
are doing is checking in with—or sensing—their internal Primitive 
Gestalt pattern to determine what feels right. This is where they are 
placing their trust. When it doesn’t feel right, there is the assumption 
that it isn’t right. As noted above, this is the mechanism whereby out-
moded or maladaptive behavior—including cognitive—is maintained. 

what is okay about ourselves while learning 
appropriate self-adjustment. In other words, 
we are not able to develop a sense of trust 
in ourselves. 

Trust is an important ingredient in the 
process of personal growth and action. Test-
ing out new ways of being in the world and 
the reactions of others requires the expres-
sion of new behaviors which will always be 
experienced as risky and uncomfortable. 
Without the knowledge of who we truly are 
and how our real selves are received there 
can be no self-trust. We are then left even 
more dependent on our learned yet uncon-
scious methodology and the perspective of 
others. We become tied to patterns that may 
only be useful under specific circumstances 
and with people similar to our childhood 
environment. For example, having a parent 
who is critical or disapproving of any be-
havior that does not fit his or her perspec-
tive can result in anxiety or fear of rejection. 
The lack of self-trust can leave one without 
sufficient self-support to engage in new be-
haviors or ideas, which is the foundation 
for change and a growing experience of self-
support.

Emotional Health and 
Neurophysiological Rhythms
We may conceptualize PGs as having a neu-
robiological substrate based on cell assem-
blies, which are a network of functionally 
integrated brain cells originally suggested by 
Hebb (1947). These substrates would then 
be expected to have a neurophysiological as-
pect that is represented by specific oscillatory 
patterns or frequencies. The electroencepha-
logram, or EEG, consists of the electrical ac-
tivity or brain waves of rhythmic as well as 
non-synchronous activity in several frequen-
cy ranges. There is considerable evidence that 
brain rhythms play an important role in or-
chestrating the cell assemblies. Fries (2005), 
for example, has summarized the evidence 
indicating that “activated neuronal groups 
oscillate and thereby undergo rhythmic ex-
citability fluctuations that produce temporal 
windows for communication” (Fries 2005). 

Canolty and associates (2010) have 
shown that the response of single neurons 
was dependent on the systematic oscillatory 
behavior of nerve cells from multiple areas 
of the brain (Canolty, et al 2010). This data 
suggests that “neuronal oscillations” may 
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a) Primitive Gestalts: The neurobiological substrates of childhood learning.

b) Cell assemblies:  The process of memory formation through the establishment of neural networks 
or engrams.

C) ParCillation: The process of competitive elimination of neurons and/or neural connections of the 
cerebral cortex as a product of learning and experience.

d) rhythm of disCovery: Uses drumming to help connect and foster greater awareness of one’s body.

e) Pulse beat: Four quarter notes played with alternating hands.

f) eleCtroenCePhaloGram: Electrical activity or brain waves of rhythmic as well as non-synchro-
nous activity in several frequency ranges.

Self-Trust
There are many parts of the self that are not 
acceptable or compatible with the lessons of 
childhood, and thus are judged negatively 
and tend to be suppressed. It is in this way 
that one begins to separate from one’s true 
self, consciously or unconsciously making a 
choice for love and survival—or at least the 
attempt at receiving love and connection—
while ignoring one’s true self and its expres-
sion. Alice Miller described how a sensitive 
child learns to tune in to, be responsive to, 
and “take care of” their primary caregiver 
(Miller, 1979). The child learns to behave 
in a way that insures the perpetuation of 
that primary connection, or the fantasy of 
it, while avoiding rejection. The unaccept-
ed parts that are the true self, and source of 
real trust, are rejected or ignored.

As we reinforce or play out patterns that 
adhere to someone else’s reality, and don’t 
express our natural tendencies, we miss 
the opportunity to discover what is true 
for ourselves. Instead of learning about our 
true nature, we form and rely on a “fantasy 
bond” or an imagined connection with our 
primary caregivers (Firestone, 1987). These 
unconscious decisions eliminate the oppor-
tunity for expression of our true essence in 
the “playing fields” of our childhood. Play-
ing fields simply refers to the childhood en-
vironment where experimentation, and trial 
and error without serious consequences, is 
available. Therefore, we are unable to learn 

In clinical therapeutic 
work we frequently 

hear from the client, 
“that doesn’t feel 

right,” as they tend to 
reject healthy decisions 

in favor of 
those potentially 

self-destructive choices 
that do “feel right.”

Trust

Growth Action

We develop personality patterns and their neurological substrates, 
henceforth referred to as “Primitive Gestalts” (PGs) (Sideroff, 
2004-5), from birth and perhaps even while in the womb. In broad 
terms, these neurobiobehavioral patterns get imprinted as the earli-
est knowledge about how life and the environment work, along 
with one’s success in getting needs met or minimizing pain. PGs 
take our genetic heritage and develop it based on our experience 
and conditioning.

