
Holding the Hidden Self: 

Nesting Dolls as a Therapeutic Tool
Pauline Andrew



Why work creatively?
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Why work with nesting dolls?
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ÅChinese wooden stacking 

boxes were being made 

around 1000 AD during the 

Song Dynasty.

ÅThe boxes tell a story 

within a story, exploring 

situations from different 

viewpoints ς just like client 

work!

Early nesting boxes
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Traditionally the very last Chinese box 

contained a single grain of rice

The parallels are there again too, as so much of our healing 

is about discovering, restoring and loving the core self, 

which can often be hidden by layers of shame and hurt.
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Russian stacking dolls

ÅIn the 1800s Sergei Malyutin, a Russian artist, made drawings of a nesting 

doll, in a village near Moscow.  

ÅHe had the prototype carved on a wood lathe and he painted it  himself ς 

and there was the Rooster Girl, pictured below with her family.  
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ÅSoon they were being made throughout Russia and in other countries in 
Eastern Europe, often with their own distinct local designs.  
ÅThey are now produced all over the world, very much with the tourist trade 

in mind.

ÅRussian dolls made their 
first real public appearance 
at the Paris World 
Exhibition in 1900 where 
they earned a bronze medal
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Dolls that keep the same design
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Dolls that change as you move through the layers
©

 2
0
2

6
 D

e
e

p
 R

e
le

a
se

 L
td



Always check the 
subsequent layers 
carefully before you buy.
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Working with Plain Nesting Dolls
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Working with Plain Nesting Dolls

Add emoji 
faces
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LǘΩǎ ƻƪ ǘƻ ƎŜǘ ƭŜǎǎ ŜȄǇŜƴǎƛǾŜ 
nesting dolls, but you may 
ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜȅ ŘƻƴΩǘ Ŧƛǘ ǘƻƎŜǘƘŜǊ ǎƻ 
well and can be squeaky!

Use petroleum jelly (eg 
Vaseline) to ease them.
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Working with Plain 
Nesting Dolls

Down through the 
Layers
Demonstration
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Down through 
the Layers
with Hazel
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Paint a gold core self as 
the smallest nesting doll.
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5ƻƴΩǘ ǳǎŜ ǘƻƻ Ƴŀƴȅ ƴŜǎǘƛƴƎ 
Řƻƭƭǎ ŦƻǊ Ψ5ƻǿƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 
[ŀȅŜǊǎΩΦ  р Ŏŀƴ ōŜ ŦƛƴŜΦ 

Keep a set to use for this 
intervention.
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Possible ideas 
to share in 
Breakout Rooms

10 minutes

ÅShare your experience, if any, 
of working with nesting dolls, 
either as a counsellor or a 
client.

ÅHow did you experience 
ƽŸƖťŔŰŊШћ?ŸƽŰШƣőƖŸƨŊőШƣőĲШ
xċǃĲƖƚќе
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When thinking about 
which nesting dolls to 
invest in, remember that 
animals are wonderful 
symbols for humans!
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