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Praise for Manifesting Minds




“As psychedelics move from taboo subject to trendy topic, and as mainstream media outlets excitedly cover new psychedelic research, this collection of serious and highly readable articles is an especially wonderful gift. This is a must-have anthology for its amazing diversity and valuable content.”

—James Fadiman, PhD, researcher and author of The Psychedelic Explorer’s Guide: Safe, Therapeutic, and Sacred Journeys

“A deep, exciting collection of brilliant minds sharing research, cosmologies, humor, and imagination centered on my favorite topics: psychedelics and consciousness. Fascinating reading!”

—Carolyn “Mountain Girl” Garcia, loyal member of the Merry Pranksters
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FOREWORD

In 1986, I founded the Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS), a nonprofit research and educational organization with a mission to develop medical, legal, and cultural contexts for people to benefit from the careful use of psychedelics, especially our top priority, MDMA (which was criminalized in 1985). In essence, MAPS is a nonprofit pharmaceutical company sponsoring research with psychedelics and marijuana, seeking to develop them into legally approved prescription treatments. Despite the potential of these substances, the pharmaceutical industry has abandoned them since their patents have expired. Major foundations and government agencies have not yet funded their development due to ongoing yet diminishing controversy over how our society should deal with them. As a result, MAPS has taken it as our responsibility to conduct careful scientific research and to educate the public honestly about the results of that research.

Based on our current work and the forecast for the future, I estimate we’re eight to ten years away from seeing the first example of psychedelic-assisted psychotherapy become a prescription treatment. Though our primary focus is scientific research, public education has also been an essential part of our mission. It’s therefore deeply satisfying for me, and I hope intriguing for readers of this book, to see the publication of this compilation of selected articles from special theme editions of the MAPS Bulletin.

In the early days of psychedelic research, it seemed to be important and necessary to invest in creating a publication that people could be proud to leave on their coffee table and share with others, a credible and professional resource that would bring the topic of psychedelics out from the shadows and into the light. Much of what we published in these original Bulletins was progress reports on our various research and education projects that were more like newspaper articles than magazine stories.

The first theme edition of the MAPS Bulletin on “Creativity 2000” was published in Autumn 2000, thanks to the vision, conception, and editing of Sylvia Thyssen (our first staff person other than me), with the assistance of co-editor Jon Hanna. The experiment was a much-appreciated success, and Thyssen and Hanna went on to produce several additional special theme editions, from “Sex, Spirit, and Psychedelics” (Spring 2002) to “Rites of Passage: Kids and Psychedelics” (Autumn 2004).

In Autumn 2007, Sylvia and Jon passed the baton to Jag Davies for “Psychedelics and Self Discovery.” Author and journalist David Jay Brown then signed on as guest editor for several editions, including “Technology and Psychedelics” (Spring 2008), “Psychedelics and Ecology” (Spring 2009), “Psychedelics, Death, and Dying” (Spring 2010), “Psychedelics and the Mind-Body Connection” (Spring 2011), and “Psychedelics and the Popular Arts” (Spring 2012). It’s been a difficult and pleasurable challenge to select the articles in Manifesting Minds from the many outstanding articles in these special editions, all donated by their authors as part of a community-wide effort to highlight the many ways that psychedelic (“mind-manifesting”) experiences have contributed to our society.

Ask a scientist, an artist, a bureaucrat, and an aficionado to define the word psychedelic, and you’ll get four completely different answers (though they just might overlap in some interesting and unexpected ways). That’s because, above all else, psychedelic describes what happens when the contents of the mind and body are made more visible or more clear—in other words, when the mind is manifested. This process by which hidden memories and experiences are revealed is both feared and revered in our society.

I have spent countless hours discussing this subject with people from all walks of life, hearing their personal accounts of the profound ways drugs like LSD, MDMA, psilocybin, ayahuasca, DMT, and 2C-B have affected them. One thing I’ve learned is that, whether created synthetically in a laboratory or brewed from jungle vines by a shaman, each of these substances offers its own unique set of quantifiable attributes, and yet we all react quite differently under their influence. Even two people ingesting the same dosage of the same psychedelic in the same set and setting can have highly divergent experiences—at least within the universes of their own minds and bodies.

This is hardly a weakness of psychedelics as a tool for healing and personal development—rather, it is one of their greatest strengths. As you’ll discover in this anthology, careful and properly integrated psychedelic experiences can offer medicinal and spiritual benefits, serve as an aid to creativity, and help us better relate to friends, loved ones, the environment, and ourselves.

Can you expect to simply sample a psychedelic and immediately become a creative genius like Steve Jobs, John Lennon, or Francis Crick—all of whom connected their artistic or scientific insights with their own psychedelic experiences? As best-selling author Tom Robbins explains in his essay on psychedelics and creativity, it takes more than that (see this page):


The plant genies don’t manufacture imagination, nor do they market wonder and beauty—but they force us out of context so dramatically and so meditatively that we gawk in amazement at the ubiquitous everyday wonders that we are culturally disposed to overlook, and they teach us invaluable lessons about fluidity, relativity, flexibility, and paradox. Such an increase in awareness, if skillfully applied, can lift a disciplined, adventurous artist permanently out of reach of the faded jaws of mediocrity.



In this anthology, we venture far outside the laboratory to examine the intersection between psychedelics and the wider world. In separate sections devoted to arts and creativity, coming of age, medicine and therapy, sexuality, spirituality, ecology, and technology, we meet thinkers, creators, and innovators who find great value in psychedelics. Some even see their initial psychedelic experiences as true “rites of passage,” ones that left them forever transformed.

“We are living in a deprived society, as far as spiritual rituals are concerned,” Ram Dass writes in his essay (this page), in which he speculates that perhaps, properly contextualized, psychedelic experiences can help fill this spiritual vacuum with meaningful rituals, as is common in many traditional societies. “We need to think in advance about what kinds of practices we might want to undertake in approaching a psychedelic rite of passage.… Maybe we will want to formulate a question or a prayer or an intention that we will carry with us. We can do whatever feels right to each of us, but it’s a good idea to allow some time in advance for internal preparation.”

These writings also remind us that anyone ingesting psychedelics for the first time should take all necessary precautions to ensure the safety of him- or herself and others. But is it also possible that more experienced users might find that low doses can actually enhance peak physical performance?

In his essay “Psychedelics and Extreme Sports” (this page), author and researcher James Oroc offers evidence that so-called psycholytic doses of psychedelics can actually increase reflex time, improve balance, and heighten concentration. He then traces the little-known history of how people who participated in the back-to-the-land movement—inspired by their psychedelic experiences and the remote locations they chose to inhabit—helped create and popularize inventive new sports like snowboarding, mountain biking, and base-jumping. Oroc writes:


It would seem impossible to believe that various experienced individuals have climbed some of the hardest big walls in Yosemite, heli-skied first descents off Alaskan peaks, competed in world-class snowboarding competitions, raced motocross bikes, surfed enormous Hawaiian waves, flown hang gliders above eighteen thousand feet, or climbed remote peaks in the Rockies, the Alps, the Andes, and even above eight thousand meters in the Himalayas—all while under the influence of LSD.



So there you have it: From the highest-flying heli-skiers to the deepest thinkers, a diverse set of accomplished psychedelic pioneers has contributed to our world while enhancing their own lives in the process. Perhaps within these pages you’ll find an inspiring path to follow toward starting your own career in psychedelic research or therapy, and even find clues to healing yourself and others. In the meantime, to learn more about MAPS and our ongoing research, please visit us at maps.org and consider donating to support our work. It’s only through our collective effort that we’ll be able to mainstream psychedelic experiences into our culture, to help us all address the many challenges ahead.

—Rick Doblin, PhD

   MAPS Executive Director

   March 2013
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Arts and Creativity

Creativity manifests uniquely in each of us, from the musician who creates mind-expanding music to the daredevil athlete whose improvisations blur the line between sporting prowess and spiritual adventure. Even in modern culture, where their influence is often confidential, the currents of psychedelic knowledge surround us, and often show themselves in forms of artistic expression. In a 1960 interview, Aldous Huxley reminds us that while enhanced creativity is often related to using psychedelics, “[it is not] certain that you would get the result you wanted—you might get almost any result.”




Ayahuasca and James Cameron’s Avatar

[image: ]

Erik Davis

Spring 2012

In paradoxical and altogether predictable terms, James Cameron’s dazzling Avatar sets a blue man group of mystically attuned forest dwellers against the aggressive and heartless exploitation that characterizes the military-industrial-media complex, with its virtual interfaces, biotech chimeras, and cyborg war machines. The paradox, of course, is that an avatar of this technological complex is responsible for delivering Cameron’s visions to us in the first place.

To wit: before a recent screening of the film at the Metreon IMAX theater in San Francisco, we hapless begoggled ones were barraged with military ads, along with a triumphant techno-fetishist breakdown on the IMAX gear that would soon transport us to the planet Pandora almost as thoroughly as the handicapped jarhead Jake jacks into his avatar body—a body that is, in reality, generated by computer, and so not quite reality after all. The message of all these nested media prostheses is clear: we are imaginatively handicapped, and need a commanding apparatus of virtuality to achieve fusion with the bygone but utterly concocted world of wisdom and myth represented by the Na’vi and their world.

But those are behind-the-scenes ironies, and like most people, I just gave into the ride. With its floating Roger Deanscapes and hallucinogenic flora, the manifest world of Avatar instead spoke another truth about our era’s visionary consciousness: the jungle pantheism that now pervades the psychoactive counterculture has gone thoroughly mainstream.

Of course, noble savage narratives of ecological balance and shamanic wisdom have been haunting the Rousseau-mapped outback of the Western mind for centuries. That said, Avatar represents some important twists in that basic tale.

The most important of these is that the Na’vi’s nearly telepathic understanding of their environment is grounded in more than ritual, plant lore, and that earnest sobriety that afflicts Hollywood Indians everywhere. Their enviable at-oneness with things is also grounded in an actual organic communications network. The fibrous, animated, and vaguely repulsive ponytail tentacles not only allow the Na’vi to form direct control links with animals but also, through the optical filaments of the Tree of Souls, to commune with both ancestors and the Eywa, the biological spirit of the planet Pandora.

Eywa resonates with Erda, of course; Pandora is a dream of our own Earth. Contact with Eywa is clearly a visionary operation, one perhaps best seen as “ayahuasca lite.” For while Avatar features nothing like the South American shaman songs and stupendous ayahuasca visuals that litter the otherwise very bad 2004 Western released here as Renegade, Cameron’s film does suggest that the bitter jungle brew, and the spirit of ecological wisdom now attached to it, is having a trickle-down effect.

After all, as ads for ayahuasca retreats readily point out, the Banisteriopsis caapi vine that gives ayahuasca its name (though not its most hallucinogenic alkaloids) is also known as the “Vine of Souls”—an echo of the Na’vi’s Tree of Souls. And at one point in the film, when Sigourney Weaver manifests the Tree’s powers through a neuro-electrical connection, the corporate tool Parker asks what she’s been “smoking”—a backhanded way of acknowledging how much Avatar’s visionary take on jungle unity is grounded in psychoactive consciousness.

After all, beyond a thriving and in many ways damaging ayahuasca tourist market largely centered in Brazil and Peru, clandestine “aya” circles manned by South American shamans and all manner of Euro-American facilitators are now well established throughout the West. Among the professional creative classes who make up a sizable portion of West Coast seekers—after spirit and thrills alike—ayahuasca itself could almost be said to be mainstream.

So it no longer matters whether Cameron or his animators have themselves drunk the tea; its active compounds are already swimming in the cultural water supply. Indeed, whether you are talking form (groundbreaking 3-D animation) or content (cyber-hippie fantasy decor), Cameron’s visual and technological rhetoric is impossible to disentangle from a hallucinogenic experience.

If there is a psychedelic-Avatar connection—as suggested by a deleted scene available on the DVD extras in which the hero Jake ascends to meet his power animal after being given a psychoactive combination of scorpion venom and a worm—it would at least explain the most crucial way in which the film differs from conventional noble savage mysticism. Rather than ground the Na’vi’s grooviness in their folklore, spiritual purity, or access to supernatural powers, the film instead argues for a direct and material communications link with biological consciousness.

This means that Eywa (a.k.a. Aya) is not a religious position that has to be believed—rather, she can be experienced through corporeal fusion. After temporarily plugging into the Tree of Souls, Weaver’s chain-smoking left-brain doctor happily confirms Eywa’s existence even as she dies. She is smiling, no longer needing to explain or be explained.

Like the Vine of Souls now winding its way from the anthropological margins into the developed world, the Tree of Souls is a biomystical medium, a visionary communications matrix that uplinks the souls of the dead into the networked mind of the eco-sphere itself.

In the end, though, it is tough to say what the real object of enchantment is: the possibility of a biological interface with the plant mind of the planet, or the technological communications networks—the Hollywood blockbusters and ayahuasca vacation packages advertised online—that already circulate our desires and fantasies, our hopes and fears. Indeed, if anything, Avatar suggests that eco-futuristic dreams are now indistinguishable from the visionary potential of media technology itself, a technology that must disguise its own poisoned environmental footprint through a continual invocation of beckoning phantasms.


Electronic Music and Psychedelics

An Interview with Simon Posford of Shpongle
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David Jay Brown

Spring 2012

Simon Posford is an acclaimed British electronic musician and producer whose music spans many genres, from psychedelic trance (psytrance) to rock to electronica.

Posford’s first studio album, Twisted, was released in 1995 under the artist name Hallucinogen. Twisted is considered one of the most influential albums in the genre of psytrance, and Posford’s connection with psychedelics was evident from the title of the very first track, “LSD,” which, to this day, remains the defining sound of a form of electronic music that originated during the late 1980s in Goa, India, called “Goa trance.”

In 1996, Posford and Australian musician Raja Ram created one of the most popular electronica music projects of all time—Shpongle. Arguably, not since the Grateful Dead has a brand of popular music been so positively associated with psychedelics as Shpongle. Psychedelics have played a huge role in the creation, performance, and experience of Shpongle’s music, which is extremely popular among members of the electronic music community.

Posford is generally responsible for coordinating the synthesizers, studio work, and live instrumentation, while Raja contributes broad musical concepts and flute arrangements. Shpongle’s unique style combines Eastern ethnic instruments, flute riffs and vocals, with contemporary Western synthesizer-based electronic music, hyper-dimensional sound effects, sound clips from television shows, and spoken words. Truly genre defying, Shpongle contains elements of jazz, classical, dub, and glitch, among others.

Shpongle performs live with different musicians, dancers, and other performers, while Posford masterfully controls an electronic sound board, alchemically mixing and remixing the music, engineering, tweaking, and orchestrating the highly textured, multi-layered music that emerges. Shpongle’s studio albums include Are You Shpongled? (1998), Tales of the Inexpressible (2001), Nothing Lasts … But Nothing Is Lost (2005), Ineffable Mysteries from Shpongleland (2009), and Museum of Consciousness (2013). Posford also frequently tours as Hallucinogen.

I interviewed Posford on July 26, 2011. Since Posford’s music has served as the soundtrack for numerous important personal experiences, this was a special interview for me. It was great fun to—as Posford put it—“intellectualize the abstract” and “muse over the ineffable” together. There’s a delightful eloquence to the way that Posford expresses himself, and a vibrant sense of creativity continually comes through his words. We spoke about how his psychedelic journeys have affected his creativity and his experience with music.

Brown: In general, how would you describe your creative process with Shpongle?

Posford: Raj will turn up, sometimes with a load of samples or recordings. One time he went to Brazil and recorded some stuff there. Otherwise, he’ll record stuff off of TV shows, some spoken words, or bamboo forests creaking in the wind … something like that. So that might spawn an idea for a track.

Raj is a very visual person, and he’s a fabulous painter, so he might come up with a visual image that, in time, I’ll translate into music. Over the years he’s come up with some inspiring imagery, such as a lake shimmering in the sky. Our most recent one was about CERN, the Large Hadron Collider in Switzerland, and about the idea of particles colliding at high velocities, neutrinos, protons, and neutrons smashing into each other, creating black holes, explosions, and new universes. Stuff like that.

So we’ll have a visual image. Then, when I can finally get him to shut up, Raj will sit on the sofa and do a thousand drawings into his notebook, while I’ll sit at the computer and get about translating our images into sound. I generally do the programming, playing, and production because Raj can’t work the computer or any of the equipment, but he’s the inspiration and the muse, and will play flute or jabber strange vocals into the mic.

We start with just a blank canvas, an empty computer screen, and just add more and more sounds—either until it’s time to go home, I’m sick of having him in my house, or he’s sick of sitting on my sofa listening to me torture him with various obnoxious instruments. Then we stop, and later we mix it. Then we give it the acid test. He’ll take some LSD and put the headphones on when I’m ready to mix. Then I’ll play it to him at high volume, and—judging by the state of his eyeballs and his face afterward—I’ll know whether we’ve got a good one or not.

Brown: I love it! This leads right into my next question, which is: How have psychedelics influenced your experience with music, and how has it affected your creativity and your performance?

Posford: I would say massively, and on a profound level. In fact, so fundamentally that I didn’t even really like the type of music that I now create before I took psychedelics. I liked bands and music with singers and stuff. I never got into Kraftwerk, or Depeche Mode, or any of the well-known electronic bands that my friends would listen to. Then, once I took psychedelics, I really went off that for awhile, and only wanted to hear the alien, otherworldly, futuristic sounds of electronic music, and it’s what inspired me to start making the music that I’m doing now. In a way, it’s foundational to what I’m doing because it pushed me down this path.

Also, it changed my appreciation of music in general. I think that listening to music in an altered state of consciousness can either magnify the music or it can really leave you cold. Hopefully, it will enrich the experience, and, hence we have what we call “psychedelic music,” which is designed to do so. I think that electronic music can certainly enhance a psychedelic experience. I probably shouldn’t mention the artist, but there’s a particularly commercial band that sold a lot of records in the ’80s and early ’90s, and I made the terrible mistake of listening to their music while trying to have a psychedelic experience in my parents’ house when I was a teenager. I put on this CD, and truly heard it for the bland, pot-bellied, corporate, insipid, vapid nastiness that it was.

So our only concerns now are, what do we need to do to make this sort of kaleidoscopic music that really expands the brain, in the same way that, I think, psychedelics do?

Brown: I think that’s really important. One of the reasons that I love your music so much is because I feel really vulnerable when I’m on psychedelics, and it seems just so vital to have the properly supportive music. I was listening to some of your music recently, and was thinking that some of it reminded me a bit of Pink Floyd, one of my favorite bands in high school. They developed sophisticated acoustic techniques for beautifully heightening consciousness with their music, but much of it feels so sad to me, like I’m floating all alone in outer space, haunted by loss of cosmic proportions. You seem to have developed similarly layered acoustic techniques for heightening consciousness with your music, but much of it has an upbeat, joyful exuberance.

Posford: What’s amazing about Pink Floyd is that they managed to capture it with lyrics as well, which I find quite hard to do—because lyrics often distract me from the exact feeling that you were describing. This is why I never got, for example, the Grateful Dead, or some of the jam bands over here that were touted as so psychedelic. The Grateful Dead weren’t as big here in England, but they certainly weren’t around me and my friends when I was growing up. So when I finally did have an experience with them, and then someone told me, “oh, that’s the Grateful Dead,” man, I was disappointed. To me it was just blues-folk music. I just didn’t get it … apparently it sounded best from the car park, which I could understand!

Brown: There’s such a rich tapestry of acoustic variation, and so many dimensions to your music, that it really comes close to capturing the multidimensional state of consciousness that can happen during a psychedelic experience. I’m sure that’s why so many people love it.

Posford: You know the old cliché about gazing at your shoelace for ten hours when you take psychedelics? I always like to have a similar experience with music, where I really get into each and every guitar note. Each note will be analyzed, effected, and tweaked out, with layer upon layer of instrumentation … tambourines turned into liquid drops of nectar, vocals converted to voices of the cosmos.

Brown: Right, and there’s such an incredible sense of time dilation with psychedelics. Everything seems to slow down, and there’s a lot more going on in each moment, so you can analyze every detail more easily. Normally, it all just flies by so much more quickly.

Posford: Yeah, I guess that’s why it takes me so long to make an album. I like to spend a lot of time on each track. I think that you should be able to listen to a good track many times, and hear something new in it each time. It should be composed so that you hear something new in it if you listen to it on headphones, on a good sound system, or in the car, alone or with friends. It’s got to keep you interested and tickle the brain cells as long as possible.

Brown: How have psychedelics affected your audience, and your interaction with your audience?

Posford: I don’t know if I can really speak for my audience, because the psychedelic experience is a very personal journey. But I would say that quite a large percentage of our audience appears to have certainly had that experience, and I think that it provides a way to relate. Our music creates a common thread and instant bond of alliance to other people who have had a psychedelic experience, in the same way that, say, traveling might.

I think that I get on better with people if they’ve done psychedelics and traveled, because it opens your mind up in a way that is unequivocal. It makes one adept at relating and interacting in a playful intangible broad-minded way, that perhaps you don’t have with people that maybe haven’t had those experiences.

Brown: I think that there’s something very similar about traveling and using psychedelics, because they both help you to become more culturally transcendent. They allow one to dissolve and transcend the boundaries of culture, and most people don’t even know that culture creates limitations until they are free of them.

Posford: Yeah, so it does mean that then there is a bond with the crowd, and my interaction with them. I only really make music that I want to hear myself. Because I want to hear that tricked out, tweaked out, psychedelic, trippy sound, I hope that many other people will want to hear that as well, and that my personal taste isn’t so weird that no one else will like it.

Brown: You’re definitely tapping into something that’s really hitting a chord with a lot of people.

Posford: A lot more people might have done psychedelics than, perhaps, we might imagine. It’s also a lot less taboo just to talk about it now than it used to be.

Brown: Is there anything that we haven’t spoken about that you would like to add?

Posford: Yes, I’d like to think a little bit more about psychedelics and art, generally.… The more I think about it, the more I realize psychedelics have probably had a huge impact on art and artists. When will it start to affect our governments and politicians? That’s what I’d like to know!


David Jay Brown is the author of The New Science of Psychedelics: At the Nexus of Culture, Consciousness, and Spirituality.

Visit his website at www.mavericksofthemind.com.
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Psychedelics temporarily inhibit the mind’s filtering mechanisms, allowing the senses access to increased amounts of information. Since prehistory, shamans, artists, and storytellers have used these hyperreceptive states to transmit meaning and insight by implementing attention-evoking mechanisms such as rhythm, dance, poetry, narrative, vocal cadence, facial expression, body language, symbolic and patterned costume, and scenic sensorial effects such as fire, decorations, and acoustics. So emerged what we now call theater: a blending of art forms (visual, musical, dance, fashion, linguistic, etc.) onto an animated canvas of human action, painted with the endless palette of human emotion.

The technological unfurling of the past century has awarded us increased capacities, both generative and destructive, from acid to the atom bomb. While psychedelic aesthetics are intimately joined to the natural world (as exemplified by such hippie-driven movements as environmentalism, natural foods and clothing, natural medicine, natural homes, nudism, and the romanticization of indigenous cultures), there has also been a direct historical correlation between psychedelics and the cutting edge of technological innovation. This can be easily illustrated by the most recognizable symbols of psychedelic culture: electric guitars, electronic music, computer graphics, computational or fractal geometry, and the open, collaborative ethical codes brought forth by networked information technologies that spread like mycelia from the silicon spores of Bay Area counterculture philosophy.

These two seemingly diametric attachments, to nature and technology, are in fact aspects of psychedelics’ more general tendency to enhance awareness of networks and systems, such as those that comprise biologies, ecologies, and cosmologies (an aspect aptly captured by Richard Doyle’s notable neologism: ecodelic). When technological methods are aligned with those of nature—such as beauty, harmony, and synergy—technology itself becomes indistinguishable from nature: an emergent property rather than antipode.

Special effects have always been part and parcel of cinema’s evolution. As photographic and editing technology improved, so did the apparent reality of on-screen illusions. The earliest visionary sequences were mostly found in animated shorts and features such as Mickey’s Garden (1935), Fantasia (1940), Dumbo (1941), Alice in Wonderland (1951), and the Salvador Dalí/Walt Disney collaboration Destino (1945). Another Dalí collaboration with Alfred Hitchcock in 1945 for the dream sequences in Spellbound introduced more sophisticated, nonanimated film effects to portray the surreality of altered states.

In 1959, LSD made its first appearance onscreen in The Tingler, starring Vincent Price. Film presentations of The Tingler took viewer immersion to the next level. Multicolor oil lighting effects were projected over the black and white film during the LSD scene; a real skeleton popped out of a trap door next to the screen and zip-lined out toward the audience; actors paid to be moviegoers screamed and fainted in their seats; and electric vibrating buzzers under the seats startled the audience when the movie’s namesake creature, which feeds on fear, supposedly escaped into the theater.

Throughout the 1960s and 1970s, as the influence of LSD and other psychedelics on popular culture grew, so too did the number of films inspired by, depicting, and even celebrating psychedelic experiences—certainly more than are within the scope of this review. A few notable mentions include The Trip (1967) written by Jack Nicholson, Dennis Hopper’s Easy Rider (1969), Fritz the Cat (1972), the animated and profoundly psychedelic Fantastic Planet (1973), and Hair (1978), based on the 1967 off-Broadway musical.

During the anti-drug hysteria of the 1980s and early 1990s, most films and television shows either contained ominous warnings and goofy misrepresentations about psychedelics, or directly exaggerated their negative consequences. One such example is the classic psychedelic camp thriller, Altered States (1980), based on the hallucinogenic and sensory deprivation experiments of Dr. John Lilly.

Other films from this period that added a baleful air to drug experimentation were Midnight Express (1978), Liquid Sky (1982), Jacob’s Ladder (1990), and The Lawnmower Man (1992). The Lawnmower Man is a perfect example of how technology-driven special effects evolved hand in hand with the portrayal of altered states, as it was the first film to utilize the revolutionary new 3-D capabilities of computer-generated imagery (CGI).

Some films from that repressed period, such as Naked Lunch (1991) and The Doors (1991), portray the consequences of combining psychedelics and more harmful intoxicants such as alcohol and heroin. Others, such as Natural Born Killers (1994) and Beavis and Butthead Do America (1996), while clearly psychedelically informed, additionally demonstrate that visionary states are most frequently portrayed to the general public in menacing contexts.

David Lynch’s Dune (1984), based on Frank Herbert’s 1965 novel, while having a generally positive take on mind-expanding drugs, focuses less on the drug itself than on the raging violence over its control. In other films, even when references to drugs were not explicit, psychedelics nevertheless directly informed themes and aesthetics. For instance, the producers of Brainstorm (1983) consulted Stanislav Grof for the CGI-driven post-death transpersonal journey of Christopher Walken’s character.

With the resurgence of psychedelic use that occurred in the early 1990s along with the rise of rave and cyberculture, it became harder to thwart the oncoming flood of psychedelic aesthetics, reinforced as they were by emerging technologies. Strange Days (1995) portrays a brain-computer interface that offers radically novel subjective experiences and generates its own black market—a digital drug with the potential to “fry” a person’s senses into warped rainbow static. In 1996, the most famous work of theatrical drama in history became Baz Luhrmann’s blockbuster film Romeo + Juliet, which has Romeo rolling on MDMA when he first lays eyes on his Juliet. Terry Gilliam’s now-classic rendition of Hunter S. Thompson’s Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas (1998) famously portrays the results of “seventy-five pellets of mescaline, five sheets of high-powered blotter acid, a saltshaker half-full of cocaine, and a whole galaxy of uppers, downers, laughers, screamers.”

With the turn of the millennium came yet another influx of psychedelics in major films, starting with The Matrix (1999). The entire film (and its sequels) candidly draws from the standard themes of psychedelic philosophy, such as a red pill that forces Neo through a birth-like process into the “real world” of mind over matter, time dilation, and cave raves where there are no spoons and “anything is possible.” The exploding electronic dance music scene became the backdrop for altered states in a number of popular films, including Human Traffic (1999), Groove (2000), Sorted (2000), 24 Hour Party People (2002), A Midsummer Night’s Rave (2002), Party Monster (2003), and It’s All Gone Pete Tong (2004).

As the use of MDMA spread beyond the rave scene, its portrayal in cinema moved beyond the lights and sounds of electronic music parties and into the bars and bedrooms. The “love drug” had favorable (or at least neutral) cameos in such popular films as When Do We Eat (2006), a comedy about a Jewish family that comes together over a Passover dinner and a tablet of MDMA, as well as 25th Hour (2002), Bad Boys II (2003), Garden State (2004), Holy Rollers (2010), and Black Swan (2010).

The complex effects of fictional hallucinogenic flowers were central to the plots of Charlie Kaufman’s Adaptation (2002), Christopher Nolan’s Batman Begins (2005), and Richard Linklater’s adaptation of Philip K. Dick’s A Scanner Darkly (2006). A Scanner Darkly explores themes of addiction, drug politics, and disapproving interdimensional beings, and was made in a similar animation style to Linklater’s Waking Life (2001), a profound and visually stunning film about lucid dreaming and other transpersonal states.

Some of the most accurate and intricate depictions of the psychedelic mystical experience in cinematic form occurred in Renegade (2004). Directed by Jan Kounen, who was deeply inspired by his ayahuasca journeys, this shamanic western was based on a comic book series by visionary illustrator Jean “Moebius” Giraud, who passed away in March 2012. In addition to helping formulate the stunning visuals in Renegade, Moebius also helped create the luminous aquatic aliens in James Cameron’s The Abyss (1989) and contributed design concepts to such fantastical films as Alien (1979), Tron (1982), Willow (1988), and The Fifth Element (1997).

Psychedelic aesthetics without direct drug references are also making a splash in popular cinema, as can be seen in the epic visual creativity of such films as Terry Gilliam’s The Imaginarium of Doctor Parnassus (2009), the increasingly popular works of Hayao Miyazaki, and The Secret of Kells (2009), an enchantingly trippy film about illuminated manuscripts and Celtic faerie lore which won the Academy Award for Best Animated Feature.

In the past decade, we have seen many hallucinogenic insights and adventures in hilarious stoner films such as Knocked Up (2007), The Pick of Destiny (2006), Walk Hard (2008), Men Who Stare at Goats (2009), Get Him to the Greek (2010), and 21 Jump Street (2012); whimsical and profound psychedelic experiences in musical and lighthearted comedies like Across The Universe (2007) and Taking Woodstock (2009); and even some frightful trip scenarios in thrillers like The Tripper (2007).

One of the most sophisticated cinematic explorations to date of altered states, including those induced by LSD, DMT, and near-death experiences, was in the maturely dramatic film Enter the Void (2009). Filmed in Tokyo and shot entirely in first-person perspective—blinks, memories, and all—Enter the Void begins with the central character smoking DMT while coming down off LSD before being launched into a voyage through the Tibetan bardos.

Avatar (2009) was also particularly striking in its psychedelic saturation. A symbolic portrayal of the ayahuasca ritual was almost included but the scene ended up being cut from the script. That such a representation of the way human beings actually are capable of reconnecting with the ecosystemic sentience of Earth was so nearly included in the highest grossing, most popular film in history, says something about the rate at which the mycelial threads of psychedelic cultures are reaching out and linking up with the very roots of popular culture.

While big-budget feature films have the benefit of ever-advancing special effects to communicate psychedelic themes to popular culture, psychedelics are also making more appearances on television. The main character in House is a gifted yet troubled MD who echoes the image of shaman in his uncanny ability to diagnose mysterious ailments and his radically unorthodox methods of healing. This petulant medicine man has taken LSD at work to relieve a migraine, given psilocybin to a surly young patient suffering from cluster headaches, and helped manage a fellow doctor’s difficult psychedelic experience. In the supernatural thriller True Blood, the fictional drug works as an addictive stimulant in small doses—enhancing cognition, sensation, and physical strength—while at higher doses it affords visionary states casting rippling rainbows of euphoria and insight over the bleakness of a tribulating world. The hit comedy Weeds presents its main character imbibing ayahuasca, albeit not in the most meaningful manner, still further exposing the concept of entheogenic ritual to the masses.

One of the boldest and most ostentatious treatments of psychedelic drugs on television is in the successful science fiction serial Fringe—the very first episode involves the main protagonist being administered a cocktail of LSD and ketamine while floating in a sensory deprivation tank and neuro-computationally interfaced with a recently deceased person in order to extract subjective memories from the still warm corpse. Throughout the show, another lead character—the lovable mad scientist—repeatedly admits to using psychedelics during his normal routines. The screenwriters even grant psychedelics the fundamental role of inspiring the invention of the transdimensional portal that is the basis of the show’s entire story arc.

Psychedelics have repeatedly been topics in the longest-running sitcom in American history: The Simpsons. In one episode, Homer undergoes an intense and extended vision quest after consuming the merciless “Insanity Peppers of Quetzalacatenango.” South Park also routinely pokes fun at the criminalization of psychoactive drugs, from psychedelics to medical marijuana dispensaries. Family Guy pays homage to psychedelic experiences with a tenth-season episode in which Brian consumes magic mushrooms on a rainy day and returns from his vividly harrowing experience with a newfound sense of calm and compassionate wisdom.

Phenomenal strides are being taken in the inoculation of pop culture with psychedelic revelations, yet we are still but on the brink of fully realizing the potentials for big-budget applications of rapidly advancing media technologies to the momentous, shamanic emotion of the imminent entheogenic reformation. Amidst the commencing unfurling of technological extensions into interactive, immersive media, mutable matter, neurotechnology, and the awakening ethics of interconnectedness, openness, and abundance, the exteriorization of the psychedelic vision from the mind’s eye to the world of matter and media will become ever more manifest and resplendent.

Despite mass media’s flagrant exploitation for misguided ends, an intersubjective and egalitarian ethos is emerging upon the rising tide of network and communication technologies, wherein the doctrine of centrality will once again be denigrated to quaint obsolescence, as the telescope did for the geocentric model, or Gutenberg’s press for centralized religious authority. Coinciding with the rise of networked society is a rediscovery of ecological reverence that calls for sustainable relationships with nature, plant knowledge, and biomimetic technologies. Amidst the cultural, technological, and biological diversity to which all these trends introduce us, shamanic principles will rapidly become increasingly appropriate. With psychonautic navigation at the helm of creative design and media communications, we will beautify the Earth, and reclaim art as a core aspect of our conscious, cosmic evolution.


This is an abridged version of “The Art of Reality: A Review of the Unification of Shamanism and Cinematic Sojourns.” The unabridged review is available at http://teleomorph.com/art-of-reality.
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Interviewers: Do you see any relation between the creative process and the use of such drugs as lysergic acid [diethylamide]?

Huxley: I don’t think there is any generalization one can make on this. Experience has shown that there’s an enormous variation in the way people respond to lysergic acid. Some people probably could get direct aesthetic inspiration for painting or poetry out of it. Others I don’t think could. For most people it’s an extremely significant experience, and I suppose in an indirect way it could help the creative process. But I don’t think one can sit down and say, “I want to write a magnificent poem, and so I’m going to take lysergic acid [diethylamide].” I don’t think it’s by any means certain that you would get the result you wanted—you might get almost any result.

Interviewers: Would the drug give more help to the lyric poet than the novelist?

Huxley: Well, the poet would certainly get an extraordinary view of life which he wouldn’t have had in any other way, and this might help him a great deal. But you see (and this is the most significant thing about the experience), during the experience you’re really not interested in doing anything practical—even writing lyric poetry. If you were having a love affair with a woman, would you be interested in writing about it? Of course not. And during the experience you’re not particularly in words, because the experience transcends words and is quite inexpressible in terms of words. So the whole notion of conceptualizing what is happening seems very silly. After the event, it seems to me quite possible that it might be of great assistance: people would see the universe around them in a very different way and would be inspired, possibly, to write about it.

Interviewers: But is there much carryover from the experience?

Huxley: Well, there’s always a complete memory of the experience. You remember something extraordinary having happened. And to some extent you can relive the experience, particularly the transformation of the outside world. You get hints of this, you see the world in this transfigured way now and then—not to the same pitch of intensity, but something of the kind. It does help you to look at the world in a new way. And you come to understand very clearly the way that certain specially gifted people have seen the world. You are actually introduced into the kind of world that Van Gogh lived in, or the kind of world that Blake lived in. You begin to have a direct experience of this kind of world while you’re under the drug, and afterwards you can remember and to some slight extent recapture this kind of world, which certain privileged people have moved in and out of, as Blake obviously did all the time.

Interviewers: But the artist’s talents won’t be any different from what they were before he took the drug?

Huxley: I don’t see why they should be different. Some experiments have been made to see what painters can do under the influence of the drug, but most of the examples I have seen are very uninteresting. You could never hope to reproduce to the full extent the quite incredible intensity of color that you get under the influence of the drug. Most of the things I have seen are just rather tiresome bits of expressionism, which correspond hardly at all, I would think, to the actual experience. Maybe an immensely gifted artist—someone like Odilon Redon (who probably saw the world like this all the time anyhow)—maybe such a man could profit by the lysergic acid [diethylamide] experience, could use his visions as models, could reproduce on canvas the external world as it is transfigured by the drug.

Interviewers: Here this afternoon, as in your book, The Doors of Perception, you’ve been talking chiefly about the visual experience under the drug, and about painting. Is there any similar gain in psychological insight?

Huxley: Yes, I think there is. While one is under the drug one has penetrating insights into the people around one, and also into one’s own life. Many people get tremendous recalls of buried material. A process which may take six years of psychoanalysis happens in an hour—and considerably cheaper! And the experience can be very liberating and widening in other ways. It shows that the world one habitually lives in is merely a creation of this conventional, closely conditioned being which one is, and that there are quite other kinds of worlds outside. It’s a very salutary thing to realize that the rather dull universe in which most of us spend most of our time is not the only universe there is. I think it’s healthy that people should have this experience.


This interview was originally published in 1960 by The Paris Review, reprinted in Moksha: Aldous Huxley’s Classic Writings on Psychedelics and the Visionary Experience, edited by Michael Horowitz and Cynthia Palmer (Park Street Press, 1999).
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LSD can increase your reflex time to lightning speed, improve your balance to the point of perfection, increase your concentration, and make you impervious to weakness or pain.

For those unfamiliar with the effects of psychedelics (or more specifically of LSD and psilocybin mushrooms) at a wide range of dosages, the title of this article may seem like an obvious contradiction—for what connection could there possibly be between these infamous “hallucinatory” compounds and the obviously highly coordinated physical pursuit of the unfortunately named “extreme sports”?