PGs are an adaptation to the childhood environment. In this pro-
cess of adapting to the childhood environment, survival needs and 
accommodation to primary caregivers result in the denial of aspects 
of oneself. This denial engenders disconnecting from one’s true self, 
which interferes with the development of self-trust. The concept 
of the true self was described by Winnicott as a sense of self based 
on spontaneous authentic experience, or “feeing real” (Winnicott, 
1960). This is in contrast to the false self that develops as a way of ac-
commodating to others and is embedded in the concept of one’s PG. 
Disconnecting from one’s true self makes the process of emotional 
growth difficult. One of the paths to healing and personal growth 
is through a reconnection with our true selves and the development 
of self-trust. This paper describes a novel approach using drumming 
to achieve this reconnection and, therefore, positively modifies PGs.
 
Primitive Gestalt Development 
D.O. Hebb first used the concept of “cell assemblies” to describe 
the process of memory formation through the establishment of 
neural networks, or engrams (Hebb, 1949). These assemblies cover 
an anatomically dispersed but functionally integrated collection of 
neurons. During the earliest years of childhood, there appears to be 
a process by which lessons learned strengthen one set of neuronal 
connections, while eliminating other cells and cell assemblies that 
are not reinforced. Ebbesson suggests that this type of process may 
be responsible for imprinting (Ebbesson 1980). Schore (1994) re-
fers to this process of competitive elimination of excess axons of 
the cerebral cortex as a product of learning and experience that is 
referred to as “parcillation.” In other words, the reinforcement and 
strengthening of one set of neuronal connections is accompanied 

One of the paths to healing and 
personal growth is through a 
reconnection with our true selves 
and the development of self trust.
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synchronize anatomically dispersed ensem-
bles actively engaged in functional roles. To 
the extent that these brain rhythms correlate 
with and produce functional behavior in a 
person’s PG, it might be possible to facilitate 
shifting these long term patterns through a 
process that affects these brain rhythms. For 
example, research by one of the authors 
demonstrated significant changes in five of 
the ten clinical scales of the MMPI as a re-
sult of EEG biofeedback, in which specific 
EEG changes were reinforced (Scott, Kaiser, 
Othmer and Sideroff, 2005).

The Use of Drumming 
in Support of the 
Development of Trust and 

“Healthy Gestalt Patterns”
Music, with its foundation in rhythm and vi-
brating frequencies, has been shown to affect 
mood, brain function and physiological pro-
cesses including the EEG. It has been shown, 
for example, that listening to Mozart results 
in a decrease in alpha and theta frequencies 
that is more pronounced in the left, rather 
than right hemisphere of the brain (Petsche, 
et al. 1988). These changes are indicative of 
improved cognitive functioning.

Similarly, preliminary work by the authors 
using rhythmic drumming techniques to fa-
cilitate emotional healing and growth among 
struggling Kindergarten through 12th grade 
students has demonstrated improved reading 
performance. In a program called “Reading 
& Rhythm” the authors have used rhythmic 
drumming to synchronize energy, thought, 
and emotion to improve focus and con-
centration. Reading test scores have shown 
improvements of up to 200%, seven grade 
levels in reading fluency, along with im-
provements in reading accuracy (preliminary 
unpublished research). 

Neher demonstrated the occurrence of 
auditory driving in response to a drumbeat. 
Using drumming frequencies of 3, 4, 6, 
and 8 beats per second he found that these 
stimulus frequencies were reflected in EEG 
brainwave responses in various motor and 
sensory areas of the cortex (1961).

In another demonstration of the effects 
of rhythmic drumming, Maxfield (1990) 
exposed participants to different forms 
of drumming, one of which was labeled 

“Shamanic Drumming,” which referred 
to creating a rhythm of 4 to 4.5 beats per 
second. She found that this 4 to 4.5 beats 
per second drumming pattern produced 

increases in theta rhythm (EEG brainwave 
frequencies of between 4 and 8 cycles per 
second). The Maxfield findings are particu-
larly significant as other research has indi-
cated that the theta state is an ideal state for 
re-scripting or re-imprinting the brain with 
positive emotional states (Budzynski 1972 
and 1997).

In another study, Ping Ho et al (2010) 
used a process of rhythmic drumming in a 
controlled 12 week study of school coun-
selor-led drumming, studying the effects on 
the social and emotional behavior in fifth 
graders. The weekly intervention integrat-
ed rhythmic drumming with other group 
counseling activities. The drumming group 
showed significant improvement over the 
controls in attentive problems and depres-
sion, as well as other behavioral and emo-
tional scales. In another study, with a group 
of employees over 65 years of age, it was 
found that drumming impacted mood as 
well as immune system functioning (Wachi 
et al 2007). Bittman et al (2004) showed 
that a group drumming intervention re-
duced burnout and improved mood states 
in first year nursing students. 

This evidence of the effects of the drum-
ming process on brain and body rhythms, as 
well as behavior, suggests that this process can 
impact the neurophysiological and neuroana-
tomical basis of personality variables. We pre-
viously addressed the loss of connection with 
one’s true self and self-trust due to childhood 
learning and the setting up of neurodevelop-
mental Primitive Gestalts. Given the impor-
tance of self-trust and its foundation in one’s 
true or authentic self, it would be helpful if 
the drumming process could be used to facili-
tate the reconnection to one’s true self and the 
development of self-trust. 

