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The therapeutic function of role repetition in drama
therapy
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Robert Landy’s work (2009) has highlighted the centrality of role in drama therapy. Building
on his theories of role and role relationships, he developed the Role Method, a therapeutic

approach which invites clients to explore, enact, and reflect upon the many roles that shape
their identities. Through this process, individuals expand their role repertoire, confront inner
conflicts, and move toward greater integration of self. The method thus transforms theatrical

play into a means of psychological insight and change.

Drawing on psychoanalytic theories of play (Winnicott, 1975) and symbolization (Roussillon,
2008), this study seeks to deepen the understanding of clients’ relationships to roles in
drama therapy. We hypothesize that there are typical patterns of reliance on different roles

as therapy progresses.

This research, based on a case-series group methodology, aims to identify distinct types of
relationships to roles and characters in drama therapy groups with adolescents (Guénoun,
2021). It may also provide a model applicable to other populations and intervention contexts.
The findings first show an initial reliance on idealized social roles. Subsequently, clients
express fantasized, repressed, or unmentalized parts of themselves. Third, the enacted
scenes echo painful experiences from the participants’ lives, and the characters that emerge
often take the form of haunting figures from their past. Finally, in the last movement, a
creative relationship with the character develops, marking the clients’ growing capacity to

symbolize painful aspects of their psychic bonds, both past and present.

During the second and third phases of this typical embodiment of roles in drama therapy, a
repetition of identical roles can be observed. Clients replay the same scenes and roles,
eliciting the same impressions of astonishment in therapists. This phase of repetition is of
fundamental importance, as it represents the time of psychic work that enables the

processes of symbolization and metaphorization to unfold.
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