Based on the tangled reputation that LSD has had since the mid-1960s it would seem impossible to believe that various experienced individuals have climbed some of the hardest big walls in Yosemite, heli-skied first descents off Alaskan peaks, competed in world-class snowboarding competitions, raced motocross bikes, surfed enormous Hawaiian waves, flown hang gliders above eighteen thousand feet, or climbed remote peaks in the Rockies, the Alps, the Andes, and even above eight thousand meters in the Himalayas—all while under the influence of LSD.

However, in the often-outlaw underground culture of extreme sports, the use of LSD or psilocybin mushrooms while skiing, snowboarding, mountain biking, surfing, skateboarding, etc., is in fact common throughout North American ski-and-sports towns, where they enjoy an almost sacred reputation. According to the legends of this tight-knit underground, many incredible feats have been accomplished by modern extreme athletes whilst under the influence of psychedelics—a fact that for obvious reasons generally never gets recorded in the record books.

The reason for this radical disparity between the popular perception about the disabling effects of psychedelics and their apparent common use among the fringes of the extreme sports community is mostly a matter of dosage and historical familiarity. LSD is extraordinarily potent, effective on the human physiology in the millionths of grams (mcg), and very small differences in dosage can lead to dramatically different effects. In the first decade of LSD research, it was commonly known and accepted that there was a wide range of “LSD intoxication” that occurred across the range of dosage (typically 20 mcg to +1,500 mcg), with only the mid-level to higher doses producing what became known as “psychedelic” effects. At the lower dosages, a state known as “psycholytic” was also recognized, where in many cases cognitive functioning, emotional balance, and physical stamina were found to be actually improved.

This recognition of the varying effects of LSD was lost after the popular media demonized LSD with the help of the various myths and excesses of the 1960s Love Generation. When LSD made the jump from the clinic to the underground, its early explorers were universally fascinated with the higher dosage entheogenic experience, while the more subtle effects at lower dosages were largely forgotten or ignored. The first “street” LSD in the 1960s was thus generally between 250 and 500 mcg, a potency powerful enough to guarantee the casual user a truly psychedelic experience.

LSD is somewhat unusual, however, in that a user can build a fast tolerance to the compound after regular (daily) use, and while one’s initial experiences on even a single dose can be dramatic, before long veteran “acid heads” may be increasing their own dosage tenfold—thus requiring much stronger “hits” than the average user. The high dosage of this early street “acid” in combination with the complete ignorance of its early users would be responsible for the high number of “acid casualties” that gave LSD its fearsome reputation. However, by the 1980s both Deadheads and the Acid-House generation had realized the wisdom of dropping the dosage of street acid to between 100 and 125 mcg, while these days a hit may be as low as 50 mcg—or as little as 10 percent as powerful as a hit of 1960s acid. This is a dosage well below the true psychedelic threshold for most people, and for an experienced user suitably inclined, can certainly be calculated to fall within the forgotten “psycholytic” category.

There was always a strong contingent of “experienced psychedelic users” among the extreme sports community due to the little-realized fact that the seeds of the extreme sports revolution were actually planted with the dismantling and dispersal of psychedelic culture in the late 1960s and early 1970s. As countless numbers of counterculture refugees left the major cities and moved out to small towns in the country in the back-to-the-land movement, most were looking for new paths to fulfillment after the spectacular promises of the brief psychedelic age had failed and a new age of uppers and downers was emerging.

They were faced with an obviously dangerous downturn in what was now being universally called the “drug culture.” First heroin and then cocaine dramatically increased in popularity, which marked the beginning of our urban society’s more than thirty-year-old epidemic of cocaine and amphetamine abuse. A few turned to the traditions of Christianity, Islam, Eastern, or New Age religions, while many others, perhaps less institutionally inclined, went to small coastal towns in California, Oregon, or even Hawaii to surf. Or they landed in the numerous small towns in the Rockies from Montana to New Mexico that were being developed as ski areas at that time.

These “hippies” brought with them a newfound cultural respect for the land, which had come directly from the use of psychedelics, since the use of psychedelics in nature inevitably increases the spiritual appreciation of one’s role in nature, and of Nature itself. (There are many commentators today who believe that the modern environmental movement was born out of the fact that twenty-five million people took LSD in the late 1960s). They also had an adventurous attitude toward the land, derived from a general fascination with the Plains Indians and the Wild West era, and from the naturalist vision of the American wilderness that Walt Whitman, Henry David Thoreau, and especially Jack Kerouac espoused: the perennial philosophy that one could somehow “find oneself” out among the wilds of America.

At the same time as this sudden influx of these “freaks” to the beaches, deserts, and mountains of the world, technological advances in what were considered minor cultlike sports were suddenly allowing ordinary individuals unprecedented access to the wildernesses of the world. In the mountains, the ocean, and even the air, a new kind of athlete took the concept of “finding oneself in the wilds” to a whole new definition. The invention of these highly individualistic sports (surfing, skateboarding, snowboarding, BASE jumping, tow-in surfing, etc.) that sought to use existing terrain in new and inventive ways generally raised the ire of the status quo, and so most “extreme sports” begin life as “outlaw sports” of some kind or another, with their participants regarded as rebels.

The attraction of these types of sports for the newly arrived psychedelic-era refugees is obvious, and most of the leading figures of surfing, rock-climbing, back-country skiing, hang-gliding, etc., of this era were clearly cultural rebels living well outside of the norms of society. For this particular branch of the psychedelic tree, the oceans, deserts, and great mountains of the world were now being recognized as the ultimate “set-and-setting”—a realization common to mystics and saddhus since the beginning of recorded time.

Thanks to the sudden exponential growth of the worldwide leisure industry toward the end of the 1970s, becoming a climbing, skiing, or surfing “bum” (the modern equivalent of Kerouac’s backpacking Dharma Bums) became the easiest way of dropping out of contemporary society, a socially healthier alternative to the free-love communes of the previous decade that still allowed one to smoke pot, take psychedelics, and mostly fly under the cultural radar. By the 1980s a good portion of any American ski town (and especially the leather-booted telemark skiers) were Deadheads—faithful followers of the Grateful Dead, and the most effective LSD network in the country—while many other less obvious skiers and climbers still kept alive the tradition of using pot (a remarkable natural analgesic), acid, and mushrooms in the mountains, where the mountains themselves acted as natural shields from prying eyes.

After the invention of snowboarding, mountain biking, and to a lesser extent paragliding in the 1980s, virtually all of the newly named “extreme sports” experienced a rapid growth of popularity in the mid-1990s. This resulted in a corresponding growth in the populations of these same small ski and sports towns. Between 1992 and 1997, MTV Sports was one of the most popular shows on cable television, as it glorified the emerging “extreme sports” to its youthful audience and established the grunge and hip-hop music it was promoting as the “in” sound of the now-exploding snowboarder population.

The emerging electronic (rave) music of the same time period also appealed to the naturally rebellious nature of extreme athletes and introduced that culture to Burning Man from its very inception, further reinforcing the knowledge of modern psychedelic culture in what are often remote mountain towns. (“Black Rock City” got its name in 1995, the same summer as the first X Games.) Many Western ski towns now have a resident “Burner” population, much in the same way they had “hippie” or “freak” populations in the early 1970s, and these small towns generally remain more liberally minded than other towns of similar size in America.

This entwined relationship between the cultures of psychedelics and extreme sports has in fact been there since the beginning, with what is perhaps the original extreme sport, the much-mythologized sport of surfing. After the fallout of 1967–68, when San Francisco and the Haight-Ashbury became overrun and its original hipster founders abandoned it, the Southern-Californian surfing town of Laguna Beach became the de facto center of the psychedelic world when a group of diehard surfers—known as the Brotherhood of Love—became the world’s first LSD cartel.

Along with the smuggling of tons of hashish from Afghanistan to fund their operation (often in hollowed-out surfboards), they would ultimately be responsible for the distribution of tens of millions of hits of Orange Sunshine LSD, for paying for the radical Weatherman group to help Timothy Leary escape jail, and some would say, for the creation of the DEA. In explaining the connection between LSD and surfing, early Brotherhood of Love member Eddie Padilla remarks on the practical side of a culture based on pot and psychedelics use, and not on our culturally acceptable drug, alcohol:


The effect of the LSD we were taking was starting to demand a higher-quality lifestyle, food-wise and in every way. All these surfer people [that Padilla and Brotherhood of Love founder John Griggs knew] had that lifestyle already in place. To surf, you had to remain sober and be more in tune with nature. Don’t get too screwed up, because the surf may be good tomorrow.

—Nicholas Schou, Orange Sunshine: The Brotherhood of Eternal Love and Its Quest to Spread Peace, Love, and Acid to the World



In this explanation, Eddie Padilla hits on half of the real physical reason psychedelics have always been a part of extreme sports culture, in that psychedelic use is not only more inspiring in the wilderness, but it is also eminently more practical. LSD can easily be a ten- to fourteen-hour experience, which is too long of a trip for most people, especially if it is taken at night. If it is taken in the morning, however, and one has the voluminous expanses of the ocean, the deserts, or mountains of the world to roam and contemplate, then the length of an acid trip is rarely a problem since it will also start to fade with the end of the light of the day.

If one keeps hydrated, and the acid trip is kept within the regular biorhythms of the user to allow normal hours of sleep, then this “trip” can in truth be one of the least physically debilitating altered-states experiences available, with little or no discernible “hangover”—ridiculously so when compared to the debilitating effects of cocaine or alcohol and the extreme hangover they bring. The nonaddictive and nondebilitating qualities of psychedelics are of course rarely touted by the popular media, but are well known among communities familiar with them, and the nontoxic qualities of psychedelics are half of the reason for their enduring appeal among extreme athletes.

The other half of this physical reason that “psychedelic drugs” are so popular with extreme athletes is due to their previously noted psycholytic effects at the correct dosages. Virtually all athletes who learn to use LSD at psycholytic dosages believe that the use of these compounds improves both their stamina and their abilities. According to the combined reports of forty years of use by the extreme sports underground, LSD can bring your reflex time to lightning speed, improve your balance to the point of perfection, increase your concentration until you experience “tunnel vision,” and make you impervious to weakness or pain. LSD’s effects in these regards are in fact legendary, universal, and without dispute among the extreme sports community.

It is interesting to note the similarities between the recollection of these athletic feats while in this psycholytic state, and descriptions that professional athletes give of “being in the zone,” a mythical heightened state of neo-perfection in which athletes report very psychedelic effects such as time slowing down and extraordinary feats of instantaneous nonthinking coordination. Athletes and normal individuals also claim the same effects in moments of heightened adrenaline—the classic fight-or-flight response. As LSD research returns to the mainstream in the United States, further investigation into the claims of athletes, such as the extreme sports underground, could result in a radically different perception for the variety of uses of psychedelics.

As an extreme sports athlete, journalist, and advocate since the late 1980s, and a former resident of the Rockies for over a decade, I have witnessed tales of numerous incredible feats on psychedelics in the mountains. If you start asking about sporting feats accomplished on psychedelics in pretty much any bar in a ski town, you will hear some fine tales. I heard of a hang glider flown tandem off of a mountaintop under a full moon with both the pilot and passenger on magic mushrooms, of helicopter skiing in Alaska on acid when the guide got avalanched off a cliff right in front of the tripping skier, and of radical solo rock or ice climbs of the highest intensity performed on equally radical heads-full of psychedelics. I even heard of someone taking a hit of DMT before they jumped out of an airplane skydiving. (Now that’s crazy!) I also have no doubt that someone rides Slickrock in Moab on mushrooms or acid probably every single day, and that you couldn’t calculate the number of people who are tripping when it snows in the Rockies. Psychedelic use among extreme sports enthusiasts is simply that prevalent, and has been since (or was probably higher at) the start.

Psychedelics and sports, incredibly, can go together like cheese and bread. An enhanced spiritual appreciation of the natural environment, along with increased stamina and an almost unnatural improvement in balance, is too powerful of a combination not to become sacred among mountain athletes. When I asked a well-known high-altitude climber in Colorado about climbing in the Himalayas on acid, he just laughed and stated that at high altitude LSD was like “cheating,” because it did such a good job of overcoming fatigue and altitude sickness. He also had no doubt that someone had summited Mount Everest while tripping. But I can see how this could all seem very circumstantial and uncorroborated to someone who is skeptical, so I can offer the single documented example of LSD being used in a truly remarkable sporting achievement. This is not one that comes from the outlaw fringes of the extreme sports, but from baseball, from America’s sport itself.

In a major league baseball game on June 12, 1970, the Pittsburgh Pirates’ starting pitcher, Doc Ellis, threw a no-hitter against the San Diego Padres that he admits occurred while he was on LSD. Ellis had thought he was off the pitching roster for that day and had taken acid with friends in Los Angeles, only to find out (from his friend’s girlfriend) that he had to pitch a game against the Padres that night.

As Ellis recounted it:


I can only remember bits and pieces of the game. I was psyched. I had a feeling of euphoria. I was zeroed in on the [catcher’s] glove, but I didn’t hit the glove too much. I remember hitting a couple of batters and the bases were loaded two or three times. The ball was small sometimes, the ball was large sometimes, sometimes I saw the catcher, sometimes I didn’t. Sometimes I tried to stare the hitter down and throw while I was looking at him. I chewed my gum until it turned to powder. I started having a crazy idea in the fourth inning that Richard Nixon was the home plate umpire, and once I thought I was pitching a baseball to Jimi Hendrix, who to me was holding a guitar and swinging it over the plate.



So for those of you who find it hard to believe that someone can ski, mountain bike, or even fly a hang glider while on psychedelics, I submit to you the well-documented case of Doc Ellis, and the fact that a no-hitter in baseball is considered one of the hardest achievements in professional sport; although more than 175,000 professional baseball games have been played since 1900, only 269 no-hitters were pitched between 1879 and 2010. Doc Ellis would go on to be in the World Series with the winning Pirates, and was the starting pitcher for the National League in the All-Star Game, but this now-legendary acid-fueled day was his only no-hitter.


Robbins Rants
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Tom Robbins

Autumn 2000

The tin can was invented in 1811. The can opener was not invented until 1855. In the intervening forty-four years, people were obliged to access their pork ’n’ beans with a hammer and chisel.

Now, the psychedelic can opener, the device that most efficiently opens the tin of higher consciousness, was discovered thousands of years ago and put to beneficial use by shamans and their satellites well before the advent of what we like to call “civilization.” Yet, inconceivably, modern society has flung that proven instrument into the sin bin, forcing its citizens to seek access to the most nourishing of all canned goods with the psychological equivalent of a hammer and chisel (I’m referring to Freudian analysis and the various, numberless self-realization techniques).

Our subject here, however, is creativity, and I don’t mean to suggest that just because one employs the psychedelic can opener to momentous effect, just because one manages to dip into the peas of the absolute with a lightning spoon, that one is going to metamorphose into some creative titan if one is not already artistically gifted. The little gurus who inhabit certain psychoactive compounds are not in the business of manufacturing human talent. They don’t sell imagination by the pound, or even by the microgram. What they are capable of doing, however, is reinforcing and supporting that innate imagination that manages to still exist in a nation whose institutions—academic, governmental, religious and otherwise—seem determined to suffocate it with a polyester pillow from Walmart.

The plant genies don’t manufacture imagination, nor do they market wonder and beauty—but they force us out of context so dramatically and so meditatively that we gawk in amazement at the ubiquitous everyday wonders that we are culturally disposed to overlook, and they teach us invaluable lessons about fluidity, relativity, flexibility, and paradox. Such an increase in awareness, if skillfully applied, can lift a disciplined, adventurous artist permanently out of reach of the faded jaws of mediocrity.

The impact of psychedelics upon my own sensibility was to dissolve a lot of my culturally conditioned rigidity. Old barriers, often rooted in ignorance and superstition, just melted away. I learned that one might move about freely from one level of existence to another. The borderlines between reality and fantasy, dream and wakefulness, animate and inanimate, even life and death, were no longer quite as fixed. The Asian concept of interpenetration of realities was made physically manifest—and this served to massage the stiffness out of my literary aesthetic.

Unbeknownst to most Western intellectuals, there happens to be a fairly thin line between the silly and the profound, between the clear light and the joke; and it seems to me that on that frontier is the single most risky and significant place artists or philosophers can station themselves. I’m led to suspect that my psychedelic background may have prepared me to straddle that boundary more comfortably than those writers who insist on broaching the luminous can of consciousness with a hammer and chisel, and, especially those who, spurning the in-CAN-descent altogether, elect to lap their watered-down gruel from the leaky trough of orthodoxy.
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Coming of Age

When we are young, we are inherently curious and prone to pushing boundaries. Whether through popular culture or their peers, most adolescents today will be exposed to psychedelics in some way. Some parents who have chosen to offer clear and earnest drug education to their children, and a few who even guide their teens through their first encounters with altered states, share their stories in the following pages.




Psychedelic Rites of Passage
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Ram Dass

Autumn 2004


In thinking about psychedelics, the first thing to understand is that there is a whole range of substances that share that name, and that they are of very different strengths. Some are mild; most marijuana, for example, falls in that category. Mild psychedelics open up the possibilities, but they don’t override the personality. Stronger psychedelics, on the other hand—things like mescaline, or psilocybin, or LSD—are likely to override our existing thought patterns in a very powerful way. If we aren’t prepared for that, it can get pretty hairy. If we don’t have a sufficiently deep jnana (wisdom) practice, some understanding of what’s happening to us, we freak when the entire structure of our existence starts to fall away. That’s why it’s important to do some reading and studying and contemplating in advance, so we’ll have some foothold in the experiences as they start to happen to us.

—from “The Yoga of Psychedelics,” in Paths to heaven: Living the Bhagavad Gita, by Ram Dass



We are living in a deprived society, as far as spiritual rituals are concerned. We suffer from a shortage of rites of passage—or at any rate a shortage of meaningful rites of passage. It’s true that we get married and we get buried, we have our baptisms and our first communions and our bar mitzvahs, but sometimes they don’t seem to touch our hearts very deeply. In the worst cases, they’re just episodes we go through mechanically, by rote.

I remember my own bar mitzvah. I learned my Torah part, and I read it pretty well. I got lots of gifts—a thick stack of checks, and a lifetime supply of fountain pens. But that was about it. The inner meaning of the ritual never came alive for me; it was never imbued with living spirit. And I don’t think I was alone in that; I think that’s been a common enough experience among us. Maybe we “did” the rituals, but it was strictly pro forma.

If we have only the most superficial of ossified religious rituals, it is because these rites of passage no longer provide direct contact with the numinous. This is where psychedelics can help. But sadly, a first psychedelic experience is much more likely to happen at a noisy party somewhere than in a sacred setting filled with reminders of spirit. And that’s a big missed opportunity for us as a society.

While I would never encourage anyone to use psychedelic substances, especially in our current political climate, the fact of the matter is that a certain percentage of our young people (and of our older people, too) are going to experiment. And I would like to see that experiment unfold for them in the most positive sort of way, under conditions that minimize the risk of a bad trip and that maximize the spiritual potential of the experience.

So what would a proper initiatory psychedelic experience look like? As we learned early in the game, back when Tim Leary and I first began our experiments in consciousness-alteration, a psychedelic trip is largely conditioned by two factors: setting and set.

What we call the setting is the physical environment for the experience: the room where the trip takes place, the objects the room contains, the sounds that are heard. Personally, I like to surround myself with pictures of holy beings and wise beings, beings like Maharajji and Anandamayi Ma, like Goodness and Hanuman. It’s different for each of us—maybe for some of us it will be just a rock to remind us of Gaia and the interconnectedness of life. The setting for a trip should surround us with whoever and whatever best represents for us the wisdom and love and beauty of the universe.

The other factor, the set, is our interior environment. Whatever is going on in our mind and emotions as we enter the psychedelic experience is going to color what follows, but to rearrange the set takes a little more preparation than rearranging the furniture in the room. We need to think in advance about what kinds of practices we might want to undertake in approaching a psychedelic rite of passage—perhaps fasting, perhaps meditating, perhaps reading certain holy books. Maybe we will want to formulate a question or a prayer or an intention that we will carry with us. We can do whatever feels right to each of us, but it’s a good idea to allow some time in advance for internal preparation.

It’s extremely useful, especially with a first experience, to have someone on hand who is experienced, someone quiet and calm, someone with whom you feel loving and safe. Music is helpful, too—music that you love and can surrender into, something that is familiar and comfortable.

Those would seem to be good ground rules for creating a psychedelic rite of passage. Now what if a group of people were to build a community based on something like that? What would it be like to live in a society that included an initiatory psychedelic experience? That’s what Aldous Huxley explored in his novel Island. At a certain age, the young people on Huxley’s island would begin preparing for the psychedelic journey they would be taking; they would begin learning a series of exercises that would lead them into new terrains of awareness. Adults who emerged from that journey would be prepared to take their place in the society and to play their role from a much deeper level of their being.

There’s not much of that kind of preparation available here, at least not in the majority culture that most of us inhabit. Such rituals do exist among some of the First World peoples. The peyote-using tribes, for example, have all-night ceremonies in which the sacred cactus is communally ingested and the trip is guided by an experienced “road-man.” The shaman in Mexico who first turned on Timothy Leary with her magic mushrooms offered them with ritual. But that’s not available to most of us.

I did recently witness a very gentle, loving, profound ceremony created by some friends of mine for a young man who was about to use marijuana for the first time. An elder of the family group prepared the pipe, and dedicated it to Lord Shiva. Then he lit it, and handed it to the young man. The young man raised the pipe to his forehead and chanted, “Bom, Shivaya!” before inhaling. The pipe was passed around the circle, and before taking a hit of the sacred herb each member of the group acknowledged the young man and welcomed him to the company of grown-ups. Don’t you think that he experienced something in that ceremony? Don’t you think he will have a deeper respect for the substance, and use it more wisely, than if he’d had that first experience in the corner of a parking lot somewhere?

Back in the 1960s, Tim Leary and Ralph Metzner and I wrote a book called The Psychedelic Experience. It was based on the Tibetan Book of the Dead, which Aldous Huxley had recently introduced to us, and it used the Tibetan manual as the framework for guiding a psychedelic journey of death and rebirth. The parallels between the descriptions in the Book of the Dead and the experiences of an LSD trip are quite astounding, and the book served its purpose.

We could use more books like that, books that offer a context for the psychedelic voyage and the psychedelic vision. We could use more rites of passage, whether or not they involve psychedelics, because in a very deep way, young people are yearning for something—for a symbol, a marker stone, a mythic context—that acknowledges the significance and the sacredness of the passage they are making. We owe it to them to develop rites of passage that match the stretch of their spirits. We owe it to ourselves to introduce them to the society of adults from the space of unity and love that psychedelics open within us.


Mother and Child Bond with 2C-B Experience
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Anonymous

Spring 1994

A Son’s Report

Recently, I had my first experiences with a psychedelic drug known as 2C-B. What makes this unusual compared to most people’s experiences is that I tried it with my mother. I’ll admit this is certainly not a typical form of parent-child bonding; however, my mother and I are not a typical family. We have a rapport far more like that of friends. She has always supported me in whatever decision I made in my life, whether it was to backpack across Europe or go to college and earn a degree in engineering (the latter is my current pursuit). She has done her best to help me follow my dreams.

I recently visited my mother in her home in California for two weeks. On one of those evenings her friends invited us to join them—they had several doses of 2C-B and they were offering my mother and me each a hit. As I said, this was my first experience with 2C-B, and I was a bit nervous about the idea of trying something new. Having my mother there was a big help in making my decision, not so much for maternal security, but because she is like an old friend, someone whom I’ve known forever and for whom I have a great deal of trust.

My description of the experience can only be worded as having a very strange animated film in my mind. When I closed my eyes, the ghost images left from lights and white objects would fade into strange but identifiable characters that would become animated, changing shape and color until eventually they would form a repetitive screen like a cloth pattern or an Escher print. I could start the process anew by opening my eyes briefly and closing them again.

2C-B is a mild hallucinogen, although very long-lasting and without the bad side effects that some people get from LSD. I’m glad I had the opportunity to discuss the effects with my mother and to compare them to her own. I’m sure that the majority of the people in the world do not have such a relaxed relationship with their parents. I am fortunate because this experience was a very strong bonding for us. I will always remember this experience with 2C-B and that my mother was there to share it with me.

—Tracy

A Mother’s Report

It had been some months since my nineteen-year-old son and I had been together: he is establishing a life for himself in Washington state, and his visit was a gift. We talked and visited in the usual ways, catching up on news and projects and meeting friends. A friend of mine was also visiting for a few days, and invited us to share in a treasured evening with some 2C-B she had had for some time. I invited my son along for the experience—we had never shared any hallucinogens, though he had taken LSD with friends in high school and had told me later of the experience.

My own history with psychedelics is varied—first sampling mescaline in college and trying LSD and MDMA in subsequent years. I had discontinued use of hallucinogens some years ago, feeling complete in some ways and disappointed in others. The LSD experiences I’d had led to more ego bashing than I felt comfortable with, even though hallucinogens had opened up my inner eyes to help to create the perspective that I currently maintain on the world. I shared trips with friends and my brother in my teens and twenties in the spirit of growth and exploration. When ecstasy came into my circle of friends, I tried it, recognizing the blissful state of MDMA from years earlier. I enjoyed the connection with friends and my internal world, but unfounded rumors of liver toxicity led me to downplay further exploration.

Encouraged by my friend’s previous experiences, I went forward by intuition into the 2C-B experience with my son. 2C-B is a gentle friend—colorful internal journeys are possible with closed eyes. A delightful sensuality plays over the skin and the sense of body is heightened. We spent hours in a hot tub floating in a waking dream, a completely nurturing environment. The gentle clarity and loving acceptance that I felt was deeply satisfying. I surrendered into an essential embrace of unconditional love. I felt it for my friends with whom I shared the experience and for my son. We had the stars for our ceiling and a small need for words as barometers for our individual states.

At a midway point my son chose to leave the tub and go to another part of the property on his own. I profoundly entered into the letting go aspect of my parenting, allowing his choice of direction and environment. I experienced random visions of him estranged, alone, an incomplete form. I also felt a soothing acceptance of his growth, his direction, his individuality.

I so enjoyed my time with my son and my friends that I can hardly imagine a more perfect experience. More importantly, I feel more comfortable within myself about the natural process of my child’s growing independence, which, though inevitable, leaves a tearing sense of loss without some deep internal reflection.

Sharing a vision from an altered perspective gave my son and me an opportunity for closeness and communion that I haven’t felt within the normal day-to-day living that we shared for so many years. The ability to perceive him as unique in the moment helps me to honor his separateness and simultaneously appreciate our commonality.

—Susan


Ayahuasca in the Amazon

A Father and Daughter Journey Together
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Jack Lieberman

Summer 2004

Father’s Perspective

It can be a real dilemma for parents who have benefited greatly from plant medicines to know how to communicate about these experiences with their children. My twenty-year-old daughter Chloe and I had the chance to participate in a ten-day experiential Ayahuasca Healing Seminar in the Brazilian Amazon this summer. This was my third seminar in this location. I went on a solo pilgrimage to the first seminar in July 2000, and my wife and I returned for the second one six months later. I returned this time because Chloe asked me if I would take her. The first two seminars were jointly led by Silvia Polivoy and Luis Eduardo Luna. This seminar, in July 2003, was led by Silvia alone.

Silvia is an Argentinian woman who is a licensed clinical psychologist practicing in Buenos Aires. She also has extensive shamanic training using various plant medicines. She first started giving ayahuasca to groups in Peru in 1997, and soon thereafter began her search for an appropriate place to hold a seminar in Brazil, where ayahuasca ceremonies are legal. Silvia found the perfect pousada, or inn, two hours outside of Manaus, Brazil. She was looking for a beautiful and comfortable place in the jungle that was not too primitive. She felt that the ayahuasca experience could be difficult at times and depriving people of creature comforts in addition seemed like too much hardship for participants.

The pousada is very comfortable with safe water, electricity, air conditioning, a swimming pool, and hot showers. Sleeping accommodations are simple but adequate cabin rooms with beds. Most rooms are doubles but some singles are available. Food is served buffet style and is quite good, even without salt. (A special diet of bland food without salt is followed during the seminar, along with a request for sexual abstinence.) The staff is extremely friendly and supportive of the participants. In fact, several of them participated in at least one ayahuasca session along with us.

The focus of Silvia’s seminars is on healing, inner exploration, and personal growth. This was important to me in deciding to bring my daughter. I wanted her experience to be about something sacred, not just a psychedelic trip, and I hoped that she would receive the deep insights that sometimes come during an ayahuasca journey. The seminar consists of four ayahuasca journeys, a time for group sharing the day after each journey, wonderful excursions into nature, art workshops, and talks by guest speakers. Future seminars will possibly include yoga, massage, and optional private sessions with Silvia for those participants who want to go deeper. All activities are completely voluntary.

Chloe and I ended a seventeen-hour flight from Northern California and arrived in Manaus, a city located where the Río Negro and the Río Solimois flow together to form the Amazon. We had two days to familiarize ourselves with the new surroundings and get over the time difference before the start of the seminar. I wanted to show Chloe the market on the river in Manaus, which is modeled after the old Les Halles in Paris, and the decaying colonial architecture of the city. Two days later, all fifteen participants and the seminar staff left for the two-hour trip into the jungle. We traveled by bus, ferry, and motorized canoe to our destination.

As I stepped onto the pousada dock, I felt a quiver of inner familiarity rush through me. So many changes had happened to me there, so many miracles of personal transformation. It felt so right to bring my daughter to experience the magic of ayahuasca healing. Although I felt some nervousness and fear about the upcoming journeys, I realized how much I had learned and how much my behavior had actually changed because of ayahuasca. From my prior experiences with her as group facilitator, I trusted Silvia completely to take care of my daughter and myself if necessary. The anxiety I felt was more like healthy respect for such a powerful plant teacher, one whom I could not deceive and who always showed me the truth.

The leader of the seminar sets the tone for the entire event, and Silvia is the perfect facilitator. She has impeccable integrity, which is vital for the person “holding the space” for a ceremony. One can sense her experience and skill in dealing with participants’ vulnerabilities and the occasional crisis that might arise. There is no ego involvement in her work; she is committed to the therapeutic and spiritual aspects of the plant medicine. She is also ultimately practical and takes care of all business at the seminar so that the participants are free of outside concerns and can fully explore their inner worlds.

There are few rules during the sessions, but they are important and Silvia makes sure they are followed. No one is allowed to leave the building where the sessions take place. Each participant has his or her own mattress and is expected to stay alone for the duration of the session, except of course if help is needed. Interaction among the participants during the session is not permitted. Excessive noise is gently discouraged. The ayahuasca session is clearly a time for an inward journey and it is suggested that participants keep their eyes closed even though the room is very dark. The session is not in any sense a party or a place to have a good time; it is a time to be with oneself and learn from the plants. Silvia’s choices of recorded music and sometimes just the sounds of the jungle provide an important background for the sessions.

What is the ayahuasca experience like? Each person has his or her own flavor of experience, therefore I can only accurately write about my own. I often feel an intelligent female presence acting as a life teacher. I have no vision of a form for this intelligence—perhaps it is part of my own unconscious or really some spirit being. Whatever it is, it seems to know everything about me and lovingly acts as a kind of divine therapist—not so much by talking to me as by giving me actual experiences that point out ways that I can live my life more skillfully and actually change my behavior to solve specific problems.

One such experience during this summer’s seminar had to do with my relationship with Chloe. For the first two days of our trip to South America, things were somewhat tense between us. Although Chloe and I have a good relationship, being with a family member for twenty-four hours a day can be challenging. During the first ayahuasca journey, I understood clearly what this tension was about. I had an experience of what it feels like to be the object of someone else’s attempt to control me, and it did not feel very good. I realized that on some kind of psychic level I was in the habit of trying to control my daughter. This wasn’t a malevolent control; I wanted to protect her and shape her environment—which was very appropriate when she was a small child and totally inappropriate now that she was twenty.

I promised myself at that moment that I would stop trying to control Chloe and trust her with her own life. I shared this insight with her after the session and she acknowledged that she felt my attempt to control her and welcomed my promise to stop. I felt free of this unconscious need to control her life and our relationship took a healthy leap forward. This is an example of how ayahuasca works as a therapist for me. It doesn’t just talk to me; it provides an experience that brings great insight. I have found that experience, rather than just words, is a powerful incentive for change.

My ayahuasca journeys are much more than practical lessons leading to insights and changes in behavior. The more I work with this medicine, the more experiences I have of the divine. Poets have for centuries tried to describe this in words, and religions preach about having faith in the lord or some divine energy. There is nothing like an actual experience of divine presence to wake me up to the fact that I am not in control of very much that happens to me. I have been struggling with a compulsion to control things for my entire fifty-eight years. During an ayahuasca journey, it became clear to me that this need to control comes from a lack of faith in the cosmic plan. It comes from fear and the desire for self-protection from huge forces that are beyond my control. During one of my journeys I actually started laughing when I saw the futility of attempting to control my environment and my circumstances. After one session I realized what I often do in life: I build huge sand dikes on a beach hoping to keep the tide back. What a waste of energy! After experiences like these, it is much easier to short-circuit my tendency to control by recognizing this destructive pattern when it begins.

The plant teacher “spoke” to me during a journey after I asked about how to handle fear. She said that the antidote to fear was faith and trust in the cosmic drama taking place around me. Having faith does not come easily for me. However, if I can see this cosmic drama taking place, it is so much easier to trust in the flow of the great river of the cosmos. It is absolutely clear that there is no other alternative.

Another very important teaching I received from the plant concerned an addiction I have to thinking. I have been plagued by overthinking most of my life, but until this recent journey I never framed it as an addiction to thinking. The ayahuasca presence “spoke” to me about this addiction and suggested tactics to use to deal with it. I was given the experience of how overthinking feels, how debilitating it is, and how its first symptom is worry. By simply labeling worry as a symptom of an addiction that I want to be rid of, I have been able to make progress in not falling into what is essentially a bad habit.

Silvia’s seminar provided the perfect environment to introduce my daughter to something that has been so important to me. Experiencing ayahuasca together in a safe, supportive, and legal setting was a very special and unforgettable experience for both of us. I feel that the seminar was a tremendous success for father and daughter. I would recommend these Ayahuasca Healing Seminars to anyone seriously committed to self-exploration and inner transformation.

Daughter’s Perspective

My dad gave me a trip into my consciousness as a twentieth birthday present. He had already attended Ayahuasca Healing Seminars in the Brazilian Amazon two times, and he decided to share the experience with me. He felt that it would be a unique and valuable opportunity for us. While some people are disturbed or confused by the idea of parents giving their children mind-altering substances, I have never doubted the correctness of the choice my dad made to introduce me to his most praised teacher.

Throughout my life, my parents have been open and honest about their therapeutic use of entheogens. They have initiated conversations with me about consciousness exploration, and have always been available for questions and feedback. I had their stories and advice in mind as I began my own experimentation, and I maintained respect and reverence for drugs. Consciousness-expanding substances have provided them with guidance, humility, wisdom, and bliss, and I understand that those were the things my dad wanted to share with me when he offered me the opportunity to attend the Ayahuasca Healing Seminar with him.

While we have shared stories of our individual experiences with each other, until that July I had not entered a psychedelic mind state with either of my parents. My dad and I were both excited and a little nervous moving closer to the mysteries of the jungle and ayahuasca. When we arrived at the seminar, my nervousness turned into curiosity and excitement.

The location, about an hour and a half outside of Manaus on the banks of the Río Ariau, is mind-blowing on its own. The pousada where we stayed was simple and comfortable with double occupancy rooms and private bathrooms. Along with the facilitator and speakers, the fifteen seminar participants ate a salt-free, wholesome shaman’s diet together in a dining room overlooking the river and the awesome jungle. We were there for ten days and drank ayahuasca every other night in a womblike cosmic spaceship made of palm leaves and native woods (that during the rest of the year doubles as a game room). The days after the ceremonies were spent resting, creating artwork, and sharing our journeys with one another. On the other days, we explored the jungle with a warm, intelligent native guide and could attend presentations given by the various guest speakers. Throughout the seminar, there was a lot of communication among the participants that forged a strong bond among us and allowed me to really develop my interpretation of the completely overwhelming ayahuasca experience.

For me, the seminar was a transcendent mingling of historic, contemporary, and futuristic worlds. It created a context in which an ancient medicine could be used by nonindigenous people in a way that was not separate or alien from our lives in the current world. The nature of the sacrament induces a feeling of unification with the human experience across the ages, and the power of the jungle reminded me of geologic time and the newness of the human species. The basic themes of the seminar—healing, growth, connection with divinity, and self-discovery—and the ceremonial atmosphere we created respectfully connected us with the ancient use of the plant. Building on this traditional basis, the discussions we had as a group, the structure of the ceremony, and the lectures and activities provided were decidedly modern. We discussed astrophysics, the internet, relativity theory, drug policy in the United States, shamanism, the Mayan calendar, extraterrestrial life, time travel, our inner children, our psychological struggles, our experiences of joy, and more.

Drinking ayahuasca in this fusion of past, present, and futuristic planes of reality, near my twentieth birthday and along with my dad, felt like a rite of passage. Rituals to acknowledge the beginnings and endings of stages in life are markedly absent from modern North American culture, and I didn’t even realize the value of such a ritual until I was given the opportunity to experience one that was so appropriate for my own frame of reference. It was not religious or dogmatic and was not even described as a rite of passage. It was individualistic, yet connected with the Earth and with spiritual healing traditions. I didn’t drink ayahuasca to acknowledge my passage from childhood to adulthood; rather the ayahuasca showed me the significance of this passage. It let me in on some secrets of the universe that as a child I could not have fully understood.

With the help of ayahuasca, I observed the transfer of roles that is taking place in my father’s life and in my own. Once I was a helpless infant, relying completely on my parents. Now we live independently, and in the future my dad will return to an infantile state and I, fully grown, will care for him. This is intellectually obvious, but with ayahuasca I did not simply know it, I experienced it. I felt myself in all of the stages of life, and connected the process to the comforting cyclical nature of everything. After the first session I interacted with my father as though we both fulfilled parent and child roles. The experience established us as two sovereign individuals, separate spiritual peers. It became easier to get along because I understood more deeply where he was coming from, and was able to interact with more honesty and less attachment.

Each night built upon the last, allowing me to really explore some of the basic messages the ayahuasca was sending me. Something that is unique about ayahuasca is its seeming intelligence. I have experimented with other entheogenic drugs and never felt such a distinct intelligent presence that was apart from my mind and was using the entheogen as a sort of cosmic translator. With ayahuasca there is almost a dialogue. It did not simply throw information and feelings at me, but gave me what I needed and what I was ready for.

