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THE STORY AS COMPASS 

 

Since the very beginning of time, people have, from time to time, gotten in trouble. 

Sometimes they have come into conflict with the world around them, sometimes with the 

world inside them. The history of humankind and the history of the human has been a history 

of crises. There has hardly been an era or an epoch that has not been marked by, and 

sometimes defined by, crisis. From the perspective of the quality of our lives, a great deal 

depends on how we handle these crises. Do we rise above them, or do we immerse ourselves 

in them? Do we solve them, or do we merely wring our hands in despair? Are we able to 

change, even to grow, or are we mired in the ills of the moment? Or as they say in fairytales, 

do we set out down a new path, or do we turn to stone? 

After having read many thousands of tales and fairytales, I have come to the 

conclusion that for centuries humankind has had a kind of “crisis management program” that 

has not only withstood the test of time, but has also proven both effective and helpful under 

the most extraordinary array of circumstances. Humankind has always had something to fear. 

Lightening, beasts of prey, darkness, illness, even one another. One could go on and on listing 

the many things we have feared and do fear, things for which we have often been unprepared, 

because in most cases they have been entirely unexpected. Even in ancient times, humankind 

sought answers to the enigmas that beset it, and it crafted narratives which served as vessels 

for the safekeeping of the experience and knowledge it had gained in “crisis management” 

over time. And thus, stories were born, stories which, regardless of time and place, offer us 

guidance, not simply because they give concrete names to the crises we have faced, but 

because they transform the spiritual processes we undergo when we face crises into images 

we can grasp and share, and they show us ways out of our tribulations. Today, however, it has 

become difficult to grasp the narratives behind the images, for we have lost our ties to the 

images and the language of the world that lies behind the tales and myths we have told over 

the course of the centuries. And yet we can perhaps grasp that when a story told over a 

millennium ago began with the words, “the dragons stole the Sun, the Moon, and the Stars 

from the sky,” this meant exactly what we would mean today if we were to say, “life is 

meaningless, and there is no hope.” A millennium ago, there was only one solution—to 

vanquish the dragon and win back the lost light—and we know full well that this is the only 

solution today. And the task was hardly any easier back then than it is today. 

In the course of my work, I have told stories to people under the most extraordinary 

array of circumstances. I have told stories to babies still in the womb, to women in labor, to 

children yearning to understand the world around them, to teenagers yearning to understand 

themselves, to young adults fearing both divorce and commitment, to mature men and 

women, and to the dying. I have told stories at funerals and at weddings. I have told stories in 

prisons, reform centers, orphanages, institutes for the blind, libraries, banks, schools, 

university seminars, and hospitals. I have come to know many people through stories, 

including infants born prematurely, children gravely ill, adults terminally ill, even a young 

girl and a man who were in a coma. I have told stories to university students unable to find 

their path in life, middle-aged men who had strayed from their path in life, women and men in 

bad relationships and failing marriages, abandoned wives, cuckolded husbands, people 



wrestling with depression, parents and children in mourning, widows with no one left in the 

world, elderly men and women preparing for death, and dying men and women hoping to 

escape it. Stories have helped me come to know all walks of life, and in each walk of life I 

have told different stories to people beset with woe, as the circumstances and the person him 

or herself demanded.  

 For no matter what I come across in life, a moment of joy or sadness, hope or grief, it 

always reminds me of a story. A man or a woman is sitting across from me telling the story of 

his or her life. One half of my mind is paying attention, recording, asking questions, 

reflecting, but the other departs on a journey, moving freely in time and space, and 

rummaging around among events from the distant past. It is remembering. It is searching for 

the moment in history when the event being retold actually happened for the first time, when, 

long ago, a story first arose out of a similar situation. I am searching for this story so that I can 

pass it on to the person who now, many hundreds or even thousands of years later, is sitting 

across from me and facing a similar situation, unable to continue the story. Perhaps stories 

survive over the course of the centuries and the millennia so that we will have recourse to 

them when we face challenges similar to the challenges faced by our forebears. I believe that 

every situation in life has a story that has always accompanied it. Our task is merely to find 

this story. This is the essence of my work. I seek stories, ancient stories, so that people in 

trouble can find a way out of their troubles, regardless of time and place. I would like to 

present some of these “found stories,” and to present a few of the examples of the cases in 

which I was able to put them to use. 

I have been doing research on stories, tales, and myths for thirty-two years, and most of 

what I know of people and of the world I have learned from stories, tales, and myths. For 

years, I studied individual stories in an attempt to determine what they actually say. In the 

end, most stories show us that an unfortunate circumstance can be changed for the better, we 

can overcome our limitations, and we can vanquish our fears. The heroes of stories do not 

give up when they are first confronted with a problem. Rather, they search for a solution to 

the difficulties they face until they find one. Stories do not simply present conflicts, they also 

show us ways of addressing and resolving them. In the course of his journey, be it literal or 

figurative, the hero acquires new abilities and new insights that he did not possess at the 

outset.  

In stories, it is always possible to do something to change things that are not working as 

they should. The story suggests to us that it is not that the world is flawed. Humankind, rather, 

fails at times to grasp the possibilities that the world offers, and because of poor choices we 

have made, situations arise which in turn give rise to problems. In the symbolic language of 

stories, the “world” refers to the universe, but also more narrowly to the places in which we 

live and the worlds which lie inside us. As I began, in the course of my work, to understand 

that these three things are interdependent, and stories always intertwine all three of these 

worlds, I came to the realization that the story is fundamentally a means with which to bring 

order to chaos and create a kind of totality. This is one of the secrets of its healing powers. 

I regard stories as a collection of human experiences. Essentially, I have transformed 

the knowledge I have acquired from stories into a means of providing health, a means of 

healing. In my search for what is normal and what is healthy, I do not rely on the precepts or 

conclusions offered by research institutes or academies. Rather, I turn to knowledge that has 



been preserved in the vessels of tradition, knowledge that stretches back centuries or 

millennia. When I am confronted with the challenges people face in all spheres of life, the 

first thing I ask myself is, what can stories tell us about this? 

 On the path towards solutions to our problems, the story that captures within itself 

both the problem and the solution is our compass and our point of orientation. It shows us the 

direction and reveals the goal. And thus we proceed from one story-tale place to the next. We 

pause in each in order to look around and determine the tasks that face us, and by taking 

advantage of all the possibilities that surround us, we accomplish every task and come to the 

end of the story. The strict world of the story does not permit prevarication, evasion, despair, 

or resignation. The compass needle of the story may quiver a bit from time to time before 

showing us the direction clearly, and sometimes it may even make a full circle. Indeed, it 

resembles a person searching for a way out of his troubles, but in the end it will show us the 

way. 

I myself began to become intimately tied to stories in the course of a crisis in my life. 

At five years of age, my second child fell seriously ill. I sat beside his bed in the hospital and 

did what any parent would have done: I told him stories. I had no intention of helping him 

recover by doing this, nor did the idea that storytelling might have a therapeutic effect even 

occur to me, but as I was telling one of the stories, his mood and demeanor changed 

completely. He was pale, then flushed. He began to tremble and clung to me, but by the time I 

had finished the story he was calm, eased, soothed. From that moment on, he wanted to hear 

that story, and only that story. A few days later, his condition changed, but it never occurred 

to me to think that the story had had anything to do with it. I was grateful to the doctors and 

the hospital staff, so I asked if perhaps, as a token of my gratitude, I could tell stories to 

children in other wards. I began to go to the hospital regularly to tell stories, and this is 

something I have done ever since. I had no idea that there was a name for what I was going: 

“story therapy.” My only goal had been to provide a few moments of joy or at least distraction 

and, in doing so, perhaps brighten the everyday lives of the patients a bit. Metamorphosis 

Story Therapy is based on these experiences in hospitals. When I saw the effects that stories 

and storytelling have on people who are sick, I resolved to search for the reason. I wanted to 

understand why people suffering from illnesses felt better and even recovered while listening 

to stories. What exactly was taking place? And of course I was also curious to know why 

some stories seem to have such a strong effect on them, while others left them indifferent. 

Indeed, in different stages of illness and recovery they seemed to crave different stories. I 

wanted to know what it is that links stories and people in moments of life in which someone is 

facing serious challenges and indeed in which sometimes survival is at stake. 

It is always a pleasure to listen stories and to tell stories. We tell stories to edify, 

inform, entertain, embolden, amuse, console, heal, and even simply to prompt further 

reflection, depending of course on the situation. Stories provide important and amazingly 

simple answers to the deceptively simple question of what it means to “be happy,” and they 

can help someone who is in trouble or who feels lost create a new story for his or her life or 

revise the existing one using the vast repertoire of existing tales. 

Every child and every adult loves to listen to stories, though each of us in different 

ways. Some people are enchanted by the story itself, while others are enchanted to recognize 

themselves in the story. If we simply sit down next to someone who finds himself in crisis and 



we share a story—whatever happens to come to mind—with this simple gesture we have 

already helped a great deal. We have shared in their sufferings and tribulations, and they have 

found some consolation in our presence. If we tell a story extemporaneously instead of 

reading it aloud from a book, we set other beneficial processes into motion. People’s anxieties 

began to subside, they feel a renewed sense of vigor, and life seems full of hope. Targeted 

storytelling, when we tell stories that have been selected for a particular situation, places 

emphasis elsewhere. Stories show us the paths towards a state of balance without us actually 

calling attention to this. This is remarkably exciting and motivating for people in crisis. They 

do not understand exactly what is taking place, but if the story touches on their psychological 

state, they will feel its influence, and they will return to the story again and again and reflect 

on its motifs. They will sense that the story is speaking to them and about them, though they 

may not understand exactly how. The story becomes an enigma that must be solved in order 

for one to be able to discern its message. Enigmatic tales help people in trouble because the 

very process of solving them and “putting them use” prompts the listener to address the 

challenges that they face and put things in order in their lives. I would even go so far as to say 

that the energy invested in figuring out an enigmatic tale is itself part of the healing process.  

We all experience crises differently, and although every crisis is in itself unique and 

everyone responds differently to a given problem all crises have one thing in common. They 

bring about an inauspicious change in our state of equilibrium. This can happen on the 

physical, psychological, and spiritual level. This loss of equilibrium links the state of crisis to 

stories, for stories are precisely about this, the loss of equilibrium: suddenly, in an empire in 

which everything had been going perfectly, things change. Someone disappears, or someone 

is endangered. The equilibrium has been disturbed. A hero must come, and he will struggle to 

restore balance and show how to live a life of happiness. It hardly seems that this has become 

any easier today than it was long ago. 

In stories, only false heroes remain discontent. We recognize them by the fact that 

they cannot move from the first step to the second. Time and time again, they are tested, and 

time and time again they fail. They have no endurance, no strength, no discipline, and no 

patience. Before they reach their goals they turn back, or they turn to stone, fleeing like 

cowards from the possibility that something might change. Their egos are more important to 

them than anything else. Nothing else counts and no one else counts when their reputation is 

at stake. They cannot grow, and they cannot achieve their aims. They become stuck in the 

manacles of their self-obsession. They lose all grasp of reality, and they have a false sense of 

the world around them. They are prisoners of their own passions. 

The depictions of happiness in stories vary from story to story, or more precisely, 

type of story to type of story. In animal stories, for instance, the creature that manages to 

avoid being eaten for dinner is happy. An animal who can protect himself or escape from a 

tight corner and possibly even dupe and defeat a stronger foe is happy. In other words, the 

goal is to escape death. In legends, happiness depends on the character’s relationship to the 

forces that created the world. Someone who understands and obeys the universal laws of the 

invisible world will be happy. He is able to entrust himself and his fate to an unknown force. 

In contrast with the protagonist of an animal story, he does not fight against this force, but 

rather submits to it. In novella stories, characters who can think in images are happy. They 

understand imagistic (symbolic) speech, and they discern the world around them with their 



sensory organs. They can map what is taking place around them, and also what is taking place 

with them and inside them, and they are very deliberate in their acts. They do not entrust their 

fates to anyone or anything. I could claim that in devil stories, the character who frees himself 

from the devil is happy, but this would be an exaggeration. The fight with the devil consumes 

so much energy that the character cannot hope for happiness. At most, he will be relieved to 

have prevailed. Tales of whimsy and ridicule, along with tall tales, are less concerned with the 

protagonist’s happiness. They present various states of mind, body, and soul, precisely the 

states that are obstacles on the path to happiness. Most chain stories sketch the various paths 

that lead to resolution after loss. In these stories, the character who recovers what he had 

thought lost is the one who is happy. 

One finds more happy heroes in tales of magic than in any other type of story, though 

each individual hero is happy in his or her own way. I have examined some 450 types of tales 

of magic in almost innumerable versions from the perspective of what makes the characters in 

the story happy. The contentment of the dragon-slayer, for instance, comes from having 

vanquished the monster that threatened the world. He does not seek to assert his personal 

interests. He fights to save or protect others, and though at the end of the story he is given the 

hand of the princess in marriage, as a ruler he continues to focus on the prosperity of his 

kingdom and the wellbeing of his people. Other heroes in this type of story are overjoyed to 

escape from a monster who has been holding them captive. Still others seek to acquire control 

over a dangerous power. They understand others, and they come to grasp that others 

understand them. They break with and repudiate their own evil natures. They are capable of 

change and transformation. They climb the tree that touches the sky. They love and are loved. 

They find their partner, make peace, and forgive. They use their talents and abilities, strive to 

achieve their goals, attain everything they set out to attain, and understand their fates.  

 

Find your story! 

 

There are many ways in which to come to know the world, and one of them is 

through myths and ancient stories. Through stories, we learn of the world and of the tasks 

which await us in life. We learn how to find help and how to find people who can help us, as 

well as how to grapple with the forces that threaten us. Stories broaden the frameworks within 

which we search for solutions to our woes by showing us how to rethink or even address a 

problem about which everyone else has told us only one thing: impossible! The knowledge 

we glean and pass on through stories is both valid and precious even if the explanations it 

provides are thrown into question by rational thought or the so-called natural sciences, for 

instance, to mention just a few examples of such explanations, the notion that mushrooms 

grew out of the dough scattered by Saint Peter or turtles began to spread across the world 

because of the envy of a miserly woman. Everyone knows, of course, that these explanations 

are not true, and yet they continue to enchant us. The impossible at times becomes possible, in 

real life as in stories.   