To support this therapeutic process, one 
of the authors (SA) has developed an ap-
proach referred to as Rhythm of Discovery 
(ROD), which is described in greater detail 
in the next section. ROD uses drumming 
to help connect and foster greater awareness 
of one’s body. This occurs in a number of 
ways: through physical movement, the im-
pact and experience of vibration, as well as 
the physical changes that are felt as a result 
of the drumming and rhythm process. The 
authors suggest that the drumming process 
creates a “playing field,” that is, an environ-
ment within which exploration and experi-
mentation takes place. In this environment, 
the drumming is an extension of ourselves, 

and thus initially of our dominant pat-
tern—what the authors are referring to as 
the Primitive Gestalt. 

Through the drumming process or jour-
ney, clients have access to this pattern and 
its vibrational foundation. As the participant 
explores new ways of being, this is reflected 
in new drumming patterns. These new 
rhythms and their energetic movements can 
then drive or entrain brain and body vibra-
tional patterns (Maxwell 1990, Nehar 1961). 
Therefore, clients create the possibility for 
the release of the old pattern with the poten-
tial for creating something new, both neuro-
physiologically as well as psychosocially, thus 
referred to as a “Healthy Gestalt” pattern. 
In other words, the drumming rhythm can 
serve as a bridge, and be a powerful device 
to drive and alter brain and body activity in 
support of emotional health.

The Drumming Process
When a person engages in the process of 
drumming with the facilitator for the first 
time, they tend to be self-conscious and self-
critical. They are taking part in a new be-
havior, one that is unfamiliar, and therefore 
they do not trust themselves and valiantly 
try to control the process. As a result, there 
is most likely a dominance of the left hemi-
sphere of the brain. The authors suspect this 
because when we are more critical or analyt-
ical, the left side of the brain is more active 
(e.g. Goel, et al, 1998). 

We can relate this to what Fritz Perls 
(Perls 1951) referred to as the “top dog,” 
that part of the individual that makes de-
mands focused on adhering to certain so-
cietal and familial norms and standards. 
These demands are often characterized 
by “shoulds” and “oughts.” The “top dog” 

can also be thought of as the voice and 
the “lookout” of the Primitive Gestalt. Its 
behavior takes the form of judgment and 
self-consciousness: “Am I doing this right?” 

“What are others thinking?” and “This isn’t 
good enough.” To a great extent the focus is 

“out there,” an external sense of what is right. 
This process is symbolic of how our lives are 
controlled and how this maintains the PG. 
As mentioned previously, this self-critique is 
what disconnects us from our authentic or 
true self and its core rhythm. 

Using the ROD technique, the facilitator 
starts with the Pulse Beat which is defined 
as four quarter notes played with alternat-
ing hands. Between the quarter notes (when 
nothing is played), a “space” is created. The 
relationship between the beat and space 
helps establish a synchronous rhythm in the 
mind and body. The facilitator advises the 
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client to focus on the beat, and then on the 
space in between the beats. It will be noted 
later in the case study that these spaces will 
allow new positive relationships to develop. 

The facilitator then asks the client to 
close his or her eyes. The Pulse Beat, along 
with visualization of specific areas of the 
body (i.e. shoulders, chest and lungs, spine, 
facial, cheeks, etc.), is used to release stress, 
anxiety, and tension (Ping Ho, 2010; Wa-
chi 2007; Bittman 2004). The facilitator 
guides the client’s awareness to notice the 
signals and experiences of his or her body. 
This focus helps to initiate the engagement 
of the right hemisphere of the brain. The 
sound itself also automatically activates the 
right hemisphere. This process helps to cre-
ate calmness in the body and encourages an 
emotional state that is open to healing. This 
is important since the “top dog’s” critical-
ness and judgment tend to keep the left side 
of the brain dominant (Goel, 1998). 

In the drumming process the facilitator 
may refer to this struggle. One of the guid-
ing principles in the drumming process, as 
with meditative approaches, is “to allow” 
the sound and rhythm to develop, and to 
develop from within. The use of the term 

“allow” facilitates a more passive process that 

minimizes effort or trying, and thus is not 
forced. As soon as there is a process of al-
lowing, it further facilitates the activation of 
the right hemisphere of the brain, and the 
synchronization of the two hemispheres. As 
a result, this creates a synergy that can begin 
to disrupt the dominance of the left brain 
and the “top dog.” As the power of the old 
PG pattern is challenged or loosened, there 
is a facilitation of one’s access to their deep-
er and more essential pattern or rhythm. 

In the first stages of the drumming pro-
cess there is self-consciousness as the “top-
dog” of the Primitive Gestalt is trying to get 
it “right,” while judging whether it is right. 

a flowing hard rhythm which could em-
body emotional strength. 

The separation of conflicting internal 
voices is enhanced by picturing specific 
disturbing events. Visualization pinpoints 
a detailed area of a hurtful experience, and 
combined with the physical expression of 
rhythm, creates the moment of disconnect-
ing and damaging emotional ties. In addi-
tion, the rhythm itself has the power to en-
train and shift a client’s brain waves, further 
disrupting old patterns.