One of the most intense and memorable moments of the seminar was the morning after the second session when I returned to the room that my dad and I shared. I woke up in the ceremony room and dilated my pupils to let in the light of the Amazonian sunrise. I felt clearheaded and as though I had three-hundred-sixty-degree vision into both the spiritual and physical worlds. I got up and felt life vibrating through my body as I shakily walked out onto the mosaic steps toward our room. I felt a little dizzy and very light as my consciousness completed its return into my body.

The night before I had thrown up within an hour of drinking the brew—following about forty seconds of falling through a multidimensional fractal world that was the most overpowering psychedelic experience I have had. After throwing up so early (the other nights I threw up at least a few hours after drinking the brew), I felt the ayahuasca much more subtly for the rest of the session. I had few optical visions and did not journey anywhere physical, but instead was right there in the circular ceremony building with only mosquito netting separating me from the jungle. I felt incredibly connected with the group and with Mother Earth, and was cradled by something that felt like God.

When I walked into our room in the morning, my dad got up from his bed, and without taking the blinders off of his eyes he hugged me. After hugging and expressing our love for each other, we lay down in our beds and recounted our experiences. I found it important to share with my dad in the early mornings at the very ends of our journeys. Communicating helped to organize and make sense of the knowledge that had been given to me; painting, being with the rainforest, and doing yoga helped me to retain the nonintellectual elements of the experience.

Both my dad and I mentioned an overwhelming feeling of unity among the group the previous night. Very few people had thrown up, and there were no sounds of pain or struggle; the session had started off with one participant singing and joyfully chattering. My dad looked at me with clear, sparkling eyes and said, “I feel like there’s no more to learn.” I laughed.

“I know; it’s just love.” And I felt certain of that.

He smiled and said, “I felt like I was going to explode with love for you. It was actually painful.” We discussed a mutual encounter with what appeared to be the ultimate source, something that we could incorporate into our lives as unquestionable truth. The ayahuasca had chosen to saturate our group in divine universal love.

I think that part of what enabled my dad and me to access this source was our familial love and fondness for each other. We are good friends and enjoy one another, and we have one of the most primal love relationships in nature. This natural love was magnified by the fusion of very positive energies in our group, and energized by the facilitator, Silvia Polivoy, and guest instructor Pablo Amaringo, a Peruvian ex-shaman and artist.

Drinking ayahuasca was like getting glasses after years of not knowing that my vision wasn’t complete. The spiritual and psychic expansion that took place in the jungle was not just a glimpse or a temporary revelation, but a clear message from the divine. Truth is love, and if I trust the truth, it will help me float above myself to a place where the right direction is everywhere. I don’t think that using ayahuasca is the only way that I could have accessed this knowledge, but I don’t know if I would have had the faith and discipline to find it through other means.

I feel as though I have been initiated into some universal covenant of transparent reality and cosmic understanding. Since returning from my ayahuasca journeys, I have not felt any overwhelming distress. I have been sad, and struggled through difficult situations, and felt fear and anger and frustration, but have been able to look through those mental functions and experience the calm oneness of love. Along with the fundamental message of love, the ayahuasca shared with me many more personal, practical insights. I chose to open myself to them, to trust my dad, the universe, and myself. And, I now consciously choose to apply what I have been shown in every moment.

I feel incredibly grateful to my mom and dad. They both broke away from dogmatic religious backgrounds seeking personal spiritual truth, and they have the love, trust, and respect for me as an adult to share one of the most valuable spiritual tools they have found.

I don’t think of ayahuasca itself, the Ayahuasca Healing Seminar, or any entheogenic experience as a miracle cure or ultimate spiritual practice. Ayahuasca is a tool, and the Ayahuasca Healing Seminar a safe and guided opportunity to learn how to use that tool to its full potential. To live in a mindful, honest way is a choice, and many tools exist that can help us do this with less fear and more love. Entheogens are unique in that they temporarily quiet the mind and highlight the higher levels of consciousness that are difficult to access in our daily lives. I hope that my words will encourage parents and children to open their minds to the healing potential of these incredible plants. Every young person will encounter drugs, and parents have the opportunity to shape the nature of that encounter to help their children experience some of their benefits, while learning respect and humility for their remarkable power.


Parenting the Peyote Way
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Reverend Anne Zapf

Autumn 2004

It was November 1980. Matthew Kent, Norah Booth, and I were following DEA-authorized peyote distributor Marcos Muniz in a search for peyote plants growing on an expansive ranch in South Texas. On our last visit, Marcos had offered to help us buy land for the Peyote Way Church, but our plans had changed.

Only a few days before, Matthew (my soul mate and husband), Norah (church archivist and friend), and I had spent the night in a Richardson, Texas jail. Our land purchase mission had been delayed when the church truck, bearing “Peyote Way” signs and designs and a load of Mana pottery, was stopped, ostensibly for “impeding traffic.” Each of us carried four dried peyote buttons as prescribed in church bylaws. The charge was misdemeanor possession of peyote. We paid the bail and, under the advice of counsel, covered the truck’s signs. By the time we reached South Texas, we no longer planned to buy land, as the down payment had been converted to bail money. Marcos thoughtfully offered to help us find a few plants to take home.

Peyote Prayer

There’s an art to finding peyote in its native environment. Marcos suggested talking to it and began making singsong calling sounds, reminiscent of calling one’s child or pet. Pretty soon he had found a peyote plant, and suddenly the winter desert revealed more plants around my feet. I was excited, but my mind still lingered over personal concerns. We had just initiated what ultimately ended up being a nine-year suit against the Texas and federal governments for their discriminatory peyote laws, and here I was, contemplating what was possibly a miraculous pregnancy. Part of Matthew’s spiritual commitment was to a monastic life. He had had a vasectomy three years earlier. I chewed on a few freshly cut tops, or buttons, and prayed. Experiences with this holy plant had convinced me that the sacramental use of peyote was not dangerous to me. I had come to this peyote field to pray for a daughter. Prior to our Texas trip, Matthew had begun complaining that he was experiencing a tugging sensation between his legs. I suggested his vasectomy was reversing. My menses, which had stopped the same month as his operation, were finally recurring sporadically.

Miracles

I had been ingesting peyote in the church’s prescribed spirit walk structure several times a year, but had increased my use as my prayers focused on healing and having a child. Matthew, whose focus was on peyote legalization, had also been sucking on a peyote button a day for its spiritual and tonic effects. Nine months after our Texas mission, Matthew caught Joy, our beautiful, healthy daughter, the first of our three children born at home. To us, and to our families and friends, these were all miracle births. Joy, twenty-one, is an avid reader and creative artist and writer. Joseph, eighteen, is an honor student and a member of Phi Theta Kappa. Tristan, thirteen, is an excellent cook and budding musician. All three children were born and grew up during our lawsuit.

Those days we spent raising kids, tending the holy sacrament peyote, counseling spirit walk visitors, keeping records of our peyote distribution, and consulting with the ACLU lawyers who had taken our civil suit against Texas and the federal government for their abridgement of our First, Fifth, Eleventh, and Fourteenth Amendment rights. Ultimately, we decided not to take our case to the U.S. Supreme Court due to an unfavorable ruling against Alfred Smith and Galen Black, two Native American peyotists. In that case, the court ruled that the State of Oregon was justified in prohibiting the religious use of peyote. This ruling essentially nullified First Amendment freedom of religion guarantees, causing outrage among the religious community by giving the government broad power to enforce criminal laws that conflict with religious practice. What would happen to the sacramental wine use in Catholic ceremonies in places that ban alcohol? What about a prisoner’s right to follow dietary restrictions due to faith? The list goes on and on. Fortunately, Arizona state law protects the bona fide religious use of peyote regardless of race. We decided to postpone our arguments and wait for a friendlier Supreme Court. We may have a long wait.

Formative Years

Against this legal scenery, our children were raised. The first six years of life are crucial to the development of a child’s self-image and worldview. During these early years, they form many conclusions about their world, based on daily observations of parents and caregivers. If a person has made a conscious decision to have a child, it follows that they would want to stay home with their kids those first six years. And so we did. Our spiritual connection to peyote was witnessed by our children and became integrated into their understanding of reality. When the kids were small we kept the planters out of their reach, but they soon came to recognize that peyote was sacred. We didn’t go to traditional church for Sunday services. Instead our devotion was expressed as watering and feeding peyote and San Pedro plants and providing spirit walks and counseling for visitors. Joy could often be observed quietly listening to Matthew talk to a visitor. She loved his stories and obviously found the spiritual discussions intriguing.

When the children were ready to discuss drugs and the law, we read with them From Chocolate to Morphine, by Andrew Weil and Winifred Rosen. I liked that this book pointed out that addictive drugs like coffee, tobacco, alcohol, and sugar are socially acceptable. We also read the constitutionally aligned Arizona statute concerning peyote with them, and compared it to the discriminatory federal law. We explained that plant sacraments have a long history of safe religious use among indigenous people. As the children got older, we also discussed more complicated issues surrounding the topic of drugs, like the politics and profitability of pharmaceutical drugs and their subsequent listing as legal or illegal.

In our home, television—as a mind-altering substance and tool for the dissemination of propaganda and advertising—was prohibited. The kids’ first television experience was as a video monitor for the movie The Neverending Story. Joy was five. The kids used their imaginations, read books, and played with each other when we weren’t homeschooling. That kind of simplicity didn’t last, and today I have to make a reservation to use the church computer.

Joy’s initiation into the entheogen community came with a spirit walk shortly after her fourteenth birthday. She was mature but far from an adult. Joe, who had been in trouble at the tender age of eleven, was initiated the summer of his twelfth birthday. Tristan had his first spirit walk last summer. He was thirteen. We chose to allow our children to participate in a spirit walk during adolescence because it is a time of great physical and emotional change. We felt the peyote would help the kids remember who they were and where they came from. Through the spirit walk, peyote helps us to realize that we are not our bodies. We occupy them for a short time, and then we are gone. Our bodies die, but that which is truly ourselves continues.

Raising children to have a healthy spiritual attitude about entheogens in a hostile Drug War climate is challenging, but I think a few general conclusions can be drawn from our experience. As parents and caregivers, we must be aware of the example and environment we provide for our children, as they are constantly learning from the examples—good and bad—of others. If children witness a daily demonstration of devotion and reverence toward entheogens, they will recognize the spiritual nature of entheogens.

Regardless of whether kids go to public school or homeschool, we are all homeschool teachers. We must maintain an open atmosphere of communication with our kids by conversing with them daily about any and all subjects of interest to them. These discussions encourage a child to communicate complicated ideas and to question confusing societal behavior. Kids learn quickly what is appropriate to discuss with others. Showing the child where to find information in books helps him or her to develop opinions based on facts instead of propaganda and scare tactics. Finally, by being consistent and honest with our kids, we may prevent them from causing harm to themselves or others.

Daily Example

In an American society obsessed with alcohol and tobacco, and where relief from all manner of problems is only a pill away, rational consideration of entheogens is replaced by hysteria and banishment. A home environment of honesty about drugs and the law puts the parent in a social minefield, but there are ways to get through it. Consistency, sincerity, and love are the parent’s allies. The daily example we present to our children helps them to process all the baffling contradictions of our society and form a balanced worldview.

May your spirit walk experiences inspire you and remove all your fears.


Psychedelic Family Values
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R. Stuart

Autumn 2004

Since the 1960s, most psychedelic users in industrialized societies have been introduced to mind-expanding substances within a youth subculture. These illicit drugs have been of unregulated purity and potency. Adult society has systematically deprived young people of the preparation and supervision that are necessary to maximize the benefits and minimize the risks of these substances. Many Americans who might otherwise want to legalize psychedelics suddenly support prohibition when they hear news reports or speeches about the menace to our youth posed by drugs. Even those who might wish to share their positive experiences and knowledge with their children are afraid of the legal risks. Elders in our society do not offer young psychedelic users “any beneficent or guiding adult presence, thus increasing the likelihood of disorganizing and dangerous consequences” (Dobkin de Rios and Grob 1994).

The cloud of fear around the subject of young people and drugs means some young people have drug problems that could have been avoided. The following account is by a neuropsychologist who helped prepare protocols for psychedelic experiments and had met many of the scientists who were involved in psychedelic research. She declined to “turn on” her son, despite being well qualified to do so:


When I was a teenager in the 1960s, I decided I wanted to try LSD after reading about it in Life magazine. I took acid for the first time when I turned sixteen; it was a birthday gift from my brother. I had a wonderful trip in my family’s house. By the time my son became a teenager, I had read a lot about psychedelics and was well informed on the subject. When my son became interested in drugs, I wanted to turn him on. But that was back when the Drug War was in full force; the DARE program was training kids to turn in their parents to the police.

I was afraid if I gave him supervision, he might say something to somebody that could get me arrested or cause my license to be revoked. But he went ahead and did it on his own. First he smoked pot. When he took one puff of pot he felt good, when he took six puffs of pot he felt even better. He felt good when he took one hit of acid, so he took six hits hoping to feel even better. Then he had a horrible trip. He was howling at the moon when the police picked him up. He spent the night in a psychiatric ward and was treated horribly by the staff. He was okay the next day, but the whole terrible scene could have been avoided if I had been allowed to turn him on. (Anonymous 1999)



This example illustrates how it can be dangerous to fail to prepare a young person for the inevitable encounter with the opportunity to use drugs. While problems with drugs seem particularly common in Western society, the desire to alter consciousness appears to be universal, and cross-cultural. Small children commonly display an inborn drive to alter their consciousness, inducing dizziness via hyperventilation, whirling, and oxygen deprivation (Siegel 1979–80, 97). Not surprisingly, adolescents around the world are often attracted to psychoactive drugs. Is there a way drug use can be integrated beneficially into a healthy culture? The examples below offer a glimpse of how such a vision might be achieved. Closer to home, later examples show how some California families have taken their own steps by providing safe contexts for young people to have psychedelic experiences.

Examples from Other Cultures

In some pre-industrial societies, puberty initiation rituals transform the adolescent into a young adult ready to work, raise a family, and take on community responsibilities. Often, these rites incorporate psychedelics. Richard Evans Schultes reported that ayahuasca was used in the northwest Amazon “to fortify the bravery of male adolescents who must undergo the painful yuruparí initiation ceremony” (Schultes 1972, 35).

Writing about the Machiguenga people of Peru, Ethan Russo observed the following:


What I can say about this is that Machiguenga children (boys) have this experience as an integral part of their religious upbringing. It is part and parcel of their world concept and manner of living. Ayahuasca (kamarampi) is a window on enlightenment, a portal to divination, and a teacher of plant, hunting, and spiritual knowledge. The kids accept it in that context and none see it as a “kick” the way American youth might brag about sneaking a swig of bourbon from the old man’s stash. Rather, they enjoy it for the same reason other members of the tribe do: it is a thrilling experience that binds the tribe in their philosophy and mutual interdependence to survive and thrive in an eternally challenging environment. (Russo 1999)



The mestizo congregations of the Brazilian ayahuasca churches continue the tribal custom of introducing young people to their sacrament and its proper use. In the União do Vegetal (UDV), young children are often given a spoonful of ayahuasca before they are considered old enough for full servings.

In our own country, adolescents often actively participate in the Native American Church. Younger children are less likely to consume peyote at NAC road meetings (ceremonies), although one of the first Navahos to use peyote started at age ten (Aberle and Stewart 1957, 113). Each September in the Four Corners reservation, the Navahos have an annual ceremony to encourage the school children to have academic success in the coming year. Some of the youths consume a token amount of peyote, and others put their fingers to their mouths after touching the medicine. This ceremony has been spreading to other tribes; for instance the Washo held their first ceremony for students in 2002 (Anonymous 2002).

Unlike the NAC, the Huichol Indians of Mexico may begin taking peyote around age six (Dorrance et al. 1975, 299). The Huichol believe that the best time to learn how to use peyote is during early childhood. Children should have reached “the age of understanding” so they can verbally articulate their experience. Rather than fix a chronological age for initiation, the maturity, interest, and personal circumstances of each child are individually considered. The Huichol find that prepubescent children can integrate a peyote initiation better than an adult whose mind is already rigid, or an adolescent going through the confusion of role transition and sexual maturation (Negran 1990s).

Again, young people are introduced not only to the plant cherished by their people, but also to the values and traditions surrounding it. Susan Eger and Peter Collings wrote:


Through their observance of and participation in the ceremonies, children come to understand the sacredness of peyote and learn to esteem it at a very young age. Most children, although given peyote to taste and to play with when they become curious about it, do not actually consume it in doses large enough to produce visions until at least eight years of age. But because of the frequency with which the children attend the ceremonies and watch the performance of ceremonial duties, by the time they actually do partake of peyote, they are sufficiently clued in to be able not only to experience prototypical, expected visions but to interpret them with some degree of accuracy and to remember their significance. As soon as they are given responsibilities in the religion, they begin teaching their younger siblings. Children can begin their training toward the priesthood at the young age of ten and, if they stick to it, be fully initiated mara’akame by the age of twenty. (Eger and Collings 1978, 43)



Harvard psychiatrist Harrison G. Pope reported that boys in various West African tribes use Tabernanthe iboga in ceremonies supervised by their priest, fathers, and uncles (Pope 1969, 180).

In Gabon, children participate in the nocturnal ngozé rituals in which members of the Fang tribe consume T. iboga (Samorini 1993, 8). Giorgio Samorini observed that in the Bwiti religion,


This iboga baptism may be experienced at any age, as is the Catholic baptism. Currently, in some sects there is a tendency to initiate relatives, especially their children, from ages eight to ten, which is followed by a second initiation as adults.… [Bwiti leader Owono Dibenga Louis Marie] has during the past few years created the “Iboga Youth Movement,” so that the new generations may get better acquainted with the Buitist creed. (Samorini 1995, 109, 112)



Rites for Our Culture

Our industrialized technocracy delays adult responsibilities in order to extend education as preparation for employment in a complex economy. Living in limbo, modern teenagers are often unable to achieve fulfillment through part-time after-school retail or food-industry jobs and obeying church-sponsored vows of sexual abstinence.

Without adult responsibilities, privileges, or experiences, young people in our society still find ways, not necessarily good ones, to assert the autonomy of adulthood. Substance abuse is one of many problematic responses to the confusing world with which adolescents are faced. A minority of educators, social scientists, and mental health professionals are beginning to suggest that the creation of new, meaningful rites of passage could help young people take on their adult roles, accepting responsibilities as well as freedoms.

What might a modern rite of passage in our own culture look like? Inspired by indigenous examples, and unwilling to deprive their children of the benefit of their own experience, some parents have chosen to create rituals for their children using psychedelics. The following examples are from middle-class California families that I interviewed in the 1990s. To protect the families, publication of these interviews was delayed until all of the children had reached age eighteen.

Providing guidance, of course, need not always involve families taking psychedelics together. The father interviewed below, an author of books about sacramental plants, chose to give his daughter the tools and information to create her own positive experience:


My daughter always knew that I used psychedelics because there are books about them all over the house, and I regularly attend conferences and seminars on the topic. When she entered junior high school, we made it clear to her that the biggest lie she would ever encounter was the propaganda that the schools teach about drugs. So she understood that the government’s Drug War is a pernicious scourge: a Mafia-style campaign to exploit people. When she became a teenager, I asked her to inform me if she ever decided to take one of these drugs. I told her that I could help her prepare, not in an intrusive way, but in a manner that would enable her to take it in the best circumstances so it would be useful. The first time can be definitive in establishing a person’s relationship with that state of consciousness. I told her that it was important to take it in the intimate company of people she trusted, not in some noisy public situation like a rave. Our family would never take psychedelics together, because the parent/child boundaries are established on other bases.

Anyway, about six months after my wife died, my daughter called me from a state park where she was camping with her boyfriend. She said that they were planning to take MDMA together. She was calling because she had promised to let me know. I told her that sounded like an acceptable situation. It turned out that what they took was not real MDMA. From their description of its effects, I assume it was some kind of speed. She needed to have access to reliable material, so I gave her most of my personal supply of MDMA for her twentieth birthday. She had a mellow experience with her boyfriend. She does not drink because she considers alcohol to be an inferior drug. In contrast to the way I was at her age, she has no curiosity about different mental states. For her, MDMA was just helpful for getting a more honest relationship with her boyfriend. If she is ever ready to go deeper, we can work together so she can try LSD. She understands that I am a good source of information. In fact, I’m surprised at how little her friends know about psychedelics.



For some families, sharing an experience can be a powerful bond, just as native societies use psychedelic experiences to bring the community together. A U.S. federal prosecutor recounted the following:


I was having trouble communicating with my teenage daughter. We took MDMA together, hoping it might help our relationship. My daughter started crying. She said I never really listened to her. Wagging my finger at her, I adamantly insisted that I was always receptive to hearing what she had to say. Suddenly, I realized that I had interrupted her. Then I admitted that I had not really listened to her. After that, we began to work more closely on the specific things that were interfering with our intimacy.



The account below is by a twenty-three-year-old son of a psychiatrist who felt that his parents’ openness about psychedelics helped him to make his own choices in his own time.


At the time when MDMA was becoming stigmatized as an illegal drug, I was about eleven years old. That is when I became aware that my dad was involved with it in a professional capacity. He was using it to treat patients in our home. I grew up around MDMA, so it was never strange to me. My parents were very straightforward and honest. When I became worried about the things I heard at school, my dad gave me a medical explanation about the effects of MDMA. He sat me down and said, “Not everything you learn at school will be true. Some things they teach you will be good, and some things will be bad. Even though we understand that MDMA is good, many people outside our family will think it is bad. So you can’t tell people about what we do at home.” That was okay with me. My impression was overwhelmingly positive when my parents used MDMA themselves. I enjoyed hanging around them when they did it. I would be hard-pressed to think of anything bad about it. It was always an option for me to use it. My parents told me that they would prefer I either did it with them, or at least did it in the house, and that I use their stuff.

I used to rebel against my parents by staying away from psychedelics. I was real straight edge. I did not have peer group pressure to trip; I had parent pressure. Because my parents were interested in it, I was noninterested—my way of rebelling. Then in my freshman year of college, I encountered other students who were tripping. I became open to the idea. My first drug experience was with my girlfriend. We had been seeing each other for about four or five months, and have been in and out of each other’s lives ever since. I asked my father for some MDMA. He gave it to us, and left us with the home to use. We had a wonderful experience.

Earlier this year, I had MDMA with my mom. My mother and I have such a good relationship that I don’t think anything could make us closer, but it was a good experience. For her birthday present, she wanted to trip with me. That’s what we did for her birthday. We talked and talked and talked and hugged. It was very sweet, very easy. Absolutely, I think tripping has been a positive thing for our family.

When I was growing up, tripping wasn’t a mystery; that gave it a good light. Looking back on my childhood, my parents never said, “I don’t want you doing that, that’s bad,” except when it came to hurting people. Tripping was never forbidden, never taboo or mysterious. Therefore I came to it in my own time.



Set and Setting

The families interviewed here all appeared well-adjusted, and none indicated any problems as a result of using psychedelics. The interviewees were asked if they knew of anyone who had suffered problems from being introduced to psychedelics by their families, and none had heard of any such difficulties. These families displayed a number of common factors that seemed to contribute to the success of their choices. These include the following:


The children requested a session out of their own internal motivation. Curiosity and personal desire were the reasons for the session, rather than external pressure, macho one-upmanship, or expectations based on chronological age.

The parents had a sophisticated understanding of psychedelics due to extensive personal experience and literature research. The parents were attuned to the individual needs of each particular child.

The families had a network of sympathetic friends. This community support offset feelings of isolation that might have resulted from evading counterproductive laws against using psychedelics.

The children were given appropriate amounts of pure materials on an infrequent basis. They were taught to avoid overindulging both in frequency and dosage.

Given the prohibitionist laws in the United States, families and communities were “security conscious.” If the authorities ever became aware that parents were assisting their children to use psychedelics, then the parents could risk losing custody of the kids. It is ironic that while the parents would be prosecuted, the police or child protective service could inflict genuine trauma by removing their children from their homes.



Obviously, there would be a much greater likelihood of untoward results in circumstances where these safeguards were not in place. Sidney Cohen remarked on an early example of irresponsible psychedelic use in the family:


Another group who really ought not be given LSD is children … It is, therefore, chilling to read in a recent issue of Life (March 25, 1966) the following quote: “When my husband and I want to take a trip together,” says the psychedelic mother of four, “I just put a little acid in the kids’ orange juice in the morning and let them spend the day ‘freaking out’ in the woods.” Here, at least, is a refreshing absence of pretense that it will do them any good; it’s simply a pharmacological babysitter. (Alpert et al. 1966, 71)



Such disturbing stories, understandably, fuel the hysteria around the topic of families and psychedelics. In a more recent and highly publicized case, a single father offered various drugs to his children in a haphazard manner that amplified the instabilities of his dysfunctional family. The television documentary Small Town Ecstasy, produced by Allison Grodner and Arnold Shapiro for HBO, told the story of Scott Meyers, a forty-year-old resident of Calaveras County, California. Meyers took his three children—aged thirteen, fifteen, and eighteen—to raves and parties where he gave them alcohol, marijuana, cocaine, and MDMA. This caused him to lose custody of his children and to be convicted of misdemeanor drug possession (Curiel 2002). After the documentary was broadcast in 2002, he was arrested on two felony charges of child endangerment (Coleman 2003). This father’s haphazard parenting was reflected in the irresponsible way he supplied his children with these substances. His behavior was clearly inappropriate, and it is distinct from the previous examples.

Better Drug Education

Today’s “zero tolerance” style of drug education trivializes the factors underlying actual drug abuse and pathologizes normal adolescent experimentation. Research at the University of California, Berkeley has indicated that moderate use of marijuana and other illicit drugs is normal for U.S. teens. The researchers found that adolescents who occasionally experiment with drugs are emotionally healthier than both their peers who abstain from all drug use and their peers who overindulge. When drug problems do develop, they are a symptom—rather than a cause—of personal and social maladjustment. The researchers stated the following:


Given current understandings of personality development, it would seem that the psychological triad of alienation, impulsivity, and distress would be better addressed through efforts aimed at encouraging sensitive and empathic parenting, at building childhood self-esteem, at fostering sound interpersonal relationships, and at promoting involvement and commitment to meaningful goals. Such interventions may not have the popular appeal of programs that appear to tackle the drug problem “directly,” but may have greater individual and societal payoff in the end. (Shedler and Block 1990)



Despite these findings, “zero tolerance” remains the primary way that schools and youth programs teach about drugs. It is currently illegal for drug prevention programs that receive federal or California State funding to provide information about the beneficial uses of illicit drugs. Pursuant to 20 U.S.C. 7142 (United States Code), illicit drug use must always be portrayed as “wrong and harmful.” California Health & Safety Codes 11999.2 and 11999.3 prohibit educational messages about “responsible use” of illegal drugs.1 The federal government’s “style sheet” for conforming terminology in drug education literature “aims to prevent use—not abuse—of alcohol and other drugs by youth … since there is risk associated with all use,” and “all illicit drugs are harmful” (OSAP undated).

Nonetheless, drug use by young people shows no sign of decline. As an honest and pragmatic alternative to prohibitionist education, drug education in schools should be oriented toward harm reduction. Students should be given age-appropriate information on the risks and benefits of commonly used psychoactive materials. Teachers would emphasize that, like many things (fire, motor vehicles, etc.), these tools can have a destructive impact if used thoughtlessly. As in the ayahuasca and peyote churches, powerful substances would not be shrouded in a veil of secrecy and taboo. Young people could ask questions and expect honest answers, making their own informed choices.

While this vision may sound far-off, it’s helpful to consider the example of alcohol. Twenty-three states have “parental exception” clauses that allow minors to consume alcohol when given by a parent.2 This policy implies a respect for families’ autonomy, and a trust in parents as the best teachers for their children.

The cultural integration of psychedelics won’t happen overnight, and the question of young people is perhaps the most difficult involved. The first step is for people who have knowledge of these substances to share it, “coming out” about their own experiences. Drug education should be honest and present a balanced picture of risks and benefits.

Next, if the resources that are currently squandered on the ineffectual prohibition of psychedelics were redirected toward establishing psychedelic training centers, then young people would at least have the option to get expert guidance on how to use these drugs in a responsible way. Over time, our society would build up its own body of knowledge, its own traditions, and its own rites. Just as families would feel safe creating their own rituals, these steps would mark a turning point for our society, a culture-wide rite of passage.

Imagine, for a moment, what it would be like if our society openly recognized and supported the right of young people to get high and seek visionary experiences. Only those who steal or harm others would be arrested. Police would go back to the business of protecting life and property. Prisons would go back to the business of rehabilitating violent and dangerous people. Real criminals, unable to traffic in drugs, would be hard-pressed to earn a living. As America did after the repeal of Prohibition, we would return to a genuine respect for the law and our democratic form of government. Young and old would no longer be at war. The Bill of Rights would be restored. Age and wisdom would be held in high esteem and the flower of youth would be blessed with the fragrance of joy and true liberation. Our young would soar like eagles: proud, strong, brave, and free.
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From The Politics of Consciousness, by Steve Kubby.

1. (For federal and California drug education laws, see www.​erowid.​org/​psychoactives/​law/​law_​drug_​education.​shtml)

2. See www.​nllea.​org/​reports/​ABC​Enforcement​Legal​Research.​pdf, pages 17-18, which identifies the twenty-three states in which there is a parental exception to the general prohibition of the distribution of alcohol to minors.




Stumbling on His Stash
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Alice B.

Winter 1996–97

I won’t divulge the exact stumbling circumstances, for fear you’ll call it snooping. But last night, just before bed—and only two weeks before my son’s thirteenth birthday—I found something. First, a very small plastic bag wrapped tightly and filled with compressed greenish leaves. Then, in another location—the tiny pipe. I know this smell! One which … and a flood of distant memories—all good, of course. Lazy, sunny days on college campuses. Laughing with friends (unable to stop). Another reality, new and unknown. Now, a perspective that has been since incorporated into my consciousness—appropriately. This plant helped me through a lot of difficult and also delightful times.

I snap to. This isn’t my stash. It’s my son’s. And I’m in charge of him! Although I’m not totally “in charge” anymore, because once he leaves my watchful, protective eyes he does what he wants. And now he’s chosen to try/use marijuana. It was not sold to him by a shady, dangerous character of the streets. It was given to him by some childhood friends in our neighborhood. They all went to preschool together—and now, this rite of passage.

So, I sit him down—awkwardly, to say the least. He can hardly look at me. He’s scared and embarrassed. I can hardly look at him. I’m torn between joy and terror. Is my tall, gentle, intelligent son ready for this new reality? What does he expect from this drug? Can he regulate this substance moderately?

Terror sets in. The cops—just like on Saturday night TV—will come into my house with a large, well-trained German shepherd and take my son and his stash to jail! Then my mind really takes off—it’s probably me they’ll arrest! It happens every Saturday night on Cops. The family is seated nicely on the living room couch one minute, and face down on the rug in handcuffs the next. What do I do?

I stifle my panic to handle the situation. I’m talking to my son in his bedroom at ten o’clock at night on a school night. I tell him that I smelled marijuana (sorry for the lie—but I was doing the best I could). He asks me how I know that smell. I confess to having tried it in the ’60s. Everyone did. He tells me he got it from friends, and wants to try it. He tried it once but didn’t feel anything. (Poor guy needs instruction on how to inhale. Ah … the memories.)

Andrew Weil pops into my mind: “It is natural for children to want to get high. Even two-year-olds like to spin around until they collapse in joyous giggling,” or something like that. Then the spirit of Timothy Leary comes quickly to my side: “Everything is fine; you’ll know what to do.”

I search my mind for a balanced presentation of the “goods and bads” of this situation. “This can be dangerous, you know,” I say. “You could be arrested. I could be arrested!” I realize I’d better check my facts before continuing down this line of reasoning. I warn him that the stash cannot be stashed in the house, nor can it be taken to—heaven forbid—school.

Let me digress to the culture of our little community: small, conservative, upscale, uptight. So, what do we do with the stash? (The perpetual question.) Well, frankly, I think he should turn it over to me and Dad. After all, it’s been a very long time since we’ve gotten stoned. Out to dinner, off to a movie, a little joint in the theater parking lot—just like old times. But, no, no, no—this is not my dope. Okay, get real. Let’s turn this into something positive. I explain about how the Indians used pot to enhance spiritual awareness. At this point my son is incredulous that we are even having this conversation, and so am I.

“Pot should be used for special occasions—like your thirteenth birthday that’s coming up.”

Clever me, what a stroke of genius! Good thing I’m well read. I know I read about something like this in a family ritual book (but of course, it wasn’t about pot). I commended myself.

“Let’s save it so you and Dad and I can do this together.”

He agrees. Of course he agrees. At this point he would have agreed to anything. He was currently being busted by his menopausal mother. Could I be trusted? This is surely a trap! And I’m thinking, “What if he turns me in?” He did formally graduate from DARE, you know.

Trust slowly settles in, and a new relationship begins. Can he see past the “partners-in-crime” aspect? Does he understand where I’m coming from? He says his friends wouldn’t believe this conversation. I say, “You’d better not tell them!” Goodness, I hope I’m handling this right. We’ll have a ceremony of sorts—a passage from boyhood to manhood. A bar mitzvah for gentle Gentiles. What else can I do? There’s no literature review on the topic. I could call his medical doctor for friendly advice. Right.

I have only my basic instincts to guide me. We’ll take him through this passage, carefully, with love and acceptance, and then he’s on his own, asail in the treacherous seas of youthful consciousness without maps. “I love you, my son. I’m sorry the world and the laws are as they are. Be careful: a drug is not a drug, is not a drug, is not a drug. Navigate slowly and with deliberation.” And please God, protect my son on his journey, as you did me. Guide him to be the best that he can be. Show him that alternative states of consciousness are not necessarily better states, just an added perspective from which to view your world.

Epilogue

Two grueling, hand-twisting weeks rolled by. I pored nervously over books on ritual and books on communication with “adolescents” (as though they were “aliens” from another world), wholeheartedly searching the literature in my usual frenzy for specific information to improve myself and anyone who ends up in my path in need of help. So I came up with the perfect ritual, with music to accompany it (Indian drumming/flute). Let me suffice to say that there were objects from childhood involved, regrets burned in a bowl of raging mini-flames, aspired values chosen, and thirteen well-liked attributes praised. There were thirteen kisses good-bye—thirteen minutes apart—and thirteen kisses to welcome him back. Back from a search for his animal ally.

The most amazing part of all was how the voices from the Indian cassette tape chanted “HappaBurdayTuhYou.” I know you don’t believe this, but neither did we at first, until they kept singing it over and over and over. All three of us heard it as clearly as a bell, and it seemed quite natural for the event. Later, when I looked at the tape, I saw it was called Peyote Canyon. No wonder.

So, all went well. Our point was well made. We communicated with our son about a very important and difficult issue. It’s been a few days, and we are still pulling him through the porthole of transitional fluid. He’s been reading through some of our old books on archaic revival (thank you, Terence McKenna), neuropolitiques (Timothy—you misunderstood genius), and of course a recent copy of High Times (to bring him up to date). “Lucky him,” I muse, “to have such enlightened parents to ease the transformation.”

But he says that this is hard for him. It’s confusing; it just doesn’t fit his paradigm of puberty. No one else’s parents are singing this song. His world is temporarily upside down. Well, excuse me. “You’ll have to accept Dad and me as we are.” (Where have I heard this before?)

“So what’s wrong with the rest of the world?” he blurts out. Good question. Be aware of what they are doing and saying, but don’t let it drag you down. “Is this freedom?” he shrieks (trying desperately to get the rules straight).

“Yes,” I answer, “This is it. Don’t be thinking the answers are hidden in the weed, because they’re not. The freedom and the answers are within you.”

The generation gap narrows, and then it widens again as he goes away to process the information. Death and rebirth. Death and rebirth. My newly discovered philosophy.

“And you, my newly born infant/adolescent son, are truly amazing.”


Youths and Entheogen Use

A Modern Rite of Passage?

[image: ]

Andrei Foldes, with Amba, Eric Johnson, et al.

Autumn 1995

It should come as no surprise to readers of the MAPS Bulletin that psychedelic plants are used as a sacrament by many native cultures all over the world. It may not be so obvious that these same plants are often incorporated into the coming-of-age ceremonies of these various societies. Their cultural perspective is that the taking of the entheogen is at once a heroic act and a necessary step in the transition from childhood to adulthood. They consider the visions and revelations experienced by the initiate to be quintessential to that person’s functioning as a member of the community.

The question that we need to address is this: What relevance do these ancient traditions have to the experience of a modern adolescent growing up in the Western world? Rather than indulge in idle speculation, I have invited a number of young people to express their views on psychedelics and the effects these substances have had upon their lives and minds.

Students of the psychedelic realms know that one’s expectations are a powerful determinant of the direction, content, and outcome of an experience. So, we should say at the outset that the experiences recounted here were preceded by careful preparation, where the trip was presented as a learning experience and a process of self-discovery. They all took place in safe, supportive environments. They generally do not fit the stereotypical model of teenagers dropping acid at a rock concert, looking for awesome visuals and good vibes.

Some of the young women and men who share their visions requested anonymity. They did so reluctantly, to shield themselves from the penalties imposed these days for the expression of unconventional points of view.


I went into my first trip with a typical fifteen-year-old’s questions: sex, my body, how I was supposed to feel about my new feelings and experiences. I had a lot of fears that crippled and frustrated me. When I went into the trip it opened up a lot of these fears so that instead of being suppressed I was able to work with them. I was able to confront my feelings and was able to make a decision about how I was going to be from that day forward. But the first trip in essence was not very ripe. The fruit was not ready to pick. Still, it was a learning experience and some good came out of it. It may have set the stage for the second experience. I learned to have respect for mushrooms and their power, that they were something to be taken for serious purposes. It also settled my nerves, raw from adolescence. The settling came from putting aside my self-doubts and not worrying about them so much. They were still there, but no longer such a high priority in life, or as intense or all consuming as before. It set me on a different path; my priorities became balanced. They went from just getting laid to a more balanced attitude.

The second trip, a year later, was very powerful and stayed with me, even though I did not take very much, just a couple of grams. It was a hard trip, two and a half hours convulsing and one hour pure paranoia. Before I went into it I was crippled by fear of social situations, afraid of annoying or hurting others. After it I felt liberated to be myself with other people. Instead of worrying about second-guessing others’ desires and trying to fulfill them, I became more aware of my own desires. Who knows what others want?! I only know what I want. In worrying about what other people think, you forget what you think. A switch in my behavior took place. There are still elements of the old, but afterwards I found I was a much happier person, which has made other people happier. Shortly thereafter I met my fiancée.