Stories should by no means be understood as the opposite of rational thought. Most 

stories concern things that are very rational indeed. Animal stories, for instance, deal with the 

creation and preservation of an ethical order, novella stories with ways of strengthening the 

mind and liberating imagistic thought, devil stories with the dangers of temptation, and tales 



of whimsy with our ability to recognize when things are out of kilter. Even tales of magic 

contain motifs that are of practical application in our everyday lives. Even if we focus 

narrowly on the miraculous elements of stories, we still cannot claim that we are seeing only 

an irrational world and its irrational order, for miracles remind us to have faith in our own 

boundless potential. Our potential is indeed boundless. The only thing that is finite is the 

energy we were willing to invest in achieving it.  

With tales and myths, people of ancient times sought to explain not simply the world 

around them, but also themselves. They observed, discerned, and understood, and the 

knowledge they gleaned of the world and of humankind still bears important truths. We 

recognize ourselves in stories that are now several millennia old, for all stories speak of us in 

some way or another, though there may be some which correspond more precisely to a given 

situation in which we find ourselves at a given moment. As I have often had occasion to 

observe, in stories people in crisis find concrete frameworks of understanding and ways of 

connecting and interacting with others and with the world that are centuries old, and with the 

help of these stories, they are able to revise the negative narratives that have limited their 

understandings of themselves and their lives.  

For in every situation that arises in life, we ourselves are in a story, and if we are 

lucky, this story is our story. Problems come up when we begin to envy the stories of others, 

and we try to live the stories of their lives as if they were our own. Problems also arise when 

we exhaust, or think we have exhausted, the options in our stories, or we have strayed from 

the path of our story and no longer recognize our friends and our enemies, and possibly even 

confuse the two. At times like this, we can revise the stories of our lives, or we can begin 

another story. We have the ability to choose the story that we wish to use as a model or an 

example to be followed, much as we also have the power to decide what kind of story we will 

live: will we follow and reproduce an existing story, or will we create a new one? Both 

options offer innumerable potentials. Stories help us in this process by enabling us to search 

for ties to the narratives that have been passed on in the vessels of tradition. We give life to 

their messages, and indeed we transform them into everyday lived experience. It is crucial—

and we place emphasis on this—that everyone come to know his own “personal story” and, 

with the assistance of this story, unravel the potentials that lie along the path of his life. The 

goal is to find points of connection in ancient teachings that guide the individual to a state of 

balance on the basis of the patterns and models of his own life. I could even go so far as to say 

that we interweave individual patterns and collective patterns to release and harness the 

passive energies of our lives.  

 

Where do you see yourself in your story? 

 

In stories, sometimes even heroes stumble on the path leading to their goals, but they 

always regain their footing. This means that they come to understand something the 

significance of which had eluded them, for example, or that they are able to leave their 

childhood homes and set off down their own paths, or find their true loves, or simply find 

inner peace. 

In order for us to be able to learn from a story, we must be able to recognize ourselves 

in it. The most important question is not which character you identify with, but rather where 



and how you see yourself in the story. Against what backdrop do you recognize yourself? 

Why are you there at that moment of the story? What are you doing there? The answers to 

these questions may reveal that perhaps you set off in the wrong direction at the outset. 

Perhaps you chose the wrong tools, perhaps you mistook enemies for friends, or perhaps you 

chose the wrong approach to the struggle itself. Indeed, it is even possible that you find 

yourself face to face with an enemy who seems impossible to vanquish. 

In stories, there is always a key with which to open the door that leads to solutions 

and resolution, but we must be able to recognize the lock and the mechanism according to 

which it can be unlocked. We must grasp how things work and how we can use the 

implements we find. What secrets do the objects around us conceal? What meanings are there 

that escape the naked eye? Which weapons should we use against which adversaries, and as 

we strive to help others find deliverance, how can we find deliverance ourselves? In other 

words, the self-healing effect of stories stems not from analyses, but rather from the 

knowledge gleaned by the story-tale heroes themselves. An idea only becomes meaningful it 

is transformed into reality. The heroes of stories show us through their acts how to transform 

vision into reality. The healing power of the story lies in this process of change and 

development and this manner of thinking and living. It lies, in other words, in the willingness 

and ability to act, an ability that may lie dormant, but is brought to life by the story. 

We can turn to stories for help, and they will give it, but we must find the solutions 

to our troubles ourselves. The essential question, the answer to which will shape our fate, is 

which role we choose: will we be heroes, or will we only mimic heroes? The hero always 

enters the story when things have gone awry, when equilibrium has been disturbed, when the 

center has ceased to hold. The hero comes to set things right, to restore equilibrium. In the 

hero we find order, at least for one reassuring moment.  

Not the hero who kills dragons, but rather the hero who brings balance, the hero in 

whom there is harmony with the world and with existence. This is indeed a heroic task. And 

crucially, according to this understanding of the hero’s role, each of us has the potential to be 

a hero, even in the most difficult moments of crisis. 

 

 

  

 



 

THE STORY TELLER AS THERAPIST 

 

Different types of stories examine events and the causes and consequences of human 

acts from different perspectives. In stories, we find examples of all of the physical, 

psychological, and spiritual forms of existence. We can confidently draw on the examples we 

find in stories, which have been safeguarded over the centuries by tradition, whether we 

“merely” seek contentment or for some reason find ourselves in crisis. The treasure chest of 

stories contains lessons for every important moment of human life, but the worldly wisdom 

we find in tales hardly constitutes a thorough explanation for the magical power they hold 

over us, or for our persistent belief that we are capable of living like story-tale heroes. Even 

the contention that stories have a magical power that transforms both consciousness and 

thinking and prompts us to imitate their heroes is not an entirely satisfying explanation.  

In the treasure chest of stories found the world over, one can clearly discern the regions 

from which groups of stories have come, namely Europe, North America, India, Central and 

South America, Oceania, Indonesia and Indo-China, the Far East, and Africa. In each of these 

regions, distinctive genres emerged, along with distinctive stylistic traditions and storytelling 

traditions. For me, however, the most interesting question is not what makes these individual 

regions distinctive, but rather what they have in common. Is there a constituent element of 

stories that is always present, always discernible, regardless of place and time, something 

without which the story would not be a story? Indeed, what makes a story a story, beyond the 

similarities in structure, motifs, archetypes, and heroes? 

In each of the aforementioned regions, one finds teachings in stories that touch on 

universal human values, but no story can be interpreted or understood in any depth without an 

understanding of the system of faith and belief that forms its foundation. This is one of the 

reasons why Western and Eastern stories have different therapeutic effects. The heroes of 

Western stories live under a constant compulsion to act. On the one hand, this is exhausting, 

but on the other, it is remarkably effective, for the hero of a Western tale does not simply 

envision an ideal life, but also takes steps to make that ideal a reality. They do not simply wait 

for things to take care of themselves. They take responsibility for themselves and for those 

around them. They are in a continuous state of motion. They are always “on the way,” for 

they know that they will not find all the answers to all their questions in a single place. Nor do 

they seek all the answers in a single place. They embark on journeys and quests, and wherever 

they go, they gather experiences from which they learn and on which they later draw. They 

reach their goals only after having overcome seven or eight obstacles or trials. 

The heroes of Eastern tales, in contrast, accept what fate has allotted them, though 

they do not try to shirk the responsibility they bear for their own lives. They are eager to 

encounter anyone and anything, for they are curious to learn and to create and discover 

connections.  According to their view of life, if we open our eyes to the world around us, we 

can indeed find everything in a single place. They accept even the most difficult situations 

and moments in life. For them, even death is not a source of unhappiness, but rather an 

opportunity to experience transformation from one state to another. Tragedy is also part of 

life, and the heroes of Eastern stories do not strive to satisfy all wants or compensate for 

losses at any price. Rather, they learn to live together with pain and loss. There are times in 



life when only these stories can provide strength, much as there are times when the heroes of 

Western stories provide courage. The heroes of Western tales help us take action, while the 

heroes of Eastern stories help us accept.  

However, what is unquestionably present in all of the regions is the method: in each 

case, teachings are preserved in narratives. Storytellers the world over pass on the stories told 

by the previous generations. Every culture knows well that it is far easier for us to 

communicate about the world around us and inside us through stories. Furthermore, it is far 

easier to grasp and understand the world if it is first presented not as dry information, but 

rather as a story. They say of Socrates that whenever anyone asked him a question, he would 

always ask whether he should respond with mythos or logos. Should I explain my thoughts 

with reason and according to grammatical structures, or should I paint them with images and 

emotion? These two approaches are not in a hierarchical relationship to each other, nor are 

they mutually exclusive. Each one presents equally valid truths concerning the world, and 

each one can provide a satisfactory answer. When we use stories to respond to questions of 

vital importance, we are simply using the language of images to express something that we 

may have already tried, in vain, to grasp with “logos.” This is true the other way around too. 

Only together can the two manners of thinking reveal the world to us in all its splendor and 

unity. I do not quite understand what has become of this millennia-old tradition today. Why 

do we not use stories in education, as used to be done? All subjects of study in schools can be 

translated into the language of images. Even the fundamental laws of physics, chemistry, and 

mathematics can be taught through stories. We need to hear stories, and to tell them. “Narrare 

necesse est,” to narrate is necessary says German philosopher Odo Marquard, according to 

whom “someone who gives up on storytelling gives up on stories, and someone who gives up 

stories, gives up on himself.”1 Of course, the knowledge that is passed on in stories can only 

be considered reliable if told by someone who is trustworthy, and this reminds us that there 

were once storytellers who were held in great esteem, and we have as much need of 

storytellers today as we ever did. 

The storyteller is the guardian and mediator of knowledge and experience that has 

been gathered over the course of centuries. He bears responsibility for the value of this 

knowledge and the precision of the information. He can create balance between the left and 

right hemispheres of the brain, and he is responsible for the birth of new inner images. He 

fires the imagination, and he is responsible for the complex choice of story type. Why does 

the storyteller choose a particular type of story in a given situation? In ancient times, the 

storyteller was also the voice of the unconscious, and he remained in continuous and direct 

contact with the audience while telling a story, transforming the story to the immediate moods 

and needs of the audience while always remaining true to the original message of the tale and 

never leaving out a single essential element. If a storyteller were to omit an essential element, 

motif, or even sentence, or if the structure of the story were to be turned topsy-turvy, it would 

create chaos, not order. The storyteller of ancient times always chose a story that was suited to 

the given moment and the given situation. If his intention was to prompt his audience to take 

action, he would choose one type of story, and he would choose a different type if his aim was 

                                                 
1 In: Odo Marquard: Philosophie des Stattdessen. Stuttgart, 2000. Pp. 60-65. 

 



to sooth or amuse. If he sought to pillory the ethical failings of the community, he would use 

an animal story, a legend, or a story of ridicule. If he sought to provide consolation and hope, 

he would conjure the heroes of a tale of magic. In Georgia, one could even get out of paying 

taxes by telling a story. Whoever told the best story did not have to pay taxes. Estonian 

ethnographer Richard Viidalepp has observed that there were groups among the peoples of the 

Baltic states for whom storytelling was given an important role not simply as part of everyday 

life. Rather, they believed that stories bore magical power from the perspective of animal 

husbandry, or, more precisely, animal breeding. They believed that if they told many stories at 

nightfall or right before Christmas, this would have a positive effect on the growth of the 

young animals, and stories told “at the time of remembrance of the dead” would cause 

dappled lambs and calves to be born. Of course, many peoples have believed that stories have 

magical powers. Seeds will grow more quickly if we tell them stories, a wayfarer will have an 

easier time finding a place to sleep if he tells stories, a beggar an easier time getting a crust of 

bread, a shopkeeper luring customers. And in a question of vehement debate, a story can often 

tip the scales.  

 

The creative imagination 

 

Every story-reader or story-hearer decides how he will connect to a given story. Does 

he consider it truth, and does he reflect on it, or does he reject it and insist on the facts? Yet 

whether he considers the story truth or not, this will not influence the relationship that 

emerges between him and the story as the story is told. In other words, something always 

comes into being, as we listen to a story, that goes beyond the “truth” or “untruth” of the 

teachings and messages in stories and the bearings these teachings and messages have on our 

lives. The direction, depth, and duration of this “something” is itself quite beyond our 

influence. In my view, this something is quite simply the state of mind that evolves while we 

listen to the story. 

All over the world, audiences fall into a kind of trance or enchantment when listening 

to stories. They are probably not preoccupied with the question of whether the story in 

question is true or not true. Rather, they are quite certain that the events of the story could 

only have taken place exactly as they are being retold by the storyteller. Whenever a story is 

being told by word of mouth, the audience falls into a “storylistening trance,” to use the term 

coined by Fran Stallings.2 This “intense focused attentiveness which comes into being when 

one is listening to stories” differs from every other kind of attentiveness. People in a 

storylistening trance are calm, alert, and physically motionless, yet mentally very active. They 

are concentrating, and their attention is directed inward, towards themselves, while at the 

same time they maintain their ties to the storyteller and the story. This state can be described 

with reference to the two hemispheres of the brain, for in this state, both hemispheres are 

active, and they are in balance with each other. In my opinion, it can be characterized as the 

state in which the creative imagination takes over.  

 The creative imagination is both a manner of thinking and a way of experiencing. In 
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contrast with the rational mind, it is a form of understanding that builds on images. Intuition 

and awareness of sensation are its foundation. It is essentially a state of mind that links reason 

and sensation, thought and feeling. French philosopher Jacques Maritain describes it as 

“intercommunication between the inner being of things and the inner being of the human 

self.”3 Every story bears traces of the time when humankind did not simply seek to understand 

everything that it saw, heard, felt, and experienced, but rather lived immersed in everything, 

without questioning or assessment, for it drew nourishment from this, and this was its natural 

source of strength. The world was a place in which everything that surrounded humankind 

was to its benefit, and humankind was to the benefit of everything that surrounded it. The 

human experienced the world not as a place cluttered with messages, symbols, and signs to be 

deciphered, but as a coherent whole with which he lived in unison. Every event had meaning 

and significance, and since he considered himself part of a larger whole, he treated every 

other part of this whole with respect. The earth was sacred, as was fire, air, flora, fauna, even 

humankind itself. Stories preserve this “existence as part of a larger whole.” Story-tale heroes 

who do not sever themselves from the world in which they exist (neither the world of objects 

nor the world of living things) attain their goals the most easily. To return to Maritain, they 

are able to maintain communication between their inner selves and the inner selves of the 

objects, animals, and people who cross their paths. And if this is the case, then the story-tale 

hero also attains his goals, i.e. fulfills his fate, by using the “creative imagination.” 

