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“GIM grabs you, it takes you into the experience that
you're ready to have”: An interview with Jim Borling
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ABSTRACT

Jim Borling is a renowned practitioner and primary trainer of the Bonny method
of Guided Imagery and Music (BMGIM). His career spans more than thirty years.
From the Atlantis Institute for Consciousness and Music, he offers training in
several countries such as Spain, where the interviewer currently attends his
seminars. In this interview, he explains that GIM is something that changed his
own life as well as the lives of many others. This is due to the fact that GIM
approaches not only the psycho-social, psycho-emotional, and biographic
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aspects of clients’ therapeutic work, but also the spiritual dimension of people.
He goes over the past, the present, and the future of BMGIM. This semi-
structured interview is based on the transcription of a recorded online meeting.
We tried to keep the tone informal, offering the vitality of our spoken
conversation. Our aim here is to capture a way of understanding and
experiencing this method which is increasingly recognised worldwide.
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Anna G. Castells: First of all, what has Guided Imagery and Music (GIM) meant to you?

Jim Borling: | could talk a long time about this, but GIM has been a life changer for me, and | say that
GIM has deeply impacted me in many, many ways. | never intended to do what I'm doing today. | never
could have imagined that | would be doing what I'm doing today. But when | think of the changes in
my life and the way certain things in my life needed to change, | don't believe it's too strong to say that
in some ways, GIM saved my life.
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In that, what | really mean, even though it's not a physical life | speak of, it was a kind of a spiritual,
emotional life. So, it's one of the most important things in the history of all that I've done, particularly
in the field of music therapy.

In the trainings, and particularly with this deep psychotherapeutic work, | talk about facing the
dragon, a metaphor for people meeting those obstacles in life that require dramatic change.

It can be transformative for those who answer the call (Bush, 1995). It can also be the seed and
the root of an existential crisis or something worse for those that don't answer the call. My
specialisation clinically is with addictions and trauma and not everybody is able to face those dragons
that are required when dealing with addictions. GIM is uniquely qualified to do that if the client is on
board.

Anna: You have practiced GIM for over 30 years. How has the method developed over this time?

Jim: This is a good question and historically, of course, Helen Bonny never set out or intended to
develop GIM. It came out of some of her clinical, musical, personal, spiritual and transcendent
experiences (Grocke & Moe, 2015; Grocke & Wigram, 2002).

So, when she developed the Bonny Method several decades ago, it was taught, presented, and
developed in the way that she presented it to us. However, as clinicians, we began to work in a deeper
psychotherapeutic manner and, particularly with the Atlantis Institute for Consciousness and Music,
really took a focus on clinical work, which is not necessarily separating out from what Helen did. But
in addition to that spiritual, transformative work that Helen was so well known for, we began to see a
real clinical foundation for the GIM method. Now in that, there are many things that have occurred: the
development of new music programmes, the allegiance to certain theoretical underpinnings that Helen
may not have necessarily talked about but were certainly birthed with her early work. So, how the GIM
method developed over time is that it is now very applicable to clinical issues, as well as socio-cultural
issues, and psycho-spiritual issues. It's hard to stop describing the applications for GIM.

| think one of the most exciting things that I'll end my answer with is this: is the development of
new music programmes. Helen was a master, of course, at developing and putting together the music
programmes that she did but as we gained these decades of experience, we now see the development
of other programmes, new programmes or certain ways of looking at the music programmes that may
be an off-shoot and quite different than the way that Helen initially envisioned this process unfolding.

Anna: You have taught courses in the United States, Spain, Korea, Germany and so forth. How is it
possible that GIM fits with people of such different cultures?

Jim: This is a question that | often get as an international trainer. GIM can be different, in different
cultures initially. And what | mean by that is we need to be culturally sensitive. For example, South
Korea and Japan are culturally quite different from Spain and Mexico, and even the United States.
So as a trainer, particularly from the United States, | have to be sensitive to what the cultural norms
are for the group of people that I'm working with. And be sensitive to these cultural norms in the way
that we teach, in the way that we guide, in the expectations that we hold for these trainees to
experientially engage in the GIM experience.



However, what we notice over time is that we begin to deepen into the human experience, which
is not limited just to particular cultural norms or boundaries. In other words, when we think of the
growth and healing, spirituality and transcendence all residing deep within, we are tapping into a
universal principle that many scholars talk about. It's not limited just to the Asian cultures or the
European cultures or the Latin cultures or the American cultures at all. We begin to tap into that
essence of the human experience which | have come to believe is universal. It has been a total gift to
be in these different cultures to work with people like you in Spain and to see how this universal nature
of humanity expresses itself. There's that natural innate human potential that begins to rise to the
surface. So, in that sense, yes, very different cultures on the surface, even deep into ritual tradition,
but fundamentally, we're dealing with the core human aspect of growth, transcendence, healing, and
spirituality. It's the essence of being a human, and that's not limited by cultural norms or boundaries.

