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The Adventure Begins
In the early 1920s, Milton Erickson was a student at the University of Wis-

consin. He had several fundamental disagreements with his supervising professor,
Clark L. Hull, PhD. Erickson believed that the healing effects of psychotherapy and
therapeutic hypnosis were not contained in the directions of the therapist (known
as the operator), but instead found in the inner processes of the clients: “At best op-
erators can only offer intelligent guidance and then intelligently accept their sub-
ject’s behavior.” (p.88) 

Volume 1 begins with Erickson in his early years, as he seeks to discover
through meticulous experimentation, the purpose of therapeutic hypnosis and how
to effectively utilize it. 

In the first chapter, Ernest Rossi, PhD, (an editor of the series) presents inno-
vative ideas. Rossi was a dedicated student of Erickson’s in the last decade of Er-
ickson’s life. Rossi’s interest in neuroscience, genomics, and the healing arts sheds
new light on Erickson’s contributions. Theirs was an extraordinary collaboration.
Rossi takes readers to new vistas (and sometimes beyond) of the understanding of
how “This ‘intense inner absorption’ can be regarded as the highly salient type of
mental activity that generates activity-dependent gene expression, activity-depen-
dent brain plasticity, and mind-body healing.” (p.1-2)

Chapter 2 begins with an extended record of Erickson’s investigations into the
nature of hypnosis, including understanding reality in non-hypnotic states versus
hypnotic states. Erickson initially proposed an experiment to investigate approxi-
mately 300 subjects, which eventually grew to 2,000. The design, implementation,
results, and discussion are punctuated with fascinating and extraordinary results.
I wish I could have been a fly on the wall when Erickson conducted this work!

The editors include a chapter on Erickson’s insightful collaboration with Al-
dous Huxley. Their work together was performed in 1950 and Erickson notes their
discussions about Huxley’s experiments with mescaline, the subject of Huxley’s fa-
mous book, Doors of Perception, published in 1954. Huxley’s unique qualities and
curiosities about perception, combined with Erickson’s ability to guide him through
hypnotic states, provide fascinating reading. This historic event was curtailed by
unfortunate circumstances, but its content is still profound.

Part I concludes with a chapter about Erickson’s investigations of autohypno-
sis. Erickson’s personal experiences and those of his family reveal an intimate
story of his own pain, triumph, and insight. Erickson knew mind-body healing,
which Rossi later described as activity-dependent gene expression and brain plas-

ticity. In 1967, Erickson wrote: “The hypnotic state is an experience that belongs
to the subject, derives from the subject’s own accumulated learnings and memo-
ries, not necessarily consciously recognized, but possible of manifestation in a spe-
cial state of non-waking awareness” (p. 194-5). This is true even when the subject
is you.

Part II covers techniques of induction and how to use Erickson’s “naturalistic”
methods can be considered the precursors of current, client-centered therapy. The
utilization of the client’s natural abilities and experiences is reflected in numerous
modern therapies. Although therapeutic hypnosis is the principle approach, the
wider implications and applications are there for the reader to recognize. I noted
both the development of what we now call “mindfulness,” “interpersonal neuro-
biology,” “right hemisphere approach,” “emotion-focused therapy,” “Gestalt,”
“self-efficacy,” and “solution-focused therapy,” to name a few. Annotating the mar-
gins with your own reflections and correlates is something you may not be able to
resist.

What makes these volumes additionally valuable is the inclusion of case stud-
ies and reports. In the last two chapters of Part II, six case reports and 16 exam-
ples make this edition a master class in print. All of the previously described
techniques -- confusion, rehearsal, multiple dissociation, posthypnotic -- are given
context and clinical relevance. These volumes are both clinical and experiential. 

Parts III and IV expand on Erickson’s virtuosity with forms of induction (p.
304). Among others, “Surprise” and ‘”My friend John” are intriguing techniques.
Erickson perceived and utilized the most subtle of behaviors and bodily activity to
access the needs of the client. His understanding and appreciation of breathing pat-
terns and vocal rhythms is an important example. (pp. 307-312) This sensitivity

may have emerged from him being tone deaf. Erickson could never appreciate the
“screeching” that others called singing, but he did notice that people breathed dif-
ferently when singing. He experimented by reproducing at a subliminal level the
breathing pattern used in a song to prompt someone to start singing the song as if
they had thought of it themselves. 

This part of the book took me back to my years in acting school when we were
shown that a character’s breathing pattern reflects his/her thinking processes. The
playwright, Harold Pinter, literally directed an actor’s breathing, with pause in-
structions in the script. I am a strong advocate that everyone, especially therapists,
will benefit from acting lessons. 

There are many subtle elements of behavior, such as breathing, that enable rap-
port and utilization during therapy and therapeutic hypnosis. Now that we under-
stand mirror neurons and how we are hardwired to respond to another’s intentional
movement, we can better conceive the mechanisms of empathic rapport. Mirror
neurons, however, operate at the implicit, non-reflective level. Experience and
practice affect mirror neuron processing. Erickson intuited mirroring interconnec-
tions and used them to elicit therapeutic change. 

Conclusion
At the end of Volume 1, readers are left with a solid foundation upon which

they can build. There is no doubt that Erickson entered the field of therapeutic
hypnosis with a beginner’s mind, but many aspects of his life experience and per-
sonal dispositions prepared him for the journey. It may be true that Erickson was
unique, perhaps an unrepeatable “…accident of nature…” (p. xiii), but I suspect
that another answer comes from Erickson himself: “Don’t try to use someone else’s
technique…just discover your own.” (p. xii) Each of us is an accident of nature on
a journey to express and fulfill our own possibilities. 
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Now that we understand mirror neurons and how we are hardwired to respond to another’s 
intentional movement, we can better conceive the mechanisms of empathic rapport.
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