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PSYCHIC FRONTIERS

SEPTEMBER 1994

"MIRROR, MIRROR ON THE WALL..."

LOYD AUERBACH

In the downstairs bedroom of an A-frame home in Concord, California, a portion of the room has been partitioned off by a black-cloth tent of sorts.  The cloth hangs down from a framework that includes a ceiling of the same material.  As a flap of the material was pulled aside, a large mirror could be seen on the wall, an easy chair beneath it and facing it, as though waiting for someone to come sit down and star into the depths of the mirror.  


This is a psychomanteum, a place where people can somehow communicate with the spirits of the dead or with their own inner selves.  Sitting in a darkened room and staring into the depths of a reflective surface is hardly a new idea, as using a reflective surface to access the spiritual side of life has its earliest origins in the use of the still waters of lakes and ponds.


Superstitions around the world hold that the mirror reflects the soul of the person looking into it (hence the idea of a soul-less creature like a vampire having no reflection, and  bad luck when you break the mirror).  The ancient Greeks saw the mirror and other reflective surfaces as conduits to the gods and to other mythical creatures.  Their highly polished mirrors of bronze or other metals not only connected them to the gods, but also to the spirit world and to the future.  


The idea of  using a reflective surface or, to take it a step further, to any surface into which one can see "deeply," such as a crystal ball, is called scrying, and was another form of oracle for the ancient Greeks.  While people are probably most familiar with the Oracle at Delphi, there were many other oracles for them to consult.  Over the centuries, mystics and seers have used a variety of surfaces to connect with either the future or with departed loved ones.  


Dr. Raymond Moody, who published the first serious examination of the Near Death Experience, LIFE AFTER LIFE,  has now popularized another idea with connections to the afterlife.  Written with Paul Perry, REUNIONS:  Visionary Encounters with Departed Loved Ones (Villard Books, 1993), deals with Moody's recreation of and work with an ancient mirror-gazing set-up once apparently used by the ancient Greeks, though a bit more modern (for example, the modern psychomanteums do not get set up in caves or underground, as the Greeks were wont to do).


In the psychomanteum, the client sits down in a comfortable chair or sofa in a room lit very dimly, the mirror just a few feet away.  After a time, people have reported a variety of experiences, from lights and geometric shapes to the apparitions of deceased relatives or friends.  According to Moody, over half of a group of 300 people trying the psychomanteum have seen apparitions.  Others report few apparitions seen by their clients, but successes of other kinds.


Whether one sights a dead relative or not, the psychomanteum appears to have great therapeutic applications in the case of grief counseling.  While it is impossible to prove whether the apparition seen by a mirror-gazer is really there (as opposed to some kind of subjective hallucination), the quality of the experience apparently does much for the mental and emotional well-being of the gazer.  A sense of closeness with the deceased or some kind of true "calm" is often reported that leaves the clients better off than they were before they sat down before the mirror.


Dee Busch is a clinical hypnotherapist in the San Francisco Bay Area.  In her practice, she has worked with people with many problems, and has conducted past life regressions in order to help her clients.  She first heard about the psychomanteum in the fall of 1993 when Raymond Moody came to the Bay Area to speak.  She was so enthralled by the concept that she went home and built a psychomanteum for her own use.


She first set up a temporary "room" in her laundry room.  "It worked well enough" to encourage her to go further and set up a more permanent psychomanteum in a downstairs bedroom and to begin to work with clients in it. 


The whole process as presented by Busch takes about four hours.  She first spends about two hours or so doing grief counseling, then about an hour getting them into a lightly altered state.  She has refrained from putting her clients in full trance, though she has used hypnosis to place them in a light, relaxed state, and includes various other techniques such as looking at the "magic eye" form of 3-D poster to help them "see differently."  Finally, the clients go into the very dimly lit psychomanteum for about 45 minutes to an hour, often taking with them belongings of or items that remind them of the deceased person to be "contacted."


"It takes for the average person about 20 minutes before something begins to happen," she told me.  "Very common things are smoke, colors, geometric shapes.  From then on it's pretty individualized. "  There have been a few clients who have reported having someone in the room with them, voices have been hear, and energy of the deceased felt.  Almost all of her clients have gone away feeling like they had gotten in some form of contact with the person they grieved for.


After the session in the psychomanteum, they are debriefed.  One thing Busch noticed was clients often reporting being unable to judge just how long they were in there.  A sense of time distortion is a sign of being in an altered state of consciousness.  


She also noticed that a number of her clients expressed fear before going into the psychomanteum.  That fear may have been of actually confronting the dead, or simply a fear of the dark.  However, after a successful session most of her clients do not come back, as they appear to have gotten out of the session what they came for.


Dee Busch believes that the prep work, particularly for the use of the psychomanteum in grief counseling, is of the utmost importance.  As a hypnotherapist, she is well aware of the possibility that hypnosis could place suggestions into the minds of her clients so they will  see something when they go in.  To that end, she is extremely cautious around the use of hypnotic techniques in the briefing.  


Busch reports a 90% success rate.  She defines her success not in regards to what is "seen" or otherwise experienced in the psychomanteum, but rather "by the way the client feels when they leave."  


Recently, she invited a small group of members of the California Society for Psychical Study in to use the psychomanteum.  They had quite limited and mixed results, possibly because the briefing was much shorter, and because the reason why they were there was different than her regular clients.  But she reports that they all saw some kind of "white outline, but I don't count that as an apparition."  In fact, apparitions are very uncommon to her clients, unlike what Moody reported.  In addition, she has spoken with others and learned that full-blown apparitional sightings are quite rare.  Perhaps, she has postulated, Moody is not communicating well part of his briefing techniques that might allow for this.  


Dee Busch will have visited another psychomanteum run in Florida by the time you read this.  The person running this psychomanteum, like Moody, also reports many apparitions.  She will be working with him to learn what his techniques are that seem to increase the chance of apparitional sightings.


But should this thing that Moody has called a "theater of the mind" be looked at as some sort of spirit cabinet as the press surrounding REUNIONS seems to indicate?  Can it be some sort of long term spirit communication project t help learn more about the afterlife?  Or is it more of a therapeutic tool?


As to the first, given that there is limited success in coming up with apparitions, and little in the way of information passed on to the living from the apparition, perhaps little emphasis should be placed on this use of the psychomanteum.  According to Moody, Busch, and others who have psychomanteums up and running, whether an apparition is actually seen or not, the grief-relief component of the psychomanteum is clearly a plus.


Thus far, there appear to be two reasons to use the device.  One is to come to terms with the death of a loved one.  The other, to simply "have a new or unusual experience."


If one considers that people have, for centuries, also used mirrors and crystal balls to focus on distant locations and on the future, perhaps the psychomanteum and its altered state inducing setup could be used in a directed way to enhance psi performance.  In the meantime, more and more people appear to be utilizing this tool to help them feel better about the passing of a loved one.


If the spirits are able to be contacted through the psychomanteum and the mental state it induces, then clearly the use for grief counseling makes much sense.  If there is no real contact, the experiences of those who have used it thus far seem to indicate some calming, perhaps even transformative experience.  Both are positive, and can remain so provided one does not rely on or get obsessed with continual contact with the deceased.

 
The psychomanteum, according to Moody in REUNIONS, has positive spiritual applications and implications, both now and in the future.  Dee Busch has certainly found this to be so with her clients, as have others who have built their own psychomanteums (Moody includes information on "how-to" in his book).


So relax, sit in a darkened room with a mirror, and take a long look.  What you see, hear, and feel may raise your spirits more than just a little.


Write to Dee Busch, CCHT at:  P.O. Box 21141, Concord, CA 94521.