We ask the client to visualize connecting 
to their heart in order to create a vessel to 
hold their emotions. They are then asked 

center of the drum, which represented 
confrontation and release from the abuser. 
The drumming process supports self-asser-
tion, allowing one’s identity to surface in-
dependently from a parent or their child-
hood suppression. This freedom facilitates 
an emotional opening and helps create a 
new rhythm that is an expression of the 
client’s authentic or true self. As a result, 
a specifically guided and focused rhythm 
can serve as an anchor or grounding that 
facilitates and represents self-trust. 

In summary, participants are encouraged 
to develop their personal rhythm which is 
born from a process of experimentation, 
while loosening and letting go of the old 
patterns. This rhythm helps shift internal 
and neurophysiological patterns from the 
old PGs with the potential of new healthier 
patterns. By bringing in the right hemi-
sphere of the brain, and helping to facilitate 
the synchronization of the two hemispheres, 
we tap into a person’s unconscious by mov-
ing them into their bodies and out of their 
controlling mind. It is from this uncon-
scious place that clients have further access 
to creating a rhythm associated with their 
true self.

Case Example
What follows is a description of work with 
one of SA’s clients. It demonstrates the 
themes of the process which include: 

•	 the initial awkwardness of the drumming 
process associated with self-judgment, 
control, and the old PG pattern 

•	 emergence of associations with primary 
caregivers and their messages 

•	 issues of unfinished business 
•	 guiding the vibrating sounds of the 

drumming through the body to release 
tension

•	 entrain theta brain wave frequencies 
•	 shift from thinking to feeling 
•	 create a container for holding feelings 

The process establishes the “playing 
field,” within which the client gets to 
express and experiment. Within this con-
text the client can use the drumming to 
express and release feelings. This results 
in finding one’s own voice, thus creating 
a more authentic self-expression (inter-
nally based and created instead of trying 
to conform). This facilitates the finding of 
one’s strength, the ability to stand up to 
old voices and messages, and the ability 
to begin developing self-confidence and 
self-trust. 

The client—DP—was an outwardly suc-
cessful male in his mid-forties. He had over-
come a drinking problem and characterized 
himself as a workaholic. He was disconnect-
ed from his feelings and struggling in his 
relationships with his wife and son. DP had 
a dominating father who was strict, con-
trolling, manipulative, and had very high 

expectations for his son. This overwhelmed 
DP as a child and interfered with his devel-
opment of personal power. 

DP’s internal voice or internal “parent”—
similar to the characterization of the “top 
dog” mentioned above—was dominated 
by controlling messages that originated 
from his father. His relationship with his 
mother was complex. He felt loved by her 
but she was passive and fragile, which re-
sulted in a dependent attachment and fear 
of expressing his emotions. Consequently, 
he became disconnected from his feelings. 
When DP was a child he tried to appease 
his dad by being imaginative and non-
confrontational, while managing his pain 
through dissociation. 

In the first session, DP reluctantly en-
gaged in the drumming process. We began 
by establishing the pulse beat that focused 
first on the beats and then on the space in 
between the beats. With his eyes closed SA 
asked DP to visualize the drumming pulse 
going to different parts of his body, moving 
his energy and releasing tension. 

Initially, SA focused the therapy work 
in DP’s chest as a place where he can con-
nect with his voice. As the client focused 
on his father, his drumming became more 
constricted, reflecting his fear and submis-
siveness. DP’s body became tense and his 
drumming strokes were tight and lacked 
expressiveness.
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Rhythm of Discovery 
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help connect and 
foster greater 
awareness of 
one’s body 

Rhythm
Of
Discovery

At this point the facilitator is also drum-
ming, which is aimed at loosening the cli-
ent’s defenses or bypassing his or her “top-
dog” consciousness. 

With the repetition of the Pulse Beat, the 
focus on the body and on “allowing,” and 
the therapist’s initial joining in, the client 
begins to trust the drum therapy process. 
At this point the client starts letting go of 
conscious control and begins to have great-
er access to unconscious material, such as 
emotions related to previous relationships 
and experiences. 

The process continues by encouraging 
the client to visualize the conscious and 
unconscious mind traveling down into the 
body. The facilitator will say a phrase in 
relation to the client’s history to trigger a 
reaction which is expressed through drum-
ming. For example, a client may pound 
relentlessly while visualizing an action of 
a controlling, calculating parent (typical 
negative internal voices usually represent 
a figure of authority). The physical hitting 
of the drum (using hands or sticks) enables 
the client to confront negative voices, while 
separating them from their own voice. The 
drumming may be a harsh out of control 
pounding which indicates anger or rage, or 

to allow the true emotional voice of their 
heart to be expressed through drumming. 
All facets of drumming rhythms are used 
to activate aspects of the unconscious, em-
phasizing and continuing to use the space 
between the sounds as a doorway to the un-
conscious. By focusing in the heart area, we 
specifically encourage heart-based feelings 
to emerge and be experienced, such as love, 
caring, and support. (Bair, 1998) 

Part of the process of healing is the aware-
ness of the negative and critical voices, as 
well as the emotional feelings toward these 
voices. Drumming creates a way to express 
these feelings which serves the process of re-
leasing them. By letting go of these feelings 
and the individual’s distraction by them, 
the client is more available in the present 
to create a new authentic and positive voice. 

