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This paper explores consultation to experiential study groups
who leave the reflexive tasks of learning about group-as-a-whole
phenomena. Group-taking is a term used by The Kleinian
psychoanalyst, W.F. ’Bion (1961) to describe the process of
consulting to gr;ups whose task is to learn about itself. Group-
taking involves tendering interpretations to groups which are
intended to help them better understand unconscious aspects of
group (as-a-whole) life. |

Here, an loose analogy is forged between the function of
nautical navigatibnal systems and the craft of group-taking. As
such, this perspective opens new vistas on the art and technology
of consulting to experiential study groups.

Group-taking as nautical navigator

Elsewhere it has Been suggested (Wells, 1990) that (1) group-
as-whole phenomena can better be understood as haVing properties
" and characteristics relating to the sea; and (2) human groups
‘engaged in the experiential study of themselves can be thought of
as embarking;upon a seafaring voyage -- an expedition of discovery
to explore the vicissitudes of "group seas". Followiﬁg this line
of .thinking a 'group-taker' employed to help groups' learn

experientially about its life can be conceptualized as a nautical

navigator. In this Eontext, a "group-taker" acts

as a
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professional, an expert on the process of learning and exploring an

interior territory or seascape of group life.

At best, group-fakers are seasoned pioneers or mariners who
have mastered the art of navigation and exploration of group life.
As seasoned pioneers and mariners they survived the ‘'middle
passages' of many seafaring expedition of group discovery.
Seaéoned group?takersEhave been tried, tested and found true. They

both celebrate t}_ie discoveries and are humbled by the journey

encountered and possibilities of the human experience.

The analog that group-takers as nautical navigators is not
new. Other group scholafs»have employed the sea/water metaphor to
describe the art‘énd science of group consultation. Indeed, the
current conceptualization of  consultant as nautical navigator
extends and refined a growing line‘of~thought which uses the notion
of social seas as a context for consulting to experiential groups.

Most notably, Rioch (1978)-useé the éea as the context for the

Myth of Marius to describe why she works as a Tavistock group

relations consultant. Moreover, she symbolically desétibes the

ethos, pathos and challenges consultants suffer as they take up the
work role.

Specifically, in her 'fairy tale' the hero Marius is a young

fisherman who daringiy seeks the golden fish in the forbidden

harbor. Legend reveals:

"Once in each generation a young man, more daring than his
fellows, attempted to penetrate into the bay and catch one,
but no one,

even the eldest of the elders could recount a
success." (Rioch, 1978, p. 42).
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As the story unfolds, Marius' boat is capsized and he is
pulled into the sea. He éncounters dark caverns, hunger, a witch
and six paralyzed young fishermen. These fishermen had succumbed
to the lure of the forbidden and elusive golden fish--symbols of
fantasy and perils of the deep sea of the unconscious. In the end,
however, Marius emerges victorious because he loves the golden fish
and concomitantly finds a maiden. The "maiden is fair as a
-goddess, with hair as gold as his fish and ‘eyes as blue as the

bluest day'".

Recognizing Marius' virtues, the fish chants Rioch (1978)
- pens:

nSeven heroes sailed to the harbor. Only Marius broke the
spell.

Seven waited enduring silence.

Oonly Marius loved the fish.

Freed from her bondage, she died to live...

Only he was loved by the fish."

The story of Marius ends with:

nMarius went to use as a daring youth to brave the dangers of
the forbidden waters. Today he goes from us as an elder, with
a bride from the depths of the sea, to bring life to the

harbor of death."” (p. 49).

Rioch (1978, p. 48) suggest that Marius represents the role
and life of a group relations'’ consultant: She recants the story:

wMarius in this role can be thought of as a consultant. No
matter how many times he has been a consultant before, each
time it is a new and dangerous thing to enter the forbidden
harbor of our outrageous method of studying the nature of
authority, of one's own authority in groups. But what
fantastic and beautiful creatures inhabit the depth! The
golden fish represents, among other things, the fascination
that we feel with this work. She also represents our most
beloved preconceptions, our unquestioned attachments and
beliefs, which we must devour and destroy to attain new life
and strength. Here it does not greatly matter whether the
consultant devours the fish or whether he, as in the old Jonah
story, is devoured by the fish. In any case, he is reborn
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from having become one with the fish and also from being
willing to be destroyed. To be sure, this venture was
dangerous. Marius finds that his boat is capsized. He finds
himself waling in his boat is capsized. He finds himself
waling in unexplored regions at the bottom of the sea. But
he is resolute. Even when he beholds the frightening witch
and the motionless young men Wwho, like inexperienced
consultants, sit paralyzed while the fish have their way with
them, he maintains his power to think and reflect. He remains
passive for a long time, but he does not turn to coral. He
becomes very active though it requires enormous effort. He
takes the lead and frees himself and the six young men from
paralysis. The witch is transformed, even as the often
destructive basic assumption group may be transformed into one
functioning at a higher level. Marius is transformed. He has
lost himself to find himself again. He and the others have
wsuffered a sea change into something rich and strange.” Since
this is a fairy tale, not real life, you can be sure that
'they all lived happily ever after'.”

More recently, again using a sea myth to describe the role of
a group relations' consultant, Rioch (1987, p. 2) proclaims:

"After the first conference on which I was a staff member, I
used the figure of speech of being tied to the mast of a
sailing ship in a storm at sea. The mast was the task. The
difficulty, to say nothing of the danger, represented in this
metaphor was second only to the security which followed
acceptance of the task. Like that other adventurer in
dangerous waters, Ulysses, we did not respond to the sweet
songs of the sirens since we had voluntarily allowed ourselves
to be tied to the mast.” '

In another reference to the consultant role, the "flood-
waters" are used as a metaphorical context. (Palmer 1985, p. 283)
remarks:

"The dominant image of the consultant, which tends to be’

reinforced by Experiences in Groups, is of one who sits along

the water-floods and can distinguished very clearly between
feelings projected on to him and feelings proper to himself."
(Emphasis mine.)

Certainly Otto Kernberg, M.D. (1985), the highly acclaimed

psychoanalyst and object-relations theorist, brilliantly uses the

sea as a metaphor for the essence of understanding and working with






