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Archaic Torso of Apollo  

We never knew his fantastic head, 
where eyes like apples ripened. Yet 
his torso, like a lamp, still glows 
with his gaze which, although turned down low,  

lingers and shines. Else the prow of his breast 
couldn't dazzle you, nor in the slight twist 
of his loins could a smile run free 
through that center which held fertility.  

Else this stone would stand defaced and squat 
under the shoulders' diaphanous dive 
and not glisten like a predator's coat;  

and not from every edge explode 
like starlight: for there's not one spot 
that doesn't see you. You must change your life. 
 

by R. M. Rilke, Trans.: H. Landman 

Archaischer Torso Apollos  

Wir kannten nicht sein unerhörtes Haupt, 
darin die Augenäpfel reiften. Aber 
sein Torso glüht noch wie ein Kandelaber, 
in dem sein Schauen, nur zurückgeschraubt,  

sich hält und glänzt. Sonst könnte nicht der Bug 
der Brust dich blenden, und im leisen Drehen 
der Lenden könnte nicht ein Lächeln gehen 
zu jener Mitte, die die Zeugung trug.  

Sonst stünde dieser Stein enstellt und kurz 
unter der Shultern durchsichtigem Sturz 
und flimmerte nicht so wie Raubtierfelle;  

und brächte nicht aus allen seinen Rändern 
aus wie ein Stern: denn da ist keine Stelle, 
die dich nicht sieht. Du mußt dein Leben ändern. 
 

 

 

 

  



 3 

INTRODUCTION 

 

This essay looks at the idea of sedimentation as described by existential phenomenological 

thinkers and practitioners such as Merleau-Ponty, Spinelli and Strasser and suggests a model, 

based on these ideas and blended with Nietzsche’s early work, for thinking about what it means 

to be “becoming” rather than “being”. It hopes to illustrate using this model and how it can be 

valuable for both therapist and client. 

 

Some of the ideas expressed here were initially outlined by the author three years ago in a 

foundation course essay. It is hoped that those ideas have been developed considerably here and 

are now woven into a greater and wider body of thinking as well as into experiences of actual 

therapeutic practice.  

 

WHAT IS SEDIMENTATION? 

 

The term sedimentation, used as a non-geological, non-osteomedical concept, is first attributed 

to Merleau-Ponty in his Phenomenology of Perception (1945; 1962). Merleau-Ponty argues that 

there is a fundamental ambiguity about being in the world. This arises because a person is both 

intentional (extending out into the world) pre-verbally and also verbally as incarnate subject. It 

arises because the latter cannot completely account for or describe the former which is 

ultimately “the primordial silence” (ibid, p184) - completely beyond description and symbolic 

form. There is as a result a perpetual openness and ambiguity (équivoque) about human 

existence. Merleau-Ponty continues that while this ambiguity runs through existence, “speech is 

able to settle into a sediment and constitute an acquisition for use in human relationships” (ibid, 
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p.190). This sedimentation of language is why Merleau-Ponty states that “man is a historical 

idea and not a natural species” and that an historical linguistic and cultural world “brings about 

the concordance between me and myself, and between myself and others” (ibid, p.392). This 

sedimentation of language and its consequent creation of culture, values and interpersonal 

understandings allows identity to form, the individual from the social, and this becomes a basis 

for living, being, in the world.  

 

There is an important difference however between, in the above sense, being in the world and 

becoming in the world. For Merleau-Ponty, the world can never successfully be totalised, to use 

Sartre’s term. The world is an “unfinished work” (ibid, p.406), just as is the intentional quest for 

sensing and meaning. Simply being, where the world and oneself is understood with fixed 

meaning, is impossible, despite best efforts to make it so. Living is therefore about becoming; 

an active and spontaneous process of self transcendence, of making and unmaking sense, of 

challenging the sediments of identity, language, values and culture with the nexus that contains 

both possibility and primordial silence. This nexus is Merleau-Ponty’s équivoque. It is the 

opening, the clearing, or the gap. It is the plenitude, spontaneity and fecundity of becoming.   

