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Spring 1978 

A visit to Milton H. Erickson, master of medical hypnosis 

Notes from the diary 

 

We drive to Phoenix, Arizona, to meet Dr. Milton Erickson, the authority on medical hypnosis. For me, 

the first encounter begins with a shock. We arrive in Phoenix late one morning, exhausted after 

driving more than half-way across the country, meeting a number of friends and scientists, visiting 

national parks and other sights and spending the last night on the road. Dr. Erickson is in the midst of 

a workshop with a dozen therapists. 

 

Hardly have I discreetly sat down than the hypnotist turns his attention to me, resolutely giving me 

instructions and making me a guinea pig in his hypnosis demonstration. Feeling I am being taken 

advantage of, I struggle with all my might, though only inwardly, against this highly unaccustomed 

and unpleasant situation. I am told to fix my gaze on a woman sitting between the master and 

myself. All dolled up in a garish dress, heavily bejewelled with necklace and rings, and a pink velvet 

ribbon holding together a tower of frizzy hair, she is wearing an enraptured expression I find quite 

repugnant. I take an immediate dislike to her. And I am appalled and disturbed by Dr. Erickson’s 

surprise manoeuvre, though also a little curious. Meanwhile I am being drawn, against my will, into an 

altered state of consciousness. It is a nightmare. I feel as if I were outside space and time, without 

ground under my feet, floating in nothingness. For an eternity. I don’t know for how long. The hypnosis 

session finally over, I gradually return to normality. My pulse is racing and the master asks me how 

long I think I have been under. I respond with an icy silence. I have no idea. Moreover, I have no idea 

whether I did or was told to do something conspicuous during this period. I am still confused and 

ashamed at letting myself be manipulated by a total stranger and in front of a group of total 

strangers at that. The master is obviously not very happy with the result of his well-meaning hypnosis 

demonstration and wants to know why I resisted. Again no answer on my part. And that is how the 

workshop ends for me: I get up and leave the room. 

 

In the days to come Gottlieb and Dr. Erickson discuss their respective lives, professional ideas and 

experiences, and they watch and analyze the videotape of the third therapy session with mother 

Jezebel and her son Charlie (see STORY OF CRUISING CHARLIE). Erickson, a man of great lucidity and 

imagination, is amazed. “This is the first time I’ve seen a dead man become a co-therapist and 

supervisor of a family process,” he says. 

 

At the end of the week and with his permission, I shoot photos of the master in his wheelchair. Back in 

Philadelphia, I discover that there is not a single picture on the film. A simple explanation: in my 

ambivalence I did not handle my camera properly. A speculative, quasi-magical explanation: the 

old shaman had taken his revenge for my lack of cooperation! 
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Despite the inglorious experience of my first day, I have very fond memories of this magician. Two 

attacks of poliomyelitis during his childhood have left him semi-paralyzed and with a voice that is 

weak in the morning and grows almost inaudible as exhaustion sets in, in the course of the day. I can 

still see him in his wheelchair, dressed in a mauve robe, the large Navajo turquoise suspended from a 

silver chain around his neck involuntarily drawing the glances of all and sundry. I can still see his lively 

eyes, full of warmth, curiosity and openness. A captivating person with a finely chiselled face, and an 

intellectual power and personal aura that were in strange contrast to his frail body. His therapies 

brought genuine help to countless people, and his books on medical hypnosis have influenced 

therapists all over the globe. 

 