Since then I have a profound respect for mushrooms and I have no desire to go back to them. I have a sense of profound completion. I like my mind where it is right now. I have no desire to change it.

—“Ricardo”

The magic of mushrooms has been known to me since I was eighteen (I’m now twenty-one), five years after my first introduction to marijuana. I felt that a button had been turned on with marijuana and I instinctively knew that there had to be more. I wanted to experience all the possibilities that marijuana awakened me to and explore all the pathways of consciousness that I could find. Natural drugs appealed to me as opposed to the synthetic variety, thanks to the ongoing education and encouragement from a friend’s ’60s guru drug-friendly parents. During my first trial with the drug I felt the most euphoric that I had ever felt and have not felt anything similar to this day. [My friend and I] were able to telepathize with each other, and within several hours had explained the beauty and fault of nature and society in every possible way without a single word. I promptly changed my life. Ending the negative cycle of abuse that my family had refused to recognize, I left the country and started a new way of being. I gave up marijuana, except in a social sense, and restored my diet, insistent that my life path would be to research and write about the possibilities and dimensions of the mind, to learn about the budding spirituality that had emerged from a temple of atheism. Foreign as it is, none of this has changed.

I noticed that at the same time we were experimenting, the younger generation that surrounded us as brothers and sisters were trying out the same drugs, with the same effects. The son of my significant adult teachers was eleven when he tried marijuana and fifteen when he tried mushrooms. He is now seventeen, and you could swear that he was in his mid-twenties. The age gap disappeared on the first occasion we all tripped together and it has never returned. It’s like the doors to the future were flung wide open, our brains were on show to all and each other for minute examination and realignment, restoration, and no matter what stage one was at, we all ended up in the same place. Our vision quest was unintended and unexpected—well, except in its barest form. Through it we could clarify our “purpose” or “pathway” with the same energy expenditure as going for a walk—the mushroom took over and we followed along, lambs willing to slaughter the misguided and chaotic patterns we had somehow slipped into.

Mushrooms changed my life. They changed the way I think and I know they will continue to change it. I have ended up with the utmost respect for the drug. I treat it as a tool for mental and spiritual exploration and will only take it with people who are interested in it for the same reasons.

You know, we take mushrooms to find ourselves, to find our roots, to discover ourselves spiritually and to experience the wonders of the mind. We take them to rediscover what we lost as children, the potential that floundered in the playground and classroom, slowly dying as we repeated our sums and painstakingly learned how the “system” worked. Why weren’t we gardening and meditating and singing and learning about energy vortexes and colors and the power of consciousness and subconscious and how to see with our eyes closed? Because it wasn’t our time. My kids will hopefully never experience anything new on mushrooms—that is, if we get ourselves into gear soon enough and do something about our so-called systems. And the people who should do it are people like us, people who know the possibilities, even if it is by way of psilocybin and mescaline. It’s propelling us into realizations of what the world is really made of isn’t it? This is my Utopia.

—Amba

The first time I remember being in a tripping state was at the age of six or seven. My parents took me to see a Moroccan belly dancer who was a friend of ours. The dance, glitter, and rhythmic sounds changed my state of consciousness. The walls began to breathe and the floor bubbled. The people around me seemed to be no more than two-dimensional silhouettes, shadows of themselves. I told no one. The experience made me uneasy with reality, but not overwhelmingly so. Events like that occurred many times afterwards. To a certain extent I could induce the state by spinning or in sex play or by just staring at patterns in mosaics, curtains, quilts, or rugs. When I was sixteen I was offered the opportunity to try mushrooms. The offer was from my stepfather, who presented it to me in the context of a spiritual journey, something more than a cool thing to do at concert with two thousand other people. I took a large dose of five or six grams, after fasting the day before.

It was not a pleasurable experience, nor was it the bad trip people described to me. It was surely very powerful and reawakened in me the sense of unease I had felt as a child.

That instability was like a djinn let out of a bottle; once out it was difficult to put back in. As a child, the world being a little confusing and difficult to comprehend was the natural state. As an adolescent, trying to get a handle on the world while being confused further by a constant sense of unrealness was very disturbing.

The experience did spark an interest in exploring my mind, very much out of a desire to expel doubt from my mind. I looked into the practices of Buddhism and meditation. I also began seeing a psychologist. Both were useful in helping me see myself and bringing myself into a state of ease. In my present occupation I deal with people, helping them get an education so they can upgrade their job and lead (materially) better lives. I have a fairly good understanding of reality as far as day-to-day functioning is concerned. I doubt I would be functioning with such confidence in myself if I hadn’t questioned the “obvious” stability. Taking mushrooms was a pivotal experience for me. By destabilizing my worldview, they forced me to examine it and rebuild it on strong foundations, to develop a clear understanding of what my consciousness is, what “meaning” is, in an objective way.

—Eric Johnson



Interview with “Christina”

Interviewer: How old were you when you first took mushrooms?

Christina: It was about seven years ago. I was fifteen at the time.

Interviewer: Why did you do it?

Christina: Curiosity.

Interviewer: What did you think would happen?

Christina: I wanted to be happy and enjoy myself.

Interviewer: Did you prepare in any way?

Christina: I fasted. Also I knew I had to be in a good mood.

Interviewer: Were you in a good mood?

Christina: Yes, but I was always upset about something.

Interviewer: What happened when you took the mushrooms?

Christina: I remember hazy clouds, like a thick yellowish liquid in the air. Like in the womb, could not feel it but I saw it fill the room.

Interviewer: What happened after that?

Christina: I blacked out. I was really upset, terrified. People were grabbing at me because I was puking on myself, and I wanted to get away. I remember a lot of fear. I felt like jumping out, so I wanted to get away from the window. Then I realized they were trying to help me and not attack me.

Interviewer: What did you get out of the trip? Was it useful?

Christina: No, it was too intense. I could not see anything nor remember anything.

Interviewer: What would you have done differently?

Christina: I would not have taken so much, or perhaps I would not have taken mushrooms at all.

Interviewer: Why is that?

Christina: I was not very happy at the time. Being unhappy is bad preparation for a good trip. Mushrooms draw your unhappiness out.

Interviewer: Did you feel damaged by this experience?

Christina: No. Maybe more knowledgeable about how suggestible I was.

I would like to note that “Christina” appeared to have understood and absorbed the preparatory information about mushroom trips. In retrospect, though, it seems that she manipulated the adults around her into believing that she was ready when in actuality that was not the case. Social pressures and curiosity on her part, and a naive trust that all would be for the best on the part of the adults, combined to yield a very disturbing experience for a young girl.

Reclaiming Spiritual Heritage

We in the West live today in a society cut off from its shamanic roots. This is the outcome of a process of eradication that started in the Old World with the burning of witches, and continued with the persecution of native healers in the lands that were invaded and colonized by the Europeans. In the economy of spirituality it was the monopolization of access to the sacred. In this process, the cottage industry was annihilated by the forces of mass production, namely the church. Since the product sold by organized religion was demonstrably not of the same quality as the one offered by the shamans, and came at a higher cost, the competition could not be open and free but came down to a process of elimination, carried out by means of a systematic campaign of murder, torture, and deception. The result of this work, begun centuries ago and continuing to the present day in the guise of drug prohibition, has been the effective denial of unmediated access to the spiritual aspect of our existence.

If we recognize the power of entheogenic substances to open us to the universal truth and full dimension of human experience, and if we accept the role of the shaman as hierophant and psychopomp into this realm, as enacted for example by the Huichol mara’akame, we have to conclude that today in Western society we are deprived of two key resources for complete human growth. Young people, in their hunger for meaning, will still gravitate toward entheogens. The more experienced among us may try to ease their journey, but in the absence of qualified guides not all will benefit from their experience. Some may even be hurt. Good intentions, erudition, experience, and even love are not sufficient preparation for one who would presume to introduce adolescents to the intricacies of their minds, nor do they guarantee happy endings. We need to re-create the ancient networks of individuals who are equally at home in this reality and the one revealed by the sacred plants. Those confident navigators of both realms can guide initiates through the rough, rich, and often-dangerous territory that opens up as the outer eye closes.

Appropriate Contexts

I also envision a society in which “drug education” is no longer new-speak for the noisy proselytization of ignorance and fear. Instead, under that rubric young people would truly study psychotropics. They would one time drink beer, another time chew coca leaves, or sip strong espresso, or smoke fine Pakistani hashish, or opium, or even strong, aromatic tobacco. Each experiment would be preceded by study and discussion of the history, uses, and dangers of the particular substance, and followed by analysis of the subjective effects and comparisons with other drugs studied. It follows that such a course of education would culminate in a field trip to a meeting of the Native American Church, União do Vegetal, or another group of that type. What better way to prepare youths for their contact with psychoactive substances than to trust them with the intellectual and experiential tools they need to make informed decisions? And who knows, maybe in the process of learning about drugs they will discover much about themselves.

Clearly these herbs and brews need first to be recognized for the beneficial, healthful products they are when used appropriately and in moderation. Contrast, for example, the reverential puffing of the peace pipe by Native Americans with the compulsive chain-smoking of a tobacco addict. Or the festive roasting and chewing of coca leaves in the Andes with the destructive craving of a crackhead in New York. All of these substances are revered as divine gifts by the native cultures that discovered them, but become scourges in the hands of the modern materialistic world we live in. Rather than proscribing their use, perhaps we should instead address the rampant materialism that plagues us. For that purpose few means are as powerful or as effective as psychedelics, respectfully approached.

Psychedelics are not a substitute for faith. They are a door to authentic faith, born of encountering directly the sacred dimension of everyday experience. This is not the only gate to that discovery, but it is the most ancient and universal, and potentially the most accessible to the majority of the human race. This portal has been crossed and celebrated by countless cultures including the Greeks and the Romans, our direct ancestors, and remains open today for us despite society’s repudiation. We cannot, however, afford to let our children be held hostage to the intolerance of the moment. Their spiritual life is too important, both to themselves and to the greater world. We need to establish microenvironments of freedom and respect, within which to work with entheogenic plants in a sacred way, and in which context our young could choose to be initiated when they reached the right age. Such zones may have the effect of “seeding” the larger community and contribute to a consciousness shift that will embrace work of this nature. On the other hand this shift may not come within our lifetimes, if ever. The historical lack of accommodation between organized religions and shamanism does not bode well.

The psychedelic journey is one of the very few ways we can enact in our lives the mythic hero’s journey. It is a voyage of discovery, fraught with surprises, adventure, awe, and danger. It is a trip to a real treasure island, from which one can return with permanent wealth. It is blinding joy and bitter grief rolled into one, the finger pointing at the moon of true experience after the suspended animation of television, nine-to-five, and shopping centers. Many young people today dimly suspect as much, and will reach for this experience in many ways. They will do it at raves, at rock concerts, and in living rooms when the parents are away. If we happen to be both lucky and wise, our children will come to us and bravely ask for permission and for help in their quest for a vision. And at that moment we would do well to have the courage to not retreat into “No, it is forbidden.”
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Science and Medicine

Modern scientific research is telling a fascinating and powerful story of how psychedelics can work as tools to heal the body and access the depths of the mind. The systematic study of psychedelics, their mechanisms of action, and their specific healing properties has been expanding rapidly as scientists, therapists, and traditional healers share their knowledge with an ever-broadening spectrum of policymakers, institutional leaders, and the general public.




Diary of an MDMA Subject
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Anonymous

Autumn 1995

Friday, May 26

I was sunning on the apartment porch reading my latest copy of MAPS. Finished the research update article on Dr. Grob’s MDMA study at Harbor-UCLA Medical Center. A bold-typed excerpt stuck in my mind:


We are interested in recruiting individuals who have personally used MDMA in excess of several hundred times and who are willing to undergo brain imaging procedures as well as psychiatric and neuropsychological evaluation.



“Perfect,” I thought. I had just concluded two years of MDMA self-therapy in which I dosed two to four times a week and I wanted to know if there was any evidence of toxicity. Called Dr. Grob and told him briefly what I’d been doing with MDMA. He said he’d be interested in having me in the study. Said his assistant would call within a few days to work out the details.

Wednesday, May 31

Got a call from the assistant and she took a verbal history of my drug usage (recreational and medicinal). Felt myself being a little defensive about the substances and frequency and asked her if I seemed testy. She said yes, so I apologized and said I didn’t want to self-select myself out of the study before I even got in. She chuckled and asked if I could come in the following Tuesday. I said yes.

Tuesday, June 6

Met with the assistant and answered a two-hour battery of questions, which was referred to as a Structured Clinical Interview for DSM-III (SCID). Appeared to be a standard screening interview designed to screen those with mental disorders. Looked like I was passing until I brought up my predilection for becoming involved in relationships that sooner or later sent me into an emotional tailspin. The ensuing depressions I would feel apparently weren’t considered pathological enough to disqualify me. I felt mildly comforted by not being diagnosed as having a history of clinical depression.

Tuesday, June 13

Underwent two hours of neuropsychological testing. Had fun. Felt like I was in preschool. When it was all over, the psychologist seemed impressed, so I said, “Well, looks like drugs don’t turn your brains to fried eggs after all.”

“Yeah, you could have been a rocket scientist,” she somewhat seriously scolded.

“And blown up the world,” I countered. She smiled and let it drop.

Went to a nearby building and got a mini-physical and answered questions about my medical and health history. There was no physical reason precluding my participation in the study, so all that remained was to begin the preliminary MRI and SPECT brain scans. I was told that it could be weeks before I could get those scheduled.

Saturday, July 22

It has been over five weeks. Finally the scans were scheduled for today. I arrived at the imaging center and got an injection of radioactive dye for the SPECT scan. Since it would take around a half hour for the dye to get into the brain, I was sent over to the MRI building and spent the next hour and forty minutes with my full body encased within what I imagined an iron lung must have been like. In spite of the humming and clanking sounds, which the assistant told me were due to the electricity involved, I was able to drift in thought enough to make the time seem shorter. Went back for the half-hour SPECT scan afterwards and felt much more comfortable, as this procedure only required the enclosure of my head and it was comparatively noise free. I left feeling excited about having finished all the preliminary steps prior to the actual MDMA sessions.

Friday, July 28: Medicine Day One

6:30 a.m. Woke up! Much earlier than usual. Arranged for a ride to the hospital—otherwise I would have had to stay overnight since they won’t release anyone unless they’re picked up at the end of the day. Having grown up a military brat, I can be quite comfortable with institutionalized surroundings and procedures. I even welcomed them in this study. But on a Friday night after taking pharmaceutical MDMA, I thought I’d rather go dancing than stay overnight in a hospital (thank you very much anyway for the concern over my safety).

8:30 a.m. Arrived at the Clinical Studies Center (CSC) on the fifth floor of the hospital. Found out there are always several ongoing studies of various kinds in progress—the MDMA study was just one of them. Felt cranky from not enough sleep. I was sad over being in the midst of what seemed to be another failed attempt at a relationship resurrection. Figured that the way things were going, today would be the placebo day.

8:45 a.m. Greeted nurse. Signed consent form while she took initial blood pressure, pulse, and temperature. Had height and weight measured. 73.5 kilos—that would mean that if this is not placebo day, today’s dose would be my weight times either 1.75 mg or 2.5 mg, i.e., 128 mg or 183 mg. Felt a little better.

9:00 a.m. Was taken to my room and got my official patient wristband. A urine sample was collected. I was then served a decent breakfast by hospital standards. There was another guy already assigned to my room from a diabetes study. I felt concern over having to watch the O. J. Simpson trial during my MDMA experience.

9:30 a.m. Dr. Grob came by to meet me and talk. Fortunately, he saw to it that I got a private room and I was transferred before we started talking.

10:00 a.m. The nurse reviewed the stuff I’d be filling out at regular intervals for the rest of the day. Starting at 1:45 p.m., I was to indicate my alertness and mood every fifteen minutes by marking the appropriate places on the “Altered States Graphic Profile.” Several other times I’d be filling out a “Profile of Mood States” and a “Self Evaluation Questionnaire.” Only once, near the end, would I be completing the “Hallucinogenic Rating Scale.” All this seemed clear and there was not much to do for a couple of hours, so I took a nap.

12:30 p.m. Before my blood was drawn, a butterfly needle was inserted into my arm to facilitate the blood-draws that would be done every half hour until 8:00 p.m. I didn’t find this distracting at all. Next my pulse and temperature were taken. This would also be done every half hour until 8:00 p.m.

2:00 p.m. Nurse came in and said she had my “medicine.” It was charming to hear MDMA referred to in that way. I sat up eagerly as she opened the first little manila envelope labeled “Session 1, MDMA Study, Capsule A.” I would have preferred the full dose all at once but an FDA rule required that 20 percent be given first to see if there would be an adverse reaction.

2:20 p.m. It was time for capsule B of my medicine. Was a little excited as I swallowed the second large blue capsule and wondered if I had gotten a full dose of sugar or of MDMA. Put my pen and paper in hand, looked out the window and waited.

3:00 p.m. It wasn’t placebo day. Felt a familiar little tingle in my mouth and lightness in my limbs. The room seemed brighter and so did my mood. My sense of smell was heightened and I wished I’d worn a fresher T-shirt. When the nurse came in for the vitals and the blood-draw, I apologized for being cranky in the morning. The MDMA felt milder than what I was used to so I thought I had probably taken the lower of the two doses. I wasn’t used to taking MDMA alone so I didn’t feel the added euphoria of cannabis. I used to take a beta-blocker to avoid any teeth clenching or muscular tightness, but I didn’t feel any need for that at all.

3:30 p.m. Nurse came by to take an EKG. Wished I had a Polaroid so I could have an EKG photo taken as a souvenir similar to Rick Doblin’s photo in MAPS (Vol IV #4). Blood pressure was up to 164 over 94. Felt very pleasant with none of the tiredness or crankiness mentioned earlier.

4:00 p.m. Called my ex-girlfriend to wish her a nice weekend. Felt no resentment that she was going to be spending it with another guy.

4:30 p.m. Blood pressure began to drop. Still felt in that familiar place of physical and psychological comfort. A wonderful effect. No sense of urgency or speediness yet a pronounced feeling of heightened energy and relaxed musculature. My voice was deeper and more resonant. Chronic tightness in the throat as well as elsewhere was suspended. The energized calmness felt like it could be the birthright of optimum human neurochemistry achieved through a loving upbringing and a nurturing environment. Fear and pain seemed to be the main obstacles to such a state of consciousness. I knew that MDMA suspended pain and increased energy, empathy, and relaxation while offering the potential of mental clarity and self-insight. I hoped it would also be free of neurotoxicity as well. I felt that such a tool could be more than helpful for individual and social healing. A thought seemed clear—the problem with the War on Drugs is that it targets the painkiller instead of the killer pain.

5:00 p.m. Blood pressure still up at 152/98 and effects began subsiding but remained as an emotional backdrop. I did a little stretching and spent some time reading. Found myself enjoying thoughts of dancing later in the evening.

8:00 p.m. The last vitals and blood-draw were taken and my ride showed up a few minutes later. I gathered up my stuff, signed the release form, and made my departure official by having my patient wristband cut off. It felt wonderful to go out into the night air of summer and ride home to get my dancing clothes.

Friday, August 4: Medicine Day Two

Arrived at the hospital around 8:30 a.m. and enjoyed the familiarity of seeing some of the staff I’d met last week. Went through the same preliminary procedure as before, only this time I was a couple of pounds lighter. I felt a little disappointment as I realized that meant a loss of a few milligrams in dosage if today was to be another nonplacebo day. I could also feel some jealously over my ex’s trip last weekend, so I was hoping I’d get the real thing today.

Got my first capsule at 2:00 p.m. and thought I’d gotten a mouth tingle twelve minutes later. Got capsule two at 2:20 p.m. By 2:45 p.m. I knew I was having another nonplacebo day. I assumed it would be stronger than last week and therefore would be the 180 mg dose. Took a deep breath, relaxed, and started paying attention to changes in myself. As expected, the room brightened up, my mood elevated, and my limbs felt light. I found myself in that familiar place of being relaxedly energized. Began having loving thoughts toward my ex. I could feel my inner tension dissipate as I imagined holding her. I remembered that sex with her had been loving, present, honoring, and sometimes ceremonial when I felt the passion of spirit connecting through flesh. It felt like we were a part of the Earth loving itself through the embrace of our clay bodies. It seemed so natural to think of loving times while on MDMA—times when life is without strife—when clay is at play.

By 4:00 p.m. the effects were diminishing and I felt less influenced than I remembered feeling at this time last week. I figured I must have taken the smaller dose, unless of course, I had already taken the placebo. I found this idea tantalizing and fantasized that the effects of MDMA could be created without the drug. It seemed that the neurochemical configuration is what is important, not so much the mechanism of configuration (unless it’s toxic). Even if MDMA proves to have some toxicity, the positive effects are worth documenting and creating with some other delivery system—meditation, yoga, bowling, whatever. By 4:45 p.m. I was a little tired and bored compared to earlier. Found myself looking forward to leaving and dancing. After being discharged at 8:00 p.m., I did both.

Friday August 11: Medicine Day Three

The only thing that really seemed interesting about this day was the possibility that I had already taken the placebo and that today would be a real dose. By 3:00 p.m. however, I knew that this was indeed the placebo day and the absence of an increase in blood pressure and pulse served to confirm my conclusion. I cuddled up with my book and made the best of the situation by having a relaxing day in bed. I was served a tasty dinner at 8:00 p.m. and released shortly thereafter. Said my good-byes to the staff that was still there and left for home. I didn’t go dancing that night.

Follow-Up

I did the MRI and SPECT scans on the next day (Saturday). The MRI took only about an hour and the SPECT took a half hour, as before. Hard to imagine that much could have changed from two doses.

On the following Monday I met with the same psychologist as before and took some more neuropsychological tests. Only took around a half an hour instead of two hours. I enjoyed the tests as much as before. As I was leaving, the doctor said, “Well, you can go ahead back to doing whatever it is that you do.” I thanked her, then drove home feeling pleased with my participation in the study.

Comments

Dr. Grob will be furnishing me with all the data collected from me during the study and I look forward to reviewing it in detail. I thoroughly enjoyed participating in the study, and I hope Dr. Grob achieves all his objectives. I also hope that MDMA proves to be safe when responsibly used. I know one thing. If I were a terminal cancer patient, I would definitely volunteer for his next study.

This account is by a volunteer who participated in the 1995 Harbor-UCLA Phase I research investigation of the effects of 3,4-Methelenedioxymethamphetamine (MDMA) in humans.
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Possible Endogenous Ligand of the Sigma-1 Receptor?
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N,N-dimethyltryptamine, commonly known as DMT, is a member of the serotonergic class of hallucinogens, which includes compounds such as LSD, mescaline, and psilocybin. DMT was first synthesized in 1931, but was later shown to be a naturally occurring constituent of a wide variety of plant species. Several of those plants, such as Psychotria viridis and Anadenanthera peregrina, have traditionally been employed as hallucinogens by native populations of South America. The first human studies with synthetic DMT were conducted by Steven Szára in the mid-1950s, and those studies demonstrated that DMT produces effects resembling those induced by LSD and mescaline. More recent laboratory studies with intravenous DMT have extensively characterized the psychological and physiological effects of DMT in human volunteers. As with other serotonergic hallucinogens, it is currently accepted that the subjective effects of DMT are mediated primarily by activation of 5-HT2A serotonin receptors. Interestingly, there has been some speculation that DMT may be a normal constituent of the human brain, and may be involved in dreaming, near-death experiences, and schizophrenia.

Although normally a relatively obscure hallucinogen, DMT has recently received an unusual amount of attention in the mainstream scientific press. The reason for the focus on DMT is the publication of a report in the journal Science proposing that DMT is the endogenous ligand for the sigma-1 receptor. The three main findings of the Science article are that DMT binds to the sigma-1 receptor with moderate affinity (albeit with much lower affinity than for the 5-HT2A receptor and other 5-HT receptors), that binding of DMT to the sigma-1 receptor causes inactivation of a voltage-gated sodium channel, and that deletion of the gene coding for the sigma-1 receptor abolishes one aspect of the behavioral response to DMT in mice. These findings are very intriguing, and do suggest that the interaction of DMT with the sigma-1 receptor is worthy of further study. Nevertheless, the report raised two questions in my mind: (1) How convincing is the evidence that DMT is actually present endogenously in the brain; and (2) how likely is it that the ability of DMT to activate the sigma-1 receptor actually contributes to its hallucinogenic effects?

Is DMT an Endogenous Signaling Molecule in the Brain?

Although it may seem surprising that a plant compound such as DMT could also serve as a transmitter in the brain, the finding is not without precedent. Indeed, morphine may itself be an endogenous brain chemical. DMT has been proposed to be present endogenously in animals and humans based on two types of evidence: (1) the discovery of an enzyme (indoleethylamine N-methyltransferase, INMT) in several species of mammals that is capable of synthesizing DMT; and (2) analytical studies that have directly detected DMT in tissues, blood, and urine. In 1961, Julius Axelrod isolated an enzyme from rabbit lung that can convert tryptamine (a compound derived from the amino acid tryptophan that is normally present in the body) and N-methyltryptamine to DMT by transferring methyl groups from S-adenosylmethionine (SAM). It was subsequently shown that a similar enzyme exists in the brains of chicks, sheep, rats, and humans. Two groups also demonstrated that injection of tryptamine directly into the brains of rats leads to the production of small amounts of DMT, suggesting that tryptamine can be biotransformed to DMT in vivo.

Despite those findings, other workers reported that although they could detect N-methyltransferase activity in peripheral tissues, they were unable to confirm that the enzyme was present in the brain. A possible explanation for these discrepant findings soon emerged when it was shown that incubation of red blood cells or rat brain extracts with SAM and N-methyltryptamine produces tetrahydro-beta-carbolines (THBCs) almost exclusively, and very little DMT. It turned out that many of the DMT biosynthesis studies had isolated DMT using a technique known as thin layer chromatography (TLC), and under certain conditions it is very difficult to distinguish THBCs from DMT using TLC. It was concluded that the brain actually contains very little INMT, but it does contain enzymes that are capable of converting SAM to formaldehyde, which can then react nonenzymatically with tryptamines to yield beta-carbolines. More recently, Thompson and colleagues were able to clone the genes that encode rabbit and human INMT, and these and other studies confirmed that INMT is expressed in lung and other peripheral tissues but is not expressed at appreciable levels in the brain.

There is evidence that DMT is present in the peripheral tissues of rats and humans, which is not surprising given that INMT is expressed peripherally. What is less clear is whether DMT occurs endogenously in the central nervous system. Very low levels of DMT have been detected in the brains of rats. I am not aware of any studies that have detected DMT in the human brain, but DMT has been shown to occur in the cerebrospinal fluid of human volunteers. INMT is expressed in the spinal cord, and this is one possible source for DMT in cerebrospinal fluid. Additionally, there is evidence that DMT may accumulate in the brain by uptake from the circulatory system. There is, however, some controversy regarding whether DMT occurs endogenously in human blood. Importantly, a recent study using a highly sensitive and selective detection method failed to detect the presence of DMT in whole blood or plasma from human volunteers.

Traditionally, in order to be classified as a neurotransmitter or neuromodulator, a substance had to meet three criteria: it must be present within neurons, it must be released upon neuronal depolarization, and there must be receptors for the substance. Morphine, for example, appears to meet all three criteria. Morphine has been shown to be present within neurons in specific brain regions, and is released by neurons after depolarization. Furthermore, there is evidence that morphine is synthesized in the brain. By contrast, although DMT may be present in the brain in small amounts, it is probably not synthesized locally, and there is little evidence that it is localized within neurons or is released when they are depolarized. This observation calls into question whether DMT actually acts as a signaling molecule in the brain, as opposed to existing as an artifact of peripheral biosynthetic pathways. Clearly, there is currently little evidence to support the contention that DMT functions as a neurotransmitter or neuromodulator.

Does the sigma-1 receptor contribute to the hallucinogenic effects of DMT? DMT is unquestionably present in peripheral tissues, and it is possible that it may be an endogenous ligand of sigma-1 receptors in the periphery. However, in light of the evidence outlined above, it is unlikely that DMT is an endogenous ligand for sigma-1 receptors in the brain. This conclusion does not preclude the possibility that the action of DMT at sigma-1 receptors may contribute to the hallucinogenic effects of the drug.

The existence of the sigma-1 receptor was first proposed in 1976 to explain the hallucinogenic effects of a class of opioids known as the benzomorphans. Certain benzomorphans, such as the analgesics pentazocine and cyclazocine, produce hallucinogenic effects when administered to humans, and these compounds activate the sigma-1 receptor. It was later shown in clinical trials that the hallucinogenic effects of the benzomorphans are prevented by naloxone, which blocks opiate receptors but not sigma-1 receptors. Thus, it is currently accepted that the hallucinogenic effects of the benzomorphans are mediated by the kappa-opioid receptor—the same receptor that is responsible for the effects of the hallucinogen salvinorin A from the plant Salvia divinorum. Thus, there is very little evidence linking the sigma-1 receptor to hallucinogenic effects. In fact, many drugs that activate the sigma-1 receptor, such as cocaine and certain steroid hormones, are not hallucinogenic.

One area that needs to be investigated is whether administration of DMT actually results in brain concentrations that are sufficient to activate the sigma-1 receptor. The reported disassociation constant of DMT for the sigma-1 receptor (14.75 nM) is several-fold higher than the plasma concentrations of DMT that occur after intravenous administration of a high dose of the drug to humans (0.17–1.08 nM). By contrast, the affinity of DMT for 5-HT2A receptors in the human cortex is reportedly 462 nM, which matches up very closely with the plasma concentrations of DMT reported by Strassman and Qualls. It should be noted that there is some evidence that DMT may actively accumulate in the brain, making it possible that the concentration of DMT in the brain may be higher than the plasma concentration. Nevertheless, even if DMT brain levels are severalfold higher than plasma concentrations, it is still not clear that the concentration of DMT in the brain would be high enough to produce substantial activation of sigma-1 receptors. A photo-labeling protection study of the sigma-1 receptor (a method used to measure the degree of occupation of the receptor by DMT) demonstrated that less than 50 percent of sigma-1 receptors are occupied by 50 nM DMT.

Based on the above evidence, it is likely that the concentration of DMT required to induce effects via the sigma-1 receptor would produce extremely high levels of 5-HT2A receptor occupation. It is well established that the 5-HT2A receptor is responsible for mediating the effects of psilocybin and other hallucinogens; thus, in all probability the hallucinogenic effects of DMT are mediated by the 5-HT2A receptor and not by the sigma-1 receptor. There is, however, one possible linkage between 5-HT2A receptors and sigma-1 receptors. One effect of 5-HT2A receptor activation is the production of inositol-1,4,5-triphosphate within neurons, which leads to elevated intracellular levels of calcium. The sigma-1 receptor has been shown to associate with the receptor for inositol-1,4,5-triphosphate and regulate calcium signaling. It is thus theoretically possible that the 5-HT2A-mediated effects of DMT could be modulated by the action of the drug at sigma-1 receptors. Further studies are necessary to determine whether the interaction with sigma-1 receptors contributes to or modifies the psychoactive effects of DMT. In conclusion, although it would be very interesting to find that a hallucinogen such as DMT acts as a neuromodulator, given the available evidence it seems unlikely that DMT is an endogenous signaling molecule in the human brain. Furthermore, there is little evidence to support the hypothesis that the sigma-1 receptor is responsible for mediating the hallucinogenic effects of DMT.


Feeding the Hungry Ghosts

Ibogaine and the Psychospiritual Treatment of Addiction
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For the past two years, I have been studying with Kaariina Saarinen, a Canadian medicine woman who blends teachings from the Tibetan Buddhist and Ojibwe traditions, among others. She works with young people and families in facilitating profound shamanic rites of passage through ceremony, sweat lodge, and family counsel. Her teaching, which echoes the voice of indigenous grandmothers around the world, is that all suffering and disease can be traced to genetic disturbance inherited from somewhere in the ancestry, always rooted to a feeling of not having enough.

This experience, coupled with an interest in psychedelic therapy and professional experience in drug policy, has led me to work at an ibogaine treatment center in Tijuana, Mexico. Over the past few decades, despite the need for more clinical studies, ibogaine has emerged as an effective, however controversial, treatment for substance dependence.

One of the most interesting archetypal lenses for understanding addictions is the realm of hungry ghosts, one of the six paths of suffering on the Buddhist mandala of rebirth. Dr. Gabor Mate, who wrote the book The Realm of Hungry Ghosts: Close Encounters with Addiction, relays the wisdom that the best way to work with even the hungriest and most ghostly is to feed them—to offer the nurturing and support that is the root of their craving.

In his book The Globalization of Addiction, another Vancouver author, Bruce Alexander, PhD, outlines a model for understanding drug abuse based on patterns of social dislocation. While Mate notices that every case of severe addiction he’s confronted can be traced to trauma in childhood, Alexander argues that addiction as it surfaces in inner cities is a byproduct of colonialist capitalism. We need to understand that addiction is inherently dynamic—it is at once both a deeply personal battle and a global-scale issue. It is difficult to describe exactly the ways in which covering up personal pain with drugs, and politically dealing with “the drug problem” by instituting jail time, forced treatment, or habitual displacement, feed off of each other, but they are inseparable parts of the same vicious cycle.

In his book, Mate describes some of the astounding biochemical dynamics between a mother and child, and specifically how crucial dopamine production in a newborn is catalyzed by stimuli as subtle as wider dilation of a nursing mother’s pupils. In such a subtle response system there must be endless miscommunications, and countless unmet needs, which will eventually encourage the child to become emotionally independent.

On a primal level, feelings of not having enough are what drive the animal mind to migrate. Any perceived lack will activate the survival response to seek out a more stable supply of resources—whether emotional resources like affection, practical resources like food, financial resources, or industrial resources like oil.

The human mind, for all of its fallibility, is wonderfully resourceful. According to Eric Braverman, MD, drug users are very often deficient in the neurotransmitter that their drug of choice competes with or replaces. Addiction surfaces when an unmet need is so acute, and the stimulus reward so powerful and temporary, that it overrides the evolutionary response and leads to a chronic behavior. If addiction is a disease, then this is it. An imbalance of natural neurotransmitters might be developmental, but it can also be related to broader societal factors as varied as the diminishing nutrient content of foods grown in soil that has been depleted of minerals, or any kind of traumatic cultural appropriation and suppression.

As a woman of medicine, my teacher’s goal was to reconnect us with practices that were primary to civilization’s dislocation from original culture, and to do it with such intensity that chronic behavior was overridden by the deeper, global, evolutionary urge.

Ibogaine seems to have a similar effect. In the context of Alexander’s social dislocation theory of addiction, the particular magic of ibogaine may be that it is the root medicine of an indigenous culture in Africa. But, on an individual level, ibogaine’s magic is probably better understood in the context of the realm of hungry ghosts.

There is a mysterious energy of death haunting ibogaine. According to research by Kenneth Alper, MD, published in the Journal of Ethnopharmacology, as of 2006, out of approximately three thousand four hundred known treatments conducted outside of its traditional context in Gabon, eleven known deaths had occurred. There have been more documented deaths in the past several years, and Alper is currently working on a new paper that he plans to publish in the near future.

In its traditional setting, the Iboga ritual is directly associated with death. The nighttime rituals, or Nzogos, have three definite stages: the Efun, the genesis or the beginning; the Mvenge, the death; and Meyaya, the beyond.

Part of the action of the medicine seems to be a decrease in the life force, causing ataxia of the limbs and slowing the heart, sometimes into bradycardia. In 2001, a study produced in Slovenia by the Sacrament of Transition used Kirlian photography to demonstrate changes registered in the aura during ibogaine treatment. Prior to ibogaine administration the aura appeared normal, during treatment it appeared diminished and weak, and afterward it showed signs of what clients have dubbed the post-treatment ibogaine “glow.”

In the visionary component of the experience, Dr. Anwar Ajeewa, director of the Minds Alive clinic in South Africa, reports that up to 70 percent of his clients see a deceased person whom they have known appear to them, and up to 57 percent see scenes of gratuitous violence. That doesn’t include the clients who experience their own deaths. Many treatment providers now make a verbal contract with each client prior to administering ibogaine. No one is given medicine until they agree that given any opportunity to permanently leave their body, they will instead come back. More than several people have stories of being offered the choice—seeing themselves peacefully drifting out into the open ocean, or drifting farther away from their body below them—and then remembering their agreement to return.

Part of the powerful redemptive quality of ibogaine is that within minutes after ingestion, physical dependence on opiates and other drugs decreases or vanishes, with a marked reduction in withdrawal symptoms. And for about as long as the auric glow is amplified—up to several months—cravings for drugs are often diminished and the chronic behavior is often interrupted, leaving an opportunity for individuals to learn to live free from their addiction.

One of the gifts of perspective that ibogaine offers is an opportunity to deepen our understanding of what addiction is. Ibogaine is certainly not a cure, and the language of addiction as a disease is quickly becoming dated. Defining addiction as a genetic predisposition is definitely not the whole story. Perhaps it is a learned behavior, but how exactly it is learned can contain many dynamic layers. A medicine like ibogaine seems to require a psychospiritual explanation, and an understanding that addiction is a response of the human psyche to our collective trauma.

Mary Chauvin, who was treated at Pangea Biomedics in Tijuana, Mexico, with her husband and five of their adult children, describes their treatment as “a complete spiritual awakening and rebirthing.” This archetypal passage of death and rebirth emerges constantly, echoing back to the principals from the Buddhist mandala. Perhaps under the stratification of the ancient world, passage through this realm of hungry ghosts might have taken a lifetime or more of karmic clearing. But, with a medicine that can reliably potentiate a spiritual renewal of this magnitude, rebirth onto a new karmic path can happen as soon as one is ready to embrace it.

For additional resources, visit the Global Ibogaine Therapist Alliance (GIFA) website: ibogainealliance.org.
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The Ancients said that the animals are taught through their organs; let me add to this, so are men, but they have the advantage of teaching their organs in return.

—Johann Wolfgang von Goethe



Nowadays, most psychotherapists who follow the cognitive-behavior paradigm treat the mind as something separated from the body. Inversely, most physicians treat the body as if it were detached from mind and emotions. However, the need to take down these barriers and to integrate body and mind therapies is becoming increasingly clear to both psychotherapists and physicians.

The first references to the mind-body connection are found in Hippocrates and Galen, whose teachings about the imbalances in emotions and passions and their translations as physical illnesses survived well into the eighteenth century. Descartes’s mind-body dualism marked the start of a breakdown of the relationship between mind and body.