The facilitator guides the client into the 
pelvic region where abuse, trauma, and 
other forms of suppression reside (Lowen 
1994). Trauma can be considered fro-
zen energy (Levine, 2010). The rhythm 
of the drumming has the power to shift 
this energy. This helps the client address 
experiences of past abuse. For the upcom-
ing example, shifting this frozen pattern 
was observed by playing forcefully on the 

Themes  of  the  Process
•  initial awkwardnEss Of druMMing PrOCEss (assOCiatEd with 
    sElf-judgEMEnt) 
•  EmErgEncE of associations with primary carEgivErs and 
    thEir MEssagEs

•  issuEs of unfinishEd businEss

•  guiding vibrational sounds of drumming through thE body 
   (rElEasE tEnsiOn)

•  Entrain thEta brain wavE frEQuEnciEs

•  shift from thinking to fEEling

•  crEatE a containEr for holding fEElings
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DP was asked to bring awareness into his 
heart area to experience his feelings towards 
his father. In our discussion afterwards, DP 
realized the constraints of the past, and as a 
father, some of his own actions were similar 
to those of his controlling father. 

In the second session the drumming con-
tinued to focus on his chest area. SA’s goal 
and intention were to use the drumming to 
identify and develop DP’s own voice and 
identity as distinct from the existing domi-
nant expressions of his PG. It is here that 
the drumming can facilitate the separation 
of the internal negative voices from the sub-
ject’s true personal voice. Once expressed 
and identified this true expression of DP’s 
self can be reinforced. Through this drum-
ming process, DP was able to identify his 
own voice separate from other authoritative 
voices. As a result, this created strength in 
the rhythms DP played. SA then brought 
DP’s energy down to the pelvic area using 
visualization and drumming, which helped 
him connect to his personal power. Below 

is an account of the session from SA’s notes: 
“At first the drumming expressed frozen 

energy, as noted by his soft and rigid play-
ing. SA encouraged him to play louder. 
SA played harder and took on the role of 
the father. The client went to a young age. 
He had fear of his father and would try to 
appease him by being creative and non-
confrontational. As the client noted, ‘My 
imagination became my source of survival. 
I would figure out angles and ways to keep 
myself safe from him.’ At this time, SA 
backed off and played softer. The client’s 
drumming shifted. It became more expres-
sive. At the same time it continued to be 
soft, indicating the inhibiting force of the 
father’s masculine energy. SA continued to 
focus on his pelvic area with the drumming, 
to generate greater support. This helped 
him bring his masculine energy out, which 
was expressed through a forceful rolling 
rhythm. He imagined standing in front of 
his dad. However as soon as he made what 
he judged to be a mistake he regressed to 

a softer more controlled pattern. SA asked 
him to stay in his power rhythm and he 
went back to it. As SA played softer DP was 
able to hold his own rhythm and his en-
ergy became free and his masculine energy 
was more independent from his father as 
exemplified by a stronger and more expres-
sive pattern. Afterward, there was a shift in 
his posture, his chest was expanded and his 
masculine energy was more pronounced as 
he noted that he felt more independent.” 

In the third session, SA asked DP to visu-
alize traveling down into his pelvic area with 
his drumming to again connect with his own 
voice and power. What emerged, however, 
was his father’s presence and anger. DP was 
then guided deeper into his pelvic area and 
his own identity started to emerge. He felt 
an opening and flow of energy, along with an 
increased sense of personal power expressed 
through the drumming. This time it was not 
his father’s power, but his own. In order to 
feel more of what it was like, he was asked to 
explore and play with this new energy. 
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After a period of time DP brought the 
intensity down and the drumming sounded 
more flexible and expressive, as indicated 
by shifting rhythms. DP stated he felt more 
of his own power. During this process he 
briefly experienced a sense of no limitations 
where he played a very intense, sophisti-
cated, and complex rhythm. SA guided him 
to lower energy levels until they came to a 
close. DP reported feeling a sense of fulfill-
ment and in touch with his own power.

In DP’s fourth session he confronted his 
father through the drumming. SA suggest-
ed he visualize facing his father while drum-
ming. His eyes were closed and he brought 
his awareness into his pelvic area. He tried 
to express himself and angrily played loud 
with a feeling of frustration from not know-
ing a way out of his father’s emotional grasp. 
SA asked him to find his own resource in 
his body, to stay in his feelings and not go 
into his imagination. DP reported going 
into his lower pelvic area and finding his 
own resource, which lasted very briefly. SA 

started to play different rhythms, but DP 
lost his resource and entered into the pres-
sure of perfection enforced by his father. 
However, he did find his resource again. SA 
stopped playing, and in his drumming DP 
explored different ages, feelings, and the 
need to be responsible. He was then able to 
explore the emotional terrain in his pelvic 
area, which was expressed by a more sophis-
ticated rhythm. DP realized what he was 
feeling; he could be responsible, and this 
empowered him further. 

