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The Deep Play Project 

I set out wanting to compile and edit a book called “Deep Sand – 

Exploring a Body Centered Approach to Psychotherapy with Children”, 

with chapters by various therapists who used a deep sandbox as part of their work 

with children and that embraced some version of a somatic oriented approach, not 

necessarily mine.  This immediately became a problem as there were very few 

therapists I could find who used a deep box. (Why this is so could be the subject 

of another book.) So I modified the book’s theme to that of considering the idea of 

depth in general, i.e. the idea of embracing body, mind, psyche, instincts, all in 

the context of play. I wanted psychotherapists to contribute who valued descent, 

eschewing the linear for the vertical and the labyrinthine in their thinking. I 

wanted those contributing to have their own views on this process and hoped 

these would be compatible with my own.  A few of the therapists were fairly new 

to working with children, while others had done so for decades. I also didn’t want 

my contribution via the introduction to be too focused on negating the shallow box 

and shallow theoretical approach to play (but here I am again tempted to do so!)  

 

By Dennis McCarthy 
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The chapters were a challenge to edit 
for two reasons. The editing rules regarding 

citing and/or quoting other authors are very 
complex and confusing today. For example, 

I wanted to begin with a poem by Pablo 
Neruda and received permission to do so 
from the Neruda Society in Spain but not 

from the American translator of this poem. 
Each author had to negotiate these rules. 

Secondly, I had to weigh using the author’s 
ideas and language even when I didn’t fully 

agree with them.  

There is an ongoing urge toward the 
formulaic and simplistic in most 

contemporary psychotherapy. Many of the 
more recent techniques are exciting but 
they often disregard the complexity of the 

human organism in what feels like a 
reductionist view of life. I have been 

witness to many, many thousands 

of sand worlds, monster drawings 
and play configurations made by 

young children with a vast variety 
of problems. And I am struck 
continually by both the complexity 

and paradox of children’s play. 
“Whatever you think it’s more 

than that, more than that…” are 
the words to an old folk rock song 
I do not have permission to quote 

more fully.  And this feels like a 

constant guide for me.  

I have a profound faith in the 
possibility that a child sitting by a 
deep sandbox and digging into its 

depths might encounter a 
wellspring of healing there. The 

awkward but genuine encounter of 
two souls playing, dancing, 

sculpting with clay, drawing 
improvisationally, exploring a 
dream, or exploring the creative 

expression of emotion may allow 
for a freeing up of new energies 

that affect the child, a new way of 
being in their bodies, a new and 
more functional way of 

experiencing and expressing 

themselves.  

 

Hopefully the book communicates the 
enthusiasm all the contributors feel about 

this version of the psychotherapeutic 

process.  

 

Dennis McCarthy, LMHC, trained initially as a 

dancer and dance therapist and went on to train 

in Bioenergetic Analysis and Jungian Analysis, 

and was in treatment in all three modalities. 

With 40 years of experience, he created his own 

approach to play therapy that is body-centered 

and imagination-drive. He has authored many 

articles and several books on his work. He 

trains and supervises many therapists and 

maintains a large private practice in Kingston, 

NY. He also leads a biannual workshop for 

personal growth in the Greek islands called “The 

Heart Leaps Up . . .” that explores the overlap 

of personal process and mythic story. 
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A Reflection on the Writing of 

Subcutaneous, Subcortical, Subconscious and 

Subterranean: 

The Most Toxic Boy in the World’s Search for Mum. 

 

       

 

 

 

 By Tim Woodhouse 

 When Dennis first approached me to write a chapter on ‘Deep 

Play’, I experienced a gamut of emotions from my initial feelings of 

delight and I must admit some pride, which very quickly gave way to 

apprehension and concern that my writing style may give me away as 

being neither an academic, nor a story-teller. Once I managed to 

recognise these feelings as my own childhood scripts I was able to 

harness them and regulate my growing unease, which allowed the 

feelings to abate; this was old-stuff. Relieved of these constraints I set 

about the task for which I had been assigned; to consider the notion of 

‘Deep Play’. 
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As my body relaxed my mind freed up. 

With my higher cortex back on-line my 
mind opened up and two boys swam into 

my consciousness. The two boys were 
separated by 25 years in my career but 
shared the same backgrounds, articulated 

their pain both in their symptomatic 
behaviours and in their cognitive 

verbalisations. The first child I described 
was Elliott, who had a worker that was 
neither a therapist, nor experienced (I know 

this for I was that social worker described in 
the chapter). The only tools I had available 

in my therapeutic tool box was a desire to 
help and a craving for knowledge. The 
second child, Oliver was referred to me 

when my therapeutic tool-box had become 
somewhat fuller and my knowledge had 

expanded over the intervening period and 

had gained an ability to offer greater depth. 

The process I went through was a mild 
form of the children’s experience. It was the 
recognition that our development affects 

how we see and interact with the world, 
how it impacts on those we work with and 

how owning our strengths and needs is the 
only way of enabling ourselves and 
therefore others, be they the hurt children 

we see or the readers of our work. We have 
to face our own pain before we can help 

others face theirs. 