In the nineteenth century, physicians believed that all diseases were the result of some sort of anatomical abnormality. Freud developed psychoanalysis trying to explain the cause of illness that could not be traced to anatomical sources.

In the early twentieth century, Walter Cannon and his homeostatic theory stimulated new interest in the relationship between affect, physiology, and health, fostering the emergence of two schools. One of these schools, called “psychosomatic medicine,” approached discrete emotions from the psychoanalytic paradigm. Along with Helen Flanders Dunbar, Franz Alexander, its main theoretician in the 1920s and 1930s, sought to explain many somatic diseases—such as asthma, psoriasis, hypertension, and gastric ulcers—as arising from mental disorders.

The second school focuses on biological processes, rather than on discrete emotions, and is represented by Hans Selye, who introduced the concept of stress as a general adaptation syndrome that organisms develop in order to survive. He also noted the negative consequences of sustained stress: fatigue, exhaustion, and depression of the organism. Selye discovered the mechanism by which normal psychological stressors and biogenic stressors increase the action of the neuroendocrine hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal axis, increasing the levels of hormones such as glucocorticoids (like cortisol), which in turn lower the proliferation of immune cells.

The Complex Relationships between the Brain, the Neuroendocrine and Immune Systems, and Emotions

Empirical evidence available nowadays shows bidirectional communication between the central nervous system, the immune system, and neuroendocrine mechanisms, via neurotransmitters (dopamine, serotonin, adrenaline, noradrenaline) that can directly mediate the immune response, given that immune cells T and B lymphocytes have receptors for hormones and neurotransmitters on the surface of their membranes. Some neuropeptides secreted by neurons, which are involved in pain transmission, have also been identified as immunomodulators, and cytokines, a type of activating chemical signaling cells of the immune system, also occur in the nervous system. Under disease conditions, when the organism needs to recover homeostasis, the immune system can reset brain-integrated neuroendocrine mechanisms to promote immune processes at the expenses of other physiologic systems (Sabbioni 1993; Sternberg and Licinio 1995; Uchino et al. 1996).

Neurotransmitters are considered the most direct functional link between the central nervous system and immune processes. Elevated levels of catecholamines (epinephrine, norepinephrine, and dopamine) were associated with an increased incidence of infectious diseases in the upper respiratory tract. Several longitudinal, prospective studies showed that rheumatoid arthritis, pain, and depression tend to be predictive of each other (del Rey et al. 1981; Anisman, Zalcman, and Zacharko 1993; Irwin 2008).

Currently, neuroscientists like Antonio Damasio associate basic emotions with distinct patterns of cardiorespiratory activity (Rainville et al. 2006). Eysenck and Grossarth-Maticek (1995) have provided robust results from longitudinal studies, showing that some patterns of personality are good predictors of certain diseases, such as cardiopathies (behavior pattern type 2, raw anger and hyper excitement) or cancer (type 1, emotional repression and helplessness). On the other hand, neuroscientist Richard Davidson also found that meditation (mindfulness) may change brain and immune function in positive ways (Davidson et al. 2003).

The Need for the Multidisciplinarity of the Human Being Science

The empirical evidence in the field of psychoneuroimmunology (Ader 1981) has shown that immune activity, as well as some psychological parameters, can be modified by classical conditioning processes. This young discipline is providing scientific facts of the interrelations between emotions, stress, anxiety, depression, chronic pain, and the immune system. Pro-inflammatory cytokines play a key role in cardiovascular disease, arthritis, Type II diabetes, osteoporosis, Alzheimer’s disease, periodontal disease, and some cancers (Kiecolt-Glaser et al. 2002). Negative emotions like depression and anxiety enhance the production of pro-inflammatory cytokines, leukocytosis, and increased natural killer cell cytotoxicity, as do psychological stressors (Glaser and Kiecolt-Glaser 2005). Other scientific research in cancer shows that the boost of the immune cells neutrophils could be a promising treatment against solid tumors (Souto, Vila, and Brú 2009).

All of the above shows that new paradigms of a multidisciplinary, holistic, non-dual, and integrative science of the human being are emerging, which move away from old dualistic conceptions and conceive of the human being as a delicate, intricate, and interconnected universe. Let’s see how psychedelics could be invaluable tools to foster this evolution.


We are not primarily biological, with mind emerging as a kind of iridescence, a kind of epiphenomenon at the higher levels of organization of biology. We are hyperspatial objects of some sort that cast a shadow into matter. The shadow in matter is our physical organism.

—Terence McKenna



Having noted only minimally the bidirectional and complex relations and interactions between body, mind, and emotions, and how hormones, neurotransmitters, leukocytes, and neurons share a common language, we can see the multiple potentials of psychedelics—both in psychotherapy (powerful emotional insights, treatment of traumas and psychological conflicts, coping with stress, positive experiences, and expressing emotions) and medicine (immunoregulatory-antidepressant drugs, addictions, pain, and anxiety), all of which are complex universes whose mysteries are yet to be unveiled.

As Michael Kometer and Dr. Franz Vollenweider have published (Vollenweider and Kometer 2010), the downregulation of prefrontal 5-HT2A serotonin receptors (that are targets for hallucinogenic compounds) might underlie some of the therapeutic effects of hallucinogens in the treatment of depression, chronic pain, and anxiety. (Anxiety and depression are interrelated with stress, which also affects the serotonin system.)

MDMA’s ability to facilitate better emotional management, and retrieval of traumatic memories without fear, could be a powerful catalyst of healing for disorders such as posttraumatic stress disorder (PTSD). As mentioned earlier, hormones chronically disturbed by stress may contribute to brain changes, immune deficits, depression, emotional and behavior symptoms, and somatic disorders. The first authorized clinical research on PTSD using MDMA, carried out in Madrid, Spain, by clinical psychologist José Carlos Bouso (Bouso et al. 2008), established the psychological and physiological safety of this chemical. Although further research is necessary, some studies have revealed the hormonal effects of this substance (Harris et al. 2002).

Also in Spain, Dr. Jordi Riba conducted the first controlled pharmacological study of ayahuasca in humans (Riba and Barbanoj 1998); in more recent research, Dr. Riba and his team found, using the neuroimaging technique SPECT (single photon emission computed tomography), that ayahuasca administration led to increased blood perfusion in brain areas implicated in somatic awareness, subjective feeling states, and emotional arousal (Riba et al. 2006). The implications of this research, and prospective research, are promising for depression and anxiety disorders, and behind the intricate pharmacology of ayahuasca may lead to breakthrough solutions for neurodegenerative disorders like Parkinson’s and the future development of new antibiotic agents.

In the ’70s, Dr. Khorramzadeh administered ketamine to one hundred psychiatric patients with various psychosomatic diseases, such as tension headaches, depression, anxiety, phobias, obsessive-compulsive neurosis, hypochondriasis, and ulcerative colitis. Dr. Khorramzadeh reported that ninety-one of his patients were doing well after six months, and eighty-eight of the subjects remained well after one year (Khorramzadeh and Lotfy 1973).

Some publications in the 1970s detailed healing properties of LSD in disorders such as allergies, ulcerative colitis, rheumatoid arthritis, and other inflammation of the joints. LSD and drugs related to it could have potent anti-inflammatory effects, and could play an important role in the immune system, since they affect hormones. Charles Nichols, associate professor of pharmacology at the LSU Health Sciences Center in New Orleans, has begun to investigate them using tissue cells and cultured animal cells.

It is interesting to note that many of the drugs currently used to treat various disorders keep a close molecular relationship with some psychedelics: sumatriptan, an effective drug to treat migraines, is chemically very similar to DMT, and methysergide, also prescribed for migraines, is based on the LSD molecule.

Cannabinoids, among other properties, act on the immune system by decreasing inflammation when brain damage occurs. Since neuro-inflammation and neuro-immune activation have been shown to play a role in the etiology of a variety of neurodegenerative disorders such as Alzheimer’s disease (autopsy reveals less expression of CB1 receptors in the hippocampus and frontal cortex), the implications for further neuro-protection applications of cannabinoids are promising.

The advance of psychedelic science is still slow, and encumbered by lingering bans and legal hurdles to research, but it seems increasingly unstoppable.
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There is a growing amount of research on the development of PTSD and its various treatments. The fact that many people who suffer from PTSD struggle with the currently approved therapeutic options that are available to them suggests that we need to start exploring alternative strategies to treat this disorder (Strauss and Lang 2012). With the large number of veterans returning home from war who may have or will develop PTSD, we must have a diverse framework of therapy and integration in place for them.

Alternative options that are currently being explored for the treatment of PTSD include MDMA-assisted psychotherapy (Mithoefer et al. 2010) and marijuana (Campos, Ferreira, and Guimaraes 2012). Current research indicates that ayahuasca mimics mechanisms of currently accepted treatments to PTSD, and its use as an alternative treatment for other types of disorders is also being considered (McKenna 2004). However, in order to understand the implications of ayahuasca in the treatment of PTSD, we need to understand how PTSD develops, which involves memory formation.

Memory can be divided into three types: perceptual memory, episodic memory, and semantic memory. Before it reaches conscious awareness, information from the outside world first passes through the sensory cortices of our brain. This is perceptual memory. Sensory input then travels up to higher processing regions. Within our limbic system lie the hippocampus and amygdala. The cognitive aspect of memory occurs in the hippocampus. There we are able to perceive the sensory information and form “episodic” memories. The amygdala links the episodic memory to the associated emotions (Stickgold 2002). At this stage, when an event is recalled the original sensations and emotions are replayed with it.

Over time, relevant information from episodic memory is transferred to the neocortex to create semantic memory networks. Here the information is integrated into your general knowledge, and becomes available for understanding events in the future. It is in the cortex that we assign meaning to our memories. A feedback loop from the cortex to the hippocampus then tells it to weaken the episodic memory (Stickgold 2002). The memory can then be recalled without provoking the original sensations and emotions.

In PTSD, the brain fails to appropriately consolidate and integrate episodic memories into the semantic memory system (Stickgold 2002). The memory and its associated emotions become trapped in the hippocampus, so that whenever the adverse memory is triggered it is recalled as if the traumatic event is being re-experienced. The resulting hyperarousal leads many trauma victims to develop maladaptive coping mechanisms. In an attempt to prevent stimulation of intense fear, they seek ways, such as substance abuse, to avoid or numb out to triggers.

The American Psychiatric Association (APA) outlines three approaches to the treatment of PTSD: psychopharmacology, psychotherapy, and education and support. The goal of treatment is to eliminate or decrease flashbacks, nightmares, and other intrusive symptoms, allowing avoidance and arousal symptoms to subside (Ursano et al. 2004). Successful recovery requires the disrupted process of cortical memory consolidation and integration to be reestablished. The patient must be able to discuss the traumatic event without replaying the original emotional intensity.

Once the images are no longer intrusive, the event can be integrated into regular life. Only then will the victim come to understand his or her past trauma, and thus come to terms with it (Harper 2012). In PTSD, the blockade of hippocampal outflow to the cortex needs to be reestablished so that the episodic memory can be weakened and the semantic memory created. Because it is limited to the cortical level of the brain, simple catharsis (expression of the traumatic event) is not sufficient to successfully treat PTSD symptoms. Effective treatments must target the limbic system.

When using psychotherapeutic treatments, many professionals in the field believe fear must be experienced before it can be reduced or eliminated. Exposure therapy is considered to be any therapy where the client is exposed to a fear memory as part of the therapy (Harper 2012). With sufficient exposure, clients adapt to the trauma by altering its meaning in a way that desensitizes them to trauma-related triggers, thus reducing their experienced fear (Ursano et al. 2004).

Three types of exposure therapies that are recognized as evidence-based practice for treatment of PTSD include: prolonged exposure (flooding), cognitive restructuring, and eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) therapy (Allen 2001). These exposure therapies target the emotional aspects of fear memories mediated by the amygdala. Stimulation to these areas releases the memories to the cortex so they can finally be processed and integrated into the victim’s life with meaning.

From the psychotherapeutic standpoint, ayahuasca is similar to exposure therapy. Intention setting is a common ritual in many ayahuasca practices. Users with traumatic histories have the opportunity to set their intentions to their traumas. Recent studies indicate that the amygdala, and other brain areas associated with emotional processing, is activated with the administration of ayahuasca (Riba et al. 2006). Activation of the amygdala, the very region of the brain that is the source of fear-associated symptoms of PTSD, is seen with ayahuasca as well as exposure-based approaches.

Due to the heterogeneity and complexity of PTSD, and to the variety of therapeutic options available including psychedelic-assisted therapy, it may be difficult to fully understand their nature and relationships to each other. The authors of this chapter propose a new approach to understand and assess them both. This approach is currently used by Dr. Nielson and her colleagues at the University of California, San Francisco, and uses bioinformatics to understand the complex nature (syndrome) of spinal cord injury and its potential therapies (Ferguson, Stuck, and Nielson 2011). This approach involves mining raw data from preclinical and clinical trials; incorporating them into a large, heterogeneous, and flexible database; running statistical pattern detection algorithms on it; and deriving novel patterns about the underlying biological mechanisms that are conserved across paradigms (Nielson et al. 2012).

By using this bioinformatic methodology on psychedelic therapies for PTSD, we hypothesize that we can both more accurately define the entire syndrome of PTSD (Ferguson, Stuck, and Nielson 2011), and assess appropriate therapeutic options for patients, including those still being tested in clinical trials (Mithoefer et al. 2010). Additionally, these methods enable us to rapidly visualize the syndrome space (Nielson et al. 2012), making this a very user-friendly and effective framework to identify various syndromes (Ferguson, Stuck, and Nielson 2011).

If we use this bioinformatics approach in combination with rapid data visualization and analysis, we hypothesize that we can identify risk factors for PTSD that may be a useful screening tool to assess whether a patient is ready for exposure therapy, and which treatment will be the best route to maximize his or her long-term recovery. Additionally, we can begin to address whether ayahuasca could be a beneficial therapy for PTSD by collecting data from subjects with PTSD who are voluntarily using it and assessing their recovery.

We have started a collaboration with the Paititi Institute near Iquitos, Peru (paititi-institute.org), who have already treated and will continue to treat patients with PTSD and other health disorders with ayahuasca. Our goal is to gather enough retrospective data from this center to provide rationale for an observational study and potential future clinical trials with ayahuasca for PTSD.

Additionally, numerous studies have been conducted to assess the safety of ayahuasca. Under the appropriate settings and with supervision, and no prior consumption of contraindicated substances and foods (McCabe 1986) or pre-existing conditions, ayahuasca has been shown to be safe and nonaddictive (Gable 2007). In fact, it is being explored for its therapeutic potential from multiple perspectives and mechanisms, including the potential to treat substance abuse (McKenna 2004).

To ensure that the proper measures of caution are considered, it may be useful to prescreen interested participants and patients that want to take ayahuasca to treat their PTSD. Because there are contraindications for the monoamine oxidase inhibitor (MAOI) component (McCabe 1986) of ayahuasca, prescreening patients for the presence of these substances is important. Additionally, careful assessment during prescreening is important to determine whether the patient is ready for this kind of therapy, because exposure therapies run the risk of being re-traumatizing. These should be taken into consideration before taking ayahuasca. This is especially important for people with PTSD who may be on various medications.

This study into the therapeutic potential of ayahuasca for PTSD is in the preliminary stages. The initial connections in this framework have been made, and we welcome additional collaborators, data donors, and funders to contact us regarding working toward this project.
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Therapy

Psychedelic-assisted therapy exists in many forms, from psychotherapy for those nearing the end of life to body-based methods such as massage and movement practices. This work requires great skill and experience on the part of the practitioner. Today, in carefully controlled scientific studies, profound healing is being witnessed with the aid of psychedelic substances by allowing the mind and body to release old patterns, surrender the ego, and discover innate healing wisdom.
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“Have a big story or no story at all, but don’t have a small story.”

These words resonated deeply for me when I first heard them from Stan Grof over twenty years ago. They’re always in the mix when I think about what we know and what we’re discovering about psychological healing—even the term psychological healing implies a small story separating psychology from physiology, spirituality, and other possible levels of healing. In research we need to formulate and test hypotheses, which are of necessity small stories or only small parts of a much bigger story. However elegant and illuminating our hypotheses may be, there is the danger that they will become conceptual traps limiting our capacity to observe and respond to the unexpected. A comprehensive understanding of the human psyche remains elusive and is no doubt far beyond any of our limited hypotheses.

For me, doing MDMA research in a rigorous, scientific way always involves a tension between striving to understand and not needing to understand. The ongoing challenge is to balance my intention not to be attached to any story at all—to be open and receptive to unexpected discoveries when we’re sitting with people in MDMA psychotherapy sessions—with the inescapable and potentially fruitful propensity of my rational mind to weave new discoveries into our evolving understanding of therapeutic methods and mechanisms. Without losing sight of this compelling tension, which is inherent to some degree in any psychotherapy, I want to discuss some of the similarities and differences between MDMA-assisted psychotherapy and other approaches to psychotherapy for Posttraumatic Stress Disorder (PTSD).

No one knows how any psychiatric treatment, psychotherapy, or psychopharmacology actually works, even when we understand the essential elements or many of the physiologic effects. MDMA-assisted psychotherapy is especially complicated in this regard because it combines psychotherapy and psychopharmacology. There are many papers describing MDMA’s effects in the brain and the rest of the body, and some speculating on the mechanisms of its therapeutic effects, but there are no published studies designed to test hypotheses about pharmacological and psychotherapeutic mechanisms of MDMA-assisted psychotherapy. MAPS-sponsored studies thus far are designed to measure safety and effectiveness, but not to determine mechanism of action. As funding allows, we hope to investigate potential mechanisms by adding neuroimaging and other physiologic measures to future protocols. In addition, other researchers are beginning to conduct qualitative analyses of our session recordings in attempts to discover more about the psychotherapeutic process involved. In the meantime, our observations about possible therapeutic mechanisms are speculative, based on clinical observations during MDMA research sessions and limited in precision by the complexity of the process.

Psychotherapy exerts effects on many levels: emotional, cognitive, physical, energetic, and spiritual. The course of therapy is determined by the individual’s own inner healing intelligence interacting with facilitation by the therapists in the context of the therapeutic relationship. In MDMA-assisted psychotherapy, the direct pharmacologic effects of MDMA are occurring in conjunction with this complex psychotherapeutic process, hopefully acting as a catalyst to its healing potential. Further, this interaction is a two-way street: neurophysiologic effects influence psychotherapy and psychotherapy itself changes the brain. At this stage, no discussion of the therapeutic elements involved can encompass more than part of the picture. We can learn from this reductionism but should be careful not to “confuse the map with the territory.” We strive to do rigorous science without losing sight of the remarkable richness of the process as we observe and participate in it.

My wife Annie and I have had the opportunity to act as co-therapists in MDMA-assisted psychotherapy for PTSD in our first MAPS-sponsored study completed in 2008 and our ongoing study with veterans, firefighters, and police officers suffering from chronic PTSD. We’ve also learned from many others by reading and sharing observations and insights with other researchers: Jose Carlos Bouso, Marcela Ot’alora, Peter Oehen, and Verena Widmer, who have done or are doing similar studies; and with George Greer, Reque Tolbert, Stanislav Grof, Ralph Metzner, Torsten Passie, and others who had experience doing MDMA-assisted psychotherapy before it became a scheduled compound. The comparisons I draw below are based on these opportunities to learn about MDMA-assisted psychotherapy contrasted with my training and clinical experience using other methods over the years.

At first glance, MDMA-assisted psychotherapy looks very different from any conventional treatment: participants lying on a futon, sometimes with eyeshades and headphones listening to music with male and female therapists sitting on either side for at least eight hours (not exactly the approach I was taught in psychiatry residency, though very much like the approach we learned in the Grof Transpersonal Training). Despite these obvious dramatic differences, with a closer look most therapists would recognize that MDMA-assisted psychotherapy includes familiar elements that play important roles in the beneficial effects of other models of therapy. This is not surprising since each approach, in the context of a therapeutic relationship, is stimulating access to the individual’s innate, universal healing capacity. Many of the therapeutic elements that are directly elicited by therapists in more established methods occur spontaneously with the less directive approach we use in MDMA-assisted therapy.

Element 1: Establishing a Safe and Supportive Therapeutic Setting and a Mindset Conducive to Healing

These are essential elements of any safe and effective treatment for PTSD. At the outset of all established therapies and in the introductory sessions preceding MDMA-assisted therapy, therapists play an active role in establishing a therapeutic alliance. In order to safely proceed, therapists must assess and possibly augment a client’s support systems and own resources for affect management and self-care. People with PTSD often have difficulty trusting, so trauma therapists of all kinds know that the therapeutic alliance and the client’s resources may be thoroughly tested during the emotional challenges of trauma processing. MDMA-assisted psychotherapy is by no means immune from these challenges, but does have a potential advantage. The effects of MDMA appear to increase the likelihood that participants will be able to maintain enough trust in the therapists and a broad enough perspective about their own inner experience to process their fears without emotionally or physically withdrawing from the therapeutic alliance.

The following are quotations from study participants:


I keep getting the message from the medicine, “trust me.” When I try to think, it doesn’t work out, but when I just let the waves of fear and anxiety come up it feels like the medicine is going in and getting them, bringing them up, and then they dissipate.

Without the study I don’t think I could have ever dug down deep, I was so afraid of the fear.

Maybe one of the things the drug does is let your mind relax and get out of the way because the mind is so protective about the injury.



Element 2: Anxiety Management Training (AMT)/Stress Inoculation Training (SIT)

Any psychotherapy that involves revisiting and processing trauma is likely to temporarily increase anxiety and other powerful emotions, so participants should have tools for managing symptom exacerbations as needed throughout the course of therapy. Cognitive behavioral therapy (CBT), including prolonged exposure (PE) and others, usually includes teaching a relaxation method at the outset. Eye movement desensitization and reprocessing (EMDR) calls for this as well, often using guided visualizations. During introductory sessions in MDMA-assisted psychotherapy, we teach mindful diaphragmatic breathing or reinforce any other method the participant may have found effective. It’s important not to underestimate the degree to which participants in MDMA-assisted psychotherapy for PTSD may need and benefit from ongoing support during the integration period in the days and weeks following MDMA-assisted sessions. MDMA catalyzes deeper processing during MDMA-assisted sessions, so it often requires closer attention to the challenges of integrating these deep experiences into everyday consciousness and daily life.


Now that the medicine has worn off I sometimes feel guilty for saying the things I did about my parents not being emotionally available. I know it wasn’t about blame, but there’s still that judging voice that says we don’t talk about any of this.

I got a glimpse of more of what I’m capable of growing into … I’m motivated to keep practicing openness until it gets more developed.



Element 3: Exposure Therapy

Revisiting traumatic experiences during therapy is a mainstay of prolonged exposure, cognitive processing, and other types of cognitive behavioral therapy for PTSD. In these models, “imaginal exposure” is accomplished by asking the participant to repeatedly read or recite an account of his or her traumatic experience. Likewise, EMDR starts with a “target,” usually an image, associated with a traumatic event that carries an emotional charge and associated negative cognitions.

In MDMA-assisted psychotherapy we have an agreement with participants that the therapists can bring up the index trauma at some point during each MDMA session if it does not come up spontaneously, but in almost one hundred MDMA research sessions to date we have never had to do so. The trauma always comes up, and we think it is preferable to allow it to come up at whatever time and in whatever way it does so spontaneously for each individual. This is in keeping with the principle that the optimal tactic is for the therapists and the participant to approach each session with a largely nondirective stance, or “beginner’s mind,” in order to allow the individual’s own healing intelligence to determine which course the session will take. At some point in the session this will result in a form of exposure therapy in which MDMA acts as a catalyst by providing emotional connection, increased clarity about trauma memories, and a sense of confidence that painful experiences can be revisited and processed without becoming overwhelming. In many cases this imaginal exposure occurs early in the session, but sometimes it comes up only after affirming experiences have provided greater inner strength from which to face the trauma memories. These affirming experiences are important elements of the therapy and we encourage participants to accept them as such, rather than assume, as some participants do, that facing pain is the only productive use of the time.


I had never before felt what I felt today in terms of loving connection. I’m not sure I can reach it again without MDMA but I’m not without hope that it’s possible. Maybe it’s like having an aerial map so now I know there’s a trail.

The medicine just brought me a folder. I’m sitting at this big desk in a comfortable chair and the medicine goes and then rematerializes in physical form bringing me the next thing—this is a folder with my service record. It says I need to review it and talk to you about it from the beginning so it can be properly filed.

It’s like, every time I go inside I see flowers and I pick one, and that’s the thing to work on next. And there are things that are hard to take, but each time I move through them it feels so much better.

I realize I’m not trying to break through anything. It has to be softly opening. With the medicine nothing felt forced. I know I’m going to have to feel the feelings and there’s still fear that the grief will be overwhelming, and I know feelings are unpredictable and the currents can be swirly, but yesterday when I put my toe in it felt so wonderful to feel. I remember every detail, it’s a pristine, pristine image.

It wasn’t an easy experience but it was so worth it. It was a very spiritual experience, very expansive. I feel a sense of calm and stability now.



Element 4: Cognitive Restructuring

Cognitive behavioral therapy teaches people to recognize negative thoughts and beliefs and cognitive distortions, to challenge them using the Socratic method and then modify them by arriving at a rational response. In EMDR the approach is largely nondirective and cognitive restructuring often occurs spontaneously, sometimes catalyzed by the therapist adding a “cognitive interweave” if needed. In psychodynamic therapy, with the help of interpretations from the therapist, clients come to understand the meaning of traumatic experiences and the associated reactions and beliefs based on developmental history and prior relationships and psychological conflicts.

In MDMA-assisted psychotherapy, cognitive restructuring may result from dialogue with the therapists using elements of CBT, psychodynamic therapy, and other methods according to the individual therapists’ training and experience as allowed for in our research Treatment Manual [available at maps.org]. In addition, the effects of MDMA can lead to profound insights about cognitive distortions with little or no intervention from the therapists. Our largely nondirective approach often results in spontaneous cognitive restructuring resulting from qualities engendered by MDMA: increased mental clarity, confidence, and the courage to look honestly at oneself.


I feel like I’m walking in a place I’ve needed to go for so long and just didn’t know how to get there. I feel like I know myself better than I ever have before. Now I know I’m a normal person. I’ve been through some bad stuff, but … those are things that happened to me, not who I am … This is me, the medicine helps, but this is in me.



Element 5: Transference and Countertransference

These terms refer respectively to the feelings that arise in the client toward the therapists and vice versa, as they are unconsciously influenced by earlier experience, especially childhood experiences with parents. Awareness of these feelings is important in any psychotherapy and is specifically addressed in psychodynamic psychotherapy, aimed at making the unconscious conscious as this becomes tolerable in the course of therapy. In MDMA-assisted psychotherapy we discuss transference and countertransference in the introductory sessions in preparation for the fact that these feelings can be considerably heightened by MDMA and the setting of all-day sessions. We introduce them as normal phenomena that provide an opportunity for discovering and processing previously unconscious material in the present moment.

We know that participants taking MDMA can be exquisitely sensitive to verbal and nonverbal expression from the therapists, and we encourage honesty and openness about any feelings that arise. We make explicit our intention to be forthcoming about any questions participants may have about us and not to take it personally if they are angry or displeased in reaction to anything we say or do. MDMA may make the unconscious conscious at a rapid rate while also increasing the participant’s capacity to acknowledge and discuss transference issues and to tolerate and benefit from this faster rate of change. At the same time, the therapists are challenged to be aware of their own reactions and to be honestly and empathically engaged with the participant from moment to moment. Happily, if the therapists are honest about their own limitations and blind spots, the participant taking MDMA is likely to be empathic toward them.


Okay, I’m ready to talk to you now Michael. Have you noticed that every time I’ve talked to you before I’ve tried to impress you with how smart I am? That’s what I did with my father because he was smart and wasn’t around much. Now I’m ready to have a real conversation with you.



Element 6: Working with the Multiplicity of the Psyche

The human psyche is not unitary; we all have different parts. This phenomenon is widely recognized, but in psychiatry the terminology and theories about it are far from unified. Nevertheless, I think dissociation, parts, sub-personalities, selves, and complexes are all referring to the same or to overlapping phenomenon. When manifestations of multiplicity are on the extreme end of the spectrum they’re called Dissociative Identity Disorder (formerly Multiple Personality Disorder). In the recently released DSM-5 there is a new “dissociative subtype” of PTSD—a recognition that people with PTSD often have increased levels of dissociation or blending with their parts.

Several psychotherapy models recognize multiplicity as a normal phenomenon (though problematic at the more extreme ranges of the spectrum), and provide specific methods for working with it therapeutically. These models include psychosynthesis, voice dialogue, and internal family systems therapy (IFS). In our experience, MDMA in a therapeutic setting often raises awareness of different “parts” of the psyche and simultaneously brings forth more “self-energy” to allow exploration of the parts with greater compassion and clarity (“parts” and “self-energy” are IFS terms; other models would describe the same phenomenon somewhat differently). We’ve been conducting a small internal pilot study within our current study of veterans, firefighters, and police officers with PTSD, tracking how often awareness of parts comes up. Our preliminary analysis reveals that study participants have spontaneously brought up their awareness of different parts of themselves in 81 percent of the MDMA-assisted sessions, and greater understanding and acceptance of these parts have often been important elements in the therapeutic process.


I realize that part of me is not a monster, he’s a warrior, a valuable part of me, and he needs healing too. [paraphrased]



Element 7: Somatic Manifestations of Trauma

CBT, EMDR, and psychodynamic therapy may bring attention to somatic experiences, but do not include working directly with the body through movement or physical touch. There are, however, a number of innovative and effective methods that emphasize connections between psychological symptoms and physiological states. These methods—sensorimotor psychotherapy, somatic experiencing, Holotropic Breathwork, Hakomi, and others—use focused attention, breath, movement, and/or touch to encourage expression and release of sensations that come up in the body during trauma therapy. MDMA-assisted psychotherapy often includes focusing attention on body sensations and using breath and movement to facilitate awareness, expression and release of tensions, or pains in the body. Our approach can also include either nurturing touch or focused bodywork, always with careful attention to permission from the participant. Working with these body sensations led to release of much of the anger and sadness.


The anger feels like a volcano, I’m afraid of being a one man wrecking crew, I feel such sadness, loneliness, nausea.



The factors that lead to healing in MDMA-assisted psychotherapy are no more mysterious than those in any other method of therapy. Some factors are recognized and can be refined and disseminated, others are on the brink of being discovered, and many remain hidden in the complexities and mysteries of a much bigger story about the true mechanisms of human growth and healing. Since imagery is the language of the unconscious, images may come closest to describing what occurs. As an Iraq war veteran who participated in our study recently put it:


It feels almost like the inner healer or the MDMA is like a maid doing spring-cleaning. It’s as if you thought you were cleaning before but when you got to things you didn’t really want to deal with you’d just stick them in the attic. If you’re going to clean the house you can’t skip the stuff in the attic.




Ethical Caring in Psychedelic Work
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Kylea Taylor, MS

Summer 1997

In psychedelic work, the potential is greater for stronger, more subtle, and more complicated transference and countertransference to occur.

Steps need to be taken to ensure that if psychedelic research is someday adopted by mainstream science, the job qualifications for sitter will include that he or she has done effective, deep personal work in nonordinary states.

Psychedelic work is one powerful way to trigger transpersonal experiences. Transpersonal experiences are those profound and often surprising moments in which we have access to a perspective larger than the one from which we usually operate. Methods and activities which have been found to elicit transpersonal experiences in some case are Holotropic Breathwork and other methods of controlled breathing, fasting, meditation, body- and energy-work, EMDR, vision quests (combination of isolation, fasting, sleeplessness, nature’s power), sensory deprivation, drumming (entrains the pulses of the body) and chanting (controls and paces the breath and elicits vibrational responses in the body with the tones). Even joggers have nonordinary states sometimes from the breathing and pushing past their limits.

Transpersonal experiences allow us to visit the past and the future, other points in space and other levels of experience; communicate with or inhabit other life forms; and feel the connections and oneness of creation. These experiences also have the potential to connect us to lost parts of ourselves: our bodies, feelings, intuitive abilities, or to some indefinable higher power or spirit. The Institute for Transpersonal Psychology in Palo Alto, California, puts it this way: “Transpersonal experiences generally have a profoundly transforming effect on the lives of those who experience them, bringing a new understanding of great love, compassion and nonordinary kinds of knowing. They are then more fully aware of the distorting and pathological limitations of their ordinary selves that must be worked with and transformed for full psychological and spiritual maturity.”

Ethical issues pertain to longings, feelings, and motivations that resonate at our very core. Powerful shared experiences in the context of the psychedelic session and of transpersonal experience can bring to the surface compelling fears, needs, and longings in both the experiencer and the sitter. Our deepest yearnings, our fears and desires, and our assumptions are both catalyzed and framed by the psychedelic setting.

When we work under the magnifying glass of psychedelics as a sitter, we often get to view our unacknowledged material. Our unresolved issues tend to emerge in the form of countertransference. Ethical issues usually arise wherever there is a vulnerable experiencer and a sitter who is unconscious of how his or her longings, desires, or fears are affecting the caregiving relationship. In a psychedelic session, there is usually a greater degree of vulnerability and transference on the part of the experiencer and a greater potential for unconscious countertransference on the part of the sitter.

Quantitative and Qualitative Differences in Ethical Psychedelic Work

There are differences between ethical issues that arise in professional psychedelic work and those that typically arise in ordinary therapy. Some of these differences are quantitative. Since an experiencer is usually more vulnerable or more regressed, there is usually more need for careful attention to safety and boundary issues. Other differences are qualitative. For example, working with an experiencer who has an expanded consciousness during a multi-hour session is quite different in kind from working with an experiencer in an ordinary state of consciousness for a fifty-minute office hour. Both the quantitative and the qualitative differences require a deeper willingness on the part of the sitter to engage in self-observation, self-reflection, and peer supervision. They also oblige the sitter to have certain special qualifications and competencies. We can outline three needs in working with people in psychedelic states that can, if not given a lot of conscious attention, produce a potential for betraying the trust of the experiencer: (1) the greater need for a safe setting for experiencers of nonordinary reality; (2) the need for an expanded paradigm which can contain the kinds of experiences people have in nonordinary states; and (3) the potential for stronger, more subtle, and more complicated transference and countertransference in psychedelic sessions.

The Greater Need for a Safe Setting for Persons Experiencing Nonordinary Reality

Experiencers of psychedelic states are more suggestible and vulnerable. They are more likely than those in ordinary psychotherapeutic work to experience age regression, to need therapeutic touch, and to feel strong personal desires, fears, and spiritual longings. They may have great difficulty making the transition between ordinary and nonordinary reality when they are moving in either direction. Because of the expansive effect of psychedelics, experiencers are likely to have greater cognitive dissonance between this universal or comprehensive perspective and their usual worldview. They may have more need for an understanding, supportive network and adjunctive resources than clients in ordinary therapy. Experiencers and sitters may need stronger and clearer ground rules for an adventure into nonordinary reality. Sitters also need personal familiarity with the substance they will be using with others. It will certainly be useful if they have had training and practice in when and how to (as well as when and how not to) intervene verbally, nonverbally, or physically in the nonordinary state experiences of others.

The Need for an Expanded Paradigm

There is a need for an expanded paradigm that can contain the kinds of experiences people have in nonordinary states of consciousness. Sitters need experience with a broad spectrum of the kinds of situations that may arise. Stanislav Grof has mapped an expanded territory of the psyche beyond the modern Western world’s biographical and biological psychology. Shamanic traditions and ancient religions offer other maps. Grof and others have been clear that nonordinary states and perinatal and transpersonal experiences are not pathological, but actually are a natural way in which humans seek healing and wisdom.

It will usually benefit the experiencers if their sitter has studied how psychedelic work fits into a conceptual framework of therapy. The openness of the sitter to extraordinary experiences is a key factor in how the experiencer accepts his or her own emerging material while having a psychedelic session. The degree to which the sitter accepts such experiences may play a large part in whether the experiencer can let these experiences develop, amplify, integrate. Some of the experiences that would be difficult for a sitter to affirm without an expanded paradigm include past lives, ritual abuse, “demonic possession,” ecstatic states, spiritual concepts, emotionally charged images or themes from other religions, reliving birth, UFO abductions, or existential suicidal thoughts. Adequate training to provide information for informed consent and to sit with psychedelic experiencers requires many personal therapeutic sessions as the experiencer in nonordinary states of consciousness.

At this point in time most active researchers seem to meet the unspoken prerequisite for involvement in professional sitting—they have integrated an expanded paradigm and have done prolonged, personal psychedelic work. But there is considerable precedent in the world for allowing theoretical learning to suffice on resumes for academic and medical professional employment. Steps need to be taken to ensure that if psychedelic research is someday adopted by mainstream science, the job qualifications for sitter will include that he or she has done effective, deep personal work in nonordinary states.

Personal Issues of Countertransference: Money, Sex, and Power

Sitters in psychedelic work are called upon to examine their own personal and spiritual fears and desires and to take responsibility for doing what is necessary to keep these attachments to outcome from adversely affecting the experiencer. Experiential ethics training could prevent some ethical missteps. With systematic training about common ethical pitfalls and self-reflection on their own vulnerabilities to unethical behavior, sitters would increase their awareness and probably decrease the possibility of serious ethical problems. A thorough training would also include how to give and receive peer supervision in the area of ethics. There has been much written about the ethical pitfalls into which therapists have stepped because of personal desires and fears that arose in the course of ordinary therapy. These personal issues usually have headings such as Money, Sex, and Power. Ethical missteps occur when we want something for ourselves even at the expense of the person for whom we are sitting. The Money area relates to feelings of insufficiency, which move us in directions not best for our clients. We want a favor; we want money, we want self-esteem and in some way we feel insufficient to get these things without the client. In the Sex area, we want touch, or we want sex. In the Power area, we want to be seen as a healer; we want renown for the research results, or we want the person to do it our way. We also want acknowledgment for knowing how the process should or will go, or knowing what’s happening before it happens, as it’s happening, or after it’s over.

Our fears, as well as our desires, might cause us to take an ethical wrong turn. In the Money area (insufficiency), we fear we are not good enough. We may try in subtle ways to prove that to ourselves, to the experiencer or to the public (e.g., through publishing). In the Sex area, we may be scared of touching the person—afraid, perhaps, of our own inability to uphold appropriate professional boundaries. We might in such a case withhold touch even when the experiencer is regressed and needs a corrective nurturing experience.