Anna: Helen Bonny had a mystical experience while playing the violin. This was perhaps an important
developmental step for the method. Helen was principally a Christian, but it seems that she was
opening to universal principles of spirituality, particularly as a result of this mystical experience. What
do you think?

Jim: Yes, Helen had a mystical experience playing the violin. She was performing in a religious context
and this was very familiar to her as it is for many musicians. But as she described, the music began to
take her over and the music began to express in a way that she knew was not coming from her,
a trained professional violinist. She felt at that moment that the music was something much greater
than herself coming through. That was the door that opened her up to this sense of transcendent
spirituality. Some of the considerations that Abraham Maslow offered in his “Toward a Psychology of
Being” writings (1962) or Alan Watts (1951) when he speaks of going beyond the ‘skin encapsulates
ego’ were then becoming a reality for Helen. In other words, she had experiences that were not natural
to her, that were not part of her tradition, which was Christian. But she also was very open-minded and
that was the beginning of her search for answers. It was the beginning of her effort to understand what
this was, what happened, and what part music played in this experience. Is it just music in general?
Is it this particular music or does music in a universal sense begin to express aspects of the human
experience that are core, essential, and fundamentally healing? | think that was what was so
meaningful to her. These universal principles of spirituality, healing, and transcendence that are so
contrary to our limited sense of self, our limited sense of the human experience, and our limited sense
of what it means to be fully realised as a human being have now become a primary focus for Helen.
So, it was a beautiful beginning, this experience that she had with the violin, a beautiful beginning to
what we know now in the 21st century as the Bonny Method of Guided Imagery and Music.

Anna: You have added new music programmes to the GIM library. Can you explain the process?

Jim: That's difficult. I'll share with you that just recently, | completed a new music programme. | was
in the process of developing a new music programme and decided to use it for the first time with a
client. And it was a very meaningful experience for the client. It was a process of letting go for her.
It was a sense of surrender for her to something much greater than herself.



It takes me quite some time to develop a programme. It generally starts with me hearing a piece
of music that touches me deeply. | will set it aside, waiting for another piece to touch me in a similar
manner. So, | begin to sequence these pieces of music that initially invite a traveller or client into the
experience. Then deepen the client into the experience to do the fundamental work that is relevant to
their current growth process, whether it is uniquely clinical, emotional, spiritual, or biographical.
As long as we, I'm not saying this well, but as long as we match the music with the needs of a client,
and the client is open to the experience, this client will begin to respond in a particular way. Well, when
| listen to music, the music begins to suggest to me that it will help the client in a particular way.
So, again, that invitation aspect of any programme, followed by the working portion of the music, and
then ultimately leading to an anchoring or an integration of the experience. So, developing music
programmes generally follows that formula.

But one programme can be very different from the other, because one might be addressing
a psychoemotional need of a client; another might be addressing a transcendent spiritual need; or
another might be addressing a deep, strong emotional need, like anger or anxiety or frustration,
or maybe something like grief or sadness. So, the formula for programme development can be similar
across the board but the intent of the programme can vary quite a bit within the music library.

As | said, Helen developed several programmes early in her career and we all worked with those
and they were, and still are, exceptional programmes. But as we began to evolve and see how GIM can
meet certain clinical needs, psychoemotional needs, biological needs, we began to develop
programmes around those core issues. And | will say this: it takes a long time, in my humble opinion,
to be qualified to develop a GIM programme. I've seen new trainees immediately want to develop
a new programme and I'm thinking, yeah, but you don't know the current and old programs yet. You
need to learn the programmes that already exist and then, being patient, beautiful things begin to
occur.

The most recent programme that | just started using yesterday took quite some time to develop.
| was really unsure if it was right but using it yesterday, | found that it worked with a client whose
clinical issue was appropriate and | realised right away that it was ready for use in a GIM setting. It's
a good programme, but there was a lot of questioning in my mind and I've been doing this a long time.

| hope that makes some sense. Developing music programmes is not as easy as it looks.

Anna: Although you are a music therapist/music psychotherapist and professor emeritus, how do you
view GIM in the context of a bona fide psychotherapy process?

Jim: This is a really good question. We refer to the Bonny Method of GIM as music-centred
psychotherapy. Sometimes you'll hear someone say it's a music-centred transformational process, or
that it's a music-centred holistic process, but it's really psychotherapy in the truest sense of the word.
We're working with the deeper aspects of the human psyche, recognising that to define the human
psyche is very difficult to do. But | know that, particularly with Atlantis Institute, we lean towards some
of the Jungian ideas of consciousness, the conscious mind, the unconscious mind, the collective
unconscious, archetypal process, and so on, self and shadow, all of that.