One could say that one of the most fundamental common features in the sharing of 

knowledge through stories lies not in the structures of stories, nor even in their treasure chest 

of motifs, but rather in the state of mind to which the story gives rise. Passive energies are 

called into play, and they strengthen the ability of the audience to exist. The story, after all, 

teaches us how to connect with ourselves and with the world around us, and it offers us a clear 

example of how to live in dialogue with life. And although dialogue may take many forms, it 

is crucial to address everything in its own language. A common point can always be found 

between the one speaking and the one spoken to, and this point is always at the intersection of 

“the inner being of things and the inner being of the human self.” In other words, it is found in 

the infinite space of the creative imagination. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
3 Jacques Maritain: Creative Intuition in Art and Poetry. Meridian Books, New York, 1954. Chapters 3–4. 



HOW CAN STORIES BE TRANSFORMED INTO SELF-HEALING NARRATIVES? 

 

In self-healing story therapy, the role and function of the storyteller are played by the 

story itself. Every story can be regarded as an opportunity to improve our own lives, for we 

can always refer to the objective truths that lie behind stories. The process of coming to an 

understanding of a story is quite simply a matter of discovering the narrative in order to 

understand the objective message which tradition has preserved in the form of text, a message 

which is devoid of any and all personal vision of reality. Only then can we begin to study the 

individual motifs of a story as a manner of enriching our own lives. Thus, we transform the 

story into a self-healing narrative by adjusting our personal vision of reality to the impersonal 

reality of the story. 

The foundation of healing and self-healing through stories is the intense encounter 

with the text of the story. I am speaking not simply of the process of forming an 

understanding of the text, but rather of a delicate harmonizing of the subjective and objective 

semantic fields. When we first encounter a story, we have an impression of the story as a 

whole, but when we begin to examine its details, we are continuously compelled to revise this 

impression. The first difficulty arises when we try to interpret a story exclusively from our 

individual perspective, ignoring the possibilities of objective interpretation. Difficulties also 

arise the other way around, when we seek only objective truths, and we remain unable to 

apply those truths to ourselves and our lives. We begin to approach a perfect understanding 

when we harmonize objective and subjective interpretive possibilities, melding them in a 

continuous process of mutual interaction. 

If we seek the objective truth of a story, we endeavor to determine which character is 

the hero, what is the cause of conflict, who seeks to hinder the hero’s efforts, who seeks to 

help, and what solutions the story in question offers to the problem that has arisen. In the 

course of a subjective examination of a story, our questions touch on our personal 

understandings of reality. Who am I in this story? What is the conflict in the scenes of the 

story in which I see myself? Who or what must I confront? Who can I count on? What options 

do the other scenes of the story offer me? When we compare our objective and subjective 

answers, we are seeking for solutions to our existential problems and, in more serious cases, 

the crises we face in our lives. We can exert some control over progress and development, for 

the less tension between objective and subjective revelation, the closer we are to a solution or 

to the restoration of order, and thus to the end of the process of self-healing. 

One of the strengths of Metamorphosis Story Therapy is that every element builds on 

stories. The structure of the story provides the therapeutic framework. Essentially, I borrowed 

the morphological system of folktales developed by Vladimir Yakovlevich Propp and 

transformed it into therapeutic practice.4 The protocol builds on questions taken from stories. 

The therapeutic process is simply the deciphering of the codes of the story, one after another, 

adjusted to the situation. There are moments in life in which we need the assistance of an 

expert. At times like this, the story is not a means of self-healing, but rather is used as a means 

of helping in the course of the therapy, and the role of the storyteller is played by the story-

therapist. The story-therapist’s training is also based on the story as its foundation. In the 
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course of studying the treasure chest of stories from all over the world, the story-therapist 

learns to discern what stories tell us about life, death, illness, and healing, and about the roles 

that a healer and a patient can play in the process of recovery. The first thing the story-

therapist learns in this process is the worldview that forms the foundation of the story. He then 

learns how to separate the analytical levels of the story and discern its underlying patterns. 

The story-therapist acquires a deeper understanding of the story and the practice of thinking in 

images. He also learns who can be a good assistant, and how, whether he seeks to help 

himself or others. What attitude must one have, and what abilities? What must a good helper 

notice in the course of conversations and moments of introspection? 

Story therapy is a method that is founded on wisdom, so it requires continuous 

development and conscious awareness. Wisdom is nothing more or less than applied 

knowledge. Someone who interlaces his life with the order of the story will understand deeper 

and deeper layers of the narratives as he immerses himself in stories. Within a single text, one 

can discern different levels of interpretation. On the foundational level we see only what the 

story is about. On the level of cultural history, we can situate the story within the worldview 

in which it was created, and we can also find its place within the system of story genres. On 

the level of social psychology, we can study the relationships among the characters and the 

system according to which the relationships are formed. On the level of universal human 

experience, we can search for universal teachings concerning fundamental aspects of human 

existence. We reach the metaphysical level of interpretation when we no longer use stories to 

address fundamentally psychological problems, but rather we search in them for paths to 

spiritual development. Self-help story therapy can reveal solutions primarily on the level of 

universal human experience, and so we turn to stories primarily for these lessons. 

In what follows, I present four stories that have defined my work as a therapist from 

the outset. The first one taught me what to look for when listening to the stories of others. 

From the second one, I learned how to immerse myself in the sufferings of someone grappling 

with problems, without however losing sight of the borders where my personality comes to an 

end. The third helped me arrive at a clear grasp of the responsibility of the therapist. The 

fourth showed me how I could best serve the needs of those who turned to me for help. 

However, before I began to use the knowledge I had acquired through stories in my 

therapeutic work, I tried this knowledge out on myself. Having set out on the cathartic path of 

self-healing, I made the following modifications to these questions: how should I myself be 

present during the examination? How can I immerse myself in the sufferings of another 

without losing sight of my own borders? What responsibility do I bear myself, and what 

should I do to extricate myself from trouble? And finally, how can I best serve my own 

needs? 

 The stories below help by showing parallel paths down which we can proceed in our 

search for the healing and, in particular, the self-healing potentials of stories. 

 

 

 

 



PERCEPTIVE PRESENCE 

 

The Clever Doctor 

 

Once upon a time in the city of Seoul, there was a doctor who was famous far and wide 

for his skill. As it so happens, he had never studied his science. Rather, he had always done as 

his own reason had dictated, but he had a miraculous way of recognizing the psychological 

state of his patients, and he decided on the basis of this what advice to give them. In addition, 

he was very good at putting himself in his patients’ place. If someone sought his help, 

whether they had come from somewhere nearby or a distant corner of the country, the 

examination was always simple. The doctor had the patient stand directly in front of him, 

stared him firmly in the eye, and instead of asking how he felt or why he had come, he would 

ask the following question: 

“It hurts here, doesn’t it?” Or he would ply the patient with questions, things like, “this 

brought about your illness, and this, correct?” 

And the patient would usually reply, “yes, you are right, you are exactly right,” since 

more often than not the doctor had stumbled upon the cause of their malady. The patients 

would trustingly beseech him to cure them of their ills, and the doctor would scribble down 

some instructions and send them on their way. If the patient was a poverty-stricken 

mendicant, the doctor would not accept so much as a half-penny in payment. 

One day, a patient from Gyeonggi Province came knocking on his door. Because of 

some disease, he had begun wasting away, and now there was little more than skin and bone 

left. The very sight of his face awoke pity in all who laid eyes on him. Overwhelmed with 

pity, the doctor looked him in the eye, thoroughly examined the lineaments of his grief-

stricken face and the glimmer in his eyes, and then spoke. 

 “I do not see any trace of physical illness! What, then, could be the cause of this 

emaciation and your woefully bad hue?” 

The patient replied. 

“You are right. The trouble lies not in my body, for I never feel the slightest twinge of 

pain, but rather inside, in my soul, something is tormenting me!” 

As he said this, he showed the doctor his bellybutton. The doctor continued to look him 

up and down, and in the end, the patient told him what had befallen him. 

“Three years ago I went into the forest to cut firewood, and after I had cut a good 

bundle, I made my way home, for a time without mishap. Suddenly, the sunshine was very 

hot, and I was so thirsty that the world began to spin around me. My throat was completely 

dry. I put the wood down in front of me, and I knelt down in the valley of a babbling river that 

flowed not far from the forest path, dipped my mouth to the surface of the stream, and slowly 

gulped down mouthfuls of the refreshing water. Then I clearly saw that while I was drinking, 

a snake was slithering along under the ripples, a repulsive grass snake, and before I could stop 

it, it slithered into my mouth, into my throat, and down into my stomach. You can imagine the 

horror I felt! I vomited on the shore of the little stream, as much as I could bear, but I could 

not empty my stomach of the serpent. Ever since, I have lived in terrible fear, and no matter 

where I go, no doctor can cure me! I came to find you, for you are wise and skillful! I have 

faith in you! Help me!” 



The doctor was lost in thought for a time, but then, with a kind glance, he looked up at 

the patient and spoke. 

“There is yet help for you! But try to recall, when you were lapping up the water from 

the stream, were you wearing some kind of hat or cap? And if so, what did it look like!” 

The patient thought for several minutes, and then he replied. Just before kneeling down 

at the stream he had found a beautiful, long pheasant feather, and he had put it in his hair. 

That was the only thing he had had on his head when he had been drinking from the stream. 

He had not been wearing either a hat or a cap. 

“Good,” said the doctor, now at ease. “Go home, put another beautiful, long pheasant 

feather in your hair, and return to the stream. Drink a few gulps of water, but kneel in exactly 

the same spot where you knelt before, where you swallowed the snake, and you will be cured! 

No longer will you live in fear!  

And with these words, the doctor sent the patient on his way and then returned to 

tending to his affairs. 

The sick man immediately went home, found a long pheasant feather, stuck it into a 

braid in his hair, and returned to the banks of the stream. He found the spot where misfortune 

had struck, knelt on the ground, and drank a few gulps of water. Miracle of miracles, again he 

saw the water snake approaching, and before he could do anything to stop it, again it slithered 

into his mouth. He leaned over the waters of the stream a second time. Again he saw the 

snake. And no matter how many times he bent down over the stream to drink, the snake 

always appeared and always slithered into his mouth. 

He pondered this riddle for a moment, and suddenly he understood. What he had 

thought was a snake was merely the reflection in the rippling waters of the stream of the 

pheasant feather in his hair. He had mistaken it for a snake. He plucked the feather from his 

hair, knelt again, and again drank from the stream. When he looked into the bubbling waters, 

he saw no sign of a snake, only his own face smiling back at him. From this moment on, no 

longer was he troubled by unrest, and he finally recovered from his imagined malady. 

 

An objective approach to the story 

 

In this folktale from Korea, we come across numerous expressions that describe the 

ideal caregiver and give an understanding of what is meant by intuitive and perceptive 

presence in the course of a (self-)examination. What meanings hide behind the words? What 

is there beyond what we already know and can already see? What is there that we have not yet 

learned to see in our own story?  The famous doctor in the story “had never studied his 

science. Rather, he had always done as his own reason had dictated.” And yet, “he had a 

miraculous way of recognizing the psychological state of his patients, and he decided on the 

basis of this what advice to give them.” One of the secrets of his method was that “he was 

very good at putting himself in his patients’ place.” He examined them thoroughly, “up and 

down,” and he “stared them firmly in the eye,” “thoroughly examined the lineaments of their 

grief-stricken faces and the glimmer in their eyes,” and he did not hesitate to feel pity and 

compassion for them. After having examined them, he asked direct questions of his patients 

that got right to the very heart of the matter, the origins of their troubles, and he reflected 

carefully on their replies. In each patient, he sought and found what was “unique,” i.e. what 



was distinctive about that particular individual. He did not simply examine the patient’s body, 

but also used his own body, i.e. his intuition and sensory organs. This approach cannot have 

been widespread even back when the story was composed, for we learn from the patient that 

“no matter where he went, no doctor could cure him.” Perceptive presence, i.e. being present 

and being aware and observant, precedes deliberative presence, i.e. deliberating and searching 

for answers. Deliberative presence begins with good questions. This is the case in the Korean 

folktale. The doctor does not immediately translate the observations he has made in the course 

of his first inspection of the patient into a diagnosis. Rather, almost as if verifying his 

observations, he asks questions, very precise questions. One is prompted to consider all the 

vain struggles that could have gone otherwise had we simply realized, after having asked 

ourselves a few sincere questions and answered them with equal sincerity, what the Korean 

patient himself knew. His sickness lay “not in his body, for he never felt the slightest twinge 

of pain, but rather inside, in his soul, something was tormenting him!” He looked ill. He had 

wasted away to little more than skin and bones. He was visibly consumed by something. And 

while speaking of the possible causes of his malady, he does something odd. He pulls up his 

shirt and shows the doctor one of the most vulnerable spots on his body, his navel. This 

moment of the story is a clear example of the potentials of perceptive presence. The doctor 

immediately realizes that with this simple gesture, the patient has given the key to his own 

recovery. 

The navel is the site of the center of strength and energy, the physical center of the 

human body, a site that links us with our origins. The doctor prudently waited for the patient 

to begin speaking about the “beginnings,” in other words, about the concrete cause of his 

malady. And he paid close attention. The patient recounted everything that had taken place on 

the level of words, but the doctor heard the meanings beyond the words. Indeed, he knew that 

he had to search for meaning beyond words in order to help the patient understand something 

he had not yet discovered. Something he had experienced, but not understood. He could not 

discern the interconnections in his own story. He had been unable to see any relationship, 

including any cause-effect relationship, between the various elements of his tale. The doctor 

understands the story, but he does not simply “translate it” for the patient, for he knows that 

he would accomplish nothing by doing this. The patient would not necessarily be cured 

simply by learning from someone else what had happened. Instead, the doctor leads him to the 

source of his “sickness.” Healing begins when the patient himself realizes to his astonishment 

what has taken place. Suddenly, he understands. He sees the links between the different 

elements of his story. He finds the missing link in the chain, and this missing link is the key to 

his recovery. Having now understood what took place, he is able to rewrite the events and see 

everything as it is. He must “pluck the feather from his hair” on his own if he wishes to free 

himself from his unrest. This Korean doctor from times of yore seems to have known what 

psychotherapy only discovered centuries later: “the patient brings not only the sickness, but 

also the ability to overcome the sickness. The task of the therapist is to help him in this.”5 The 

Seoul doctor does exactly this, and stories do exactly this when they give us new perspectives 

from which to understand a situation. Stories transport us to the site at which a problem first 

takes form so that we can find the “missing link in the chain,” as well as the paths that lead to 

                                                 
 



solutions. For in the end, we can heal ourselves. Others can only accompany us on the path to 

recovery.  