 

Various recent existentially-orientated thinkers and practitioners have taken up Merleau-Ponty’s 

concept of sedimentation. Perhaps the most notable of these in the UK are Emmy van Deurzen, 

Ernesto Spinelli and Freddie Strasser. It is almost certainly fair to say that each of these sees the 

notion of self as being the result of, rather than the cause of consciousness, as did Merleau-

Ponty. They would also all strongly tend to agree that the self is inter-relational and contingent, 

is full of potential, mutability, and “response-ability”. However, for these writers sedimentation 

as a term is used less to denote a shared linguistic world and more to suggest ontic restriction, a 
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“stuckness” and, in extremis, even a fleeing from response-ability and existential possibility.  In 

this sense then sedimentation is used to adjudge a person’s ways of seeing and being. A 

person’s sedimented views do not allow them to experience the fecundity of becoming. 

 

van Deurzen (1997 pp.232), for example, writes that, 

 

“Sedimented attitudes need to be noted and challenged in psychotherapy. The idea of 

sedimentation is very close to Sartre’s notion of mineralization, which follows when 

totalisation, in other words the way in which we summarise the world, becomes cast in 

stone. Merleau Ponty emphasises the importance of the opposite of sedimentation, namely 

projection [forward in time].” 

and, 

“What is sedimented can be dissolved again and transformed into something else. What 

is mineralised can be exploded. Life is a constant task of uncompromising ambiguity and 

it makes tremendous demands on us…this world view forms a powerful backdrop for a 

new invigorating attitude on the part of the psychotherapist whose task it becomes to 

inspire the client with such an exploratory transformative view of life.” 

 
Spinelli (1989), roots his description of sedimentation explicitly in the principles of 

phenomenology. In a section entitled Ihde’s Phenomenological Study of the Hallway/Pyramid 

Illusion, Spinelli details an experiment where students are asked to describe a certain line 

drawing (shown below). There are potentially an almost limitless number of possibilities for 

describing the drawing. However most students describe the drawing as being a pyramid 

(Group P) or as a hallway (Group H). Both of these groups make their claim fervently, come 
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back to the same view of the drawing repeatedly, and if pressed can even draw up scientific 

experiments to show the validity of the view.  

 

 

The Hallway/Pyramid Illusion (Ihde, 1977) 

 

In addition to these two groups, there is a third group (rather revealingly labelled A for 

“ascendant”). Members of this group see both P and H interpretations of the picture and are able 

to hold on to these descriptions simultaneously. Spinelli comments, 

 

“Since Group A’s noema now contains two possibilities, phenomenologists argue that 

Group A’s view is more adequate than that of the first two groups. Moreover, Group A’s 

apodicticity is irreversable. No member of Group A can return to his first, naïve, literal-

minded claim.” 

 

Following Ihde, Spinelli then throws in another possibility for the drawing. He suggests that it 

is also a headless robot on crutches. As both Ihde and Spinelli both discover in the classroom, 

this suggestion is often met with protests of various kinds. For Spinelli, this is the key lesson 

and revelation, 
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“What my students reveal, however inadvertently, is what phenomenologists refer to as a 

sedimented outlook. Their initial perceptions are contained within their beliefs and 

(psychological) background. They know that this particular ambiguous figure reveals two 

– and only two -  possibilities. Even if they’d never seen this image before, its very label, 

‘the Hallway/Pyramid Illusion’, will limit their expectations – and their perceptual 

openness.” 