When we begin to work at that level of depth, we're really working at the psychotherapeutic level.
We're not working at a level that is more coping-mechanism oriented or cognitive-behavioural oriented,
all of which have value. But sometimes a client needs something deeper.

Anna: Can you describe the challenges you have being a music therapist who is trained in GIM where
this type of experiential practice is not fully recognised or supported?

Jim: The music therapist doesn't always have the opportunity to use GIM in a way that can support
a professional practice. The GIM community has licensed professional counsellors, licensed clinical
psychologists. We have licensed social workers who all make use of GIM as a psychotherapeutic tool
and can build a business based on their professional credentials. It is important here to note that these
professionals cannot and should not refer to themselves as music therapists. Their GIM practice is
offered in the context of their professionally credentialed work. It can be difficult for some music
therapists who are not necessarily licensed, and I'm talking more specifically in the United States.
But | think this is relatively true in other countries as well.

I hope what you're hearing in my answer is that GIM is a deep psychotherapeutic process that is
life-changing and works with the structures of the psyche in a way that will impact all aspects of a
client’'s life. The core structure of the psyche is impacted when facilitated by a qualified and
experienced GIM guide.

Anna: How do you see the future of GIM?

Jim: Well, one of my mentors says with some regularity that GIM is exploding around the world. I think
there's some truth to that. It's really international now. Europe is very strong. The Asian countries are
very strong. Mexico is very strong. It's building in strength in South America now and Canada,
of course.

So, in that sense, the future is good in that this is a method that's impactful and very effective
for the work that people do. | caution against growth that happens too fast and anything that grows
too quickly, however. We run the risk of losing some of the integrity of the method. You know, it's been
interesting to have moved through the COVID era where we have gone, in part, to working online. We've
developed hybrid models to implement GIM sessions and trainings online. But we need to be careful.
Yes, there is value in the hybrid model, but caution should be our guide. Upholding the integrity of the
model is essential. We don’t want to sacrifice method for the sake of convenience.

And one of the things that | mean by that, that's really important to me, is the music. Are we
sacrificing the quality of the music by working online? Are we sacrificing the presence of the therapist,
the energetic presence of the therapist by working online? I'm not saying don't work online at all, but
I'm saying that as we evolve, as we develop, particularly post-COVID, we need to keep a focus on the
integrity of the method, on the quality. Those quality points of the music and the way that we present
the music, also the fundamental principle of the therapeutic relationship between the guide and the
traveller, so much of which is unspoken and experienced in an energetic exchange could be lost if
we are not diligent in our commitment to the method.

So, as we grow as a modality, there will be new programmes developing as well. There will be
GIM growing in different parts of the world. My hope is that we continue to explore the integrity and



how this growth is enhancing the Bonny Method and not in some subtle way taking away from the
impact of the Bonny Method that we know to be accurate and true.

Anna: What are your thoughts about current research of psychedelics in the GIM process?

Jim: It's a good question. Well, we know that Helen's early work as a result of her transcendent
experience with violin brought her into the research with psychedelics, with LSD-25. This was
government-sanctioned research that was happening, looking at the impact of spirituality, or peak
experience, and the high-dose LSD experiences on healing in a grand sense. OK, that's fantastic. And
that was wonderful, wonderful work. It was consistent with some of the work that was happening
around the globe at that time.

Of course, that research got shut down, and now there is a resurgence. There is a reemergence
of psychedelic research; it looks a little different than what was happening in those early days. What
| mean by that is it's not necessarily high-dose experiences that people are having but more of a
measured use of things like psilocybin, MDMA, even LSD, and | may be missing a few here, but this
research is very calculated.

What this question is asking is what about that union of music or GIM with this psychedelic
research. | think there's a lot of potential there. My hope is that it goes forward, but in a very managed
and ethical manner. For me, it is not until we arrive at, and are comfortable with, the managed and
ethical practice of blending psychedelics with GIM that we should endorse the exploration of this
practice. We need to, in a quantified and scientific manner, begin to collect data. We need to see what's
going on, what's happening, what's the impact here, and be sure that when we do bring in the music,
like in the early days, that it supports the contour of the psychedelic experience.

| want to be cautious, however, that we're not saying there is a potential for GIM and psychedelics
to be a preferred method. What we're actually beginning to reinforce once again is that GIM and the
way that we use music very intentionally can begin to speak to those deep layers of the human
experience that were exposed through that early psychedelic research. Now we're beginning to
replicate some of that, and the exposure of those deep transcendent experiences and the impact
on healing is beginning to manifest. That's good. Let's see the data. Let's see how replicable those
experiences are in a very measured way.

| think Lisa Summer is doing a wonderful job of stepping into the role of representing GIM in a
measured way; how GIM and psychedelics can take the client where they need to go, be that enhanced
spiritual development, transcendence, recovery from trauma, even addictions recovery as we
understand addictions today. So, | think there's something there. | do want to take baby steps, but I'm
actually very excited about it.