 

 

 



THE PLUNGE INTO THE DEPTHS OF THE PROBLEM 
 

The Queen Who Thought She Was a Bird 

 

Once upon a time, there was a queen who lost her child, her only child, her lovely little 

boy. The death of the little boy caused her such grief, that in her sorrow she came to believe 

that she had been transformed into a bird. She undressed, crawled under the table, and began 

to live off of breadcrumbs and seeds, all the while hopping about like a bird and cheeping: 

cheep, cheep, chirrup.  

 No one could do anything to help the poor queen until one day a wise and saintly 

hermit presented himself to the king and said he could cure her. 

 The king was overjoyed. The hermit went into the queen’s room, took off all of his 

clothes, crawled under the table, and began to peck at the breadcrumbs and seeds, just as the 

queen was doing. When the queen waddled a bit closer to him, he told her that he too was a 

bird, and he asked her to let him live with her, under the table. The queen gave her consent, 

and the two of them lived like this, pecking at breadcrumbs and seeds under the table, for a 

long time. The queen never said anything apart from cheep, cheep, chirrup, but the hermit 

spoke to her in her human tongue. One day, the hermit told the queen that the breadcrumbs 

and seeds were indeed delicious, but he wanted to taste the food that the humans ate, and he 

asked the queen to be so kind as to come with him. He assured her that they would remain 

birds, even if they sampled other foods. The queen mulled it over for a long time, but 

eventually she agreed, and from then on, both of them ate human fare. A few weeks later, the 

hermit began to entreat the queen to clothe herself in human garb, for he was cold, and a 

beautiful dress, he said, would suit her well. For a long time, the queen resisted, but 

eventually she gave in, and soon she was putting on her most beautiful dresses. Again weeks 

passed, and again the hermit approached the queen, asking her this time to crawl out from 

under the table, for so many interesting things took place in the world above. Surely, he 

asked, the queen was curious to know where the birds flew after they had eaten the seeds. A 

glimmer of curiosity shone in the queen’s eyes. From that moment on, the hermit spoke often 

and at length of the journeys taken by the birds, but still, it was only after a great deal of time 

had passed that the queen was willing to crawl out from under the table. The hermit showed 

her first the chambers of the palace, then the trees and flowers in the garden, then the forest, 

and then the stream, and slowly he guided her back into the world of human beings. The king 

was overjoyed to have his beautiful wife back, and soon she gave birth to a beautiful child.   

 

An objective approach to the story 

 

This doctor, a wise hermit, shows us how delicately we must tread when we seek to 

enter the world of a person in grave crisis, even if we ourselves are the person in crisis. 

According to the story, in order to be able to deliver ourselves from a difficult situation, we 

must first understand very clearly what we feel and think, and what we have experienced. We 

must be willing to explore the depths and go as far as we may need to in order to find the 

problem. Only after we have plunged down to the level where the problem lies submerged can 

we begin to help search for solutions. This is no easy task, for we must immerse ourselves in 



something that is incredibly painful, and we must also know a path that leads back from these 

depths. This takes tremendous courage. The hermit can teach us a great deal about the 

importance of knowing and respecting borders. With great humility, he adopts the queen’s 

manner of thinking and her habits, and in doing so, he proves to her his understanding and 

compassion, but he retains his language, and he does not begin to cheep or coo. He proceeds 

forward only gradually, always respecting the queen’s pace. He suggests something new only 

when he feels the queen is capable of change. He always recognizes the appropriate moment. 

When he has won the queen’s trust, he suggests trying something new (food, clothing), and 

slowly but steadily, without her even noticing, he manages to guide her out of the narrow state 

of mind in which she is grappling with her sorrow. He is patient and kind as he opens her eyes 

to new possibilities, and he does everything according to her rhythm. There is no mention in 

the story of days or weeks or months, of precisely how long it took for the queen to move 

from one state to the next, but if a character in a story “mulls something over for a long time,” 

then we can be sure it was not a matter of three days and three nights. The pivotal moment 

comes when “a glimmer of curiosity shines in the queen’s eyes,” but we are still far from any 

resolution. “From that moment on, the hermit spoke often and at length of the journeys taken 

by the birds, but still, it was only after a great deal of time had passed that the queen was 

willing to crawl out from under the table.” The queen was given time first to trace the 

journeys of the birds in her mind and gather strength in order, later, to try to make these 

journeys herself. The journeys she has taken in her mind may have been of tremendous help 

to her in returning to the world of human beings. And she is rewarded: a new child and a 

chance at a new life, thanks to the wise hermit and his patient method. Stories can also have 

this effect. As images unfurl in our minds, stories present acts that only become possible once 

we are ready to face change, when we discern the food, dresses, trees, flowers, and streams 

which are the symbols and bearers of deliverance not only in the story and in our own inner 

worlds, but also in the world to which we belong. In the processes of self-healing, everything 

depends on whether we recognize the borders of our suffering and are able to turn back in 

time, or we find ourselves utterly submerged in our grief. We can use this story as a self-

healing narrative if and when we are capable of change. Every millimeter bears tremendous 

potential, as long as we do not turn back. 

 

 

 



OPENING THE LOCKS 

 

On the Courage to make an Attempt 

 

A king wanted to know who of the people of his court was best suited to serve him as 

an advisor. He decided to put the sages and the knights to a test, and he would choose the 

bravest one among them for the important position. He summoned all the people of his court. 

A multitude of men, strong and wise, gathered around him. 

 “Listen closely, sages and men of valor,” the king announced. “I will give you a task. 

Let us see who among you is skillful enough to surmount it.” 

 He led them to an enormous lock, larger than any lock any of the men had ever seen 

before. 

 “What you see before you is the largest and heaviest lock in all the land,” the king 

said. “Who among you is able to open it?” 

Most of the courtiers merely shook their heads. A few who were considered wise men 

examined the lock, but after they had studied it, they confessed that they would be quite 

unable to open it. “This lock is too large and too heavy,” they said. 

When the sages had spoken, the others all piped up in agreement. The task was too 

difficult, and none could accomplish it. 

Only one vizier dared to walk over to the lock. He examined it from the right, he 

examined it from the left, and he tapped it up and down and all the way around with his 

fingers. He tried to move it, pushing from one side, then the other, and finally he made up his 

mind and gave it one good, hard pull. And lo, it opened. For it had not actually been locked, 

only left in place, and one needed only courage and determination to discover this. 

 “I will entrust you with this important place in my court,” the king said, “for you do 

not content yourself merely with what you have seen or heard. Rather, you use your own 

knowledge and your own skill, and you have the courage always to make a try.” 

 

An objective approach to the story  

 

The fundamental question at any moment of potential change is simply this: will the lock 

open or not? Will someone come closer to an understanding of himself or not?  Will he learn 

something new about himself or not? The story, furthermore, is about the “largest” lock in the 

land, the “heaviest” lock. Indeed, it is described as “too large” and “too heavy,” so we know 

that we are not dealing with some trifling challenge. The man who can open it will serve as 

advisor to the king. A person in search of himself or a person beset with troubles needs 

precisely this: a sage advisor. The good therapist, however, does not wish to play this role, for 

the good therapist knows that the voice of a sage advisor can never come from the outside. 

This voice can only be found within. The story very eloquently shows us how the discovery of 

the voice of the advisor in us is closely intertwined with opening our inner locks. One needs 

courage not only to behead dragons, but also to dare to place one’s hand on the handle of a 

door everyone else has said is locked. Neither strength nor sagacity is worth a thing in this 

situation without the courage to try. First, we must have the courage to walk over to the lock 

and, in doing so, to bring ourselves closer to whatever lies behind it. We must dare to look at 



anything and everything that, for whatever reason, is locked. And if we have examined it 

“from the right” and “from the left,” if we have “tapped it up and down and all the way 

around” with our fingers, then we can “make up our minds and give it one good, hard pull.” 

As the story tells us, neither perception nor knowledge is enough to bring about change. Only 

action can lead to success. And this story can help us find the courage to act.  

 

 



HARVESTING THE CROP 

 

Magic Seeds 

 

Once upon a time, a Master of great erudition decided to leave the city and travel to the 

countryside to relax. As the news spread, the farmers began to compete for his favor, for they 

all hoped to have him as a guest in their homes. The Master did not select someone from 

among them, but rather accepted the first invitation he received and the gracious hospitality of 

the farmer who had sent it, and he stayed in the farmer’s home for two weeks. When the two 

weeks had passed and the time had come to say farewell, the Master expressed his 

contentment, and when the farmer invited him to return the following year, he promised he 

would. As a parting gift, he gave the farmer a sack of grain. He told the farmer that the seeds 

were unusual indeed, and they should not be planted with the normal grain, but rather should 

be sown on an enclosed plot of land and tended with particular care.  

The farmer did exactly as the Master had advised. He sowed the magic seeds on a 

separate plot. One year later, when the famous Master returned for his restful sojourn, the 

farmer was overjoyed to inform him that the harvest had been good on each and every plot, 

but the plot on which he had sown the seeds he had been given by the Master had yielded ten 

times the usual crop. The Master was pleased to hear this, and after two weeks had passed and 

the two again were about to say farewell, the Master gave the farmer another sack of grain as 

a parting gift and told him to do exactly as he had done with the first sack. The famer 

promised that he would do exactly as the Master had told him to do, and again he invited him 

to be his guest the following year. 

And so it went for ten years. Every year, the master came and spent two weeks in the 

hospitable farmer’s home, and when he left, he always gave the farmer a sack of “magic 

beans” as a parting gift. The farmer, thanks to the huge harvests, grew rich, and he was able to 

be increasingly generous as a host when the Master stayed in his home. His wealth and his 

harvests became famous far and wide, so famous that the locals all sought him out to purchase 

sowing-seeds. 

After the tenth year, the farmer again received a sack of “magic seeds,” but he could 

contain his curiosity no longer. 

“Master,” he asked, “please, permit me one question!” 

The Master nodded with a smile, and the farmer continued. 

“Kind Master, for the tenth year in a row now you have come and graced my home and 

family with your presence. Your presence here is a great blessing bestowed on us by fate, not 

to mention the immeasurably valuable gift we receive from you every year, which has made 

us wealthy. But tell me, I beg you, where do you get these miraculous seeds?” 

The Master replied: “As you know, I come to your home for two weeks every year to 

relax. The best relaxation for me is to stroll through forests and fields. In the course of my 

walks, I have often passed by your fields, and I have seen your crop. Anytime I saw an 

unusually hardy stalk, I picked the seeds from it and collected them in a sack for you. They 

are not magic seeds. They are the harvest of your soil and your labor. I merely selected the 

finest among them and gave them to you so that you would be able to sow them…” 

 



An objective approach to the story 

 

We find in this tale another clear story about how we can help ourselves grow and 

develop by using the “soil” to yield a crop. The story leaves not even a flicker of doubt 

concerning how. We must gather the “unusually hardy stalks.” In other words, we must begin 

by finding the virtues and strengths on which we can lay foundations in the future. Of course, 

in the meantime we must not fail to cultivate “other plots of land.” We cannot focus 

exclusively on the promise of “magic seeds.” One of the important details of the story is that 

the “magic seeds” should be sown on a “separate plot” so that everyone, and in particular the 

“farmer,” will be able to see the harvest and will be inspired. One sign of the Master’s 

wisdom is that he does not reveal the secret of the “magic seeds.” If he were to disclose the 

secret too soon, perhaps the farmer would no longer devote the same amount of time and 

attention to each of his plots. He might well think it would suffice to concentrate only on the 

“hardiest” stalks. The Master’s task is to help the farmer “manage his farmstead” subtly, from 

the background, in part by helping him discover new possibilities and put them to use. He 

helps ensure that the hardy seeds his has found will grow into hardy stalks and yield a new 

crop. But he also must take care to ensure that the “farmer” not work simply in the hope of 

harvesting a crop ten times what might be expected. Rather, the farmer must pay attention to 

everything that demands care and cultivation. Even as a wealthy man, the farmer becomes 

neither avaricious nor lazy, and this is an important feature of the story. Rather, he continues 

to tend to his work. He knows that the “grain,” or in other words his life, demands continuous 

watchfulness, for only if he is watchful and attentive will the stalks of wheat be hardier and 

hardier from year to year. The Master can only reveal the truth to him once the farmer will no 

longer have any need of him. From then on, the harvest is in good hands. This is also true in 

the case of the processes of self-healing. We understand what has happened to us in its 

entirety when we have established sufficient distance between ourselves and the difficulties 

we have faced, and in the time that has passed we have taken possession of new plots of land 

and used them to yield a crop within us. 

 

 



 

IN THE WELL OF OLD MOTHER FROST 

 

A Woman in Midlife Crisis 

 

She comes in the door. She wants to appear self-confident, but her limp handshake is 

hardly expressive of confidence. She removes her coat. She is a tall woman, remarkably 

attractive, and the carefully chosen accessories she wears nicely accentuate her beauty. 

Everything about her shimmers, except for her eyes. When she sits down, suddenly, she 

seems small. She shrivels up. Clouds race across her face, and now I see the wrinkles. She 

places one knee over the other and clasps her hands together on her leg. Her manicured nails 

have been painted red. She speaks quietly and at length in eloquent sentences. She recounts 

her life. 

I listen. I do not raise any questions, I do not interrupt. Years of bitterness are 

streaming to the surface. 

49 years-old. Her father has passed away, and she is not on good terms with her 

mother. Divorced, children grown up, living their own lives. Unhappy in her new relationship, 

but doesn’t dare leave the man with whom she is living. Fears she might end up completely 

alone. Fears loneliness. Fears the future. Doesn’t find any pleasure in her work as a journalist 

anymore, though she performs the tasks that are assigned to her with precision. Does 

everything she is asked to do at her workplace, but the subjects of the reports no longer 

interest her. She can barely pay attention to them. Writing articles is becoming increasingly 

difficult. Nothing interests her. Which is why she has come.  

I have heard at least 100 such stories by now, but until I find the thread of the story 

that is peculiar to her, specific to that woman, the thread that leads me to her story, I remain 

lost in a swirl and eddy of 100 different stories. Which one of them is hers? Is hers the story 

of a couple whose relationship has come to a standstill? Is it the story of the Tibetan man who 

seeks happiness? Or the Laplander who sets out to find the sun? Perhaps it is the tale of a 

Scottish princess who has been abandoned by her betrothed. The German child who has been 

driven into the forest? 

