I am grateful for Anna Chesner’s permission to reproduce a section from her chapter, 
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In this section she describes her use of the Communicube in Supervision:

A matter of perspective 

I am passionate about the possibility of creating a shared visual and symbolic language through the use of small objects in supervision, to communicate and discover. This is an example of a satisfying session in which the method chosen facilitated an important insight into the matter of perspective. 

Helen is a team leader in charge of a number of professionals, trainees and volunteers delivering therapeutic services in a school setting. As such she is employed by an external agency to set up this provision from scratch and create a difference within the school culture. By profession she is an art therapist and, while she has experience as a clinician, this is her first job in a combined clinical and managerial role. She had been bringing both clinical and team issues to supervision and on this occasion began the session by recognizing that after a period of feeling very stressed and overwhelmed by the challenges of the work she was beginning to recognize the magnitude of what she had taken on and what was being asked of her. She asked to spend the session exploring this. 

What emerged felt satisfying to both of us: an example of creative flow leading to a potent visual image, and this facilitating reflection and insight. 

For me, the choice of form is a creative challenge. I gave myself a moment to reflect on what method might best suit her purpose. This supervisee was immersed in a context and a setting, which was new to her and complex. When choosing an action-based method, I bear in mind the question of aesthetic distance; would she benefit from raising her empathy levels and getting closer to or inside the clients’ or colleagues’ perceptual world; or would it be better to help her gain a more distanced perspective? What was clear tome was that she needed to locate herself in relation to the system as a whole, so that she could engage with it from a place of personal centredness. 

These considerations led me to suggest she explore her question through the ‘communicube’. This is a transparent cube shaped structure consisting of five ‘floors’ or levels spaced a few centimeters above each other forming a small coffee table sized cube. Its distinctive feature is that it allows the user to create five separate spectograms or miniature sculpts, one above the other, and that the transparency of the plastic material allows the interrelationship of the five images to be visible. It is a tool developed by my colleague John Casson, which I have found useful from time to time when looking with supervisees or therapy clients at complex multi-layered systems or perspectives. 

I invited Helen to keep in mind the focus of the session, i.e. ‘What have I taken on in this job?’ 

I left it to her to decide how she would use each layer of the communicube, trusting that the pertinent issues would become apparent to both of us in the unfolding. In summary: she began at the top level with a depiction of the ‘heavy brigade’, the top management system at the school and within Helen’s agency, peopled by gladiators and rhinos. It was an image of a political dynamic, which Helen did not understand but intimated. 

Level two, just below, was filled with stones, little animals, human and gnome-like figures. I watched as Helen kept adding more and more. I even wondered whether she had forgotten that there were three more levels to use. Eventually she explained to me that this level represented the children and their therapeutic needs, and so by extension the families with their psychosocial situations, violence, abuse, language difficulties, housing difficulties; also the teachers with their personal and professional concerns and the therapeutic team. It was an extraordinary image of clutter and complexity – all human life was here! 

I asked Helen where she was in this, and she answered the question by working on the third and central level of the sculpt. This level represented her managerial and clinical roles. There was noticeably more space and aesthetic design to this level, a sense of breathing space. She chose two miniature canvas bags with tiny worry dolls in them, to represent herself and her closest colleague, and some carefully chosen small crystals and glass pieces to represent her team and their case load. 

At this point from my position as reflective witness, it seemed to me that Helen had a spontaneous and important thought. She turned to me and said with some emotion that she had not done any of her own art since she had started the job. Her own creativity expressed through art is important to her not only as a resource for her clinical role but for its own sake and for her personal development. She represented this on the fourth level down with a packet of seeds, an artificial leaf and a conker from my props, and reaching into her own bag a large golden autumn leaf.  I recalled her words at the start of the session that she had been ‘playing’ in the park just before the session, that autumn leaves still filled her with delight. The spirit of creative play is indeed a vital resource and something that I passionately resonate with. 

The first four levels were complete and we began to reflect on them. Helen was sitting on the floor from where she had a good view into each level. She identified the middle level as the heart of her task at the school, that she is a clinician and team leader first and foremost. By concretizing the other perspectives she was formulating her own priorities. She was able to see the dangers of getting over-identified or concerned with the perspective from top management, and to recognize the value of seeing the details of the system (at level two). Although the details could feel overwhelming, she had been able to identify therapeutic need among children whose need might not have been noticed by other colleagues in the system, children who were withdrawn and quiet rather than those exhibiting challenging behaviours. She asserted her priority to be the clinical work(at level three) supported by her own creativity (at level four). She completed the sculpt by laying some beads and a tangle of tape at the bottom level of the cube to represent the underlying feeling of the impact of the work, and perhaps as a reminder to beware of becoming entangled. I wondered what it was that made this supervision session satisfying. Helen said that the visual image would stay with her and that if she found herself in a similarly complex setting or in similar dynamics at some future stage of her career she would 

recognize it more quickly. It would act as a marker for her. In retrospect she summarized the significance: 

How can I, my team, this project survive when we are so small in among the hierarchy of the school, among the deprivation, neglect, abuse and mental health issues that appear to dominate the children, staff and families?… In fact here it stands, our project, centralized. The larger figures are not trampling on the smaller ones; they are perhaps holding something even bigger than us. I am not only surviving, I am an entire level in the cube beneath my work…the leaf I have brought in from the park symbolizes something external to the cube, for I am not alone. I have my family, my co-workers, my therapy, and my supervision. All form separate cubes of their own. In fact the cubes could begin to stack as survival spans out into an entire system, in which I, my team and our project are very much alive. 

For me the session was satisfying for three reasons. First, I felt I had offered the supervisee an appropriate structure for exploring her theme, and my trust in the structure was rewarded. Second, there was a sense of the implicitly known taking form before our eyes and becoming more explicitly known and understood, i.e. this was a creative event. Third, it was holistic. I am passionate about the importance of the practitioner’s own creativity and life values having a place in their work. So, when Helen recognized the importance of doing her own art and when her pre-session moment of play came into the session in the form of her autumn leaf, this affirmed something quite central to me personally and philosophically. 

In terms of action – the moment of greatest activity for me was in choosing the form. During the creation of the sculpt my role was to witness, hold the space and ultimately co-reflect with the supervisee. In subsequent sessions we have referred to the image of the five level sculpt, which has helped us locate our focus within a sense of the system as a whole. This has been particularly important when the temptation has come up to get over-involved in the political levels of the setting.  In this way the work of the one session underpins and remains present in the continuing work. 