In the Power area, we may be afraid of misusing power. We hold back actions that would be appropriate and helpful to the experiencer’s process. These can be subtle examples. We may doubt, for example, that an intervention is really what the experiencer needs. We may fear that it is really something we need. Oddly enough, it may be both. We may feel powerfully drawn to hold someone and it may be very appropriate in the context of the experiencer’s process. If through need and fear of that need, the sitter withholds the nurturing, he or she zealously oversteps the mark even while trying to be ethical. Either because of our personal fears or our personal desires, we can easily stray from the path of right relationship and miss doing what is in the best interests of the experiencer.

Let me here define what I mean by right relationship. The Buddhist concept of right relationship is akin to heaven’s injunction, “Do unto others as you would have them do unto you.” It implies that we take into account the bigger picture of how our intention and actions in relationship affect the other, and how that in turn affects still others in a rippling outward motion. It implies that we see also the effects on ourselves when we take certain actions toward others. In this definition the concept of “others” applies to persons and animals, but also to plants, ecosystems, planets, and numinous archetypes.

A seven-center model from yoga describes the areas of life experience. I combined it with the Buddhist idea that attachments (fears and desires) skew our sense of right relationship to each other and to spirit to show how these attachments act in particular areas of caregiving experience. The model is designed to assist caregivers to identify with self-compassion their vulnerabilities in order to prevent harm to themselves and clients.

Transpersonal Issues of Countertransference: Love, Truth, Insight, and Oneness

I have identified four additional areas of ethical issues that pertain to transpersonal or psychedelic work. They are Love, Truth, Insight, and Oneness. Just as with the personal categories, these “spiritual” or transpersonal areas have desires and fears associated with them, which might pull us off course in our caring relationship. In the area of Love, a transpersonal love is often confused with a personal love. Angeles Arrien has written about professional love, which is an openhanded, well-wishing, positive regard. As sitters, we could deviate from professional love because of desire to be personally cherished, or to be cherished as a spiritual guide. We could equally miss the mark because of fear of intimacy. We might also experience spiritual envy of our client or a competitive feeling about their nonordinary experiences.

In the area of Truth, we may long to be as unaffected by social convention as the psychedelic journeyer. Or, we may fear to hear what the experiencer has to say from his intuitive state, especially if his revelations are about our personal selves.

In the area of Insight, we may want to acquire in some way the psychic powers of the experiencer. We may long to understand, or just as easily, we may fear to really comprehend what the experiencer’s journey invites us to understand.

While longing for transcendence and union ourselves, we can also fear losing our self-identity or our belief in the dual nature of reality. If the experiencer comes to a place of nonduality or cosmic consciousness, our own beliefs may be threatened. We may prefer to leave a separation between us and the Godhead. We may fear difficulty in extricating ourselves after the session is over from a feeling of cosmic oneness with the experiencer.

These “spiritual” fears and desires (Love, Truth, Insight, and Oneness) often mix nonlinearly with personal fears and desires (Money, Sex, and Power). For example, “spiritual” sex with a vulnerable client can be rationalized as special, destined, or healing. An experiencer whose body is moving ecstatically and spontaneously in a kundalini-type process can be attractive physically but can trigger our longings for spiritual grace and thereby be spiritually irresistible. A shared past-life connection with an experiencer in nonordinary states may “justify” certain otherwise unjustifiable actions in ordinary life. In yet another scenario, a sitter may misinterpret the devotion of an experiencer (transpersonal Love) as personal love. The sitter may therefore assume that a personal sexual (Sex) relationship is appropriate and wanted by the experiencer. In another example, an experiencer’s and sitter’s shared vision (Insight) for transpersonal work may influence the researcher to use his or her influence (Power) to seek money from a client or enter a business partnership even when there is an unequal power relationship between the two. Sitters often feel that they will have no difficulty maintaining ethical conduct. Yet the profound or intense sitter-experiencer relationship that develops in psychedelic work can change easily avoidable pitfalls into invisible, deep quagmires. The best insurance that we will not betray our client’s trust is to be willing to learn more about ourselves and to seek consultation from peers. Although in this chapter I have focused on preventing the consequences of the fall into an “unethical pit,” the greater reward for increased awareness of ethics in transpersonal work is enjoying the quality of right relationship itself with the love and respect that are implied therein for self, other, and one’s spiritual path.


Lessons from Psychedelic Therapy
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Psychedelics have a remarkable effect on the therapeutic relationship and the process of psychotherapy. The use of psychedelics in a therapy relationship can allow for a deep amplification of essential elements in the therapy process. This is especially so in a brief intense intervention, one that is designed to alleviate fear, anxiety, and loss of meaning at the end of a life. People faced with their own death are confronted with the last great mystery of life. What lies beyond this world is unknown, and so shrouded it remains. We have accounts of near-death experiences, and the statements of various religions concerning the afterworld, but no certainty.

The hopes, yearnings, and despairs of the patient nearing death, and their loved ones, are projected on this screen of unknowing. A psychedelic experience can provide a glimpse into the process of death, an opportunity to experience a preview of what it is like to surrender the hard-won image of oneself to the unknown. This ego death, or transcendence, is a central axis of the relief that can be provided by psychedelic drugs in a properly managed milieu.

Ego death can be physically powerful and include physical symptoms such as weak pulse and breathlessness, or it can be more eidetic, involving the extreme modification of the usual sense of self. Or it can be more symbolic and integrative. In this regard, I recall the peak experience of my first psychedelic psychotherapy patient. (Patients discussed in this article have fictitious names to shield their true identities.) Joe was a labor union leader.

Joe called us (therapist and co-therapist) over to the couch. He held our hands. He spoke of being a child, of the difficulties he experienced being poor, of the joys of his profound identification with his father and the struggle that was his father’s. Joe said he was experiencing that his father’s struggle was also his own, and at the same time it was the struggle of all men—the struggle to overcome life’s difficulties; the pain, the disillusionment, and the horror of being alive. He described seeing the American flag, stars and stripes; the stripes he described as blood red. Then Joe said, “I feel like I am becoming the blood that flows through my veins. It’s Irish blood! There is strength here. I feel the strength of the Irish people; the noble strength of working men. I can feel the meaning of the struggle, of my Irish ancestors. They are stubborn and strong.” Joe said he experienced the ideals and dreams that brought his people and others to the United States as immigrants. “They wanted to overcome pain, injustice, and suffering with their strength—not just for themselves, but for all of us. I share this struggle. It has been my struggle to carry forward these ideals through my work with the union.”

Notice the subtle shifts of identity as he held our hands, spoke of growing up and gently blended his identity first with his father’s, then with the flag, then with his blood and ancestry, and finally a melding with his life purpose. This ego death was a subtle change in identity, and a shift toward a transcendence of his separateness, yet his strong sense of self prevailed through his altruism. Following this, Joe recapitulated his entire life trajectory. We shared his deeply emotional reliving of moments of triumph and defeat.

The outcome of this experience was a paradoxical relief from the emotional component of the pain that he felt. He was able to say that although he still felt considerable physical pain, the meaning had changed now that he fully realized the fact that he was dying. His mood was radiant and the family members who came to collect him after the session basked with us in the golden glow of a peak experience. After this treatment his need for pain medication diminished.

Sharon was a medical professional who was diagnosed with cancer. The LSD session took place in a hospital. She weighed eighty pounds at the time of this session, and was suffering from a lack of red blood cells. Any physical exertion caused panting and an overwhelming anxious feeling that she could not breathe. During the beginning of her LSD session the anguish presented itself in frightening proportions. She screamed out her profound distress! She tossed and turned in the hospital bed while listening to the music we were playing over headphones. She suddenly knelt and said, “For once in my life!” She stood up; we supported her to avoid a fall off the hospital bed. The co-therapist and I, each on opposite sides of the bed, held her hands so she could balance; Sharon bent her knees to bounce as though riding a moving platform. Her face was radiant! She said, “Finally in the center ring!” “That’s me, I am a real star!” This remarkable tension posture was maintained for several hours! She no longer needed our help, not breathless or frightened, but instead invigorated, enjoying an effortlessly balanced “ride.” After a lifetime of domination by her older sister and harsh scolding by strict parents, she was able to rescue her own essence.

Sharon was suddenly surrounded by lights, smelled sawdust and heard a cheering crowd of admirers. She rode proudly on the backs of three white horses. Her hands extended, grasping the bridles, her feet resting on the two outer horses. She rode around the ring, profoundly satisfied and connected with her heroic self! This experience was deeply nourishing and healing. She enjoyed a radiant, healing glow that endured months after the session. Her physical condition improved dramatically in the aftermath of the LSD session. She returned to one hundred forty pounds. Her oncologist concluded that this was “among the most dramatic chemotherapy-induced remissions.”

Experiences such as these are not contained within a drug, neither are they defined by the specific effects of a particular psychedelic drug. Instead they are experiences in consciousness that reflect, through psychedelic amplification, the rapport, emotional nurturing, and safety that grew out of hours of preparatory therapy. There is a special attunement between psychedelically informed therapists and their patients. The therapists know, through their own personal experiences, the healing depths that are possible for the patient. They know as well that there is no certainty. A peak experience is not something that can be forced; it is a spontaneous event in the ongoing consciousness of a well-prepared and supported voyager who is entering the savage and beautiful country of the mind.

Psychedelic medicines are powerful tools that require proper training of therapists for the most effective psychotherapy outcomes to be realized. The nature of training is multidimensional because, in my opinion, it must include a personal psychotherapy occurring within a series of psychedelic sessions for the trainee. The deep experience of psychedelic states, and the effective understanding of one’s own psychodynamics on a personal and transpersonal dimension, is essential for the safe, effective, and responsible use of these drugs. A capacity for personal surrender to the effects of psychedelics, including ego death, is a prerequisite for any effective psychedelic therapist.

The Drug War has created such a repressive political atmosphere that proper training has been eliminated. Perhaps the greatest tragedy of this repression is the loss of lineage: There is no way for mature psychedelic therapists to legally train new therapists in the ego-surrendering processes. A generation of experienced therapists is about to be lost.

The Maryland Psychiatric Research Center was the last facility that had financial support and political permission to train its therapists this way. Unfortunately the MPRC closed its doors to psychedelic research in 1977. It is a good thing that MAPS is working toward permission to administer psychedelic training sessions. One can only hope that a mechanism can be found to allow mature therapists, trained as outlined above, to begin the process of passing on their knowledge experientially through training sessions.

How can a psychotherapist have something to offer the dying? It is only therapists who have lived deep recapitulation of their early years, and a convincing death of their cherished concept of themselves, who can offer solid guidance to a patient in a deep psychedelic session. Through this kind of training a therapist faces death, through the caring assistance of a mentor who has experienced the same depths. By undergoing a convincing personal experience of death “ahead of time,” the therapist gains the personal experience necessary to provide compassionate support so patients can fully face the ultimate mystery.


Psychedelics and Bodywork
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Between 1938 and 1958, my maternal grandmother, the wife of a prominent pharmacist and co-owner of O’Hanlon Watson Drug Company, was the president of the North Carolina Apothecary Society. As a child, I often heard her and my mother referring to this group as “the Drug Club.” Much of what was available to consumers during these years was compounded through alchemy by the pharmacist.

As I entered my teenage years, the three women who represented the maternal in my life were beset with different varieties of spiritual emergencies. My mother, diagnosed first as bipolar, then as chronic undifferentiated schizophrenic, became a guinea pig for the new antipsychotic procedures and pharmaceuticals as they were developed. Her sister, diagnosed first with clinical depression, then bipolar disorder, also began a sixty-year dependence on antidepressant, antianxiety, and finally antipsychotic medications. Granny was simply diagnosed as addicted to both alcohol and the cocaine in the small bottles of the original Coca-Cola.

From my mid-teens onward, I vowed never to touch a pharmaceutical preparation intended to “balance my brain chemistry.” Over a twenty-year period, my mother was hospitalized against her will more than eighty times, received more than sixty electro-shock treatments, and either through self-abuse or neglect was near death numerous times. She repeatedly threw all of her medications into the trash, toilet, or out the window. During the 1970s, I personally interviewed more than fifty psychiatrists in the Carolinas and Georgia, looking for answers to these women’s dramatic and traumatic lives. The paradigm, at that time, didn’t include an understanding of the importance of honoring one’s spiritual heritage/beliefs as part of the problem or solution. The attempts by well-meaning helping professionals were for psychological and sociological adjustments/therapies, looking only to biological history for insight or answers.

Exhausted from my first thirty-six years of life and the choices I’d made in marriage, and needing healing for mind, body, spirit, and emotions, I arrived at the Esalen Institute, in Big Sur, California, during July of 1984. My very soul was raw. Stanislav Grof, MD, was the scholar-in-residence, this being his eleventh of fifteen years at Esalen. Stan’s focus as a research psychiatrist had been schizophrenia and manic depressive illness. Immediately, upon feeling his hand on my shoulder, I knew that he knew something that I wanted and needed to know. My studies with Stan and Christina (eight Esalen Holotropic Breathwork monthlongs provided the foundation for my certification in Holotropic Breathwork in 1988), with Terence McKenna, and meeting Rick Doblin all contributed to the remarkable path that included healing through the use of entheogens, empathogens, and psychedelics.

Here I will write specifically regarding my experience combining MDMA with massage and bodywork. I received, over a period of four years, periodic two- to three-hour sessions from a chiropractor and bodyworker who calls her practice “chirossage.” I inherited a challenging spine from my mother, including lordosis, kyphosis, and scoliosis. X-rays of my spine showed what an MD called “arthritis of the spine.” Calcified spurs had formed on the anterior surface of my thoracic vertebrae. After seeing these X-rays, I had a visual image of what needed to be corrected. My eighty-five-year-old mother’s spine is so twisted that she can neither walk nor stand without help. Due to the challenges of schizophrenia, she has been unwilling to accept any help or do any physical exercises.

Whether in yoga classes, on the dance floor, in clinical hypnosis trainings, or in giving and receiving massage, I focused on moving my spine. During my immersion in the work of Continuum Movement, I focused on embryonic and amniotic movements, inviting my spine and the paraspinal muscles to adjust to new ways of moving. Knowing that bone follows energy, and that soft tissue will shorten or lengthen to support the shifts in bone, I studied and practiced energy work, engaged visualization, and affirmation. Vibrational healing through sound and singing have also proved to be valuable tools in support of creating an opening along my spine’s path.

I approached Nikki to begin working with me, beginning one hour after ingesting 100 milligrams of MDMA. Our sessions began with soft tissue massage, extending my limbs, and opening my joints, from toes to fingers. As Nikki worked to create space where there was density, I remained present in my body, aware of sensations, and affirming the agreed-upon desired outcome. After about an hour into the session, Nikki began working on my anterior spine by working deeply into my viscera. The openness supported by MDMA allowed her to move her fingers around my organs and locate the specific vertebrae in need of twisting and turning. She was able to work with ligaments and tendons, as well as bones.

Using breathwork, visualization, and affirmation, as well as sound and movement during these sessions, allowed remarkable physiological shifts to take place. We completed the sessions with full body attention, again extending energy from my torso outward to my arms, hands and fingers, legs, feet and toes, neck and head. After completing the chirossage session, I spent an hour at the Esalen baths immersing myself in the spring waters, engaging in the movements that we now call Watsu, Water-Dance, or AquaCranial. I firmly believe that my ability to walk upright today, with a long and tall spine, is due to the combination of the body/mind/spirit practices I’ve spoken of, and these remarkable sessions. In follow-up X-Rays, the calcifications have been reduced by more than 85 percent, and with continued spinal awareness and attention, I foresee my spine continuing to grow younger each year.

I founded MovingVentures School, a 501(c)(3), in order to share my appreciation of the somatic arts with anyone interested. Our specific mission is to educate women in developing countries or in developing parts of the United States. While still on the Healing Arts staff and faculty at Esalen, I am doing due diligence in the greater Charleston, South Carolina area.
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Sexuality

Plant and animal compounds have long been used as aphrodisiacs and sexual stimulants, from toads and black truffles in historical times to more current pleasure enhancers such as chocolate and LSD. Sexuality, when embraced as an exploration of the self, can lend itself beautifully to psychedelic experimentation. In the following pages, we hear from a woman with a long career in the sex industry who views psychedelics as her greatest sex educator, and from a young man who embarks on an astral journey where he meets a fantasy lover. In their 2002 interview, Ann and Sasha Shulgin determine that in the right moment, the sexual and the spiritual are one and the same.




How Psychedelics Informed My Sex Life and Sex Work
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Few things feel better than getting high and getting laid.

—David Jay Brown in “The ABC’s of Erotic Alchemy,” Hustler (April 2000)

Just say “know.”

—Timothy Leary



I was invited to speak at the AllChemical Arts Conference—a week-long event about entheogens and creativity, to be held in a resort hotel in Hawai’i in 1999. I was surprised to be invited, because I had not been a particularly outspoken advocate for these substances. Being a sex worker (call girl/porn actress and director) who often did interviews with the media—especially as I evolved into a controversial performance artist and sex educator—I was routinely trying to debunk the myth that all sex workers were hopeless drug addicts. Fortunately, I have never been a drug addict, but indeed I have tried most every popular drug at least three times.

I was curious about what a conference dedicated to entheogens might be like, and curious about the people who would attend such a conference, so I accepted the invitation to speak. It was as I was preparing my presentation for the illuminati of the psychedelic world that I realized what a profound and positive impact my psychedelic experiences had had on my life, and in particular, on my sex life. In an aha! moment, it became clear that psychedelics had been perhaps my greatest sex educator.

LSD

When I was fourteen (a full three years before I was to lose my virginity), I had my first psychedelic drug experience. I went to high school in Panama City, Panama, in the ’60s. My father, and most of my friends’ fathers, worked with the American Embassy. We were good, responsible teenagers, so on the weekends our parents let us go up the coast to Panama’s beautiful tropical beaches and stay overnight in beach huts. Those spectacular beaches became the laboratories for our innocent drug experiments.

All kinds of inebriants were available: opium, speed, Panama Red cannabis, mescaline, cocaine, magic mushrooms, LSD, etc. One evening a friend, also fourteen years old, offered me a hit of blotter acid to “expand my mind.” There were no instructions, no warnings, and no rituals. I tripped my brains out all night long. Totally unprepared for lysergic acid diethylamide, my teenage fears became magnified a thousandfold; the beach crawled with snakes, people morphed into previously unknown life forms, my heart beat out of its chest, my eyes bulged out of my head. I did not surrender, but endured, and could not wait until it was over.

Rough as the night was, the next day I was a wiser person. I had experienced alternate realities, new dimensions, other ways of seeing and feeling. I discovered that life was not necessarily as it appeared. I learned that I had the power to radically change my consciousness, and hence the world around me. This was excellent information to have on my way to becoming an adult—a sexual adult.

During subsequent beach weekends I took more LSD trips, usually with a sense of dread and imagined peer pressure mixed with curiosity. I remember watching water boil for hours, seeing wallpaper patterns becoming kaleidoscopes, and finding God in the eyes of a cat. Mostly I felt paranoid and excruciatingly insecure, but there were moments where I experienced great bliss and yummy sensations. My perceptions were heightened, I felt electric, got all tingly, and was awed by life. My first experiences with altered states came not from having sex, but through psychedelics.

Mescaline

At sixteen, I finally had my first real sexual experience. On that same night, I also had my first mescaline experience. My boyfriend Van was twenty-six. He owned a hippie coffee shop. He was kind, adoring, and wise. We rode his motorcycle to his beach house for the weekend. He offered me a hit of mescaline. We each took one. I half expected him to turn into a three-headed monster at any moment like with LSD, but the mescaline was more gentle and more sensuous than acid. We walked on the beach, hand in hand, and it was a magical experience. I’d never seen so many stars in the sky; the ocean waves and sand were filled with phosphorescent algae. The world was covered in multicolored glitter. Van kissed me and I couldn’t tell where my body started or ended next to his. I felt big love.

After a romantic and transcendental evening on the beach, we went back to his place and he treated me to my first cunnilingus experience. Perhaps it was just timing, but the mescaline was definitely an aphrodisiac. I felt so open, aroused, and trusting. Each touch was amazing. It was the most ecstatic experience I had ever had. A few weeks later, when I turned seventeen, I happily got rid of my virginity with Van. I was expecting intercourse to feel as overwhelming and transcendental as a psychedelic experience. Nice as it was, it didn’t feel that way, although later in life it would.

At eighteen, I was living a hippie lifestyle in Tucson, Arizona. I did more mescaline, more LSD, and became wildly sexually adventurous. In a famous Playboy magazine interview in 1966, Timothy Leary exclaimed that LSD was the most powerful aphrodisiac ever discovered. I don’t remember having much, if any, sex while tripping on acid. I did not find LSD conducive to wanting to be intimate or to be touched, although I’ve talked with plenty of people who have had mind-blowing sex on LSD. However, in retrospect, I see that my drug experiences did free me up from following convention. When most of my schoolmates went on to college, I ended up working in a “massage parlor.” To everyone’s surprise, especially my own, I found my calling! I was already breaking laws by smoking pot and taking psychedelics (which I felt should be legal), so to do illegal prostitution was not that much of a stretch. I believed prostitution should be legal also, and became involved in the prostitutes’ rights movement. I enjoyed my “work” and it fit my needs at the time.

Before LSD became illegal, Dr. Stanislav Grof practiced psychotherapy with his patients while they were on LSD, often with very successful results. Sexual issues would sometimes come up, often in surprising ways. In his book LSD Psychotherapy, he wrote, “Occasionally LSD subjects experienced themselves as participants in complex sexual rituals and ceremonies of different cultures, such as fertility festivals, rites of passage, ancient temple prostitution, or scenes of phallic worship. Experiences of this kind frequently convey very specific and detailed, historically or anthropologically correct information that was not previously available to the subject.” When I started working in prostitution, I felt a strong connection to a long lineage of whores and sexual healers before me. Perhaps this connection was inspired by my psychedelic journeys.

Peyote

Every time I was about to ingest a psychoactive substance, I was hesitant and scared, but something told me there was an important experience to be had, and some key information to be gained, so I pushed myself. It was an opportunity to peek behind “the veil”—to go beyond everyday reality and connect with the universe in deep and intimate ways. A psychedelic substance was never once something I desired to do, but something I felt I had to do for personal growth.

In the Arizona desert I ate peyote (Lophophora williamsii) buttons, a plant source of mescaline. People warned me that it was poisonous for the body and would likely make me vomit—it did. I ate the buttons about half a dozen times. One night I had a remarkable erotic experience. I made love with the Earth and the Sky in an energetic and emotional way as I meditated and masturbated (“medibated”) under the stars. I became acutely aware of the sensuality of the desert, of every grain of sand, of the wind, and the plants. It was super erotic, immensely satisfying, and oh so cosmic! After that experience, I expanded my concept of what sex was. It was not simply about bodies coming together for physical sex, but about circulating sexual energy, which was everywhere and available just for the asking. I could tap into it just by tuning in and saying “yes.” I realized that everything was sexual/sensual—that even all my little cells were having sex. Sex was both microscopic and enormous.

Other Drugs

At twenty-six I was living in Manhattan. I became interested in exploring my “shadow side,” “Dark Eros,” the worlds of S/M, extreme fetish, dominance/submission. By day I worked in an S/M house as a professional dominatrix/submissive. By night I frequented the Hellfire Club, a veritable smorgasbord of kinky sex. I experimented with some of the nonpsychedelic drugs: crack, angel dust, heroin, etc. I was never a lover of drugs, but I honestly felt it was my duty as a “sex researcher” and “pleasure artist” to try them. I had visited the Temple of Delphi and the brothels of Pompeii. I read that throughout history prostitutes utilized various aphrodisiacs and opiates with their clients. In my experience, these drugs were in a different category than the psychedelics. Although I did have some very interesting sexual adventures with these substances, there was not a sense of deep exploration of my soul and psyche. I had a sense of getting high and tuning out, as opposed to going deeper and tuning in. I also saw firsthand how incredibly destructive particular drugs could be when some of my friends became heavily addicted to them. I never met anyone addicted to entheogens.

MDMA / Ecstasy

By the mid-1980s the Great Dying was well underway; AIDS had taken its huge toll on my community. I’d lost many friends and lovers, and was trying to cope. Being a very sexually active gal, I was desperately searching for new, satisfying forms of sexuality that could be enjoyed without exchanging bodily fluids. I signed up for a three-day Sacred Sex workshop led by a Tantra teacher named Jwala. At the workshop, my workshop partner gave me my first hit of ecstasy, and that’s exactly what I experienced—ecstasy. It’s no wonder “E” is extremely popular in the sex community. Before MDMA became illegal it had been used successfully during marriage/relationship counseling sessions. Therapists found that partners were better able to communicate with each other while on MDMA. It reduces performance anxiety to zero and creates a yummy, lovey-dovey feeling, and a nice shift in consciousness. Needless to say, I became a convert—to Tantra, and to ecstasy.

I continued to take ecstasy, once, twice, or three times a year. Jwala taught me about how to do ritual, about “preparing the space” and stating one’s intention before making love. I used those same techniques when I would ingest a substance, which really helped make the experiences more satisfying. I mostly preferred taking ecstasy alone. I used it as a tool for self-evaluation. Usually I would spend some time making love with myself and doing “sexual healing” on myself. The first time I did “E” alone, I fell deeply in love with myself for the first time, which was very good for me as I had a relatively low self-image. This helped me transition out of working in prostitution and appearing in mainstream porn films, and into doing more of the kind of work I wanted to do at that point. I also found myself desiring to connect with women, both sexually and in my work. I started making feminist porn.

The second time I did ecstasy, I heard a voice tell me to quit smoking tobacco, which I then did permanently, after twenty-five years of a heavy smoking habit. Another time, I sat naked in front of my mirror and looked at my repressed anger, and let it surface. I hissed like a snake for several hours, and witnessed my inner Medusa in a remarkably nonjudgmental and fearless way. I realized how sexual energy and anger are connected. I realized that in order to go to the next level of my sexuality I needed to learn to better express my anger. I practiced, and sure enough, I learned to have long, extended orgasms. When I then produced and directed my own video, The Hussies and Goddesses Video Workshop (1992), I captured myself having an extremely intense five-minute-long orgasm. In retrospect I realize that I used a lot of psychedelic imagery in the video. The project was quite successful.

Although I did have some wonderful orgasms on ecstasy, the experience of ecstasy was not so much about orgasm or sex, as it was about looking deeply into my Self—heart, soul, and psyche. Each time I took ecstasy I retained some key piece of information that I could utilize to grow as a person, and expand my (sexual) horizons. I found the lover I had been searching for so long—me! When I took it with lovers, I could feel a sense of empathy with my lover without doing anything. I experienced my body as a temple, and sex as prayer. Ecstasy took me into my heart the way that psychedelics took me into my mind and spirit. Also when on ecstasy I would sometimes have wonderful, long “crygasms.” Ecstasy showed me a deeper kind of love, which I was inspired to create more of in my life, without the drug. And I did.

A lover of mine who had studied Tantra in India for several years told me that with ecstasy, “a person could get to similar ecstatic and spiritual places that took Tantra yogis a lifetime of strict disciplines to get to—if they were lucky enough to ever get to those states.” There is of course a downside to ecstasy. I had some miserable hangovers. I slept with my best friend’s husband when I shouldn’t have. Oops. Some folks let down their guard and have risky, unsafe sex, and I’m told that a few people have had medical emergencies with extremely serious consequences.

In 1993, I was at my sexual peak. I was an orgasm on two legs. My sexual energy flowed like bubbly pink champagne throughout my body on a daily basis. I studied and practiced Tantra relatively seriously, and all my chakras were spinning like pinwheels in a strong wind. Around this time I started facilitating sexuality workshops for women. The main thing I taught was the Taoist Erotic Massage Rituals (created by Joseph Kramer of the Body Electric School in Oakland), consisting of intensive genital massage strokes combined with lots of rhythmic breathing. It was powerful and effective stuff! Because of my drug experiences I was prepared to handle the very high erotic vibratory states that these techniques propelled our groups into. Sometimes there were very intense emotions and moments of distress. I was comfortable and experienced enough to manage these transcendental states because of my experiences with drugs. I learned how to take women (and sometimes men) on pseudo-psychedelic journeys—without drugs!

Ketamine

I first heard about ketamine when I went to Hawai’i to visit friends, and to attend the eightieth birthday party of Dr. John C. Lilly, the infamous psychobiologist, dolphin researcher, and psychedelic enthusiast (who passed away in 2001). If Dr. Lilly found ketamine so enlightening, I figured it must be worth trying. My friend injected my buttock with a carefully measured dose of Special K. I slipped right into the deepest trance I’d ever been in. I could not (or did not want to) walk, talk, sit up, or do anything, but I was intensely aware of Self. I lay on the bed with my eyes closed. It was extremely visual. Projected on my eyelids were quickly moving three-dimensional fractal-like patterns, one after the other. I had multiple eyegasms! At the same time I experienced absolute, total, inner peace, which was something I was hankering for after years of living in bustling Manhattan and jet-setting around the world. It felt exquisite: like being in that delicious post-orgasm afterglow state, but for a couple of hours.

When I came out of the ketamine experience, I brought with me an overwhelming desire to create a more peaceful life for myself. I moved out of New York City where I had lived for twenty-four years, and I have lived by the sea ever since. I learned that one way to experience peace and bliss was to not do, but to be. My sexuality changed yet again. It became less performative, less active, less energetic. Sex became deeper, slower, and subtler—I call it “Zen sex.” With my newfound understanding of how “less could be more,” I did something totally wild and experimental: I committed to a serious, monogamous relationship!

Psilocybin Mushrooms

Mostly I have used psilocybin mushrooms with lovers that I was in a close relationship with. These trips have ranged from very mild to intense, depending on the freshness of the mushrooms and the dosage. Usually while on mushrooms I have not found myself wanting to make love in the traditional sense, especially when I’m peaking. Instead I usually prefer having physical space. However, I find it very bonding and very intimate to share such an intense and personal experience with a lover. I would sometimes get insights into our relationship, which we could talk about afterwards. I’ve found that mushrooms (as well as the other substances mentioned in this story) can definitely deepen a relationship, in a remarkably similar way that sex does. Coming off mushrooms is an ideal time to do some sensual massage or some serious cuddling. There is a delicious unification with my partner—an openness and vulnerability.

My present girlfriend, Barbara, has done well over a thousand psychedelic journeys. She was even a “guinea pig” at Stanford University when they were studying the effects of heavy doses of LSD in the ’70s. One beautiful summer day, we were on a mountain lake in her rowboat, and we found ourselves tripping without having ingested a thing. Our psychedelic door flew open probably because we had ventured through it many times before. Our love was the drug, and it was strong! Our senses became heightened, time warped, colors were brighter. It felt exactly like we were on mushrooms. I wondered if people who have never done any psychedelics could ever feel the same way, or if our psychedelic experiences enabled us to enhance and intensify the magical feelings of love.

At one point I purposely didn’t ingest any drugs for about six years because I came to feel that drugs were the lazy person’s sex. Why do drugs when one could accomplish the same things from having several hours of sex, and not have any hangover the next day? (This does not work with quickies.) Many people are too lazy, or don’t have the sexual skills to get there. Or they have a limited capacity for sex and pleasure. With a substance there’s no escaping the intensity, and the intoxication. With sex you have to work at it, but in the long run it’s probably better for your health. Then again, variety is the spice of life.

Ayahuasca

Although I have had a number of opportunities, I have not yet tried the plant brew, ayahuasca. I did however try pharmahuasca (the synthetic version) with a group of about a dozen friends. We were led by an experienced guide and his excellent and caring assistants. We prepared for a couple of days with fasting and enemas, then took the pharmahuasca along with a fairly heavy dose of mushrooms. Our guide said the mushrooms helped make the pharmahuasca more visual.

When I took off it was like I had an entire New Age greeting card shop behind my eyelids. It was the longest, most intense, most hallucinatory, most physical of all journeys I’d ever been on. It lasted about ten hours, with several hours more coming down. I lay still the whole time with my eyes closed, except when I rolled over to purge into a bowl, something everyone in the group did repeatedly (a wonderfully kinky and intimate group experience). This substance affects the nervous system quite strongly, so I had lots of sweats and chills, and other very strange physical sensations, like a snake made of air whipping around my body.

At the time of this journey, my father was dying of cancer, so my journey was a lot about pain, fear, and death. I saw the “complexity of the universe” as a huge, fast, mega-machine. I saw clowns, gargoyles, goddesses, and Virgin Marys. I saw bloodshed in Rwanda, JonBenet Ramsey being murdered, and I saw myself being stabbed to death by a serial killer. I saw my father in the hospital on a respirator struggling to stay alive. I saw all these things without any judgments. There was no good or bad. Everything worked together, like yin with yang. I became acutely aware of the human condition. I saw compassion as the best salvation for myself and all people and things. Lots of thoughts and feelings came up about my body, and about the aging process. Sometimes I felt strong, healthy, and light; other times I felt old, fat, and polluted. I believed that the ayahuasca was helping to prepare me for my death.

In the months that followed, sex became more about soul merging, loving support, and nurturing and comforting each other before we die. It became more serious than before. It felt like I had achieved a level of sexual maturity, and at the same time I grieved for my youthful enthusiasm and naïveté. This journey inspired me to make a sex film called Teenage Mermaid Fanta-sea. I play an elder mermaid who initiates a young mermaid into the treasures of her sexuality. I teach the young mermaid how to seduce a diver, and then in the end I die an orgasmic death.

Sex and Psychedelics

Clearly my experiences with psychedelics have been educational and beneficial with regard to my own sexuality and my life’s work. From my observations, these psychoactive drugs have not been harmful in any way for me, or for the people I know who have used them. Terence McKenna pointed out that “the profundity of [hallucinogenic inebriation] and its potential for a positive feedback into the process of reorganizing the personality should have long ago made psychedelics an indispensable tool for psychotherapy.”

And, I might add, a tool for sex therapy. Oddly enough, I have not found a whole lot written about psychedelics in relation to sex, when to me they seem so totally interconnected.

From what I have gathered, psychedelics are generally not used much as aphrodisiacs for sexual arousal—although people do report having phantastasmagorical sexual experiences on them. More often the user gains some key information, has a new experience, or sees her/himself from a new perspective, and any of this can greatly inform that person’s sexual life. Just as each sexual experience can potentially teach us something about sex, each drug experience can potentially teach us something about sex. And for that matter, sexual experiences can potentially teach us something about how to take drug trips more effectively. As I became more sexually experienced, I became much better at handling my psychedelic journeys. I learned how to not have expectations, and how to surrender.

The Drug Workshop, a website with sensible information regarding drug use, says “Sex is a drug! The biological chemistry of sex is a lot like that of psychoactive drugs. So when you have sex on drugs, you are having sex with that drug.” Interesting concept, to have sex with the drug (or plant) itself. The site also stresses the importance of whom you decide to do your drugs with. I couldn’t agree more. Set and setting are so important. Journeying with one or more experienced guide(s) is generally the best way to go.

So if psychedelics have the potential to be so beneficial, why did they get such a bad rap? Perhaps for some of the same reasons that sex gets a bad rap. Terence McKenna offered an explanation for why drugs and sex get suppressed and why “just say no” doesn’t work:


Sexuality is the glory of the living experience. Ecstasy is the contemplation of wholeness. That’s why when you experience ecstasy—when you contemplate wholeness—you come down remade in terms of the political and social arena because you have seen the larger picture.



People tend to link “sex and drugs” because both are condemned by society. Nevertheless, throughout the ages human beings have continually searched for more ecstasy, more sexual satisfaction, for solutions to their sexual problems, and for aphrodisiacs. Psychoactive substances have been used in most cultures because they can be keys to unlock the mysteries of life. Of course as each mystery is unraveled, a bunch of new ones appear. Both sex and psychedelics are ultimately about consciousness, about self-discovery, and going beyond everyday reality to that magical place—somewhere over the rainbow, where we feel divine and we experience some truth. Granted, both sex and psychedelic drugs are generally used unconsciously by most people. We need to work on that.

Needless to say, the AllChemical Arts Conference in Hawai’i was absolutely wonderful, and so were all the people who attended it. I had a fantastic time and learned a whole lot. Since that conference I decided to support more research into these drugs, support law reform, and come out as an advocate for the safe use of psychedelics—especially with regard to sex research and sex education. I’m hoping someone will soon have the courage to organize a conference on sex and psychedelics. I’ll be there with bells on!


2C-B, DMT, You and Me …
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Seth

Spring 2002

The 2C-B we ate was mild. I felt warm and cuddly, very playful. I felt so close to Sophia, I wanted to spend all night playing whatever erotic games we hadn’t yet covered in our two years together. It felt like one of our closest moments, among the most loving moments of my life. We had not seen each other in three weeks and would not again for the next three months, which provided the perfect mindset for a drug experience to amplify both loving and lustful sensations.

It came up relatively haphazardly.

“What else have we got?”

“There’s that last little bit of DMT.”

“Oh yeah.”

“Hey, do you want to do it while making love?”

Sophia and I have never been too big on ritual or pomp when it comes to our erotic psychopharmacology. To be sure, ritual has its place, and in particular with the more intense molecules such as DMT. I would never want to downplay the importance of focus and discipline. But we also have a healthy regard for spontaneity and play.

We spent some time getting each other totally hot, wet, slippery, hard, flushed, and just on the edge of cracking some sweat. The 2C-B, although mild, gave all of our exchanges a more playful—yet present and direct—quality. (I still hold 2C-B as one of my very favorite erotic enhancers.)

Sophia faced me in a wide, low, soft chair. On my knees in front of her—and inside her, I took up the battered glass pipe, thin layers of cannabis sandwiching a pile of white powder, and began to draw, pass, draw, pass, etc.

As I blew out each toke I could feel myself elevating. Each exhale brought out more of those strange colors that all look primary even though there are hundreds of them. Sophia’s definition began slipping away from me. After the third or fourth draw, I could barely make out Sophia’s arms reaching to put the pipe down.

The feelings of entering and loving Sophia took over. All of my sensations melted into the feeling of sliding through a welcoming vagina—or perhaps all my attention went to that one beautiful experience. I looked into Sophia’s eyes (she had a face again, although it was nothing like her usual face) and we smiled, beamed, into each other. I saw her hair as big thick brown dreadlocks, except cartoonish—sharp outline, all one color, no texture. Her face began to metamorphose rapidly. All of her faces looked beautiful, some of them totally alien, others wholly human. She cycled through faces with stunning speed. I recall wondering how many faces she could possibly have.