I ask her what kind of help she hopes to find in stories. She replies, “I find no joy in 

anything. I think my life is worth nothing.” 

Who does this woman sitting across from me resemble? She bears somewhere inside 

her the contours of a story heroine, but which one? Sometimes appearance is enough to lead 

me to the story I seek. Sometimes a gesture, a sentence, a scent… 

She reaches for her teacup. As she lifts it, I notice a small scar on her wrist. 

Suddenly, I have a presentiment, but still obscure. I still see at least a dozen stories swirling in 

front of me, and I still don’t know which of them is hers. Surely not a suicide attempt? So I 

ask. “Oh, just an accident, I was careless,” she replies. “Three years ago, a pair of scissors at 

my workplace. Not important. I was very tired.” 

I have now found her story. 

“That reminds me of a story,” I say. “Do you mind if I tell it?” 

 

 



Old Mother Frost (GRIMM) 

 

An old widow had two daughters, one of whom was beautiful and hardworking, while the 

other was ugly and lazy. Ah, but the old woman loved the ugly, lazy one more, for the 

beautiful one was her stepdaughter, and she had to do all the work about the house. The poor 

girl had to sit by the road next to a well and spin, day after day, until her fingers bled. Once, 

the blood spattered all over the spindle, so the girl bent over the well to wash it off, but it 

slipped from her grasp and fell into the well. The girl burst out sobbing and ran to find her 

stepmother to tell her what had happened. Her stepmother scolded her, and indeed she was so 

pitiless that she told the girl, “if you dropped the spindle into the well, then bring it back up!” 

The girl went back to the well, but she hardly knew what to do. In the end, her heart gripped 

with fear, she leapt into the well to get the spindle. 

As she fell, she lost consciousness, and when she came too, she looked around and 

found herself in a beautiful meadow full of sunshine and thousands of flowers. She set out 

across the meadow and came upon an oven. The oven was full of bread. The bread called out 

to her: “Take us out, take us out! Otherwise we will burn! We were done long ago!” The girl 

found a peel and took the loaves of bread from the oven one by one. Then she continued on 

her way until she came to a tree, the branches of which hung low, heavy with ripe apples. The 

tree called out to her: “Shake my branches, shake my branches! The apples are ripe and ready 

to be picked!” The girl shook the branches and a shower of apples fell to the ground. She put 

the apples in a pile and continued on her way. Finally, she came across a little house. An old 

woman was peering out of the door. Her teeth were enormous, and the girl took fright and 

started to run. But the woman cried out to her: “Why are you afraid, dear child? Stay with me, 

and if you dutifully do all the work there is to be done about the house, all will go well. Just 

take care to make my bed properly! Shake the bedding well so that all the feathers fly. Then it 

will snow in the world above, for I am Old Mother Frost.” 

And because the old woman had spoken so kindly to her, the girl plucked up her 

courage and said yes. She moved into the woman’s home and kept house. She did everything 

just as the old woman told her to do, and she always thoroughly shook the bedding, making 

the feathers swirl through the air like snowflakes. And indeed all did go well. The old woman 

never spoke an unkind word, and the girl always got good meals with roast meat. But after she 

had been living with Old Mother Frost for a time, the girl began to feel sad. At first, she 

herself did not know why, but then she realized that she missed home, and while she had a far 

better life with Old Mother Frost than she had ever known back home, nonetheless, she 

longed to return. Finally, she spoke to Old Mother Frost: “A dark day at home is better than a 

bright day elsewhere, and while I have a very good life down here, I cannot remain here any 

longer. I must return to the people to whom I belong.” Old Mother Frost replied: “It is 

touching that you long to return home. And because you have served me so faithfully, I will 

take you back myself.” She took the girl by the hand and led her to a big gate. The gate 

opened and as the girl passed beneath it, gold began to rain down, sticking to her, head to toe. 

“This is your reward for your hard work!” Old Mother Frost said, and she gave the girl the 

spindle that had fallen into the well. The gate closed behind the girl and she found herself 

already in the world above, not far from her home. When she came into the yard, the rooster 

standing on the edge of the well crowed: 



 

Cock-a-doodle-doo! 

Our golden daughter has returned! 

 

 The girl went inside and found her stepmother, and since she was covered head to toe 

with gold, even her stepsister gave her a warm welcome. 

 The girl recounted everything that had taken place. When the stepmother heard how 

her step-daughter had come into such riches, she wanted the same good fortune for her lazy, 

ugly daughter. Her daughter had to sit down by the well and spin, and to make the spindle 

bloody, she pricked her fingers with the scissors and grabbed a briar bush with her hand. She 

tossed the spindle into the well and jumped in after it. Much as her stepsister before her, she 

found herself in a beautiful meadow, and she set out down exactly the same path. When she 

reached the oven, the bread called out to her: “Take us out, take us out! Otherwise we will 

burn! We were done long ago! But the lazy girl replied, “I would be a fool to dirty myself!” 

And she continued on her way. Soon, she reached the apple tree. The apple tree called out to 

her: “Shake my branches, shake my branches! The apples are ripe!” But the girl replied, “I 

will do nothing of the kind! One of the apples might fall on my head!” And she continued on 

her way. When she reached Old Mother Frost’s little house, she felt not the slightest flicker of 

fear, for she knew the old woman had big teeth. She immediately agreed to serve as the old 

woman’s housekeeper. On the first day, she summoned all her strength and worked diligently, 

doing everything just as Old Mother Frost had told her, for she could not stop thinking about 

all the gold she would get in exchange for her labor. But by the second day, she was already 

beginning to be lazy, and by the third, she had become so lazy she didn’t even want to bother 

getting out of bed. She did not make the old woman’s bed properly. She did not shake the 

bedding to make the feathers swirl through the air. Old Mother Frost was soon wearied by the 

girl’s laziness, and she sent her packing. The lazy girl was overjoyed, for she believed that she 

too would now be showered with gold. Old Mother Frost took her to the gate, but when the 

girl stood underneath it, a kettle of tar came crashing down on her. “This is the reward for 

your work,” Old Mother Frost said, closing the gate behind her. The lazy girl set out for 

home, covered head to toe in tar, and when the rooster espied her from the edge of the well, 

he crowed: 

 

Cock-a-doodle-doo! 

Our tarred daughter has returned! 

 

And the tar never came off. It was stuck to the girl’s skin for the rest of her life. 

 

Why did I choose this story? – An objective approach to the story 

 

This Grimm story is a classic tale of a life in crisis. If someone cuts her finger with the 

“thread of life,” and even the spindle is spattered with blood, we have every reason to think 

that the person is in serious trouble. Something has “dirtied” her life story, and indeed to such 

an extent that her very life may be in danger. In the story, the girl tries to take control of the 

situation by washing off the “dirt,” but she only makes things worse. The spindle slips from 



her grasp. If we approach this moment in the story from the perspective of the symbolic 

significance of a spindle, we could say that her life has fallen into the well. In this story, the 

equilibrium is disturbed when the girl loses the thread of her life. There is only one possible 

solution: she must find what she has lost. Her stepmother gives her a pitiless command, but 

not out of unkindness: “if you dropped the spindle into the well, then bring it back up!” What 

would have become of the girl if she had not recovered the spindle? She may very well have 

sat next to the well for the rest of her life, dropping spindles into the well over and over again 

in a vain effort to compensate for her blunder. Instead, at her stepmother’s bidding, she sets 

out to find her spindle and begin her relationship with it again. She must return to the place 

where misfortune befell her, where the continuous thread of life was cut, where she did 

something poorly or forgot something. But where is this place? In Old Mother Frost’s tale, we 

are sometimes up above, sometimes down below. Indeed (and this is one of the most 

enigmatic motifs of the story), the girl “down below” shakes the bedding, and in the world 

“above” it snows. All of the laws of physics are null and void, for often in a moment of crisis 

one can no longer find answers in the visible world or the world that can be easily observed. 

Sooner or later, we find we have exhausted the options in this world. 

 In the depths of the well, the girl can start again from the beginning. She needs bread 

and apples, the basics of life that sustain us, in order to begin again. But we still do not know 

exactly where we are. Down what well did her stepmother send her? There are quite clearly 

no flowering meadows at the bottom of a real well, not to mention talking bread or apple 

trees. In the depths of the wells that lie within us, however, we can easily find such things. For 

in these depths, everything is intermingled, including things which are no longer capable of 

life and things which are. The girl who has lost her spindle must put these things in order. She 

must search for chances whose time has come, chances which are now ripe for taking. She 

finds the perfect spot for each loaf of bread and each apple, and in doing so, she reestablishes 

her ties to life and time. She understands that she will only be able to take the thread of her 

life in her hands again if she is able to do everything on time.  But by grasping this, she has 

only taken hold of one end of the thread of her life. She must seek the other end elsewhere. 

She must continue on her way, for she has not yet found what she is seeking. She set the bread 

and the apples in order, the events and possibilities of her life, and she has taken the thread of 

her life in hand, but in vain. The story will not permit her to come up out of the well until she 

meets Old Mother Frost. This meeting is necessary not simply because old mother Frost has 

her spindle, but also because the old woman wants to teach the girl something important: the 

ability to feel joy. The girl may well have dropped the spindle into the well simply because 

she lived and worked as a slave to performance, compliance, and the need to please others. 

She served the needs of everyone around her, but never her own. To be able to bring joy to 

others while also experiencing joy herself, this is what she must learn in the world below. She 

cannot return home until she transforms the tears frozen to her heart into swirling snowflakes. 

When this happens, the story presents her with the possibility of returning home in a single 

sentence: “A dark day at home is better than a bright day elsewhere, and while I have a very 

good life down here, I cannot remain here any longer. I must return to the people to whom I 

belong.” This is the true turning point in the tale. She cannot remain in the world below, for 

she went there only in search of something, not with the desire to remain. When the thread of 

her life is again in her hands, she must return to the world from which she came. Her journey, 



thus, comes to an end where it began, but she is now a different person. In the gateway of the 

new life, she is garbed in gold as a reward for not having given up on herself and for having 

worked to restore continuity. The story of her stepsister later becomes part of the tale to serve 

as a warning: we make the decisions that shape our lives, and it is entirely up to us whether 

we will be draped in a vestment of gold or a layer of tar. 

 

How did the tale become a self-healing narrative? – A subjective approach to the story 

 

The story of the life of the woman who came to me in search of help and the story of 

old mother Frost first met on the little scar on her wrist. It was to all appearances little more 

than a trivial scar which according to the woman was merely the result of inattentiveness. 

Fatigue or monotony.  

What caused the scar on the woman’s wrist? Why was she weary, why was she 

inattentive, and why did she claim that it was “not important”? Perhaps the origins of 

whatever had led to the utter joylessness of her life lay there. Perhaps she had lost something 

at precisely that moment. If so, and if the story of Old Mother Frost was indeed her story, the 

story might help her discover what it was she had lost. 

When I tell stories, I always pay attention to how my audience, in this case my 

patient, reacts. I strive to tell the story without influencing her thoughts and feelings with the 

feelings I experience as I recount the tale. The woman was tense as she listened, and she never 

took her gaze off me. We maintained constant eye-contact. At one moment, a single moment, 

she winced: when the girl wanted to leave the depths of the well and return home. “A dark 

day at home is better than a bright day elsewhere, and while I have a very good life down 

here, I cannot remain here any longer. I must return to the people to whom I belong.” I can 

feel that this sentence has touched her very deeply. She longs to return home. The momentary 

convulsion that flashed across her face showed very plainly that she wished to return to where 

she “belonged”: to everything that was once the shaping force in her life. On the basis of what 

she had told me, I sensed that, in her case, this could mean her relatives and loved ones, but it 

could also mean the person she had once been, and the sources of strength on which she had 

once drawn. 

After having finished the story, I give her a bit of time to reflect, and then I ask her to 

enter the world of the story she has just heard and bring back the first sound she hears. She 

hears a splash. I ask her to bring back a scent from the story. She smells the smoke from the 

oven. I ask her to pick up the first object she comes across. She picks up a cold stone. Finally, 

I ask her to find herself in the story, and I warn her that this will be the hardest task. She 

should go through the story again from start to finish and pay close attention to see when she 

comes across herself in the story. “I am standing next to the well and looking at the water. I 

cannot see the spindle, it has disappeared in the water, but I know it is somewhere down there, 

in the depths.” 

On the basis of the physical reaction I observed when telling her the story, I was 

quite certain that she was very distant from the scene in which the girl longs to return home. 

My intuition told me that she was somewhere at the beginning of the story. Perhaps she had 

not yet even jumped into the well. My intuition turned out to be right. I was sitting across 



from a woman who had not the slightest idea that things that had vanished or were hidden 

somewhere in the depths could in fact be found. Including the lost thread of her very life. 

I asked her to enter the story and bring back a sound, a scent, and an object in order 

to disconnect her from her thoughts. I wanted her to come into a more intimate bond with the 

story purely on the basis of her sensory organs. The image that appeared before her inner eye 

captured the state of her soul very precisely: fear, anxiety, and helplessness after a loss. 

Indeed, she had already spoken about this for a good half hour, but using “logos,” she had not 

been able to reveal very much of herself. The image created by her sensory organs added a 

small but essential detail, of which she herself had already been aware: what she was seeking 

had not vanished for good. It was somewhere in the depths. It was merely a matter of deciding 

what to do with this knowledge: should she set out to find what she had lost, or should she 

give up on it forever?  

Our first session came to an end at this point, so we agreed that she would read the 

story every evening until we met again, and she would decide which path she would choose. 

We also spoke about how her answer to this question would determine the goal of the therapy, 

as well as the contract we would sign as patient and therapist.  

When we next met, she told me that she did not want to give up on herself. We 

decided that two of our goals and patient and therapist would be to find the moment when she 

dropped her “spindle” into the well (in other words, when she lost her relationship with 

herself) and to search for things that could still be sources of joy in her life. We concluded a 

contract according to which we would meet ten times, and we agreed to shape the space and 

the framework of the therapeutic sessions on the basis of the story of Old Mother Frost. This 

meant that the therapeutic story would begin with the moment when she discerned herself in 

the story, standing next to the well, and would come to an end when she stepped through the 

gate, or in other words, when she would be able to return to her life with the insights and 

revelations she had gleaned from the story. In Metamorphoses Therapy, the therapeutic work 

always begins at the moment when the patient finds herself in the story. As of yet, no one has 

seen themselves at the conclusion of the story, though everyone seeks to reach it. 