In the fifth session, SA used drumming 
with visualization to connect DP’s pelvic 
area to emotions in his heart. Through the 
rhythms in drumming, DP’s energy moved 
from one area in his body to another. Us-
ing visualization, a shadow appeared above 
DP’s heart and was interpreted by DP as 
a shadow of his father’s energy, or more 
precisely, his father’s presence. SA had DP 
imagine bringing the masculine energy 
from his pelvic area up to his heart in order 
to face the shadow. DP was asked to play 

forcefully in the center of 
the drum and the shadow 
then reduced in size. DP’s 
drumming also changed, 
becoming softer. However, 
as feelings of insecurity re-
turned, DP’s strokes were 
on the side of the drum 
rather than forcefully in the 
center. DP felt insecure and 
had the need to conform. 
When the shadow reap-
peared, DP brought the 
shadow into his heart. We 
might identify this process 
as acceptance and transfor-
mation of his father.

In the sixth session DP 
imagined bringing his wife 
and son into his heart. DP 
could feel the warm pres-
ence of his wife and son. 
His wife and son were in 
his heart, and at first DP 
could not enter. SA sang a 
note that opened his heart, 
and his wife and son came 
in. SA used the process of 
toning, which is singing in 
elongated vowels. These 
vocal sounds focus on a 
particular part of the body 
that assists the drumming 

in releasing psychological and emotional 
blockages. DP visualized all three feeling 
young and dancing together. The shadow 
came and was hovering over DP’s heart. 
SA sang in a low tone and asked DP to 
sing. As encouragement, SA sang with 
DP. DP found a lower tone and it gained 
strength so he could take in the shadow. 
SA asked him to discover his own tone 
which was a higher note that allowed 
deep intimacy with his family in his heart. 
This was expressed by a warm flowing 
drum rhythm.

In the eighth and ninth sessions the 
drumming took DP to a young age where 
his father would overpower him. He talked 
while playing and went from third person 
(detachment) to first person (ownership). 
The “I” spoke, and SA advised DP to play 
the sound of the dictatorship of his father, 
and then play his own confusion. DP let go 
of the shadow and was left with confusion 
and feeling lost. This illustrates how abu-
sive relationships can create patterns that 
are held onto as the only known pattern. 
DP then played a lighter rhythm which 
represented feeling free, as later reported. 
This was DP’s pattern. Towards the end of 
the session DP’s drumming became strong 
as his intellect emerged, gaining indepen-
dence from the shadow—the father. DP felt 
full and light. In the ninth session DP sepa-
rated from his father. He realized he did not 
want to control his son as his father had 
controlled him. 

In the eleventh session SA worked in the 
chest area with the pulse beat, as well as vo-
cal toning. DP was vulnerable and fearful 
due to the persistent presence of the shadow. 

We continued to work in the chest, and 
after the vocal toning DP’s heart was filled 
with self love as indicated by a warm sen-
sation in his heart. DP’s voice spread into 
the rest of his body. DP then moved in 
the pelvic area and his drumming became 
more expressive, playing a strong rhythmic 
pattern in the center of the drum. DP’s en-
ergy opened as he drummed faster, and SA 
noted his playing was completely different. 
It was powerful and freeing, as if another 
person was drumming. SA concluded this 
new expression was a ritual of DP’s passage 
into manhood. Afterwards, DP stated he 
had been feeling more powerful, and that 
he had never felt this way before. 

In the remaining sessions, DP’s drum-
ming continued to expand emotionally with 
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DP experiencing love in his heart. Now in 
charge, DP could use this passion to hold 
other emotions and be present with them. 
Through drumming the shadow began to 
shift. DP became stronger and was able to 
say no to his father. As we continued, the 
representation of DP’s father continued to 
shrink. During one drumming session DP 
travelled back to three years of age. DP vi-
sualized embracing his child in acceptance 
and love. 

In conclusion, drumming and rhythms 
were used in over 26 sessions to help the cli-
ent address long standing personal patterns, 
and explore and develop new and indepen-
dent energetic patterns associated with the 
client’s power and sense of self. When the 
client begins to regress, we reinforce the ca-
pacity of drumming to serve as an anchor 
and reference to facilitate reconnection to 
this power. The successful connection to 
the rhythm of self empowerment helped 
the client separate from the hold his father 
and his childhood had over him. It is as-
sumed, based on previous research (Neher, 
1061, Maxwell, 1990), that drumming is 
also affecting neurophysiological patterns, 
and facilitating a neurobiological shift from 
old developmental PG formations to a new 
and healthier pattern.

This case demonstrates the process of 
facilitating the establishment of a new 
rhythm that is the client’s own, essential 
or core rhythm, while helping him let go 
of the old patterns. Through this internal 
shift, the client started expressing feelings 
he had not been able to express before. 
In a family session with his wife and son, 
the client cried and told his son he just 
did not know how to feel before—he felt 
blocked and unable to express himself. 
With this breakthrough he now was able 
to own and express his true feelings. The 
client was no longer controlled by his fa-
ther’s rhythm or the internal voice from 
his childhood.

Conclusion
This paper presents a novel approach to 
personal development and healing. It uti-
lizes a process of rhythm and drumming, 
developed by the Drumming for Your 
Life Institute, to address long standing 
emotional and cognitive patterns embed-
ded in a construct referred to as Primitive 
Gestalts. These PGs have a neurobiologi-
cal foundation whose neurophysiological 

rhythmic patterns are reflected in their 
EEG. Because of this foundation, the PGs 
create a gravitational pull from which it is 
difficult to break free. 