Around this point I entered “The Place.” Everything appeared very bright, colorful (lots of yellow), and excessively bubbly. Instead of pixels (the visual field of my previous psychedelic experiences), I saw large blocks of textureless monochrome colors.

I felt like I had found the strangest place in the universe. Everything had become our sex. Everywhere I pointed my attention, whatever sense organ I tried to use, I could only find the physical sensation of making love. I actually asked with absolute awed confusion, “What is going on?” Then declared—after pausing for the whirlwind of words to settle into a communicable pattern—believing as I said it that no more appropriate time ever existed to say such a thing: “The universe will never say this again!”

After that I disappeared entirely into carnal cartoon land. I could not discern anything in my environment (I later learned from Sophia that I had my eyes open the whole time). Absolutely everything, everywhere, across all time, became us inside our Self. There was no me, or Sophia, just a totality making love to itself. An odd question rang through my mind a few times, “How many penises can I have?” All of them, an infinite number, were sliding through my vagina.

During an infinite time making love through an infinite amount of sex organs, a strange fear entered my experience. I started to worry that we had somehow dislodged the universe and turned everything into our sex, forever. Now I can hardly believe I actually worried over this.

This tense pleasure-and-concern went on eternally before I began to return and things in the room began to find their forms, at least roughly. Still lost in my omnidimensional idiot, as Sophia became a thing in my environment, instead of another dimension of me, I got a serious shock. Absolutely no sex was happening—I peered up at her naked body from the floor, flaccid. Every moment previous to that one had been dominated by the sensations of something that may not have been going on! Neither of us has any recollection of separating.

I will forever wonder how much of that infinite sex sensation was “in my head,” and how much was the feeling of actual sex amplified. It was dang good sex even if it wasn’t “really” happening. I wonder if I will outdo this experience. Maybe the universe won’t ever say this again.


Astral Sex DreamGirl
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Joseph Marti (a.k.a. Zoe7)

Spring 2002

The following experience was induced via a combination of five chewed Salvia divinorum leaves, 2 grams of dried, powdered psilocybin mushrooms, and half a tablet of MDMA, along with twenty-one minutes of stimulation from a Photosonic Nova Pro brain machine (instigated at the point when the first effects from the Salvia were felt).

I notice that I have fallen asleep, or rather that my body has, yet I am cognitive. But I am not out of my body, yet. As I lie in bed enjoying the intricate geometric patterns that are still dancing before my mind’s eye, I experience another odd sensation. I feel a very gentle massage on my feet. But this does not scare me at all. On the contrary, not only does it relax me, but I also become intrigued by the gentleness of the invisible soft hands. I try to mentally communicate with whoever or whatever is doing this by asking its name. But when I receive a reply mentally, I can’t seem to make it out. So I ask again.

Still, I can’t fully make it out. It’s something like “Nelly” or “Millie,” but that’s not quite it. In addition, I now find myself in a very playful mood thanks to the foot massage. So again I ask for a name, but this time I mentally project a strong thought and desire. “Spell it out,” I mentally command.

“M–N–E–M–I–N–E–L–L–I–E. My name is Mneminellie.”

To which I reply, “Nemi … nellie?”

“Close, very close,” the imageless voice says. “MMMM–ne–mi–ne–llie. You have to give emphasis to the MMM-sound before saying neminellie. It’s MMM-neminellie, in one quick spurt.” [pronounced: um–nah–me–nah–lee]

“Oh, I got it, MMM-neminellie! Mneminellie! That’s a cool name.” I mentally shout back.

“Are you the Salvia spirit?” I continue.

“No, I am not,” she firmly says. “What’s your name?”

“Oh I’ve got a really easy and simple name. It’s just Joey. Listen Mneminellie, I can’t seem to get out of my body, or see you for that matter. Can you help me out?”

Before getting to the last word of the sentence that I am mentally projecting, I feel a pair of warm hands reach inside my physical body and pull me out from the waist up, by grabbing onto my shoulders. As soon as this happens, the female voice I’d been talking to comes into full view. I am pleasantly surprised to find that not only is the being I’ve been communicating with an extremely attractive young woman, but that she’s also completely naked!

She appears to be in her late teens or early twenties. She is tall, probably about five-foot-seven or five-foot-eight, voluptuous, and has long burgundy-red hair with loose, thick curls. She has large cat-green eyes and fair skin. Since this isn’t the first time I have been involved in a situation like this—being out of my body with a woman that I found myself attracted to—I grab her and ask her if she’s thinking what I’m thinking.

“I am, and I’d love to merge my energy-essence with yours,” she responds.

We immediately embrace and begin to eagerly kiss rather passionately, and within a few seconds of kissing, I notice that our bodies are shimmering. There is an ethereal quality to them now. I also note that our skin commences to sort of phase in and out of focus. What I mean is that the shimmering that our bodies are displaying alternates between a flesh-tone color and an ethereal-like substance quality. Moreover, this body change seems to take place according to our state of emotional intensity.

I have to emphasize that the feel of her skin and of her touch was very real. She was as solid and real as you and I are. And she somehow knew exactly what I was thinking and vice versa, for that’s how we were communicating. I must also confess that my sexual desire for her was equally as real, if not more real than real.

As I start gently caressing her breasts, I begin to feel the urge to taste them and put them in my mouth. As this thought is crossing my mind, she immediately pulls my head down toward them. So I proceed to eagerly kiss her breasts. As I’m enjoying myself she throws her head back while moaning in ecstasy. “There is no safer sex than nonphysical sex!” I inwardly chuckle to myself. “I can’t believe this is happening to me. This is great!” By this time I have completely rolled out of my physical body and am lying next to it, while Mneminellie is sitting on top of my nonphysical body. The feelings I am experiencing by now are beyond words.

Within moments we are definitively merging our energy essences—if you know what I mean. As I look up at her, I both see and feel her, rapidly and rhythmically moving back and forth, as well as powerfully grinding herself into me. This causes an incredible luminescence effect to emanate from her body. Sparks start flying out of her, literally! Because of this, there is a fantastic light show happening in my bedroom. The whole place is lighting up with quick and continuous bursts of luminescence. In that sense, it looks as if there’s a Fourth of July celebration going on inside my bedroom!

In the middle of all this commotion, I briefly notice a couple of magazines that are next to my bed, on top of one of my nightstands, which feature various famous female entertainers such as Carmen Electra and Jenny McCarthy. Inadvertently, my imagination starts to run away with itself, as a result of the quick flashing images coming into my awareness from those magazines, which are no more than a few inches away from me. Then, as Mneminellie finally culminates her “light show” with what I can only describe as a huge supernova, she leans over to kiss me, and then rolls over next to me. Still excited and mentally aroused, I climb on top of her so as to “spark out” myself.

Looking down at her from above, I realize what a beautiful woman she truly is. As I begin imitating her earlier grinding movements and rhythmic motions, I too begin to light up the room. But as I’m engaged in this activity, once again the images of the magazines come into my sight and awareness. However, this time my naughty nature takes over, and as I am looking down at Mneminellie—while she is moaning, groaning, and beginning to light up and spark out again—I “accidentally” begin to think about the magazine images; and consequently they commence to appear before my mind’s eye. This causes me to get even more excited than before, and therefore causes me to light up and spark out just like Mneminellie is doing, but with much more intensity.

Then, in the heat of the moment, I lean over and proceed to take one of Mneminellie’s breasts to my mouth again. As I am savoring the “moment,” if you will (as well as her right breast), one of the models’ images from the magazines again flashes through my mind. Suddenly, I feel something very peculiar. Mneminellie’s breast starts to not only taste different, but also begins to “move” inside my mouth. In fact, it becomes a bit smaller, and as I open my eyes to see the other one, I witness something startling. The entire breast, including the nipple, has morphed into a completely different breast! Backing myself up and away from Mneminellie’s chest to get a better view of it, I receive yet another surprise. Mneminellie is smiling at me, and is also in the process of completely morphing herself, right before my eyes, into the woman in the magazine that was on my mind just a few moments ago!

“You like?” she asks me with a knowing smile.

“Y-Y-Yeah, wow! That’s unbelievable! I’m now making love to _____________________. (Note: Insert here any movie star or supermodel you like.)

As you can imagine, my mind is now racing with multiple possibilities. No, limitless possibilities. No, endless possibilities. While I’m flashing and sparking out, and catching on to what’s happening, I start to remember (and therefore imagine) one of my ex-girlfriends. And again, right before my eyes, Mneminellie begins to transform herself into her. This continues to turn me on of course, so I keep kissing her even more passionately, and proceed to take the newly produced and now larger breast and nipple to my mouth once more.

Let me tell you that this was like letting a little kid loose inside a candy store. Indeed, no sooner did I think about an ex-girlfriend, or movie star, or supermodel, and boom, there she’d be, right in front of me, hot and willing, and for me to enjoy in all of her naked and sexual glory. My mind continued to imagine woman after woman—an endless array, all shapes, colors, and sizes.

Mneminellie shouts “stop, stop. You are a donkey.”

“I’m—I’m—I’m sorry, Mneminellie, I didn’t mean to hurt you in any way,” I said apologetically.

“Yeah? Well go kill yourself,” she countered.

“I swear Mneminellie, I won’t ask you to do that changing thing again, really. I mean it. I’m sorry,” I continued.

“Well … that’s okay, Joey. I didn’t mean to lash out at you like that, either. It wasn’t just you, you know. I was a willing participant too. Go ahead and don’t stop … oh, don’t stop. This energy-essence melding feels wonderful, don’t you agree?

“Y-Yes …!” is my only utterance.

As I close my eyes from all of the pleasure I am again beginning to receive and experience—both from my thrusting into her as well as from the sexy womanly sounds she is making—I open my eyes to share with her the delicious and explosive light show that we’re about to become. But, when I do, I see something that makes me scream in shock.

“Ahhh,” I yell at the top of my lungs.

There it is—an exact replica of me, right in front of me, where Mneminellie had been just a few moments ago. Except that this replica of me has a vagina. So that means that for the past few moments I had literally been myself. So I quickly and shockingly disengage myself from “myself.” As I am doing this, the replica starts laughing hysterically and begins morphing into Mneminellie once again.

“I’m sorry, Joey, I just couldn’t resist. You had it coming,” she says.

Realizing what Mneminellie has just pulled on me, I counter, “touché,” and start laughing myself. Unfortunately, this causes an involuntary jolt and instantaneous return to my physical awareness.


Excerpted and adapted from Into the Void: Exploring Consciousness, Hyperspace and Beyond Using Brain Technology, Psychedelics and Altered Mind States (see www.zoe7.com)
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We’ve been told that with regard to seduction, “candy is dandy, but liquor is quicker,” but in truth, rather, properly selected: “candy makes randy; liquor makes desire flicker”; or, as Shakespeare’s porter said to Macduff: “[drink] provokes the desire but it takes away the performance.” The wines and beers of antiquity, however, which were potent infusions of innumerable psychoactive plants, often requiring dilution with water and in which alcohol served rather as preservative than inebriating active principle, had already in Shakespeare’s day given way to straight alcoholic beverages, if anything augmented by the soporific and anerotic hops, Humulus lupulus.

We know not the venereal verities of the archaic wines of mandrake, Mandragora officinarum (the famous aphrodisiac of the biblical story of Leah and Rachel), nor of the genuine Pilsener beer, which gets its name, not from the place—Pilsen—but from Bilsenkraut, its original inebriating principle, Hyoscyamus niger or henbane, which contains visionary tropane alkaloids (Rätsch 1996; 1997). It is still possible, albeit difficult, to obtain genuine absinthe-liqueur in Europe, a potent alcoholic libation fortified with extracts, or oil, of wormwood, Artemisia absinthium, which owes its psychoactivity to the volatile terpenoid thujone, which has left a lubricous legacy, at least in European art (Budavari et al. 1996; Conrad 1988; Ott 1996).

An anonymous sixteenth-century Italian manuscript, Ricette magiche e afrodisiache (Pezzella 1978), gives special emphasis to philtres or love potions, stimulants to venery, and points the way to a modern science of aphrobiology. One recipe, “for venereal pleasures,” posits the preparation of a potent alcoholic extract of black truffles, Tuber melanosporum, which is concentrated and made into an electuary or comfit with sugar and amber. A second, “a venereal balsam for the impotent,” confects in olive oil large quantities of betel “nuts,” Areca catechu, and oil of nutmeg (Myristica fragrans), with animal ingredients: ants, Spanish flies, civet and “oriental” musk (pheromone-rich, sexual-attractant secretions from the civet cat and the Asian musk deer). The third, “for he who cannot make use of women,” consists of boli or pills made from the powder of dried cannabis, moistened with “a good white wine.” Here we see echoes of the use of alcohol and wine rather as solvents than as active principles in the composition of philtres, not to mention of the proper way to make truffle candies, and I have chosen these three recipes of the twenty-seven in the manuscript to highlight the most promising directions for a modern pharmacology of philtres: (1) pheromones (as exemplified by the truffle, amber[gris], plus ants and musks); (2) stimulants (betel nuts); and (3) visionary inebriants (cannabis). I will examine hereunder each of these three categories of sixteenth-century Italian philtre-formulations in some detail.

Pheromones, the Quintessence of Philtres

Although the truffle might seem out of place here, in fact it was shown in 1981 to be a potent source of androstenol, known since 1944 to be a component of boar-testes, and patented in the early 1970s for use in artificial insemination of sows (Maugh 1982). In 1974, androstenol was discovered to be a component of human male axillary perspiration, and later to stimulate sexual interest in human beings. Truffles are one especially rich source, which accounts for their “musky” aroma, and here they are compounded with “amber,” in reality ambergris, a pheromone-rich secretion of sperm whales, Physeter catodon, like sperm-whale spermaceti, used in perfumery and cosmetics. These pheromonal ingredients lend verisimilitude to the first of our Italian philtre-formulae, the second of which features musk, both of the civet cat (various species, family Viverridæ) and the musk deer (Moschus moschiferus). Musks, likewise from the North American musk ox (Ovibos moschatus), derive their name via Latin and Greek, from the Sanskrit muska, “testicle, scrotum,” and consist of oleaginous secretions of special glands that produce sex-attractant pheromones (pheromones are hormone-like substances acting especially between members of the same species, here in mating, thus being allomones, of benefit to the emitting species; they can also serve as kairomones, or of benefit to another, or a receiving species, who might exploit them as attractants to predation).

Musks have a long and storied use in perfumery, again as sex-attractants, and the discovery that androstenol appears to be a human sex-attractant pheromone has now led to its use in male colognes and aftershaves, often touted in skin magazines as infallible female lures. Similarly, the masculine pheromone androstadienone is said to attract women and the female pheromone estratetraene, to attract men (Holden 1999). I have known women who occasionally rub a bit of their own vaginal secretions behind their ears, when they feel the need of such “passion-perfume” to “inphiltrate” some man or other. This points to the urgent need for concerted research into our human pheromones, which of course militates against the absurd superstition of the Judeo-Christian world that human beings are not, after all, animals. But we do indeed, like all mammals, possess nonolfactory vomeronasal neuroreceptors believed to respond to pheromones, and encoded by some one hundred genes in rodents (Hines 1997; Holy et al. 2000). Interestingly, neural signals from the binding of pheromones to these receptors bypass those ordinary olfactory pathways, and possibly the so-called higher cognitive centers (Dorries 1997), and go thence to the amygdala and the hypothalamus, in the so-called midbrain, which separates the brain stem from the cerebral cortex (connecting to an accessory [posterior] olfactory bulb attached to the cerebral cortex) (Keverne 1999). As might be expected, both the amygdala and hypothalamus are thought to control our emotional responses.

Human menstrual blood and other vaginal secretions were used as ingredients in philtres or “love-potions,” believed to incite both love and lust (Birchler 1975; Müller-Ebeling and Rätsch 1986). There has been limited research of female human pheromones, but one such study of fifty healthy young women who wore special tampons showed their vaginal secretions contained an extensive complement of simple compounds like acetic, propanoic, and butanoic acids, which are called “copulins” (Michael et al. 1974). These are known sex-attractant pheromones from the vaginal secretions of rhesus monkeys, which stimulate male sexual activity, and they also occur in such secretions of many other primate species. Interestingly, the levels of these human pheromones varied according to the menstrual cycle, being at their highest concentrations in the phase corresponding to maximum fertility.

Philtres were employed to induce someone to fall in love, and were supposed to provoke so-called lovesickness. Here in México, people especially fear toloache (Datura species) as such an amatory “toxin.” Until the medieval period, men were allegedly primary victims of “lovesickness,” although more recently it became rather a supposititious female condition—as in the “hysteria” of the Freudians. There was even posited a so-called virus amatorium in menstrual blood, and even modern textbooks of gynecology (such as the sixth edition of Geburtshilfe-gynäkologische Propädeutik und Untersuchungslehre, Leipzig, 1967) there survived belief in the existence of an infectious “menotoxin” in human menstrual blood!

But to return now to the truffle: As Valentina P. and R. Gordon Wasson showed in their seminal book Mushrooms, Russia and History (which, together with a pair of popular articles in 1957 launched the so-called Psychedelic Age (Wasson and Wasson 1957; R. G. Wasson 1957; V. P. Wasson 1957), truffles were long known in Europe as stimulants to venery. Indeed, they are known as “testicles” in various languages, such as the old Castilian turmas de tierra or criadillas de tierra, “Earth’s testicles,” and when the potato first appeared in Europe, it acquired that reputation of the truffle, inasmuch as unscrupulous vendors would pass off lowly potatoes as truffles. As Agustín de Zárate noted in 1555: “The Indians consume some roots known as potatoes, which are of the form, and almost even of the taste, of turmas de tierra (truffles).” This then gave rise to the phrase “to truffle” or swindle someone, which survives today corrupted as “to trifle”—thus the cad who “trifled” with a damsel’s affections was symbolically giving her a potato, instead of a pheromonal truffle of audacious amatorious repute!

Stimulants to Sexuality

Our second archaic recipe compounds betel nuts with pheromone-rich musks. Betel is one of the world’s most widely used stimulants, taken as a masticatory, the sliced or shredded fruits of the betel-palm being wrapped in aromatic leaves of the betel pepper, Piper betle, which has been smeared with a paste of a vegetable quicklime; this is often seasoned with cloves and/or cardamom and other spices, at times with other drugs, such as opium and tobacco (and, at least during its glory days, also with cocaine), added. The major stimulating principle of betel is the alkaloid arecoline, which is one of the prototypical “smart drugs” shown to enhance learning (Sitaram et al. 1978). In the Indian ayurvedic system of medicine, betel is regarded to be an aphrodisiac (Raghavan and Baruah 1958). Stimulants have singularly and collectively the reputation of potent aphrodisiacs; many act on the body’s major stimulant-system—the adrenergic, responding to the hormone adrenaline and the neurotransmitter noradrenaline—also exerting dramatic effects on the neurotransmitter dopamine, key element of our so-called pleasure-circuits in the midbrain. The best-studied are the amphetamines, including the psychedelic amphetamines like ecstasy or MDMA, and of course cocaine. Straightaway one can dismiss MDMA as aphrodisiac—it belongs rather in the same class as alcohol, inasmuch as it “takes away the performance” (Rudgley 1998). The garden-variety amphetamines, on the other hand, richly deserve their concupiscent reputation, providing one does not exaggerate the dose. Not only do they dramatically heighten libido, but they have been used medically to reverse the depression of libido associated with the chronic use of some serotonin-enhancing antidepressants—the “serotonergic” effect in general, while it may help to overcome depression, clearly depresses the sex drive, which just might give the “patient” new cause for depression! Note, however, that the antidepressant drug nefazodone, Serzone or Dutonin, is known rather to enhance libido. Moreover, amphetamines can retard ejaculation in men and seem for many to enhance orgasmic pleasure; besides, they tend to raise blood pressure, to which might accrue ancillary priapic benefits.

The same can be said for cocaine, although again, excess doses may even depress male performance. Indeed, the plant source of cocaine, the coca leaf (Erythroxylum species) has a robust erotic reputation in its Andean home. As W. G. Mortimer noted in his 1901 classic History of Coca (Mortimer 1901), “The Peruvian Indians employ Coca to stimulate uterine contractions and regard it as a powerful aphrodisiac.” He then went on to quote several contemporary authorities, who were adjudging its medical potentials before our modern era, blighted as it is with pharmacopathological nonsense: “Leopold Casper, of Berlin, considers Coca one of the best of genital tonics, and many modern observers concur in this opinion. Vecki says that cocaine internally to a man aged fifty-six invariably occasioned sexual excitement and cheerfulness.”

In fairness, it must also be said that he noted that homeopaths “employ Coca in sexual excess, especially when dependent on onanism.” I would say one “dependent on onanism” suffers rather from sexual dearth than excess, and this indeed serves as a valuable caveat regarding the dangers also of an insufficient dose of an aphrodisiac.

As regards qat (Catha edulis), the stimulant plant of Yemen and Ethiopia, the tender branches are chewed neat, and contain the natural amphetamine cathinone and other stimulants. Given that this was adopted as a drug in historical times, during the Muslim era, it is not surprising that there be little emphasis on aphrodisiacal effects in the scant literature. To be sure, like coffee after it (likewise adopted in comparatively recent times), and to avoid the general Islamic proscription of “intoxicants” (specifically alcohol, although this ban was extended to cover also traditional Arabian inebriants opium and hashish, but not the nontraditional tobacco), it became necessary to justify qat use in the context of alertness for late-night Koranic study, for nocturnal prayers in the mosque, and the like. Although pharmacopuritans have disparaged qat use as conducive to “sexual problems” (of course, for them, heightened libido is the primary such) and “spermatorrhea,” or involuntary, nonorgasmic seminal emission, a recent careful study found that about a third of chronic male (but only about one in twenty of female) users reported aphrodisiacal properties, which were personally confirmed by the intrepid researcher, who found that qat use both stimulated libido and enhanced sexual performance (Kennedy 1987). Again, the dosage and ancillary health factors may account for the 20 percent of male and 10 percent of female users who rather reported anaphrodisiacal effects.

Of the caffeine-containing stimulants, it is the African cola nut (Cola nitida) that has the strongest reputation as an aphrodisiac. Cola, of course, was ingeniously combined by a Georgia pharmacist with coca leaves to yield the original Coca-Cola, that brilliant, nonalcoholic “temperance” beverage which, was used as a pretext to proscribe the free sale of coca and cocaine in the United States in 1914. Coffee (roasted seeds of Coffea species), tea (fermented leaves of Camellia sinensis), and guaraná (seeds of Paullinia cupana) are alike caffeine-containing stimulants with some renown as aphrodisiacs (Rätsch 1997), whereas the caffeine-rich guayusa leaves (Ilex guayusa) are used in Ecuador against female sterility, and in Argentina the related yerba maté (Ilex paraguariensis) is closely associated with romantic intrigue, judging by the number of matesayings used to intimate or reject coquetry. Another African aphrodisiac of wide repute is eboka or iboga, the root of Tabernanthe iboga, which contains the visionary stimulant ibogaine (Pope 1967; Shulgin and Shulgin 1997). I would be remiss should I fail to mention here that other great African aphrodisiac, chemically related to eboka, yohimbe, or the bark of Corynanthe johimbe, which contains yohimbine, an alkaloid that has been shown dramatically to enhance sexual motivation in male rats (Clark et al. 1984) and has been used to treat “erectile dysfunction” (Pittler 1998).

My brief survey of stimulant aphrodisiacs would be incomplete were I to fail to include that most famous love drug of all time, chocolate or cacao, from the seeds of Theobroma cacao. As I detailed in my book on the subject (Ott 1985), when the Spanish conquistadores first reached the palace of Aztec ruler Moctezuma II, they were astonished to find the royal coffers filled, not with gold, but with cacao beans, and that the emperor took no other beverage than his cacao-potion, cacáhautl, particularly when he would repair to his harem (Díaz del Castillo 1976)! Pharmacopuritans denounced chocolate early on as an “inflamer of passions,” and indeed, its major alkaloid, theobromine (there are only minor amounts of the related xanthine, caffeine), proved to be a potent aphrodisiac in hornets, their drones even copulating with moribund queens (Ishay and Paniry 1979)! Although I should point out I have yet seen no evidence of such dramatic “inphiltration” in the human species, nonetheless chocolate is the love drug, packaged in heart-shaped boxes for St. Valentine’s Day gifts to a sweetheart, and theobromine, like love, is a potent cardiac stimulant, its effects akin to the quickening pulse of amorous excitement. Chocolate also contains minute levels of anandamide, which is our natural neurochemical whose receptor the THC from marijuana activates (di Tomasso et al. 1996), and Moctezuma’s cacáhuatl was “spiked” with all manner of stimulant and visionary plants, which may help account for its reputation as an aphrodisiac (Ott 1985; 1996). Compounded with the appropriate ingredients, not for nothing might they be known as “chocolate truffles”!

Philtrum Psychopticum, or Visionary Venery

Our excursus among the erotic electuaries, philtry potions, and pubic pomades now brings us to the truly heroic medicines, the psychoptica or entheogens, in which direction points our third classic recipe, for the bhang-boli or pot-pills. Cannabis or marijuana, of course, has long been tarred with a licentious brush, but there are many who attest to its place on Aphrodite’s altar. In my experience, unlike many of the pharmaka we have examined, where the emphasis is on male performance (for which alone I can personally vouch), cannabis would seem to be a bisexual stimulant. In my case, I find its effects to be rather too debilitating in general to be of much use in this regard, more enervating than erotic, but many women I have known are effusively enthusiastic about its aphrodisiacal amatory attributes.

In the pages of Playboy magazine (Leary 1966), Timothy Leary described LSD as being: “the most powerful aphrodisiac ever discovered,” noting also that the LSD-state was to ordinary, waking consciousness as that state was to deep sleep. (I don’t know about anybody else, but that had been enough for me—being a bored, seventeen-year-old high schooler in the dreariest of suburbs, I began at once assiduously to seek LSD!) Leary, then well on his path from professor to proselyte, continued:


[S]ex under LSD becomes miraculously enhanced and intensified. I don’t mean that it simply generates genital energy. It doesn’t automatically produce a longer erection. Rather, it increases your sensitivity a thousand percent.… In a carefully prepared, loving LSD session, a woman will inevitably have several hundred orgasms.



If that sounds too good to be true, it is—no woman I have ever spoken to has had the good fortune to experience any suchlike “carefully prepared LSD session”! Noting that by that time he had had three hundred eleven “psychedelic sessions” and had made love “every time I’ve taken” LSD, Leary twice evaded the interviewer’s questions regarding the number of orgasms a man might expect under the lubricous influence of LSD. But Leary had clearly hit at least one nail squarely on the head, and by the following year there were pulp-novels aplenty, exposing The Sexual Paradise of LSD, LSD Lusters (both 1967), and the 1969 Acid Party, among others, all festooned with concupiscent cover art. There had already appeared Thelma Moss’s pseudonymous (as Constance Newland) account of her having been cured of her frigidity via LSD-psychotherapy (Newland 1962), one of many testimonials to the curative virtues of this uniquely potent entheogen.

The comments that follow apply likewise to the visionary familiars of LSD, such as psilocybin and the mushrooms that contain it (species of Psilocybe and other genera), mescaline (from péyotl, Lophophora williamsii, San Pedro, Trichocereus species, and others) and N,N-dimethyltryptamine or DMT (from some ayahuasca-brews and related South American entheogens). In my opinion, LSD has by far the best erotic possibilities of the class, since it is generally free of physical side effects, apart from exerting an amphetamine-like stimulation, at 1 percent of the dose. Like the amphetamines, LSD can work aphrodisiacal wonders, and can certainly exert solid erectile effects on men, but as is the case with many other aspects of its pharmacology, this is captive to “set and setting” (expectation and milieu). As Grinspoon and Bakalar noted in their unbiased review Psychedelic Drugs Reconsidered (Grinspoon and Bakalar 1979):


The basic rule, for stronger psychedelic drugs as for marihuana, is that they heighten sexual interest and enjoyment only when the user is already inclined that way. They are anything but a stimulus to indiscriminate activity. Nevertheless, if temperaments, mood, and circumstances are right, they can produce an extraordinary intensification, prolongation, and elaboration of sexual experience, as they can for almost any experience.… But psychedelic drugs are not a reliable way to increase sexual pleasure any more than to achieve other emotional states. They not only enhance sexuality but transform it, often to the point where it becomes hardly recognizable; and they can be as powerfully anaphrodisiac as aphrodisiac. In the varying moods of the drug trip, intense sexual desire may suddenly turn into equally intense disgust or fear, or it may be transcended in a feeling of all-embracing cosmic love that makes mere sexual pleasure seem trivial or irrelevant.



Although I have never experienced intense sexual desire transmogrifying into disgust or fear, for me the rule has been that the immoderately prolonged nature of LSD-time in general causes that desire to be transcended before the particular sexual act is consummated or willfully brought to closure. I can recall episodes when some titillating tête-à-tête mysteriously transmogrified into something else; then abruptly, an eternity later, one or the other might remember: hey, what happened, weren’t we making love? To my mind, the true erotic potential of LSD and allied psychoptica is to ease a mutual attraction into the sexual realm, rapidly to enable people to become better acquainted, in an emotionally opened way, which applies equally to MDMA. Having spoken to innumerable people about their entheogenic experiences, I would have to say that very rarely does the subject of eroticism ever come up, and it is rather in the scope of “pale religious letchery,” to borrow Blake’s phrase, in the paranoid, propagandistic fantasies of the pharmacopuritans, that the priapic potentials of LSD and its congeners loom large, so to speak.

Moreover, in the traditional world, and with the exception of cannabis, whose use can be seen clearly in Indian erotic paintings, as well as in association with the Tantric arts, it must be said that the emphasis is far more upon spiritual ecstasy (literally, separating the soul from the body—sex, eating, much light or noise, tend to anchor one’s consciousness in the body, militating against ecstasy), whether this be used for self-actualization or more commonly for shamanic healing, than on any potential aphrodisiacal virtues. On the other hand, we are dealing today with the degenerated remnants of archaic traditions, often corrupted by Christianity, and we know but little of the potential breadth of use-modalities in antiquity. In Mesoamerica, there survives rather extensive documentation of “the Age of Entheogens” (Ott 1995) from the time of the conquest a half-millennium ago, which tells us that the entheogens enjoyed ludible, as well as medicinal, sacred and ceremonial roles. To my knowledge there is no specific mention of entheogens as aphrodisiacs, with the exception of the famous case of the cacáhuatl-potion of Moctezuma; but the arrogant Spaniards, who evidently did not deign to sample them in any context, could hardly have been aware of such, had it existed, which I think quite likely.

There is, however, one class of entheogen that merits special mention here: the Caribbean and South American visionary snuffs ñopo/cohoba and cebíl (prepared from seeds of Anadenanthera peregrina and A. colubrina var. Cebil), whose psychoptic principle is bufotenine, a positional isomer of psilocine, the true active principle of the psilocybin mushrooms (Ott 2001a; 2001b). As the accompanying photograph of a classic Taíno cemí (zemí) indicates (these are wooden or stone anthropomorphic tables, the flat upper-surface of which was used to array “lines” of the cohoba-snuff), the erotic essence of this entheogen hardly took a backseat in that long-lost culture. These cemí-artifacts have been found on all four large islands in the Greater Antilles, and their association with the snuff was documented at firsthand by Ramón Pané, left by Columbus on Hispaniola to study the Taíno (Pané 1974; Torres 1998). Bufotenine provoked circulatory crises when unethically injected intravenously into convicts and mental “patients” (nonconvict prisoners) in the United States, and turned their faces the color of an “eggplant” (Fabing and Hawkins 1956; Ott 1996; Turner and Merlis 1959). Bufotenine is dimethyl-serotonin, and of the many visionary tryptamines (LSD, psilocybin, DMT, etc.) is the closest to serotonin—all are thought to act primarily via serotonin-receptors in the brain. But there are also serotonin-receptors in the vascular system, which accounts for its name: sero, “blood(pressure),” tonine “toning.” That bufotenine injected into the bloodstream would cause facial lividity suggests the compound can also bring blood to the penis and indeed, after one particularly intense session of snuffing bufotenine-rich cebíl-seeds in Argentina, I experienced an impressive priapism when I repaired to my lodging. Regrettably, I was totally alone at that moment, and so had no other recourse than “onanism” (note to any homeopaths: I was already chewing coca to beat the band!). Cebíl may well prove to be that much sought-after “herbal Viagra.”

While on the subject of bufotenine, a few words about toads (Bufo species, from which the compound gets its name) are in order. Toads being marathon-copulators, some species of which breed en masse in ponds, it is natural that they came to symbolize fertility and venery, and indeed toads figure prominently as ingredients in philtres (Morgan 1995; Wasson and Wasson 1957). The toad parotoid-gland secretions (technically not venoms, though commonly called that) often contain bufotenine, which was first isolated from secretions of Bufo vulgaris in 1920 (Ott 1996). On the other hand, these toad secretions contain various toxic compounds, especially cardiotoxic steroids, which would seem to overwhelm bufotenine toxicologically, as this is generally present in relatively modest amounts. Nevertheless, dried Bufo-secretion is used in traditional Chinese medicine, under the name Ch’an-su, and similar preparations were used to treat cardiac insufficiency before the introduction of digitalis extracts. One use of Ch’an-su is as a so-called love-stone—small cubes of the dried secretion are sold as aphrodisiacs, to be moistened and rubbed on the penis to prolong erections, which is thought to involve local anesthesia, rather than any vascular actions of bufotenine, although this has been detected in the “love-stones.” Recently, however, at least four toad-titillators in New York died after they had ingested this product, which likewise contained toxic amounts of cardioactive steroids! There also exist reports of people smoking these toad-preparations, as a supposititious psychoactive drug (Chamakura 1994).

In the famous potion-brewing scene of Shakespeare’s Macbeth, his three “weird sisters” give the toad pride of place in their cauldron: “Toad, that under cold stone / Days and nights hast thirty-one / Swelter’d venom sleeping got / Boil thou first i’ the charmed pot.” There is some evidence for the use of toads in European witches’ philtres, as well as in the so-called flying ointments, as also their addition as fortificants to American chicha beers, but we have at present insufficient data to speculate on relevant pharmacology, either psychoptic or aphrodisiac. Several artistic representations point to an erotic dimension of the ointments, which did contain known visionary plants, such as belladonna (Atropa belladonna), henbane (Hyoscyamus niger), mandrake (Mandragora officinarum), and thornapple (Datura stramonium) (Hansen 1978; Müller-Ebeling et al. 1998), all of which contain psychoptic tropane alkaloids, such as scopolamine, hyoscyamine, and atropine (Ott 1996). Indeed, in a famous bioassay experiment, the Spanish physician Andrés de Laguna “managed to obtain a good cannister-full” of a “flying ointment” which he “used to anoint from head to toe the wife of the hangman” of Metz, who promptly fell into a profound sleep for thirty-six hours! When she came to her senses, she was distraught at having been awakened “from all the pleasures and delights of the world,” and told her husband with a sly smile: “know that I have made you a cuckold, and with a lover younger and better than you” (Gómez Fernández 1999)! Toad-secretions or oneirogenic aphrodisiacs anyone?—I prefer conscious concupiscence!

An Erotic Epilogue

Laurence Sterne showed the keenest of poetic intuition in his riotous farce, The Life and Opinions of Tristram Shandy, Gentleman, that “Cock and a Bull” story, “and one of the best of its kind, I ever heard,” when he included the learned Hafen Slawkenbergius’s tale, in which Nosarians and prodigious Noses take the place of priapic Penises (Sterne 1935). For in matters erotic, it is clear to me that the nose knows, and we would do well to remember that our sexual centers are not in the cerebral cortex but in that reptilian rhinencephalon or “smell brain.” Indeed, the best sexual connections I have ever experienced have been with women that not only were not exemplary of my particular ideal of female allure, but with whom I had all manner of fundamental incompatibilities; cultural, (anti-) religious, socioeconomic, and intellectual—indeed, the only compatibility evident to me was a fabulous fit between pheromones and receptors which, not surprisingly, tends to be mutual. In one particularly memorable case, I could not be for too long within a meter or two of the woman—even fully clothed, in a crowded office—without getting a persistent erection, which I usually had to conceal with my backpack. In somewhat over a year, essentially all we did together was have animalistic sex, and if we had managed to sate our amatory appetites, which generally required some hours, we basically just got in each other’s way! Conversely, alas, some of the best overall compatibilities I have known with women have tended to be sexually ordinary.

It is clear to me that the pathway to a science of aphrochemistry leads via research on human sex-attractant pheromones, and that most potent philtre will likely be some erotic effluvium, a sort of “amorous aromatherapy,” rather than a pill, puff, or powder; mayhap a pheromonal pessary for women, philtry pomade for men. This direction was pointed to by Patrick Süskind, in his interesting novel Perfume, at the climax of which his antihero Grenouille (“frog,” which should rather be Crapaud, “toad”) is about to be executed for the murder of numerous women, when he uncorks the bottle of perfume he had made from the erotic essences of their bodies, for which purpose he had slain them, so unleashing a frenetic orgy in the crowd of morbid spectators!

It is evident that pheromones, indeed olfaction itself, are not operative in all human beings. Many people are effectively anosmic, and 72 percent of the roughly one thousand human genes associated with olfactory receptors are nonfunctional (pseudogenes), as well as all of the human genes that have been correlated with putative pheromonal receptors. Moreover, anatomical studies of 564 adults found that 70 percent lacked the vomeronasal organ, which was present bilaterally in merely 8 percent, unilaterally in the remaining 22 percent (Keverne 1999). Even stranger, it has been said that in those human beings possessing a vomeronasal organ, this invariably lacks effective neuronal connections! This I do not believe, at least in my own case, and there are surely those Grenouille among us, we who inhabit a mysterious, musky, and mellifluous world. Through pharmacogenetic study of human idiosyncrasy (Ott 1997) with respect to genes for our pheromone-receptors, it is theoretically possible to develop individually customized “cocktails” of pheromones, personalized philtre-prescriptions. Such a paramount philtre would in principle be capable of transforming virtually any compatible individual into that “most concupiscible object” (to paraphrase Laurence Sterne) more desirable than which “neither could your heart desire, nor your concupiscence covet.”
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Sex, Spirit, and Psychedelics

The Art of Ecstasy
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When considering art images that are particularly evocative of the confluence of sex, spirit, and psychedelics, the first and oldest example to pop up in my mind is the middle panel of Hieronymus Bosch’s so-called Garden of Earthly Delights (ca. 1503/ 04, Prado, Madrid, Spain). In this mysteriously symbolic image, in a setting of meadows, trees, rivers, and ponds, we see groups of naked men and women in some kind of spiritual conversation, surrounded by strange fruits and architecture and a group of gigantic birds. As to the meaning of this strange iconography, we can only speculate. Many who view this art, whether they are experienced with psychedelics or not, are inclined to assume Bosch might have depicted his own visions, produced by mind-altering plants like henbane (Hyoscyamus sp.), deadly nightshade (Atropa belladonna), or mandrake (Mandragora officinarum), all well known to Bosch’s world.