Anna: |s there anything else you would like to add?

Jim: Again, one of my mentors... let me mention that as a faculty member for the Atlantis Institute for
Consciousness and Music | have been blessed to be mentored by Sierra Stearns and Carol Bush. These
individuals are central to the changes in my life that I've experienced, and | feel deeply grateful to have
had them as my teachers, as my mentors.
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Is there anymore that | would like to add? In a way, and | think that Carol and Sierra would say
this as well, GIM grabs you. It takes you into the experience that you're ready to have.

I never intended to do this GIM work at this level, and now GIM has taken me all around the world
several times. | can't imagine that Carol and Sierra ever intended this journey to manifest the way it
has, the way it beautifully has. So, GIM grabs us and takes us into the journey that we are ready to
experience. It is not without our sense of readiness and full participation, but it grabs us!

There was a time early in my life and I'm talking about 40 years ago now, where | had some
experience with GIM in Miami, Florida but it was not my time. There was a seed that was planted,
however. But it wasn't until many years later that | went to a workshop offered by my mentors, Sierra
and Carol, and that was the birth of my experience as | know it today.

So, for those of you who are sincerely interested in GIM, if you're really ready for the ride, it will
take you. There must be a readiness but if you are, in fact, ready, it will change your life.

REFERENCES

Bush, C. A. (1995). Healing imagery and music: Paths to the inner self. Rudra Press.

Grocke, D. E., & Moe, T. (Eds.). (2015). Guided Imagery & Music (GIM) and Music Imagery methods for individual and group therapy. Jessica
Kingsley Publishers.

Grocke, D. E., & Wigram, T. (Eds.). (2002). Guided Imagery and Music: The Bonny method and beyond. Barcelona Publishers.

Maslow, A. (1962). Toward a psychology of being. D Van Nostrand.

Watts, A. W. (1951). The wisdom of insecurity: A message of an age of anxiety. Pantheon Books.

EAANvikA epihnyn | Greek abstract

«H KNAM o€ apnadel, o€ HETAPEPEL OTNHV EUTELPLA IOV Eicat
€TOLHOG va €XeLg»: Mua cuvévTeugn pe Tov Jim Borling

Jim Borling | Anna Giménez Castells

MEPIAHWH

0 Jim Borling eivat €évag gnuioyévog enayyeAygariag kat KUpLog eknatdeuTng Tng peBodouv Bonny Tng
KaBodnyoupevng Nogpng Anetkoviong kat Mouoikng (KNAM). H kaplépa Tou EKTEIVETAL OE TIEPLOGOTEPA ATO
30 xpovia. Ano To Atlantis Institute for Consciousness and Music, mpoopEpel eknaideuon o SLAPOPEG XWPEG
onwg n lomavia, OMou n ouvevTeLKTPLA TAPAKOAOUBEL €Ml Tou MAPOVTOG TA OSHLVAPLA TOU. Y€ AUTH TNV
OLVEVTEULEN, €Enyel 0TL N KNAM eival KaTtt mov dAAa&e Tn 1k Tou Jwn KaBwg eMiong Kal TIG (WECG MOANWV
aMwv. AuTé opeileTal oTto yeyovog OTL n KNAM mpooeyyidel OXL HOVO TIG WPUXOKOLVWVIKEG, TIG
PUXOOLVALOBNUATIKEG Kal TIG BLOYPAPLKEG TMTUXEG TOU BEPATEUTIKOV €pyou TWV MEAATWY, AAAd Tnv
TIVELPATLKNA SlaoTaon Twv avBpwrnwy. O Borling piAdet yla To mapeAB0v, To mapov Kat To pEAAOV TNG peBodou
Bonny Tng KNAM. AuTn n npt-dounpévn cLVEVTELEN BaciZeTal 0TNV AMOPAYVNTOPWYNON PLAG NXOYPAPNHEVNG
OLadIKTUAKNAG ouvavTnong. Mpoonadnoape va KPATHCOUHE TOV TOVO AVETONHO TIPOCPEPOVTAG Th {wvTavia
TNG MPOYPOPLKNG Hag cuZnTNong. O oTOX0G Pag ival va anoTunweei edw €vag TPOTOG KaTavonong Kat Biwong
auTnAG TNG UEBOBOUL N omola avayvwpideTal oAogva Kal MEPLOGOTEPO TAYKOOUIWG.

AE=EIZ KAEIAIA

péBodog Bonny Tng KaBodnyolpevng Noeprg Amewkoviong kat Mouoikng (KNAM), poucikoBeparneia,
YuxoBeparneia, MVeLPATIKOTNTA, Bepaneia
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