In drumming therapy we are able to open 
up space for new rhythms to be established 
and to tap into the unconscious. The pro-
cess begins with the client playing a rhythm 
associated with the old or PG pattern. 
Through the use of the drumming, visual-
ization, energy movement, and the creation 
of an experimental “field of play,” the fa-
cilitator and client work together to explore 
the rhythm of the old PG, while opening 
to new possibilities. Clients discover their 
own voice and a new rhythm associated 
with aspects of self and parts of his or her 
body. The drumming, with its “traveling 
rhythms,” perform a search and find to help 
shift the client out of his or her old patterns.

Through the supportive process of 
moving awareness through the body and 
connecting to personal and historic asso-
ciations, this use of drumming and rhythm 
shifts the client’s energy and mental con-
structs in a positive and healing way. This 
process is facilitated by the effect of the 
drumming rhythms that can entrain or 
drive the neurophysiological rhythms of 
the brain and body, further shifting away 
from the original patterns.

This process allows the release of feel-
ings and engages the client in connecting 
with his or her true self. This was expressed 
through DP’s newly created rhythm that 
helped free him from the rhythm of the PG. 
As noted above, the client is able to develop 
and experience self-trust, which encourages 
the development of a healthy gestalt pattern 
that allows emotional, psychological, and 
spiritual growth. 

The acceptance of the client’s history al-
lows the expansion of true personal power, 
and as healthy gestalt patterns reverberate, 
it is grounded in a new Rhythmic Code. 
The result is the client reporting enhanced 
personal power, as the new resonation cre-
ates its own energetic center of gravity. Us-
ing the analogy from complexity theory, we 
would say that through the development 
of new rhythmic patterns a new “attractor 
state” is created. This new state, anchored 
in self-trust and emotional flexibility, re-
sults in an enhanced ability to make self-
adjustments in the process of establishing 
one’s own healthy and new gestalt patterns.

It is important to emphasize that this 

drumming process is used as a therapeutic 
tool. As with all therapeutic tools, its suc-
cess is dependent on many factors, includ-
ing the experience and training of the fa-
cilitator, and the readiness of the client to 
experience the awkwardness and vulnerabil-
ity of trying this new behavior. It has been 
helpful in a wide range of clients with ad-
dictions, abuse, anxiety, and some depres-
sion. If an individual is too depressed they 
may not be able to engage in the drumming 
process. There is also a self-selection process 
taking place by which clients contact SA, 
typically because they are aware of his work 
in this area. All of these factors should be 
taken into account when deciding whether 
to use such a process.

References 
Bair, P., (1998). Living from the heart. New York: 

Three Rivers Press.

Bittman, B., Snyder, C., Bruhn, K., Liebfreid, 
F., Stevens, C., Westengard, J., (2004). Rec-
reational music-making: an integrative group 
intervention for reducing burnout and im-
proving mood states in first year associate de-
gree nursing students: insights and economic 
impact. International Journal of Nursing Ed-
ucation and Scholarship, 1: Article 12.

Budzynski, T.H. (1972). Some applications of 
biofeedback-produced twilight states. Fields 
within fields…within fields. Biofeedback 
5:105-114. Republished in D. Shapiro, et al. 
(Eds.) (1973). Biofeedback and Self-Control. 
Chicago: Aldine-Atherton.

Budzynski, T.H. (1997). Twilight learning revis-
ited. In R. Kall, J. Kamiya, & G.E. Schwartz 
(Eds.). Applied Neurophysiology and Brain-
wave Biofeedback. Bensalem, PA: Future-
health, Inc.

Canolty, R.T., Ganguly, K., Kennerley, S.W., 
Cadieu, C.F., Koepsell, K., Wallis, J.D., and 
Carmera, J.M. (2010). Oscillatory phase 
coupling coordinates anatomically dispersed 
functional cell assemblies. Proceedins of the 
national Academy of Sciences, 107:17356-
17361.

Ebbesson, S.O.E. (1980). The parcellation the-
ory and its relation to interspecificvariability 
in brain organization, evolutionary and onto-
genetic development, andneuronal plasticity. 
Cell and Tissue Research, 213:179-212.

Firestone, R.W., (1985) The Fantasy Bond : 
Structure of Psychological Defenses. New 
York: Human Sciences Press/Insight Books.

Fries, P., (2005). A mechanism for cognitive 
dynamics: neuronal communication through 
neuronal coherence. Trends in Cognitive Sci-
ences. 9(10):474-480.

Goel, V., Gold, B., Kapur, S., & Houle, S. 
(1998). Neuroanatomical correlates of human 
reasoning. Journal of Cognitive Neuroscience, 
10(3):293-302.

Hebb, D. O. (1949) The Organization of Behavior: 
A Neuropsychological Theory. New York: Wiley.

Levine, P. (2010) In an Unspoken Voice: How 
the Body Releases Trauma and Restores 
Goodness. Berkley, California: North Atlan-
tic Books.

Lowen, A. (1994) Bioenergetics: The Revolu-
tionary Therapy That Uses the Language of 
the Body to Heal the Problems of the Mind. 
Santaquin, Utah: Compass Books.