 

Here Spinelli echoes Merleau-Ponty’s notion that perception, even when of something new, rest 

on the strata of past experience and explanation – what Spinelli quite simply calls their beliefs 

and psychological background. While it is useful to have a degree of sedimentation, Spinelli 

argues that the greater the range of perceived possibilities one can have, the more adequate will 

be one’s perception of the world will become. The more adequate one’s perception becomes, 

the more one can move out into the world (be intentional), defining it and being defined as we 

go. He concludes that, 

 

“Sedimented beliefs may provide (illusory) security and a (seeming) order to our world 

views, but it is polymorphic-mindedness which allows for personal and cultural 

advancement.” 

 

Strasser, who often quotes Spinelli in this context, follows a similar line, 

 

“[Sedimentation]… is the way human beings become stuck or fixed in certain beliefs and 

behaviour patterns that ome deposit themselves deep down in our belief systems… These 

values, assumptions about living and behaviour patterns become integrated to such a 
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degree in the way we operate on a daily basis that they become ‘sedimented’ and appear 

unmovable.” (1997 p.90)  

 

Strasser sees the task of psychotherapist as being one that is in major part about shaking up this 

sediment, 

 

“A significant facet of the therapeutic process is to facilitate clients in becoming aware of 

their various patterns and sedimentations and then to begin to challenge them. The 

importance of this exploration is for the client to assess the present usefulness of the 

sedimented behaviour…” (ibid) 

 

There is then general agreement in recent existential phenomenological circles about the 

meaning and implication of the term sedimentation. Human beings’ social being is necessarily 

characterised by sedimentation and forms useful as well as not so useful structures. 

Investigating and shaking up the not so useful structures is the task practitioners such as 

Strasser set out to accomplish with their clients. However, this is not the only thing to be 

learned from the idea of sedimentation. Indeed, it is perhaps rather limiting and judgemental to 

leave it at that point. Returning to Merleau-Ponty, it is salient to recall that whatever one’s 

structures are or are becoming, whether they are adjudged good or bad, they are always in a 

struggle of vagueness with the inexpressible experience of living.  This is an animated mood of 

striving in the midst of incompleteness. For Merleau-Ponty, this is inescapable and one’s sense 

of oneself, if it is to authentically approximate expression of that mood of becoming, must 

always include ambiguity and doubt.   
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THE “BECOMING” MODEL 

 

As a tool for thinking about and working with sedimentation and, in particular with the mood of 

becoming, the following model is proposed. The model is called the Becoming Model and is 

based primarily but loosely on Nietzsche’s first published book, The Birth of Tragedy 

(1871;1995).  

 

It was Nietzsche who first seems to have brought into sharp contrast the characteristics of the 

Apollonian and Dionysian in ancient Greek (especially Athenian) classical mythology, art and 

culture. Many others have since reflected on this work, including Eric Fromm, Ernest Becker, 

and Abraham Maslow. Nietzsche describes several broad individual and cultural conditions, 

namely: Doric, Ionian/Alexandrian, Apollonian and Dionysian.  

 

Doric culture is “so defiantly prim, and so encompassed with bulwarks, a training so warlike 

and rigorous, a political structure so cruel and relentless… rigid and menacing”. In the Doric 

world anything that does not conform to its structures of power and meaning is obliterated. The 

Doric is rigid and profoundly reactionary. It allows for no ambiguity or frills and it marches 

with focussed and unerring certainty. This focus and certainty limits choice and restricts free 

intentionality. It is exemplified by a tyrannical figure or culture, such as Hitler or Nazi 

Germany. The Doric is total and unyielding calcification, ossification, sedimentation.    

For Nietzsche, Ionian/Alexandrian culture is not too dissimilar. It may look more slender and 

elegant rather than monumentally heavy but instead of crushing non-conformity, it expels it or 
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banishes it internally. If an example of Doric is Nazi Germany, then an example of Ionian might 

be England of the same period – a class-ridden culture which for example sneered at “social 

mobility”, imprisoned homosexuals, and quietly sectioned “hysterics”.  