Beginning with our second meeting, the patient and the therapist strictly follow the 

structure of the story as they proceed with the therapy. We study the questions raised by the 

story and the possibilities it reveals for taking action in the mirrors of our own lives. In the 

case of the woman who saw herself sitting next to the well in the story of Old Mother Frost, it 

took some time before she was able to confront the following question: what were the events 

that had taken place in her past that had spattered blood on her “spindle”? We discovered a 

veritable series of events that revealed clearly discernible, repetitive patterns: continuous 

subordination of her needs to the needs of others, the compulsion to perform and produce 

results. In her childhood home, in the course of her schooling, in her marriage, and at her 

workplace. But eventually, I ran out of questions that I could ask, on the basis of the story, of 

a woman standing next to a well. At the time, it had seemed as if her continuous need to 

please others had led her to this weariness with life. But we were still at the beginning of the 

story! 

The women herself sensed that in the next part of the story she would find 

possibilities that would help her move forward, but she was very afraid of taking the “leap 

into the well.” I assured her that the scenes of the story provided enduring and reliable 



frameworks for our therapeutic work, and I reassured her that I would remain at her side until 

the end of the story. We would explore old mother Frost’s empire together, and together we 

would return through the magic gate. 

When we met for the fourth time, she was prepared to go further in the story. It had 

become clear to her that there was only one possible direction, and there was no sense in 

turning back. She also knew quite well why she needed to make this leap. She said, “I want to 

get back my spindle. I want to be reunited with everything that was once mine. I would like to 

take my life in my own hands again.” 

 And thus, by taking a brave, imaginary leap, we arrive at the next scene in the story, 

the meadow at the bottom of the well. In a voice that was expressive of relief, she spoke of 

how much better she felt here than she had felt standing anxiously next to the well. I 

encouraged her to look around carefully, to smell the air, to taste something, to pay attention 

to the sounds, and to touch the plants in the meadow around her. I told her to roll in the grass, 

flowers, and listen to the birds singing. She felt wonderful in this imaginary space, and to a 

large extent her anxieties had subsided. She quite clearly had breathed a sign of relief. After 

awhile, I cautioned her that although we had not yet reached the conclusion of the story, there 

were still a few tasks that awaited her in this meadow. She noticed the oven and the apple 

tree. I asked her to look inside the oven and check to see whether or not the loaves of bread 

were finished. “Oh dear, some of them are already burnt to ash,” she answered with a laugh, 

speaking in the symbolic language of the story. I asked her to look around in her own life and 

tell me if perhaps she found any loaves of bread that had been “burnt to ash.” She thought 

immediately of her relationship with her partner. “My partner and I never do anything 

together anymore. Frankly, we are bored of each other.” She thought for a moment, and then 

she spoke of her workplace as another loaf of bread that had burnt to ash. “I have grown out 

of my workplace. Nothing in the editorial office inspires me anymore professionally.” When I 

asked her if she saw any loaves of bread in the oven that were just right, ready to be eaten, she 

replied with a resolute  no. To me, this reply meant that she drastically underestimated herself. 

She saw nothing of value in what she had done or in what she had created. “I see nothing that 

would be of any use to me. No edible loaves of bread.” When I asked her whether she saw 

any half-baked loaves of bread, she thought of her relationship with her mother. “My mother 

and I cannot seem to get along. We have a very ambivalent relationship.” We then proceeded 

to the apple tree. When I asked her whether she saw any ripe apples on the boughs of the tree, 

she mentioned her children. “They are both successful adults living independent lives,” she 

said proudly. I asked her if she saw any withered apples on the tree, and she mentioned her 

relationship with her ex-husband. They had not spoken to each other in years. They never 

met. They knew nothing of each other’s lives. She saw not a single unripe apple on the tree, 

which to me very clearly meant that at the moment she not only saw her own life as worthless, 

but she also found no handholds, no possibilities to continue in the future. 

When she said this, I modified my previous questions and asked her to examine her 

own abilities and desires as “burnt or half-baked loaves of bread” and “ripe and unripe 

apples.” Which of her abilities had she used the most effectively so far, and which had she 

barely used all? Which acts and activities, which useless strivings would she have no need of 

in the future? Were there desires that she had forgotten or never satisfied? These questions 

stirred her. Suddenly I felt inundated in a shower of replies. Indeed, she returned to the 



metaphors of baked bread and unripe apples. It turned out that at one point she had been very 

successful in her work. She had even won prizes, and several newspapers had invited her to 

work for them. She spoke about all this as if she herself didn’t quite believe it had all taken 

place. I also learned that she had many desires on which she had never acted. She wanted to 

learn how to ride horses, she wanted to learn Spanish, and to work as an assistant for a 

charitable organization. She longed to travel and dance, but since her partner had little interest 

in either, she had given up on both. She could identify precisely what it was that filled her 

time, and what it was from which she sought to free herself: “I have had enough of serving 

others against my will and of always trying to please others.” I jokingly responded that in that 

case we would have some problems, because we had to go directly from the meadow to Old 

Mother Frost’s house, where she would have to work, diligently serving the needs of someone 

else. She grimaced, but I put her at ease. I told her that we could always learn something from 

the characters in stories that we could not learn anywhere else.  

This made her curious, and she was prepared to move on from the meadow, the scene 

where she had tried to put things in order and a place where she had felt good. She confessed 

that the next stage in the story was the most terrifying for her, even more frightening than the 

leap into the well, though she could not say why.  

However, she soon found out, and so did I. 

More tasks awaited her in Old Mother Frost’s house than anywhere else, and these 

tasks were more difficult, but they allowed her to begin down the path towards healing and 

recovery. First she had to confront something that had already come up when she had 

untangled the meanings in the metaphor of the half-baked bread: her difficult relationship 

with her mother. Her mother had taught her a great deal, much of which she had been able to 

put to good use later, she said, in particular in her housework, but her relationship with her 

mother was very much like the girl’s relationship with Old Mother Frost in the story: “She did 

everything just as the old woman told her to do.” She began to list her many frustrations, most 

of which stemmed from the fact that her mother had only been satisfied with her when she 

had done everything exactly as she had been told to do. “And to this very day this is still the 

case,” she added, “and that’s why our relationship isn’t good.” Our session was nearing its 

end, and so the moment had come for me to raise the decisive question. “So your mother 

never asked you to shake the quilt and the bedding so that the feathers would swirl like 

snowflakes?” 

She stared at me wide-eyed and uncomprehending. We parted, and I told her that 

next time we would begin with that question. 

When she came to my door for our next meeting, she was very excited. For the first 

time, her eyes were gleaming. She told me that she had pondered the question I had raised for 

days, and she had read the parts of the story in which Old Mother Frost tells the girl how to 

shake the bedding a hundred times. The more she read the story, the less she understood why 

the girl had to shake the quilt in the world “below,” and how, when she did, it began to snow 

in the world “above.” I was quite pleased to see that the most enigmatic detail of the story 

troubled her a bit too (though I did not reveal this to her), and I waited with curious 

anticipation to see how she would connect this with events in her own life. She told me about 

how, when her children had left home some three years earlier, she had been emotionally 

shattered. “I froze.” She felt superfluous everywhere, and now she believed that the work she 



had done raising and taking care of her own children was what had kept her alive. Since they 

moved out, she had found no joy in anything. Until now, she had not dared to admit to herself 

that she had been so deeply affected by this. “I dealt with it like the girl at the beginning of the 

story, I tried to wash the blood off of the spindle so that no one would notice what had 

happened, but while I was trying to clean it, I dropped it.” The absence of joy in her life had 

formed a huge pile of snow, but now she realized what she had to do: “Break it up, let it go, 

and let the snowflakes swirl through the air!” 

I cautiously replied that this was only one half of the pile of snow, and simply by 

shaking the snowflakes into the air, she would not solve the problem that had come up the 

first time we had met. I reminded her of her own expectations, in other words what she hoped 

to get from the stories: “I find no joy in anything. I think my life is worth nothing.” 

“That’s the past,” she said. “When I dealt with the bread and the apples, the desires 

that had been hidden under the ‘pile of snow’ came to the surface. I realized that I must bring 

joy not only to others, but also to myself. Old Mother Frost’s quilt broke down my barriers.” 

She began to list all the new plans she had made, plans for “the next twenty-five 

years,” as she put it. 

The only task left for me was to guide her through the “golden gate” during our last 

session. With the spindle in hand, she could now begin a new story.  

This was how a small scar that had been made “accidentally” with a pair of scissors, 

a spindle, some loaves of bread and some apples, and an inner shower of snow all came 

together in the story of one person’s life. 

 

How Can the Story be Transformed Into a Self-Healing Narrative Without a Therapist? 

  

The success of self-healing depends on self-knowledge, the sincere questions we are 

willing to ask ourselves, and the sincere answers we are willing to give. The story is merely 

resource, an aid that helps us raise the right questions. The story of Old Mother Frost can offer 

guidance in crisis situations in which life cannot “flow” undisturbed we have become 

overwhelmed by a sense of weariness, hopelessness, and futility. As the first step towards 

self-healing, we must identify and name this situation itself, and we must try to determine 

what has made our “spindle” bloody. Self-healing does not consist of discovering causes of 

discontent, for in all likelihood, we are dealing with serious losses, problems in our 

relationships, and difficulties establishing connections with others and the world around us. 

The story opens a path towards the future by prompting the listener to confront and come to a 

reckoning with her past. Furthermore, it helps reveal possibilities that have not yet been 

exploited. Self-healing begins in very much the same way as therapy guided by a therapist: 

first, we must find ourselves in the story. In which scene of the story do we discern ourselves? 

How did we end up there? What is found there? What does the hero of the story have to do 

there, and what do we have to do? What does she have to look out for, and what do we have 

to look out for? What does she need to learn, and what do we need to learn? If we have given 

answers to these questions, answers drawn from our own lives, then the story will allow us to 

continue onward to the next scene, where the same questions await us. From the perspective 

of the processes of self-healing, there are three major scenes in the tale of Old Mother Frost: 

the edge of the well, the meadow at the bottom of the well, and Mother Frost’s house. The 



first scene is important from the perspective of setting out down the path of discovery. We 

must decide whether or not we want our lives to change. In the meadow, we put things in 

order. For instance, we free ourselves of things that we no longer need, including fears and 

complexes. We also have a chance to examine possibilities that we never noticed before, and 

we can study the plans that we gave up on, always having given some reason or another. In 

Mother Frost’s house, we again face set things in order, but not things in the world around us 

or plans that we never carried through on. Rather, we can examine our inner worlds and find 

our possible sources of joy. Mother Frost’s house is a site of transformation. Here, we can 

transform our sufferings, our failures, and the wrongs we have endured into “swirling 

snowflakes,” and we can free ourselves from the forces that cripple us and hamper our growth 

and development. This can take a long time indeed. The story informs us that we must remain 

here until we begin to sense a heartfelt desire to return “home.” This only happens once self-

healing processes have begun. We only begin to yearn to return home once we have taken our 

own lives back into our own hands, and we have something to bring back from the well. 

Complete recovery comes when we can don our “golden dress,” and we are again capable of 

standing before others and presenting our new and renewed selves.  

 

 

 



HAKUNA MATATA 

 

Disturbances Within the Family Order 

 

They walk in through the door. There are four of them, as they had said there would 

be on the phone. The wife had called, the school principle had suggested she contact me 

because “she has worked with children who had drug problems before.” The woman wanted 

to send her son in for sessions with me, but I told her that I only rarely provide therapy for 

“children who have drug problems” unless the members of their immediate families also 

participate. At least for the first session, I told her, I would like the whole family to come. If 

possible, I added. “That might be better,” she replied after a moment. “My son wouldn’t go 

alone anyway. Though I don’t know what my husband will say. He considers all forms of 

therapy nonsense.” 

They arrive at the same time, but as if they had not come together, as a group. There 

doesn’t seem to be any relationship between them at all. Two adults and two teenagers: father, 

mother, and two siblings. A boy and a girl. I observe them as they take off their jackets. The 

parents are well-dressed, well-groomed. The children are wearing brand-name shoes, and they 

have the “cool” backpacks. The boy is roughly 16 years old. I can’t quite tell how old the girl 

is. One moment, she looks older than her brother, the next moment she looks like an anxious 

five year-old child. I have the sense that the boy did not want to come. The made him come. 

He slumps against the wall. He would slip out if he could. He is behaving well, but it’s not 

easy. The girl is watching him in despair, as if afraid that at any moment there’s going to be 

an outburst. The mother is tense. She is staring anxiously at her son. The father cannot quite 

find his place. He’s uneasy and embarrassed. He forces a smile. He has not idea what to do. 

I usher them in, and I observe how they each find a place to sit down. The boy retreats 

into the corner. The parents sit next to each other on the sofa, though there is some distance 

between them. The girl hesitates. There are two armchairs between her parents and me. She 

chooses the one closer to me. There is tension in the air, and I can sense the tailwind of an 

argument. They probably stopped arguing when they rang the bell at my door. And they were 

probably arguing about the fact that, apart from the mother, none of them wanted to be here. 

A tense silence settles over the room. How can I break this silence and help each of 

them feel safe? Is there anything I can say that will not prompt one of them to stand up and 

leave? How can I be present, observant, and remain impartial, objective, and supportive? If I 

begin by asking why they have come I will frighten away the children. If I adopt a whimsical 

tone of voice, I will make the parents feel uncertain. 

 I turn to the only tool I use. Forgive me, I tell them, perhaps it’s the bad influence of 

my profession, but as I was watching them, I was reminded of a story. They are a bit taken 

aback, but at least all four of them are looking at me. “Do you mind if I tell it to you?” They 

nod, a bit perplexed. I delve into the most ancient collection of stories in the world, the 

Panchatantra, and I tell them the story of what happened to the 50 doves who ended up caught 

in a bird-catcher’s net. As the net fell over them, their leader, the dove king, spoke. “Do not 

lose your presence of mind! We must take wing together, all at once. If we do, we can carry 

the net and escape the clutches of the bird-catcher. But if we allow fear to cripple or confuse 

us, we will all perish! Pay close attention! When I give the call, everyone start flapping their 



wings at once! Now!” The doves did as they had been told. At the king’s cry, they began 

flapping their wings, just as the bird-catcher was almost upon them. Even after they had risen 

into the air, the dove king maintained order and gave firm instructions to the others. The 

doves turned and flew in whatever direction he told them to take. “Attention all! Now turn to 

the north! Close ranks next to me! We will find my friend, the mouse, and he will chew 

through this net.” The doves did as they were told. Soon, they were nearing a monastery. 