Maxfield, M.C. (1990) Effects of rhythmic 
drumming on EEG and subjective experience. 
Institute of Transpersonal Psychology. DAI-
B 67/02, 167pgs; DP14292 <http://gateway 
proquest.com/openurl%3furl_yer=Z39.88-
2004%26res_dat=xri:pqdiss%26rft_val_
fmt=info:ofi/fmt:key:mtx:dissertation%26rft_
dat=xri:pqdiss:DP14292>

Miller, A., (1979). Prisoners of childhood: The 
drama of the gifted child. New York: Basic 
Books. 

Neher, A. (1961) Auditory Driving Observed 
with Scalp Electrodes in Normal Subjects.

Electroencephalography and Clinical Neuro-
physiology 13 (3): 449-451.

Perls, R.S., Hefferline, R., and Goodman, P. 
(1951) Gestalt Therapy: Excitement and 
Growth in the Human Personality. New York: 
Julian Press. (Republished 1965: New York, 
Dell).

Petsche, H., Linder, K., Rappelsberger, P. & 
Gruber, G (1988) The EEG: An adequate 
method to concretize brain processes elicited 
by music. Music Perception: An Interdisci-
plinary Journal, 6(2): 133-159.

Ho, P., Tsao, J.C.I., Bloch, L., Zeltzer, L.K., 
(2011) The Impact of Group Drumming on 
Social-emotional Behavior in Low-income 
Children: Evidence-based. Complementary 
and Alternative Medicine; vol. 2011, Article 
ID 250708, 14 pages, 2011. doi:10.1093/
ecam/neq072

Schore, A.N. (1994). Affect regulation and the 
origin of the self. Hillsdale, New Jersey: Law-
rence Erlbaum Associates.

Scott, W., Kaiser, D., Othmer, S., & Sideroff, S. 
(2005). Effects of an EEG biofeedback proto-
col on a mixed substance abusing population. 
American Journal of Drug and Alcohol Abuse 
Vol. 31:455-469.

Sideroff, S.I. (2004-2005) Primitive Gestalts: 
Early developmental patterns and their ef-
fect on later life. Somatics, 15(1): 10-17, Fall/
Winter.

Wachi, M., Koyama, M., Utsuyama, M., Bitt-
man, B., Kitagawa, M., Hirokawa, K. (2007) 
Recreational music-making modulates natu-
ral killer cell activity, cytokines, and mood 
states in corporate employees. Medical Sci-
ence Monitor, 13(2):CR57-70.

Winnicott, D.W., (1965) “Ego distortion in 
terms of true and false self,” in The Matura-
tional Process and the Facilitating Environ-
ment: Studies in the Theory of Emotional 
Development. New York: International UP 
Inc., pp. 140-152.

About the Authors 
stEPhEn sidErOff, 
PhD, is a Clinical Psychol-
ogist and an internation-
ally recognized expert 
in behavioral medicine, 
optimal performance, 
resilience, neurofeed-
back, and alternative ap-
proaches to stress and 

mental health. He is Assistant Professor in the 
Department of Psychiatry & Biobehavioral Sci-
ences at UCLA’s School of Medicine, as well as 
the Director of the Raoul Wallenberg Institute 
of Ethics. He is the former Clinical Director of 
the Stress Strategies program of UCLA/Santa 
Monica Hospital and the former Clinical Di-
rector of Moonview Treatment and Optimal 
Performance Center. He can be reached at 310-
828-1113 or Sideroff@UCLA.edu. His website is 
www.ThirdWind.org. 

stEvEn angEl is the 
President, founder, and 
creator of programs of 
the Drumming for Your 
Life Institute, www.dfyl.
org. Steven, a child prod-
igy, started playing the 
drums at age three. His 
first performance was 

with the legendary Buddy Rich’s band when he 
was six years old. By 12, Steven’s band opened 
for Herman’s Hermits and The Animals. At 16, 
Steven recorded an album with Jimi Hendrix’s 
bass player, Noel Redding, with Hendrix play-
ing on one of the tracks. As an adult, Steven had 
an epiphany where drumming and psychology 
came together which became the foundation 
for the work he is presently doing. Steven cre-
ated the Rhythm of Discovery technique which 
combines elements of hypnosis, Jungian 
therapy, 12 steps, concepts of jazz, shamanism, 
physics, and music therapy. It takes the thera-
peutic process from an observational to an ex-
periential profession. Steven has worked with 
patients recovering from addiction, trauma, 
and mental illness. He has used his technique 
at Betty Ford Institute, Genesis House, Mary 
Lind Foundation, Dual Diagnosis Conventions, 
VA Hospital, Harbor/UCLA Medical Center, and 
many other facilities.  In addition, for his work in 
education and therapy, Steven Angel is listed in 
the Marquis Who’s Who in America and the Mar-
quis Who’s Who in the World. He can be reached 
at 310-453-2348 or stevenangel@dfyl.org.

80   SUMMER 2013    www.americanpsychotherapy.com | www.aaiMedicine.com     (800) 592-1125 | (877) 718-3053  Annals of Psychotherapy & Integrative Health®          SUMMER 2013     81