 

Apollonian is far less bounded; its boundaries according to Nietzsche “shimmer”. It is a culture 

that has “a most keen sensitivity to suffering”, and shows “measured restraint”, “calm repose” 

and “a joy and wisdom”. Apollonian culture tries to absorb non-conformity and maintains a 

dream-like quality through “its potent dazzling representations and pleasurable illusions”. It is a 

rich and varied culture but it is also one which can lose itself in self-satisfaction and become 

stale through self-illusion. 

 

Dionysian, on the other hand, is boundary-less and annihilates “the limits of existence”. The 

Dionysian is “the very collapse of the principium individuationis”, and it is to “vanish into 

complete self-forgetfulness” and is “the dissolution of the individual” and “unification with 

primordial existence.” This is radical unbridled intentionality and is at the opposite end of the 

spectrum to the Doric. It echoes Merleau-Ponty’s notion of the impossibility of language to 

describe embodied experience and Lacan’s and Levinas’ notions of self-shattering jouissance, 

notions where the world of language, social constructs and individual identity (sediments) are 

blown away by overwhelming and unmediated experience (of “the face” in Levinas and of 

masochistic orgasm in Lacan). What is left is an expansion, an explosion, an orgasm, into all 

possibility. 

 

However, who can survive for long truly in the world of the Dionysian? The loss of self and the 

loss of social construct results in chaos. To return to Merleau-Ponty, sedimentation is the 
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necessary basis for individual and social cohesion and intercourse. For Merleau-Ponty this is 

not ultimately a choice; it is part of the essentially social being of human being. In this context, 

the degrees of sedimentation in the Doric, Ionian and Apollonian worlds can be seen as being 

degrees of defence against the destructive chaos of the Dionysian. Spinelli (1989), for example 

states, “we cannot tolerate meaninglessness… [Through sedimentation] you reduce the tension 

you experienced as a result of your confrontation with meaninglessness”. Becker (1973) argues 

(following Otto Rank) that identity is a construct built up as a neurotic defence against the 

anxiety of death and Butt (1998), argues that a person cannot function independently as an 

independent self if that sense of self were lost in a “sea of relationality”1. “Relationality” is 

understood here to be the freedom of possibility; the Dionysian.  

 

So if it is not possible to survive in boundary-less possibility, in pure becoming, is human being 

in some sense doomed to the restrictions, limitations and structures of the Doric, Ionian and 

Apollonian?  The following figure provides one way of illustrating the categories under 

discussion and highlights the world of No-one’s Land, which perhaps provides an answer.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
1 Butt’s useful turn of phrase (1985). Butt argues convincingly, after Merleau-Ponty, that one’s conscious 
awareness of one’s sedimentation is insufficient to break it up and that intentionality is as much about action as it is 
about reflective perception. An existential project is called for – “Du mußt dein Leben ändern”. 
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The “Becoming” Model 

 

Degree of Sedimentation/Intentionality 
 

High Sedimentation       High Intentionality 
Constricted Intentionality       Low Sedimentation 
High Degree of Social Identity         Social/Individual Identity  Self Shattering Jouissance 
Defined Being        Process of Becoming 
 

 

Contrary perhaps to popular understandings of Nietzsche which seem to present him as fiercely 

Dionysian, key to Nietzsche’s original argument, and to the Becoming Model, is the 

intersection between the Apollonian and Dionysian. Writing of one’s return from the 

Dionysian, Nietzsche writes, “But at this juncture…art approaches, as a redeeming and healing 

enchantress; she alone may transform these horrible reflections on the terror and absurdity of 

existence into representations with which we may live.” For Nietzsche, one cannot bare the 

No-one’s land 

Doric Ionian Apollonian Dionysian 
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totality of the Dionysian for very long but nor can one be “real” without being frequently 

refreshed by that world. The Apollonian becomes sentimental and self-satisfied and risks a slide 

into Ionian calcification without the frequent shock of the Dionysian. For Nietzsche, it seems 

that it was the healing arts that allowed both a sense of self-hood and a sense of totality; that the 

healing arts were the intersection between the Apollonian and Dionysian worlds. The artist was 

the hero returning from chaos and bringing a little of it with them to keep the Apollonian 

excited and shimmering.  