They landed not in the courtyard, but rather behind it. Here Hiranyaka the mouse lived in a 

mouse castle underground. It was a strange castle. It had perhaps as many as 100 exits, and 

many many hallways, and every hallway led in a different direction, half of them beneath the 

edifice and half of them beyond the fence. The dove king asked the mouse to chew through 

the net. The mouse immediately set himself to work. First, he sought to free the dove king, but 

the king, standing straight and proud, shook his head: “thank you, dear friend, but do not do 

that! For I am the head of the family. I would like to see each member of my family freed 

first, before me.” The mouse stopped chewing and looked up at the king. “How can the other 

members of the family come before the head of the family? I have never heard of such a 

thing!” The king replied calmly. “I brought them here, now I must watch over and protect 

them. It is quite possible that, were you to free me, some calamity might befall you, and they 

would remain trapped in this net.” The mouse wiggled his little nose with joy when he heard 

this, and he promptly got back to work. The king was the last among them to be freed from 

the tangles of the net, but in the end, he too flew free. And all the doves continued on their 

way, free again. 

I am always very clearheaded when telling a story, but this time, I concentrate even 

harder. I must arrange the five of us all just right within the short time it takes to tell a story. I 

must look into four pairs of eyes at once. I must be sensitive to four people at once. And all 

the while I must go back at least 2,000 years in time, I must be present in the past and in the 

moment. I know that this borders on the magical, but it works wonderfully! 

While listening to the story, they relax a bit, and the tension has eased palpably. All 

four of them are listening to the story. The boy only looks up once, but I can sense that he is 

in fact even more present with me than the others. As if he were clutching at me through the 

story. “He may well be in serious trouble,” the thought flits through my mind. When I finish, I 

do not make the mistake of asking whether they recognized themselves in any of the 

characters in the story. It is too soon for this question, and it would ruin everything. In story 

therapy, timing is as important as finding the right story. And this story isn’t even their story. 

I only told it in order to create a sense of safety, to indicate to them that I see them and am 

aware of them. And by telling a story, I can give something of myself. When one tells stories, 

one reveals one’s essence.  

But I had not sought merely to relieve the tension. I had also wanted to offer an 

example of how to tell a story. It is always easier, after having told a story, to ask others to tell 

their stories. They should tell the story of why they came to see me. 

The wife takes a deep breath. First, she introduces her family, a few vague, 

meaningless sentences about each of the others. I ask questions about their wedding, their 

marriage, the birth of their children, but only she answers. The others remain silent. “They do 

not want to flap their wings at once.” Finally, the woman resolves to speak. Her stare fixed in 

front of her, she begins to talk. She looks at no one. Behind her words, I hear carefully 



rehearsed sentences that have ripened over the course of many sleepless nights. She is 

speaking about her son. About what a good, well-behave little boy he was. He did well in 

school, he did well in sports, they could always count on him. A year ago, however, he had 

undergone a complete change. He was sullen, rude, his grades were falling, and he had given 

up sports. The teachers in the school had had lots of difficult with him. The most recent 

incident, he had been smoking marijuana in the men’s bathroom. They wanted to kick him 

out. The principle had given him one last chance. If he could manage to change his ways, he 

could stay. Which was why they had come. To get him to change. Though they didn’t really 

understand why the whole family had had to come.  

“I myself am not quite sure yet,” I reply. Again, they are taken aback. I tell them that 

all of belong somewhere. No matter where we live, we are all parts of an order. Their son is 

not a creature living alone in the world, but rather, first and foremost, part of a family, a 

family order. Our behavior depends on many things, and innumerable factors influence the 

ways in which we change. Everything that takes place in the world around us exerts an 

influence on us. Our homes, street life, the subway, our workplace, the weight room, TV 

headlines, they all affect us in some way or another. 

While the mother is talking, the boy tugs nervously at his right leg. The parents 

become fidgety while I am talking. In all likelihood, they interpret my words as an accusation, 

they think I am faulting them. I am familiar with this reaction. In most cases when one is 

working together with a  family there is a moment of tension brought on my guilt conscience. 

I do not want tempers to rise, so instead of asking the boy how he sees the whole thing, 

everything his mother has said, I turn to the mother. “Do you remember what your favorite 

children’s story was when you were a child?” 

The words were stuck in her throat, but at least she was jolted from the hamster’s 

wheel in which she had been struggling for who knows how long. 

She didn’t remember. Or at least it didn’t come to mind. 

And then something unexpected happened. The father spoke up. “The Lion King,” he 

said. “I was very fond of it too. We watched it together lots of times back then. You know, the 

Disney movie.”  

For a moment, the room is filled with warmth. A shared image from the past.  

We begin to speak about the film. We all remember the story differently, but we 

don’t argue about this, we just correct one another, supplement one another’s versions. “No, 

that’s not what happened, what happened was…” Mufasa, Sarabi, Timon, Pumbaa, Zordon, 

Simba, Zazu, Nala, the names are flying. 

I let them talk. I don’t interrupt. I suggest they watch the movie together over the 

weekend, and then in our next session we can continue the conversation.  

They don’t show tremendous enthusiasm, but they agree. 

We are now a little bit closer to one another than we were when the arrived. 

When the arrive for the second session, they are bit more composed. They have 

watched The Lion King, the inform me. I put a piece of paper in front of each of them on 

which I have drawn two columns. In one of the columns, I have written their names, and the 

other column I have left empty. I ask them to consider which character the other three most 

resemble in the film. Not themselves, they are not supposed to identify themselves with any of 

the characters, only the other three.  



When they have finished, we compare their responses. The father and the two 

children all agree that the mother most resembles Sarabi, the queen. The girl resembles Zazu, 

the hornbill, who is always watching over and trying to protect Simba. The boy resembles 

Simba when the young lion lives without a care in the jungle with his happy-go-lucky friends, 

knowing only one law, the law of Hakuna Matata, or “pure pleasure, no rules, no 

responsibility!” 

The spot for the father has remained empty on each of the three sheets of paper. I 

turn to him and ask him which of the characters he most resembles in the story. He thinks for 

a long time, and struggles with the answer. Finally, he says, “there was a time when I was the 

Lion King, but then Zordon pushed me from the cliff.” 

At that moment, I was very tempted to continue the therapy with this story. It seemed 

very possible to clarify and strengthen the role and responsibilities of the father in the family 

through the figure of the Lion King. But I resisted this temptation for many reasons. One of 

them was that if we continued with this story, our shared task would narrow to therapy for the 

father as an individual. Another was that, from the perspective of the boy, the only thing we 

might learn from The Lion King was that it was time for him to accept responsibility for his 

own life, and I was not at all sure that in his case that was the only issue. A third reason was 

the story offered neither the mother nor the sister any opportunity for growth. Sarabi and Zazu 

are both characters without flaw in the film.   

In spite of the fact that I have decided against using this story as part of our therapy, 

The Lion King nonetheless provided many important motifs in our sessions. For instance, 

after the father made his “confession,” I asked the son which part of the film he liked best. 

“The part when the Lion King and his son talk, and the king forgives his son for having gone 

to the elephant graveyard. And then they begin to play together.” 

I look at them. The Lion King of a lost time, Simba, who had turned his back on the 

world and on himself, and who wanted more than anything else to get back his happy 

childhood, Zazu, who blamed herself for everything, and the broken Queen Sarabi. And 

slowly another story comes to mind, a story which might help all four of them find a way out 

of their troubles. 

“That reminds me of a story. Do you mind if I tell it?” 

 

 

The Golden Egg 
 

Once upon a time there was an old man who lived together with his wife in a small but 

warm and clean little house. They had nothing to their name apart from their hen and a tomcat 

named Mishka. The hen laid eggs, the cat caught mice, and they were so fond of each other 

that the hen often slumbered on Mishka’s back.  

 And thus they lived in quiet harmony, all four of them. 

 One day, the hen laid an egg, and suddenly it began to cluck so loudly, as if a miracle 

had taken place.  

 

Cluck, cluck, cackle, hey! 

That’s quite a lovely egg I’ve laid! 



 

The old woman looked into the nest. Indeed it was a big egg, and it glimmered gold in 

the sunshine! 

Remarkable, she thought, I’ll cook it for my husband’s breakfast. She put the egg on 

the table and went to make a fire. 

But then Mishka the tomcat leapt up onto the table, patted the egg with his paw, and 

the egg began to roll, it rolled right off the table and fell to the floor with a splatter. 

The old man and his wife began to wail: alas, what misfortune! In vain had they made 

a fire. And all because of the good-for-nothing tomcat! What a loss he had caused them! 

The old man grabbed a switch to give the tomcat a good thrashing, but the hen 

implored him not to harm her friend. 

“Do not be cross, and do not hurt poor Mishka! It was an everyday egg. Tomorrow, I 

will lay a golden egg!” 

When the old man and his wife heard this, they could not sleep a wink all night! They 

could hardly wait for sunrise. Finally, when morning had come, they could hear the hen 

clucking. They ran to the nest and looked inside, and indeed, good heavens, there was an egg 

shimmering in the straw, an egg made of pure gold! The old man lifted it in his palm. Hey, it 

was heavy! 

The old man put on his suit, grabbed his cane, and said to his wife, “give me the egg, 

wife. I am going to sell it at the market.” 

“But be sure not to ask too little for it, husband!” she warned. 

The woman waited impatiently for her husband to return from the market. When he 

finally arrived home, he showed her his purse. It was full of money. 

The next morning, they awoke to an even greater joy. The hen had laid another golden 

egg! And she did every morning after, again and again. 

The old man and his wife got quite used to becoming one golden egg richer with every 

passing day. 

They became quite well-to-do. Their little house suddenly proved too small for them. 

They built a beautiful house for themselves, a veritable manor house. They hired servants, and 

they ate expensive foods and drank delectable drinks. They dressed in silk and velvet, and 

they slept on soft feather quilts. Every day, their home was crowded with guests, and every 

day they reveled and caroused.  

A house so full of wealth must have a dog who will stand watch over it. The old man 

and his wife got a whole pack of fierce dogs. Mishka the tomcat was not pleased at all! He 

feared the dogs, so he moved up to the attic. He caught mice up in the attic, and he no longer 

went out into the yard or came down into the rooms of the house. 

The old man bought a silver birdcage for the hen and closed her inside it, lest a hawk 

or wicked people make off with her. 

The hen sat in the silver birdcage. No longer could she scratch at the dirt in the yard or 

look for worms in the cabbage patch. She couldn’t even meet with her friend, tomcat Mishka.  

True, the birdcage was made of silver, but they only put fresh water in her tray every 

now and then, and only occasionally did they sprinkle a bit of grain in her cage. And alas, life 

is not easy in a cage! 

One day, the hen began to lay eggs that were smaller and smaller with every passing 



day, whether in her sorrow or because of the ill treatment she endured no one knows. One 

day, when the old woman looked into the nest she found no egg at all, neither a golden egg 

nor a normal egg!  

“Oh, you ungrateful creature!” she shouted at the hen. “We bought you this expensive 

birdcage, and now you are too lazy even to lay an egg! Servants! Servants!” 

She called the cook and instructed him to slaughter the hen and cook her for lunch, if 

she was going to be such a useless ingrate.  

The cook had just opened the door to the cage and reached inside when suddenly the 

hen began to cluck. 

 

Cluck, cluck, cackle, hey! 

Mishka, help me get away! 

 

Mishka heard his friend’s cry for help, and he leapt from the attic straight onto the 

cook’s back. The cook was so startled that he let the hen go. She did not wait an instant, but 

rather flew out the window, landed under a bush, and began to straighten out her feathers.  

The old man and his wife looked around and, gracious heavens, they could not believe 

what they saw. No sign of the servants anywhere, all the expensive clothing gone, as if the 

manor house had never existed at all! They were sitting in their old little house. Mishka the 

tomcat was warming himself by the oven, and on the floor by the table the yolk of the broken 

egg shone yellow. 

 

Why did I choose this story? – An objective approach to the story 

 

To all appearances, this is a simple story. A husband and wife mistreat to animals, and in the 

end they lose everything in the blink of an eye. They are irresponsible. When they become 

wealthy, they become lazy. The make foolish decisions, one after the other, and the pile 

mistake upon mistake. They are interested only in living well, in reveling and carousing. They 

quite easily get used to money coming into their home all on its own, and they allow 

themselves to fall under the spell of the illusion that this will last forever. Part of the story 

does indeed appear to concern this, but how and why is Mishka the tomcat part of the story, or 

the yellow yolk of the egg, or the silver birdcage? And why does the old woman want to cook 

the hen that lays the golden egg for lunch when the hen is no longer willing to lay golden 

eggs? And yet these motifs are at least as important as the others. We must search for new 

perspectives from which to interpret this story. 

The story opens up in all of its complexity when we pay attention not simply to the old 

man and his wife, but also to Mishka and the hen. If we begin to see them as an order, we 

begin to see them even more as a family. A family in which there was peace and harmony for 

a time, and everyone did exactly what they were supposed to do. Two of the members of this 

family love each other very much: the hen and the tomcat. Indeed, they love each other so 

much that sometimes she even slumbers on his back. This idyllic state is broken by an 

unexpected event. A “misfortune,” as the story tells us. The “good-for-nothing tomcat” has 

suddenly brought shame on the family in the form of a glimmering yellow yolk on the floor 

by the table. The old man is so enraged that he does not hesitate to consider using violence, 



but then the hen stands up in the tomcat’s defense. She takes responsibility, she sacrifices 

herself. She will be the “good child” instead of the black sheep of the family, as long as they 

leave the cat in peace, for he is more dear to hear than anything. 

She will broker peace, she will bear the burdens, she will be the engine of the family. 

She will conceal the mark of shame, for lo, she lays a golden egg every day. She saves the 

family from shame. She can be presented, they can even brag about her, and whatever 

problems there are, they can be hushed beneath the clamor of “reveling and carousing.” 