I then had to overcome how to give a 
true and honest account of Oliver’s journey 

without compromising his privacy and right 
to confidentiality, this is a tall task as it 

seemed that with every sentence more of 
the child was in danger of being exposed. 
However, once I learned how to effectively 

conceal identities the chapter itself was 
written relatively quickly, I had lived their 

experiences and thus it felt real. 

Finally, the question of what is ‘Deep 

Play’?  

As can be seen from the book, the 
notion varies considerably from author to 

author, but for me, it is creating an 
environment that is not pain averse, that 
enables and supports the child to get down 

to the source of his pain, to stay alongside 

him as he looks back from the here and now 

to the there and then, and make sense of 
that old experience. How the child reaches 

this place can vary but will invariably utilise 
using the medium that enables him to feel 
contained be it metaphor, symbolism, play 

or bodily action, reaction or somatised 
feelings. Then, here in the depths, when the 

pain has subsided, transformation can 
finally emerge allowing the child to 
celebrate his survival and move on with his 

life. 

Tim Woodhouse is a registered non-directive 

play and filial therapist, EMDR practitioner, 

sensorimotor psychotherapist and ABE-approved 

social worker who has worked therapeutically 

with children since 1991. He was a tutor on the 

Liverpool Hope MA and PG dip course in play 

therapy and a visiting lecturer to Manchester 

University’s Second Year MA social work 

program. He worked for the UK national 

children’s charity NSPCC for 15 years and was a 

founding member of St Mary’s SARC children’s 

assault referral center in Manchester. He is the 

founder and director of Tiptoes Child Therapy 

Service—a provision that provides assessment 

and therapeutic services for children affected by 

sexual trauma, for children who have sexually 

harmed others, and children with disrupted and 

insecure or disorganized attachment patterns. 
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A Reflection  

on the Writing of  

“Emergence:  

A Tale of  Two Boys” 

By Neal H. Brodsky 

When emotions such as grief or terror are 

present, when the possibility of pleasure is 
present, we harm ourselves as humans 

when we turn away from their exploration 
and expression. Both boys desperately 
needed to feel what was really inside them, 

to step away in the therapy room from the 
“looking good” mentality that plagues most 

of us culturally and contributes to the 
formation of bodily defenses against 

breathing, movement, emotion and healing.  

How does it feel to be “yelled at” by a 

parent or teacher you need and also 
distrust? What is it like to be in a body that 

looks and feels, in part, a different color, or 
a different culture? Or have a creative mind 
that is so quick it can hurt as you focus, 

laser-like, on fear, loneliness and possible 
rejection? Such experiences beg for 

exploration of the underlying primitive 
emotional responses that sometimes first 

occurred before a child had words. This is  

 The narrative that plays out in my chapter includes a powerful range of 

challenges within the families of the two boys profiled – adoption, problems with 

alcohol, separation and divorce, and issues of multi-cultural identity. I have been 

affected personally by all of these within my own family system and so the 

emergence of these boys into their own power and agency within the course of the 

sessions was something that deeply touched me.  
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why I am so passionate as are other 

contributors to “Deep Play,” that therapy for 
children contain words but not be ruled by 
them. This is also why therapeutic work that 

combines attention to bodily experience, 
movement and dynamic play with various 

media is so magical and effective with 

children. 

On a surface level, I am dealing as a 
therapist with difficult family dynamics and 

children effected by them. At the next level, 
I am aware and focused, when a young 
person is in the room, on the emergence of 

character structure before musculature has 
been patterned, molded and congealed to 

create the illusion of safety while effectively 
but sadly holding back essential life force. 
This patterning along with difficult life events 

and accompanying painful narratives is what 
usually brings adult clients into my practice. 

With children, I am working to see what can 
be accomplished by stepping in at an earlier 

stage before deeper “damage” is done.  

My work is driven by awareness of what can 

happen at its worst when a child  “falls 
through the cracks” since I live 20 miles 
from Newtown, Connecticut, the place where 

so many children were violently murdered 

by a young person, undoubtedly in deep  

 

 

pain himself.  I learned how to “dive deep” 
to the source of pain from my mentors and 

teachers in the Core Energetics community, 
from Dennis McCarthy through his practice 
of dynamic play and from my wife, Judy 

Gotlieb, who continues to support me and 
other colleagues with the adaptation of body

-centered methods to heal children and help 
families. Ultimately, the broader vision that 
propels me is the hope that through this 

work clients can access life with fuller 
energy, clarity, purpose and peace – and 

that a few more will come to feel the 
deliciousness of just being on this earth.  
And yes, I am graced with possibilities for 

healing my own inner children along the 

way. 

Neal Brodsky, M.P.A., LMFT, CCEP uses 

expressive therapies to help young people, 

adults and families create lives they love. He is 

licensed in Marriage & Family Therapy in New 

York and Connecticut and certified in both Core 

Energetics and Embodied Couples Work 

(Exceptional Marriage Approach). For more, see 

www.nealbrodsky.com or www.CoreForKids.com. 

Neal serves as a Board Member of the To Be 

Heard Foundation, which supports 

powerpoetry.org, the worldwide online writing 

community for young people. Prior to his work as 

a therapist, he helped launch family and after-

school support programs, worked in cable and 

public television and helped create video and 

photography for and with young people. 