 

USING THE BECOMING MODEL IN PRACTICE 

 

The model has been a useful reminder to this author in two broad and important ways, both for 

client and therapist. First, the model suggests an “ideal” position – No-one’s Land – where 

assumptions and sedimentations are in a degree of flux. Second, it reminds its users that other 

than when fully within the Dionysian, both therapist and client always come from a standpoint 

of self; that if there is conversation, there are social and individual sedimentations.   

 

No-one’s Land 

 

No-one’s Land is the intersection between indescribability and description. It contains (and 

must contain) both. It is a clearing where possibilities exist; within its boundaries. It is a 

magical place which can be beautiful and terrifying. It is a place where client and therapist can 

conjure words, images, sounds - the various arts - and with them deconstruct and reconstruct 

truths, values and realities.  
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No-one’s Land is a realm, a clearing and a mood of becoming. This mood is one which I 

attempt as a therapist to engender in myself and within the process of therapy with clients. 

Botella and Herrero (2000) describe a similar process, 

 

“Despite the pervasiveness of the medical model and medical metaphors, psychotherapy 

derives its transformative potential not from being a “treatment” or a “cure”, but from its 

being a specialised form of human conversation in which new subject positions are 

voiced, new narratives are told, new forms of intelligibility emerge, and the not-yet-said 

finds room to be consciously and mindfully heard. The skill of the therapist is the skill of 

clearing the space for such transformative dialogue to take place.”  

 
An example from recent work with a client will illustrate this further. M had had a significant 

argument with her new partner, Q. The argument had arisen as a result of M telling Q that she 

was fat and should lose “at least 2 stone”. Q was very upset by this and got verbally abusive to 

M. M could not understand why a simple statement of self-evident fact had resulted in Q being 

so “completely unreasonable”. M repeatedly defended herself as being “completely innocent” 

of doing or saying anything wrong. 

 

Creating a clearing in this situation was about placing myself in a position of open curiosity 

where I could hold multiple potential perspectives and experiences of the narrative; where we 

could develop and expand that narrative. I wanted this mood to be shared by M. I did not hold 

only M’s view of herself in this situation, her original narrative, which seemed rigid and 

defensive to the point of being aggressive. (I felt and noted to myself that M’s being seemed 

“Doric”.) I did include an openness to M’s experiences and perspectives and I also wanted to 
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include the possibilities of Q’s experiences and perspectives. I resisted the urge to judge, which 

would have taken me out of No-one’s Land and into a position of a clearly defined self. I 

wanted instead to bring into play as many of the elements of the experience as possible – to 

shake up the sediment of my own self and the constructs and story of M. Since it was only M 

and myself in the room, those elements were limited to what we could imagine and share; we 

did not have the presence of Q. 

 

By asking M to imagine possibilities about Q’s experience of the situation and Q’s experience 

of M, M began to move from a singular point of view to one which allowed for other 

possibilities. Spinelli (1994 p.349) suggests, “all sedimented beliefs serve to define the self 

construct…challenging of these beliefs is highly likely to be met with serious resistance…” 

However, M and I had been working together for several months and the trust and rapport we 

had developed were valuable, perhaps essential, in allowing us to challenge the absoluteness of 

any narrative. M did not on this occasion defend strongly against our creative endeavours, in 

part I believe because of the trust in the relationship with me, in part because of the high value 

she ascribed to the new relationship, and in part because she trusted the process, having found it 

valuable in past sessions. 