Outward appearances must be emphasized to ensure that the world believes everything in this 

family is as it should be. The “children,” however, slowly become victims. The one who 

caused the problems moves to the attic in self-defense, and “no longer does he go out into the 

yard or come down into the rooms of the house.” He catches mice up in the attic, but no one 

pays him any mind anymore. From the point of view of the parents, it doesn’t matter what he 

is doing up there. Drinking, using drugs, gambling? Who knows? Who cares? He is fine on 

his own, and that’s all that matters. The important thing is that no one see him. He should not 

make any appearances, especially not when there are guests in the house. Guests can be 

shown the hen who lays the golden eggs in her silver birdcage. The tomcat, pushed to the 

periphery, slowly becomes lonely and loses his ties to the others.  The “hen-child” does not 

choose seclusion herself. She is closed up by her parents, and in a silver cage, no less. The 

close her inside the cage, “lest a hawk or wicked people make off with her.” The picture is 

precise. They close her up, lest they end up having to deal with the same kinds of problems 

brought on them by the other “child” up in the attic. The two children, who effectively have 

been separated from each other, lose everything that was ever important to them. It is hardly 

surprising that the golden eggs are smaller and smaller, until eventually all the reserves have 

been used up. The savior and the victim have run out of strength. And then comes the worst 

thing that can happen. They tell her that, if this is how things are, then they have no need of 

her either. If she can boast no accomplishments, then they can show no love, no patience, 

indeed nothing at all except a knife at her throat. The catastrophe is avoided, because the 

black sheep up in the attic hears the other child’s despairing cries. “I cannot do it alone! 

Help,” the hen cries, instead of all of them. The story is about Mishka the tomcat. He is the 

key figure. He must act in order to prevent catastrophe. He must come down from the attic, 

and he must again become part of the family, and the family order. But this is only possible if 

all the trappings of ceremony and outward appearance are gone: the servants, the expensive 

clothing, the luxuriously furnished rooms. They must begin anew. All of them.  

 

How did the tale become a self-healing narrative? A subjective approach to the story 

 

In the therapeutic process, an objective approach to the story is only useful as a foundation to 

the therapist. She cannot enter a story with her own personal reality. This path is open only to 

the patient. She can use a story as an aid only if she has already analyzed and interpreted it on 

the personal level and the objective level. This is necessary in order for her to be able to adjust 

the different interpretive levels to one another in the course of the therapeutic process, and 

also because it will enable her to keep her own feelings, thoughts, and projections from 

interfering with the therapy. She should never want, subconsciously or consciously, to hear 

the patient echo her ideas about or interpretations of a story. Rather, she must accept what the 



patient says unconditionally. At the same time, it is important, when she is working together 

with the patient as a therapist, for her to forget the efforts she made to interpret the story and 

focus exclusively on the thoughts and feelings that are set in motion by the story in someone 

else.  

Family problems can be addressed the most effectively if every member of the 

family (or the order of the family) is involved in the work. In the best case scenario, every 

member of the family is willing to take part, and then there are many possible ways to choose 

the first story. We can use a story that has been selected by the therapist because it seems 

appropriate to the circumstances (the problems), or we can use stories that the different 

members of the family have brought with them as illustrations of the situations in which they 

find themselves. But we can also begin with stories that the “members of the family order” 

select in order to introduce themselves. Or sometimes they choose stories about another 

family member, or all of the other family members. It is always interesting to observe the 

reactions that these situations produce. An opportunity is created for everyone to confront the 

opinions that everyone else has of them, and indeed in a manner in which there is nothing 

offensive or hurtful, since it is always possible to parry any potential blow with the simple 

observation that, “it’s just a story! It’s not even about me! It has no resemblance to the real 

world.” It is easier to speak about what has happened to us in the symbolic language of the 

story than it is to say the same thing in our own words. In the case of the session in which we 

spoke about The Lion King, the pivotal turn came when it turned out that none of the members 

of his family could recognize (or dared to recognize) the father in any of the characters of the 

tale. It would have taken tremendous courage to have said that the father resembled the dead 

Mufasa. When the father finally said this himself, we won a great deal of time.  

Every member of the family enters a relationship with the stories that we use in the 

course of the therapy. The stories offer points of comparison to which our shared efforts are 

tied. They also provide “external narratives,” about which everyone can speak their mind. 

Stories can also play a role in enabling the different members of the family to express critical 

remarks, raise questions, and voice desires in the words of the characters in the stories. 

Indeed, using the sentence they have encountered in the stories, they can communicate with 

one another about everyday issues or problematic situations. When they leave the 

comparatively safe space of therapy, they can continue dialogues about the stories, and they 

can always remind one another of the stories if circumstances demand. They can create a new 

shared language, a language, furthermore, that is exciting and that unites them. This can be 

particularly beneficial in part because they will no longer say “don’t do this” and “don’t do 

that,” but rather will use phrases and sentences from the stories to communicate. In the case of 

this family, for instance, when we were roughly halfway through the therapy, they 

remembered the story about the 50 doves, and they incorporated the words of the king into 

their everyday conversations: “We must take wing together, all at once. If we do, we can carry 

the net and escape the clutches of the bird-catcher.” 

 If they also agree to tell stories to one another at home, they will be able to profit from 

a possibility offered by our therapy to address problems that goes well beyond the 

possibilities offered by rational tools. It is vital that the stories they share with one another at 

home not be followed by “analytical” or “purposeful” conversations, at least for the time 

being, while we are pursuing therapy together. The goal, rather, is merely a shared experience 



and shared immersion in stories. Listening to and telling stories together creates an 

atmosphere that is so intimate that it already does a great deal to relieve tensions. 

Conversations about stories, conversations guided by the therapist, serve a different goal. 

They teach us to listen to and accept one another’s opinions, but important events really begin 

to unfold when the members of the family gain heretofore hidden insights into their lives that 

were brought to the surface by the story. In this case, The Golden Egg enabled the mother, 

father, and two children to understand clearly and unambiguously the dynamics within their 

nuclear family. They recognized themselves and one another in the story, and there was no 

disagreement concerning the characters they resembled. The boy saw himself as the tomcat in 

the attic, the girl as the hen in the silver cage, the father as the angry old man who was 

reaching for his cane to give the tomcat a good beating, and the mother as the woman at the 

moment she notices the broken egg on the floor. In other words, each of them was in trouble, 

and each in his or her own way. In the course of our second meeting, the fourteen year-old 

girl referred back to the story about the doves. She said that everyone in the family was 

ensnared in his or her own net, and they were also all trapped under one big net. We all agreed 

that, if this were the case, they can restore equilibrium only if they all begin to flap their 

wings at the same time. In other words, only if everyone wanted to bring about change. 

Stories help one determine the precise goal of the therapy and define the terms of the 

contract between patients and therapist as well. We established the following goal: first, we 

would come to recognize and understand one another’s “nets,” and then we would try to find 

a frayed string in the net that had snared the whole family. The contract specified that we 

would all take part in this effort, and if necessary, they would come in for individual 

consultations as well. We made all three of the stories (the 50 doves, the Lion King, and the 

golden eggs) part of our therapy, and we agreed to use all of them as circumstances dictated in 

the course of our work.  

Even in the case of a three-person family it is difficult or even impossible to 

anticipate where the members of the family, after having entered the world of the story, will 

recognize themselves in the tale. In which scenes of the story do they see themselves, and in 

which situations of conflict? The matrixes are complex, because they mirror the 

circumstances of the members of the family. And they are seeking help precisely because they 

hope to find a way out of this chaos. Once we have identified the enemies, it becomes very 

clear how differently the different members of a family experience the same story. Often, they 

identify different characters or objects as threatening, and of course this is true in our real 

lives as well, since we all seek help according to our own personal visions of reality. The 

Metamorphosis Therapist must bring harmony to this complexity. “Mishka the tomcat” saw 

the old man and his wife as the enemies. The “hen” blamed herself for everything. The “old 

man” saw money as his enemy, and the woman saw Mishka as the source of all their 

problems. A safe space had to be created out of this confusion in which and from which all 

the members of the family could strive in unison towards the same goal: the restoration of 

equilibrium. 

The matrix of a story used in family therapy helps not only the therapist but also the 

members of the family gain an overview of the situation. Through the story, they can put 

themselves in one another’s shoes. They can imagine what it feels like to be in the places 

chosen by the others, and they can also confront their own enemies. This is all groundwork 



for the process of bringing about the desired change, for the experiences we glean through our 

sensory organs further our understanding, and understanding is the foundation for action. 

Thus, in family therapy that is based on the use of stories, the first pivotal moment comes 

when the family members are able to see beyond their own visions of reality and understand 

and accept other perspectives. We have reached the final lap when all of the members of the 

family have turned towards the “objective solutions” of a matrix that bears no trace of 

personal visions of reality and have accepted that they can embark down the path to change, 

each of them perhaps still within their own limits, but always open to new possibilities.  

This is what happened with Mishka the tomcat and his family. We met ten times, all 

five of us, and I also met twice with each of them for individual consultations. With his 

remark concerning the Lion King who had been pushed from the cliff, the father began to 

untangle the net in which he was caught: “You are much more than what has become of you.” 

In the film, the father says this to his son, but the real-life father has realized that the 

statement is really addressed not to his son, but to him. Another interesting detail that 

emerged in the course of our sessions was that while in the film Simba blames himself for 

what has happened, the real-life father considered his son the cause of the problems that have 

beset the family and upset the equilibrium. The three stories have helped him arrive at the 

realization that this attitude is as misleading as Simba’s attitude. He came to understand that 

instead of faulting his son, he should first address his own unfulfilled desires and missed 

opportunities, and he should stop subordinating everything in life to money. “The golden eggs 

were more important to me than anything else until now,” he said. “I obsess over money 

instead of even bothering to remember who I am,” he again paraphrased the words of the Lion 

King. He took his first step down the road to change when he cut his work hours and set aside 

more time for his family. 

Appearances notwithstanding, it was in fact the girl who found herself in the most 

difficult situation. Her story was exactly the same as the story of the hen. She was the real 

victim, and she had the most difficult task. She was the peace broker in the family, the person 

who understand the others and who sought to help the others, and indeed she suffered exactly 

the same fate as the hen. She became dangerously drained, and her energies dwindled. The 

three stories helped her understand that, first, she herself could not do anything about the 

situation and, second, it was not her responsibility to resolve it anyway. Change for her began 

when she stopped hanging around the house all the time to guard the family, but rather dared 

to leave home and spend time with her friends or take dancing lessons.  

The mother had been wise to seek help for her family, but as became clear to me as 

well as to her, the yellow yoke of the broken egg looked much bigger in her eyes than it was 

in reality. Her son was hardly a “drug addict teenager.” The joints in the bathroom at school 

and the many reprimands his teachers had given him were merely the desperate cries for help 

of a young adult who found himself increasingly marginalized and, indeed, abandoned. Over 

the course of the many arguments and rows, both of her children had become more distant 

from her, and she had understood less and less what was happening around her. She was 

unable to stop the family from falling apart. She tried everything to save the family, except for 

the one thing of which she had been incapable: accepting and loving her children, who as 

teenagers, were at times indeed unbearable. Her inability to respond lovingly had played a 

role in her son’s inclination to react increasingly harshly and impudently to his parents in the 



family fights. The woman had ended up in a downward spiral out of which, in the end, Queen 

Sarabi had pulled her when we had begin speaking about who the actual protagonist of the 

film was, the character who gave Simba unconditional trust. From that moment on, restoring 

trust between her and her son became the main theme, and when we completed the therapy, 

this trust was still only standing on shaky grounds, but at least it was standing.  

I had the easiest time with the member of the family who had “broken the egg.” By 

our fifth meeting, it had become clear to me what a good service he had rendered the family 

by knocking the egg off the table. That egg was going to break. Behind the lies, games, and 

obsessions with appearances lay a family order which provided not a single member of the 

family with any security. Even after his initial difficulties, the boy had not gotten any support 

from his father or his mother, and indeed they had become so distant from him that he began 

to take the law of Hakuna Matata quite seriously: “if the world turns its back you, turn your 

back on the world.” But in his case, it was not The Lion King that brought a possibility for 

change. 

The solution for this family lay in The Golden Egg. According to the objective 

approach to the story, there was only one way to restore equilibrium: start anew. “No sign of 

the servants anywhere, all the expensive clothing gone, as if the manor house had never 

existed at all. They were sitting in their old little house. Mishka the tomcat was warming 

himself by the oven, and on the floor by the table the yolk of the broken egg shone yellow.” 

In stories, staring anew means returning to the point of departure, which in this story 

was the moment when the egg broke, creating a blemish of shame, whether real of imagined. 

One must then do something else, something apart from what has not yet yielded the desired 

result. Adopt a new strategy and begin a new story. Not close the hen up in a birdcage, not 

give the tomcat a good thrashing with a switch, and not drive him up to the attic either, but 

rather give him a warm spot beside the oven. Only then is there a chance that the black sheep 

will someday become a human being.  

 

How Can the Story be Transformed Into a Self-Healing Narrative Without a Therapist? 

 

The Golden Egg can also be used by an individual as a self-healing story, for instance if we 

make a mistake or damage something in our workplace or in our personal lives, but instead of 

admitting this mistake and trying to do what we can to put it right we try to hide the truth. We 

overcompensate in order to ensure (we hope) that the truth will not come out. And we fall into 

the trap of always needing to top ourselves, to give more, accomplish more, produce more. 

Instead of confronting the situation bravely and trying to address it, we try to conceal our 

blunder (which we fear will bring shame on us) and our guilty conscience and focus on 

outward appearances. We expend tremendous energies trying to keep the mistake we have 

made hidden, but also trying to produce bigger and bigger “golden eggs” in order to convince 

those around us that we are “fine.” With our determined exertions, however, we end up 

upsetting our inner equilibrium, and our sources of strength begin to dwindle. The Golden 

Egg helps us by taking us back to the moment when everything began. Distance in time from 

the event, we are able to ask ourselves, what exactly took place? What frightened us when we 

realized that we had made a mistake? Why didn’t we simply admit that we had made a 

mistake or failed in our efforts? Who or what are we angry at when we recall the events?  Do 



we blame someone else for the broken egg? What role did we play, and what are we 

responsible for? Why did one part of us retreat to the attic, while another part of us had a third 

part of us enclose it in a silver cage? Do we want to come down from the attic? What prevents 

us from doing so? Do we want to get out of the cage in which we have enclosed ourselves as 

part of our overcompensation? If after careful consideration our answer to these questions 

is “yes,” the story suggests that we should change our relationship to the “broken egg,” 

i.e. the event we have not yet figured out how to deal with, the event that has filled us 

with a sense of shame and guilt. We should come down from the attic, or in other words, 

forgive ourselves. And we should leave the birdcage, or in other words, we should deal 

with the events in such a manner that every detail ends up in the right place. And if we 

have done this, then we can calmly take a seat in our favorite spot in the old house. In 

other words, we will have found inner peace.  

 