 

By the end of the session, M had moved from a single and absolute view and experience of the 

incident and relationship, to one where she was able to also empathise. Empathy was a new 

experience for M and she began to feel that she had probably hurt Q and that from Q’s point of 

view at least, M had been wrong. M also discovered for herself that she had some unwelcome 

thoughts and feelings about Q’s and her own weight and visual appearance. To translate this  
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into the language of philosophy, M had moved from an empiricist position of a singular 

absolute truth to one where truth was relational. As Merleau-Ponty notes about truth, 

 

“The phenomenological world is not the bringing to explicit expression of a pre-existing 

being, but the laying down of being. Philosophy is not the reflection of a pre-existing 

truth, but, like art, the act of bringing truth into being.” (1962, xxii-xxiii) 

 

The Standpoint of Self 

 

On the one hand there is the clearing, which is the attempt to suspend self and identity in order 

to discover and conjure with elements at play. On the other hand however, if therapy is to have 

much meaning at all, it must also exist in the realm of thinking, feeling and interacting 

individuals. Therapy does not, at least in most orthodox schools of practice, enter fully into the 

world of the Dionysian. The Becoming Model serves me as reminder that as a therapist I have 

my own sedimentations and that these are necessary to my ability to be a therapist with a client. 

I cannot pretend to myself that I can ever fully suspend myself or bracket my assumptions and 

perspectives. In fact to do so would, I believe, not only be dangerously self-deluding but would 

also constitute the very basis of being unethical. Not only do I enter the therapy room with a 

standpoint of self but that self is becoming, rather than static being, and is to some degree open 

to the becoming of the other in the room. Importantly, this is also the situation for the client. To 

ignore my standpoint, my perspectives, is to limit the elements with which we can conjure. 
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The Becoming Model also serves as a reminder to me that client’s and therapists have and need 

to have valuable sedimentations. How else would we work together without the sedimentations 

of culture and language? I believe that the work of therapy is not about trying to live in the 

Dionysian nor to strip clients of their defences against the Dionysian, although I have certainly 

seen therapists and clients attempt to do both. 

   

Finally, the model reminds me that there are important aspects of becoming, for myself and for 

clients, which reach back (or forward?) into utter silence, into searing indescribability. This in 

turn urges me, perhaps even demands that I remain in flux; moving in and out of personal 

identity, in and out of focus, in and out of silence, in and out of shared being, in and out of the 

comfort of structure.  
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CONCLUSION 

 

Being and becoming in No-one’s Land means being in continuous tension and remaining open 

to ambiguity. It allows for the possibility of being both profoundly with another person and yet 

remaining distinct and separate. It is an uncomfortable mood and yet the experience of being 

there is one which is feels full of life and fecundity. This essay started with a Rilke poem about 

a marble statue – a literally sedimented object which somehow demands us to live. This essay 

will close with a poem by Celan called by some Psalm from a collection call The No-one’s 

Rose. The poem echoes some of the ideas presented here about No-one’s Land – that out of and 

simultaneously actively in spite of silence we must grow and reach for the sky. 

 

PSALM  - by Paul Celan, Trans.: M. Hamburger 
 
No-one moulds us again out of earth and clay, 
no-one conjures our dust. 
No-one. 
 
Praised be your name, no-one. 
For your sake 
we shall flower. 
Towards 
you, 
 
A nothing 
we were, are, shall 
remain, flowering: 
the nothing-, the 
no-one’s rose. 
 
With 
our pistil soul-bright, 
with our stamen heaven-ravaged, 
our corolla red 
with the crimson word which we sang 

 

Niemand knetet uns wieder aus Erde und Lehm,  
niemand bespricht unseren Staub.  
Niemand.  
  
Gelobt seist du, Niemand.  
Dir zulieb wollen  
wir blühn.  
Dir  
entgegen.  
  
Ein Nichts  
waren wir, sind wir, werden  
wir bleiben, blühend:  
die Nichts-, die  
Niemandsrose.  
  
Mit  
dem Griffel seelenhell,  
dem Staubfaden himmelswüst,  
der Krone rot  
vom Purpurwort, das wir sangen  
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over, O over 
the thorn. 
 

über, o über  
dem Dorn. 
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