Alas, there is no reliable data to support this assumption. Thus, we cannot claim with any confidence that this painting was stimulated by psychedelic experiences. Nevertheless, the Garden has become an archetype of visionary art depicting dreamlike states of mind. And, without a doubt, Bosch inspired generations of painters whose visions were in fact partly stimulated by psychedelics. In my opinion, Bosch’s famous oil painting merges psychedelics, spirit, and sex. It is psychedelic because it is viewed as such—regardless of the lack of historical certainty. Although no actions referring to any kind of sexual intercourse are explicitly represented, the painting invokes sex by its imagery. In the time of Bosch, the depiction of naked people as the center of attention in the large panel of his famous “trip” tych categorically evoked erotic, sexual associations. The notion of sex being transposed to a spiritual realm of esoteric allegory refers to the spiritual quality of the painting.

The second, and this time contemporary, example of the confluence of sex, spirit, and psychedelics in art to me is the series of oil paintings Alex Grey executed between 1983 and 1989. Kissing (1983), Copulating (1984), Nursing (1985), New Family (1985/86) and Pregnancy (1988/89) clearly refer to physical reality through their anatomical depictions of veins, nerves, and bones—based on his precise scientific knowledge. However, Grey also introduces spiritual aspects by stylistic means of traditional thanka-paintings (meditation scrolls from Nepal and Tibet) as well as by energetic lines that shiver through the images. Introspection into the material as well as the spiritual levels of human existence are elementary constituents of psychedelic experiences—that is, if the artist has reached a very deep, as well as high, level of understanding. To me, Alex Grey is a unique example of such an artist.

I might conclude by mentioning how very rare it is to observe a confluence of sex, spirit, and psychedelics in art. Most artwork to come to mind features just one aspect—it is either psychedelic, spiritual, or oriented toward sex. Of course, all of these aspects are very open to individual interpretations and understanding.


Editor’s note: In addition to what’s listed here, other psychedelic artists whose work is frequently steeped in eroticism and/or spirituality include A. Andrew Gonzalez, Mark Henson, Penny Slinger Hills, Philip Rubinov-Jacobson, Mati Klarwein, Stevee Postman, Don Snyder, and Fred Weidmann.




Talking with Ann and Sasha Shulgin on the Existence of God and the Pleasures of Sex Drugs
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Jon: A mutual friend of ours once told me that he thought one of the primary motivations you had for investigating new compounds was that you were looking for drugs that went well with sex.

Sasha: Um-hmm. This is not an insignificant portion of my investigations. You’re familiar with a good range of psychedelic drugs, presumably, along with spirituality and sex in your own world. Indeed some of the materials make a very good, close interaction possible. And a very intimate interaction. But blatant eroticism isn’t always present; it depends on the particular drug you’re using. So that is another area that needs definition. Just as the word spirituality has to be defined, so does sexuality. Let’s go back to that. What is spirituality? What do you mean by spirituality?

Jon: Some connection with what people consider “Goodness.”

Sasha: Oh! You have to believe in the lord to be spiritual?

Sylvia: I wouldn’t agree with that.

Sasha: I know. So what is the underlying definition, or the concept, of spirituality. And there’s the same question with sex.

Jon: Okay, so this leads to another question that I wanted to ask you, which relates to spirituality. You have created what people now refer to as “the Shulgin Scale.” And as a way to describe the action of psychoactive materials, this scale ranges from the “minus” up to the “plus-four.”

Sasha: Well, “plus-four” is really not a part of the scale.

Jon: Right. And that is an issue that a lot of people have misunderstood. It really goes up to “plus-three.” “Plus-four” is a magical sort of mind state.

Sasha: A completely different place. And there is maybe where you play with spirituality, but also you play with power.

Jon: Which I believe has been described as a “oneness with God.”

Sasha: In one of my two or three “plus-four” experiences—where suddenly you are running the show, you are God, you are whatever it is—I was walking over towards the lab, just amazed, and we had a little cat up the hill a ways. And I looked at the cat, and somehow I got the cat to look at me. And that cat just bolted right up the hill as far and as fast away from me as it could go. I just, you know, gave it the message … not verbally. I could do that kind of thing. I could make a blasted hose wrap in another way, lying on the ground. If you can make a cat run away from you out of total fear—is that God?

Jon: So you’ve had a few of these experiences.

Sasha: Um-hmm.

Jon: And yet I’ve also asked you in the past about your belief in the lord, and you’ve told me that you’re an atheist.

Sasha: Probably. That’s probably the better word. Because one thing I think is that many people dump a lot of their own problems by blaming them on God. Or they say they blew up an Israeli hamburger stand because of God.

Ann: But that’s got nothing to do with what you might think God is. You’re talking about religious beliefs.

Sasha: The big joker up there with the beard, pointing down to us.

Ann: Right, but there’s no such thing. And you don’t believe in that.

Jon: But my question for you—and everyone who believes in the lord probably has a different image of what they believe God is—but as far as calling yourself an atheist, this would deliver the message that you don’t believe that there is a God. And yet at the same time, you’ve had a few of these “plus-four” godlike experiences. You just said during such an experience you are God—you can jolt a cat up a hill or change a hose around. So how are those two positions reconciled?

Sasha: Well, to have a “godlike” experience, you’re describing the experience, not God. So it’s a term I can use to communicate with you. If I stopped a woman on a sidewalk of San Francisco, and asked: “What do you think of the research that’s done on the entheogens?” I’d get a “Huh?” So, if I change and say, “What do you think about psychedelics?” I’d actually get some kind of answer. So to use a phrase “godlike experience” is a form of communication.

Jon: Okay. How about “becoming God,” or “a connection with God?” Connecting with something that could be considered a “higher power” than what one’s own power is.

Sasha: I’ll ask you a question then. Do you believe that there would be such a thing as God if there was no one who was intelligent enough to ask the question? There’s no humans, only animals. Is there a God?

Jon: Well, I do believe in the lord.

Sasha: That’s not my question.

Jon: Okay, well, I’m only saying that as background. Yes, I think that there still would be a God, whether …

Ann: Do you find that our minds created, what it is that we think of as God?

Jon: Man created God in his image.

Sasha: Um-hmm. Big gray beard pointing down.

Ann: That one, yes. But is there any larger consciousness than the ones we are aware of?

Sasha: I’m going to answer that in a very oblique way. I think there is a single consciousness; all of us here.

Ann: That there is a single consciousness.

Sasha: Um-hmm.

Jon: And that, I think, is what many people consider that to be God.

Sasha: Okay, if they want to embrace that, I have no objections.

Ann: But, that’s what he’s asking!

Sasha: Well, I know. I’m answering as best I can. I’m trying to think of a way of answering that is in keeping with my own belief systems. If you have a single consciousness, God would be that. Yeah. And there’s another thing—the idea of the fine line between having time pass and having separations between things. Or having no time at all and having everything be simultaneous, where you have no meaning to time at all. We live in both of these worlds. And I think the latter world is one probably people would say is a definition of God: the entire operation, with no time passing whatsoever—absolute concurrence.

Jon: And that is something that you can gain glimpses of on psychedelics.

Sasha: Um-hmm.

Ann: That’s a perfectly good definition of God. It just doesn’t happen to be the classic, usual …

Jon: Yet even with that definition, you personally wouldn’t want to call that God.

Sasha: I might.

Sylvia: That’s why we didn’t call this issue [of the MAPS Bulletin] “Sex, Goodness, and Psychedelics.”

Jon: So, I guess this returns us to the definition of spirituality, a word that can perhaps be more loosely defined than God, and which may even be acceptable to atheists. Some people just don’t like the “G-o-d” word.

Ann: But Sasha, you’re not an atheist. An atheist really is … agnostic is a better word.

Sasha: Well, I’m playing with the balance between atheism and agnosticism.

Ann: Agnostics say, “I really don’t know.”

Sasha: I really don’t know. I have my own opinions, and they’re not very positive.

Ann: An atheist is basically someone who says, “This is the material world, there is absolutely nothing else.”

Sasha: No, no. I’m not an atheist from that definition.

Ann: Okay.

Sasha: Agnostic is always safe.

Sylvia: Sure.

Sasha: Well, the entire Western world has had a plethora of gods for a few hundred years—is that okay? I mean, that God can take many forms?

Jon: We still do have ’em. Yeah, I don’t have any problem with God taking many forms. And I guess that goes back to what you were saying with your ideas being right for you. It’s only when you’re trying to persuade someone else that your way is the one right way that we get into problems.

Sylvia: I didn’t really think we were going into this project having a clearly defined operational definition for spirituality; we’ll just let people feel inclined to respond in whatever way they want. The response may be, “Well, what do you think spirituality is?” Which gets into a discussion that can be important to have.

Jon: Moving back to the sexuality aspect of our topic, since we sort of got sidetracked on spirituality …

Sylvia: It’s all the same thing.

Jon: Well, it is all related. So, Ann, when you were away for a moment, Sasha related a comment that he said you might not want to be quoted on—“nothing can ruin an intimate moment like an erection,” or something like that.

Ann: (laughing) That takes a little bit of explaining. I think that we’ll deal with that in the next book. Okay, this is off the record or on the record?

Jon: Well, you can say it’s off the record, or …

Ann: That’s okay—I can put it delicately, I guess. When you get to a certain age, for a man, erections are a little hard to come by.

Jon: Ask Bob Dole.

Ann: I mean, you plan on living into your eighties or nineties? What you find out, if you have a good partner who will go exploring with you, is that this doesn’t mean that you can’t have orgasms. So the whole idea of Viagra and Bob Dole … the older man’s erection is a kind of “in between” state. The only thing is that the average male thinks of the erection as kind of “the male symbol.” It is not necessary to get a full erection in order to have orgasm. So then we come to oral sex; if you pursue oral sex when you are older, you can have a fantastic sex life. Some people … there are a lot of people in the Owl Club who are in their sixties, who don’t do anything any more, probably because their wives say, “I’m not going to do that.” And I am pleased to say that we have a rolling sex life, and we’re in our seventies.

Sasha: Have you ever encountered the term foxy methoxy on the internet?

Jon: Sure, yeah. 5-MeO-DiPT.

Sasha: Have you ever tried it?

Jon: I did try it one time.

Sasha: Probably a full dose?

Jon: … but I wasn’t in a particular situation where I was able to explore the “foxy” side of it.

Sasha: Well, actually at the regular full dose—12 or 15 mg, I don’t know how much you used—it is not a terribly satisfactory psychedelic.

Jon: Right. I agree.

Sasha: However, if you ever have a chance, try 6 mg.

Ann: Now, for a young person, it may not be the same …

Sasha: It may not be, okay. But 6 mg … it does not help erections one bit, at all; you’re still on your own in that area. But if you get to the point of orgasm, it’s explosive. It’s almost scary! Small amounts intensify orgasm. Not for Ann, but for me. Is it a male/female thing? I don’t know.

Ann: I really don’t know. That’s one of the things that we have to find out. And it may not be every man, but I suspect that it is effective more for older men than for anyone else, that’s why it hasn’t gotten much feedback from young researchers.

Sasha: So there’s an example. Is that a sexy drug? Well, no. Well, I don’t know. It depends. And for whom? And under what circumstances? What age and what sex? I don’t know.

Jon: Which of all of the many different drugs do each of you feel is the most compatible for sexual relations?

Sasha: You mean the physical performance or the intimacy?

Jon: Both.

Sasha: Well, then, there are many different drugs for different things.

Ann: Yeah, that is very tricky. That’s something that we’re going to have to make much clearer in the next book, because the relaxation and disinhibition effect of many psychedelics is what most people respond to. If you’re in a sexual situation, what you want is that un-tenseness. A dropping of the tension and the overactivity of the intellect—you know, the “let go” thing. And most psychedelics do that. MDMA, of course, doesn’t let you do anything.

Jon: Well, I don’t agree with that. Going back to what you were saying about having an orgasm without having an erection; with MDMA, for me, that’s the way to go. And it’s true that one cannot get—or at least I haven’t been able to get—completely full erections, yet it is still a fabulous compound and the intimacy is there. But you have to work on it; you can’t give up. Some people get tired or worn out.

Ann: In general, and politically, there’s this whole emphasis that MDMA is a “club drug.” And club drugs are commonly thought of as something that you can pop into somebody’s drink and they become amnesiac, they lose control, and they can get raped, and whatever. Well, MDMA is none of those things. It’s a love drug, but it’s not a sex drug, as most people think of sex. And it really takes effort. Leave the sex for another time.

Jon: Well, I think it’s a worthwhile effort.

Ann: Yeah … but with the other psychedelics, I think … there are very few psychedelics that you can’t make love on, if you find the right dose.

Sasha: There are some that are very body-oriented, like 2C-B for example.

Ann: 2C-B, and LSD for most people. But you have to find the right dosage level, otherwise you’re going “way out there.” And that’s the trick. Ketamine—we know people who are very successful making love with that.

Sasha: And I know people who don’t even know where their body is while on ketamine.

Ann: Yeah, but that’s the dosage again. You stay pretty low. I haven’t taken it at all, so …

Sasha: When you’re out there in the outer galaxies, observing the beauty of the world and God and all that sort of thing … as our Secret Chief once said of ketamine, “It’s amazing, you know somewhere, you know someone who has a full bladder, but you don’t give a hoot.” It’s not your concern, it’s his concern. So with this sort of separation, there’s no meaning to sex.

Ann: On the other hand, if you consider the famous temple in India, which is full of every conceivable sex position that anyone could take, that is a temple illustrating—as I understand it—one of the ways to attain the Godhead. It makes it very clear that this is one of the ways you get there: sex. So you cannot really divorce the sexual from the spiritual, because if you get in the right space with the right person and can open up the right things, they are one-and-the-same.

Sylvia: Agreed! Thanks for taking the time to speak with us for MAPS.
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Spirituality

Spirituality, both as a daily practice and as it relates to transitioning beyond this life, involves a certain dedication, at least to one’s own beliefs if not to a formal discipline of training. Psychedelics are known to facilitate religious experiences, but how can these experiences be translated into making one’s life more productive and meaningful? In the following pages, we learn from two pioneers as they prepared to leave this realm: Timothy Leary, who lived out his final days on his own terms; and LSD discoverer Albert Hofmann, who encouraged us all to “find a deeper, wonderful reality … in which we are all secure and united for ever and ever.”




Meditation and Psychedelics
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Both meditation and psychedelics are close to my heart. I’m grateful to both of them for having shown me that true essence of the heart, which is the heart of everyone and everything, our ultimate belonging and source of meaning.

For starters, psychedelics began disrupting my, up until then, fairly smooth and protected life—enough to be able to ask, for the first time, a deep and urgent question. This kind of questioning goes far beyond words and concepts and leaves nothing untouched. We think we know about ourselves and the world. It is incredibly freeing and quite confusing. Next, meditation harmonized it all again, so that I could live with a measure of integrity and ease. Then, after many years of rigorous formal practice and complete abstinence, psychedelics have once again inspired my “beginner’s mind,” getting me out of the habits and ruts that seem to be part of the package deal of life and that, though necessary and comforting, stand in the way of our fresh, direct experience. Now, I haven’t traveled the psychedelic path much for about two years. It looks like everything has its time; life comes in cycles.

This is how it was for me, and it does not seem to be so unusual. The dramatic rise of interest in yoga, meditation, and Eastern religion in the ’60s and ’70s was closely related to the psychedelic movement. A poll conducted by the Buddhist magazine Tricycle shows that 83 percent of the 1,454 respondents reported some firsthand experience with psychedelics.

During the 1980s and ’90s many of the spiritual, once young ex-hippie communities had become middle-aged meditation centers with relatively few newcomers under the age of thirty. The next generation seemed less interested in meditation, alternative lifestyles—and also in psychedelics.

On my recent trip through the States, during which I visited a number of meditation centers across the country, I noticed many young faces again. Being accompanied by my twenty-year-old daughter, I had easy and quick access to them and I was not surprised to learn that most of them had had some contact with mind-altering plants and chemicals.

So what is the relationship between psychedelics and meditation? One way to approach such a question is to first look at the meaning of the words independently. Meditation has roots in the Latin meditari, which in turn has roots in the Indo-Germanic med, having something to do with “measuring, walking, staking out.” We could define it as the act of exploring, walking in, measuring, staking out the sphere of our consciousness. Psychedelic is based on the Greek words psyche and delos, the first meaning “breath, the seat of consciousness,” the second “clear, visible.” Psychedelics can help us to clear our mind and make visible the nature of consciousness.

So from the etymological point of view, through very different lineages, they are pointing in the same direction, the investigation of our inner being. This process is also known as “practice,” and the linguistic relationship of the two words mirrors the actual experience of many people—very different means to investigate a very similar subject: ourselves, the meaning of existence, the Ultimate.

Viewed from yet another angle, the difference might not be as big as it seems: neurologists have discovered that physical exhaustion, prolonged fasting and other austerities (such as the Buddha underwent before his Great Enlightenment) as well as wound fever (such as Ignatius of Loyola, the founder of the Jesuit order, as well as many other Christian Saints, suffered from at the time of their spiritual awakening) produce changes in the brain that are virtually indistinguishable from the changes produced by the intake of psychedelics.

At this point it might be useful to make a distinction between the virtue or goal of practice, the loving, beneficent, and constant awareness of this never-ending process of exploration, and the methods that aim at getting us there. The former is universal, true and necessary for everyone. Dogen refers to this when he states that “Zazen has nothing to do with sitting or standing or lying down,” as does St. Paul when he admonishes us to “pray at all times.” When it comes to the methods, we have a choice, and all of them work sometimes, and sometimes they don’t. Some work better for some people than for others, and all of them have their relative strengths and weaknesses.

Traditional mainstream Buddhist training does not include the use of mind-altering substances. With very few possible exceptions, they are simply not mentioned in the sutras and other texts. Some think that they are dealt with in the precept that states, “A disciple of the Buddha does not intoxicate mind or body of self or others.” Others think differently: the same poll mentioned above found that almost 60 percent of the responding Buddhist practitioners felt that psychedelics and Buddhism do mix and that they would consider taking psychedelics in a sacred context (in the “under twenty” category, this percentage was 90 percent). The traditional understanding of intoxicants refers to all mental and physical phenomena that foster confusion through fanning our likes and dislikes. And as the Buddha never fails to point out, ultimately all people have to decide for themselves what is what.

While it is true that the setting and the techniques used at traditional Buddhist retreats are not geared toward the use of psychedelics, it is quite obvious that skills in meditation, the practice of being at peace within one’s body and mind, even in uncomfortable places, can be of great help in the course of a psychedelic session. Not only from this point of view, one could say that the practice of meditation is available to more people than the practice of psychedelics.

Are there any dangers involved with the use of psychedelics? Yes, there are. They are very powerful sacraments, or medicine, and they have to be approached with the utmost respect, preferably under the guidance of an experienced friend. The fears most commonly voiced are damage to body and brain as well as dangerous behavior and addiction. The classic psychedelics, unlike substances such as heroin, cocaine, and alcohol, have virtually no organic toxicity in the quantities in which they are ingested. Their addictive risk is too small to be measured when used in ceremonial settings. Psychedelic traditions from the Vedic dawn to Eleusis to the Native American Church have succeeded in creating ritual contexts in which hazardous acting-out is virtually unknown.

But what of the dramatic changes that psychedelics can have on our psyche and spirit, our heart/mind, our consciousness? Of course this effect is the very reason for taking them in the first place. Is it ultimately helpful or harmful? A moment after his great awakening, a Zen master exclaimed, “my life is completely ruined.” As we get closer to the life force itself—not just our ideas about it—our categories and points of view are put into perspective, and their relative nature becomes obvious. And it is from this perspective that we must judge the value of any given experience.

Buddha recommends we view our life “as a dream, a flash in the darkness, a star in the morning dawn, a bubble in a stream, an illusion of the senses.” The aim of practice is to wake up from that dream. One question often asked after a deep experience is, was it a genuine awakening, or was it just another dream within a dream, another illusion within an illusion? Personally, I don’t worry too much about this. A primary religious experience is the seed for a spiritual life, no more and no less. No matter how genuine the encounter with the Ultimate might be, it does not guarantee a genuine spiritual life. The experience may be authentic, but what counts is our daily life, and how authentic it is depends on how we live, its quality, what we do with it. Will we be able to muster up the necessary determination and patience to let the light that we glimpsed for a moment—be it through meditation or psychedelics—gradually penetrate our whole being? Will we allow the experience of oneness and belonging—whether or not it was really real—to inspire and transform our lives? This is our challenge and our hope, individually and as a species.


Learning How to Learn
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Myron Stolaroff

Autumn 2000

The most important aspect of learning how to learn is to immerse oneself completely and without reservation into the Knower.

For within each of us is that unimaginable place, our Real Self, known by a variety of names in various times and cultures, listed by Stan Grof: “Brahman, Buddha, the Cosmic Goodness, Keter, Allah, the Tao, the Great Spirit, and many others.” This Self, which dedicated explorers find to be intimately connected to every aspect of the universe, seems to hold infinite knowledge. From this perspective, if we have become totally free, vast knowledge is available.

To become one with this Self, one must become free of all attachments, conceptualizations, judgments, investments, reifications, and unconscious barriers, until the mind can be held perfectly still without distractions. Mind training and disciplining as taught by the Buddha, Hindus, and other wisdom traditions are valuable procedures to accomplish the required state of quiescence.

A powerful tool for accelerating this process is the informed use of psychedelics. Informed use includes preparation in understanding the nature of psychedelic experiences and possible outcomes, deep intention, and integrity in the form of honoring the experience and the commitment to put what one learns into effect in one’s life. It may take a number of experiences at varying dose levels and settings to achieve a glimpse of the Ultimate Self.

A common experience for those who penetrate deeply into the levels made available by psychedelic experience is the realization that we are all one, that we are all intimately connected through the life force that manifests in every living thing and every aspect of the universe. This being so, we can understand the Buddhist precept that our own ultimate realization depends on committing ourselves to the happiness and welfare of all sentient beings. I have personally found that my own adverse judgment of certain individuals puts a definite lid on my own development.

Sri Ramana Maharshi, according to Ken Wilber, “is arguably the greatest Guru who ever lived.” He has stated that the only reason we are not enlightened is that we do not know that we are already enlightened. While this is no doubt true, I have in my own some forty years of psychedelic exploration, enhanced by Tibetan Buddhist meditation practice, uncovered a vast variety of conditions that seemed to form barriers to this realization. Some of these are listed at the beginning of this chapter. While I have found meditation practices extremely valuable, and an important factor in deepening and increasing the profundity of psychedelic experiences, I have found properly conducted psychedelic experiences to be the most powerful aid in rapidly resolving the obstacles that separate us from full realization. But it is well to remember that experiences alone, as influential and valuable as they may be, may not accomplish completely freeing the mind without dedicated application of newfound wisdom. An excellent way of focusing, clarifying, and applying learned wisdom is through a good meditation practice.

All the following factors promote effective psychedelic application: preparation, intent, honesty, set and setting, a qualified guide, experienced and dedicated companions. As interior obstacles are resolved and transcended, one sinks deeper into the intimate, priceless connection with our inner being. As one develops proficiency and the ability to hold the mind steadily focused, one can discover that the most promising activity is to search out, encounter, and then maintain the connectedness with the heart of our own being. For me, this has led to the most satisfactory outcomes.

I do not want to create the impression that this is a simple thing to accomplish. I have found this kind of straightforward surrender very difficult to achieve and maintain, often because we resist the feelings or experiences that spontaneously wish to arise. It may take exploring with different attitudes and occasionally focusing our attention on various considerations, especially if we are prone to getting tense by trying too hard. Things that may work in one situation may not work the next time, and a fresh approach is required. And since we are all different, results may well vary considerably from person to person. For it is fresh, unmediated experience that we are seeking. Just reading this information or hearing similar ideas and concepts from others will not accomplish the objective. We each in our own way must seek out how to best discover and maintain this priceless connection. For myself, I have found that simply being still and “just being” is extraordinarily difficult.

Yet I firmly believe this to be the highest prize. Having achieved an ongoing connection or realization of our True Self, we are free to direct our attention wherever we wish. It is from this perspective that any object of attention is seen in its clearest light, in its truest aspects, in the most meaningful connections with other aspects of reality. It is from this perspective that the greatest creativity flows forth. By learning how to maintain this connection, we have truly learned how to learn.


On Leary and Drugs at the End
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Carol Rosin and Vicki Marshall

Autumn 1996

Most of us are familiar with Timothy Leary’s drug reputation, good and bad. Many of us were educated by, or at least influenced by, Leary’s experiences and writings. Toward the end of his physical life, Leary gave us the opportunity to learn about alternative ways to die.

Always, his aim was to challenge the status quo. Always, his method was to challenge cultural taboos. He was a cheerleader for change, an advocate of individual rights: to live as one chooses, to alter consciousness as one chooses, and finally, to die as one chooses. And to do it with friends. “We are the light. We are the light bearers and our purpose here on Earth is to shine that light on others.”

Why did Leary do drugs? Prior to the “activation of his deanimation circuits,” Leary used drugs recreationally, to exercise his right to alter his consciousness, to experience and create reality shifts. As he began to deteriorate physically, he also began using drugs to self-medicate both his physical and emotional/psychological pain.

We were there to experience Timothy Leary firsthand. Both of us knew him for many years. Vicki was his closest assistant and caring friend for twelve years. Carol was his friend for over twenty years, whom he invited to stay during the last six months because “Carol is the only friend I have who doesn’t listen to anything I say.” Neither was “romantic” with Leary, though he proposed marriage to each on occasion, as he did to so many he loved.

How to Die

Knowing his death would generate media attention, Leary chose to use that attention to challenge society’s taboos regarding death. He felt that choosing the circumstances of one’s death is one of the most important choices a person can make. He felt there was no need to die in the factory mechanized atmosphere of an impersonal hospital surrounded by total strangers. If any. “Do it with friends, do it with friends, do it with friends.” There was a great sense of humor in much of his process. But, as he confronted the reality that he was actually dying, as he no longer recognized his own reflection in the mirror, as he realized he didn’t have the happy family he wanted, that he was sorry for the pain he caused others, and as his physical pain became unbearable, he began to experiment with his choices on how to die and what drugs to take.

Leary had narrowed down “how to die” to cryonics. However, an undercurrent of suspicion and distrust had developed between certain members of the Leary household and CryoCare, the organization that was to have facilitated Leary’s cryonic preservation. The underlying reasons for their suspicion and distrust are speculative and may never truly be known. What is known is that they were communicated, either directly or indirectly, to Leary.

Leary was a man very much “under the influence,” especially of those within his sphere. As he increasingly lost the ability to think and decide for himself, he grew more and more dependent upon the opinions of those around him. When reports began to circulate that Leary planned to commit suicide on the internet, CryoCare became very concerned and removed their standby equipment from Leary’s house. Three days later, Leary announced his desire to cancel his contract with them.

After the discussions that prompted Leary’s decision to cancel his contract with CryoCare, he said, “Everyone in the family is happy I’m not going through with it” [“family” refers here to the people around him in the house]. As he grew closer to death, making them happy became more important to him than anything else.

In addition to the family influence, Leary expressed concern that the CryoCare people had no sense of humor, that they hovered over him waiting for him to die so they could do their thing, and that he was afraid he’d awaken in fifty years to find them looking down on him with clipboards in their hands. He did, however, say that cryonics is a good choice for some people. Leary consciously chose the day to die and chose cremation. Leary made a habit of trying on new ideas and popularizing those ideas as alternatives to “traditional” ideologies. Yet he always retained the right to change his mind “at the last minute.” It was probably no more difficult to talk him out of cryonics than it was to talk him into it. Personal note: although we were “prepared” for the presence of the Cryo team at the moment of Leary’s demise and the flurry of activity that would have immediately followed, we were relieved to not have had to deal with the reality of it.

The Drug Issue

Sometimes well-meaning friends would bring drugs to the house and administer them, unaware of the other medication he was taking. Sometimes Leary really didn’t want to do these drugs, but did them so as not to offend his guests. Sometimes he willingly did anything anyone gave him, in order to soar higher. Sometimes what he was given made him gravely ill or seriously overdosed. We finally had to put a chart on the wall so that if anyone in the house gave him any drug, prescribed by a doctor or not, we’d all know who gave him what, so we could monitor him and make sure we didn’t accidentally kill him. Conscious suicide was quite another matter: the operative word being conscious. Fortunately, he found a natural, peaceful way to make his exit.

For most of our years with Leary, drugs were not a major issue. Truth is, he expressed that after the ’60s, he would rather not have been asked about drugs. He often said he had so much more he wanted to discuss. We found it amusing just how unimportant drugs seemed to be to “the psychedelic guru.” His drug use centered mainly around social alcohol and cigarettes.

But all that changed as he entered his deanimation phase. Radically. Drugs became a major topic of conversation and focus. We wondered if it was the pain and/or fear of dying or the presence of younger folks, or both, that ushered in what appeared to be a “junkie mentality.”

The last weeks of his life took place around a nitrous oxide tank and nitrous oxide–filled balloons, marijuana ice cream, marijuana cookies and cracker spread, and candy bars. There was sometimes a light breakfast including Biomega 2000, a vitamin/mineral/aloe vera drink, then often no food until around midnight when he’d eat a TV dinner or brie cheese and salami, avocado and bread, Chinese dumpling, and other snacks.

Generally, while he was still under the care of various physicians, his drug schedule was something like this: Upon awakening or shortly thereafter: caffeine, nicotine, cocaine. Afternoon (mid-late): caffeine, nicotine, cocaine. Late afternoon to early evening: nicotine, cocaine (for an afternoon “lift”), alcohol (wine). Early evening: alcohol (wine), nicotine. Late evening: alcohol (vodka), OTC sleep aid (occasionally). Supplemented by Clipoxide (generic for Librax, for stomach pain), Sinequan (Doxepin, for anxiety and depression), Eulexin (Flutamide, for metastatic prostate cancer), Augmentin, Daypro 600, and Relafen 500 mg.

When his prostate cancer metastasized to the bones in his spine, and immediately prior to beginning and following radiation treatments, his doctors reluctantly prescribed pain medication: Tylenol-Codeine, Darvocet, Percocet, Percodan, Vicodin ES 750 (not all at once; progressing from one to the other).

In Search of Pain Relief

Still in excruciating pain, Leary was finally placed under hospice care, whose caregivers know that there’s much closure the dying need to do and who understand that they cannot effect that closure while their patient is in severe pain. Hospice doctors prescribed medication that began to ease his pain: MS Contin (long-acting morphine tablets), Roxane Hydromophone (liquid morphine) for breakthrough pain, Docusate 50 mg tablets (for the constipation caused by the MS Contin), and Choline Mag Salicy, 500 mg/5 ml (for bone pain). Leary supplemented the prescription medication with nitrous oxide, occasional use of street heroin, valium and ketamine. When Leary continued asking friends for pain medication, and they brought him something that actually seemed to work better, Vicki spoke with hospice about having Leary’s prescriptions changed. He was then placed on a Duragesic 25 (Fentanyl, morphine) patch to manage the constant pain and Dilaudid for breakthrough pain. This finally did the trick, allowing Leary to spend the last three months of his life relatively pain-free. He continued to use nitrous oxide, marijuana, alcohol, and, occasionally, DMT.

There were massages, though his frail body was badly bruised with open sores and scabs, and ear candles to remove wax buildup in his ears. His patches were changed approximately every three days, but during the last week, his prescription was increased to two patches instead of one. He was also prescribed Ritalin (for depression), Vitamin B12 injections (to counteract the negative effects of nitrous oxide), and a bronchodilator for lung congestion.

Obviously, most of his drug use after he became symptomatic was in search of pain relief: physical, mental, and emotional. Prior to his becoming ill, his projects, social life, and activity levels provided him with sufficient distractions from what he was feeling. But as he became less physically mobile, including wheelchair bound, it seemed that drugs provided the distractions.

Prior to his becoming ill, the public perception was that Leary did a whole lot more drugs than he did. Of course, when people gave them to him, for example, when he was on the road speaking, he took them willingly. But privately, he didn’t consume drugs all that much. His many projects called for his full intelligence and creativity, alertness and clarity. However, in his last days, he probably did as many drugs as the public imagined. Maybe more.

Just months before he died, his brain scan was reported “normal.” We saw more of a deterioration in his mental condition after he started drinking again than we saw from all his other prior drug use combined.

The Pain He Didn’t Show

One day, Vicki was conferring with the soon-to-be-executors, friends, and select staff in the kitchen. She went to the round table where Leary was sitting to get a pad of paper. As she did, she stopped and knelt down beside him, touched him, looked into his eyes, and asked how he was doing. He told her he wasn’t doing very well, that he was depressed. She sat beside him and asked if there was anything she could do. He told her what he really needed was a nitrous oxide balloon. She told him the tanks were out being filled. He looked almost frightened. He looked so vulnerable and childlike as he toyed with the empty balloon in his hand. He repeated that he needed a balloon. Vicki told him she’d see what she could do. She went back to the group in the kitchen and told them how Tim was feeling. Everyone rallied to his side to lend emotional support. He told us all that he was feeling very depressed and wanted a balloon because he very much wanted to “separate himself from what he was feeling.” Finally, one of the staff produced some photographs of his granddaughter and great-granddaughter, and the crisis passed.

Carol spent many of the last nights during the last weeks sleeping next to Leary in his bed, as his friend and all-night caregiver. He was in extraordinary physical and mental/emotional pain, especially during the nights. This he never showed in public. He was experiencing fear of whatever was in his visions that occasionally caused him to throw his body and arms around almost uncontrollably. Carol felt his sadness when one night he fell asleep hugging a photo of his daughter, who had committed suicide. She felt his loneliness when he told her the saddest part of all this was that he didn’t have a wife. He told her when he was seeing “sneak previews” of the realm he was about to enter. He shared personal stories and thoughts, and read throughout the nights from articles, letters, and books to her, and showed her many videos of himself. He didn’t want to sleep, until the last few days.

Finally, one week before he died, he told Carol the drugs were no longer working, and that he didn’t want to take enough to become unconscious. He wanted to be present, to know what everyone around him was doing and saying. He still had work to complete, and he said he wasn’t ready to leave. However, just one day before he decided to die, he handed her a pink balloon and said, “This is my last balloon. I won’t ever have another one.” He told her his body was giving out and he couldn’t stand the idea of diapers, that he was losing his ability to hear and to communicate, and that he felt embarrassed by his inability to recognize close friends when they came to visit. Just before he was going to die, he wanted to call Rosemary, whom he described as his favorite wife to whom he owed so much, but he refused to call her because, he said, he couldn’t communicate. So, Carol didn’t listen, as usual, and dialed the phone and handed it to him. He told Rosemary to drop everything and come. (Which, of course, she did.)

Carol had arranged for his ashes to be sent into space on a rocket, to be organized by Celestis, Inc., in Houston. We saw in his eyes, at the moment he knew this plan would be implemented, that he was excited and was now ready to die. He was excited that he would finally be in the light (referring to the moment when the rocket to which his remains will be strapped goes into the re-entry phase and burns up), and that he would be launched with other space pioneers including Gene Roddenberry, creator of Star Trek; Gerard O’Neill, physicist, author of The High Frontier, and designer of space stations and other technologies; and Todd Hauley, a founder of the International Space University. This space trip was his final request.

Ready to Die

Taking no drugs that morning of May 30, Leary wheeled around his garden in his electric wheelchair, then got into bed and began his slow breathing process. His bladder was no longer functioning, he had stopped eating, and he was resting comfortably.

Just a few hours before he died, he suddenly sat up and said, “Why?” Then, to each person in the room, he asked over and over again, “Why not? Why not? Why not?”

Whatever visions he experienced as he gazed beyond the beyond, he appeared to us to be tripping. He neither took, nor did he apparently “require” LSD to facilitate his journey.

Wearing a T-shirt that read, “If you only have one wish, make it BIG,” Leary left his body at 12:44 a.m. on May 31, with his eyes wide open, with his intentionally expanded consciousness in the light. In his own bed. Surrounded by loving friends and family.

Look for Leary in the light as the rocket with his cremated remains vaporizes upon re-entry.


Leary’s remains were launched aboard a Pegasus rocket on April 21, 1997, and vaporized upon re-entry on May 20, 2002, north of Australia.




To Be Read at the Funeral
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Albert Hofmann

Translated from the German by Elisabeth Riccabona

Looking back on my life, I presume that the constellation of stars—or whatever determines one’s fate in life—indicated good fortune when I saw the light of day on January 11, 1906, in Baden, Canton of Aargau. My father, Adolf Hofmann, and my mother Elisabeth, born Schenk, met in Münchenstein, near Basel, where my father worked as a locksmith for one of the subsidiaries of the mechanical engineering group Brown-Boveri. Soon afterwards, he was transferred to the company’s headquarters in Baden.

Although my father rapidly progressed to the position of foreman, and then master in the tool-making division, our family had to live a rather modest lifestyle as wages, even for such a position, were low at that time. Together with my younger brother and my two younger sisters, I lived a childhood that was not always free of worries but on the whole quite happy.

My first childhood memory is an image of large red strawberries in the garden where my mother used to carry me around in her arms. Another image I remember: It is nighttime, many people are standing in the street. They are pointing towards the sky in excitement. There is a comet in the sky. It was the Halley’s Comet in 1910.

Another striking memory I have is of the day we moved from Schönau Street to Martinsberg Street. I am standing in front of the house, holding my little brother’s hand and looking at the new neighborhood, where rowanberry trees glow golden in the autumn sun.

Between the ages of five and ten we lived there, beneath the hill upon which the remains of Stein Castle were standing. On the opposite side of the street was a farmhouse, next to it a blacksmith’s shop and a wainwright’s. I played with the farmer’s kids in the barn and was in the stable when the farmer milked the cows. I was riding along with the farmers on carts, pulled by cows or horses, to the fields where the animals could graze. I rode with them to make hay, and in autumn up to the Allmend, which lay high above town. Up there you could often hear the distant roaring of guns sounding from the Alsace; it was at the time of the First World War. I also spent a lot of time at the blacksmith’s, watching how the blacksmith shod the horses and wound the red-hot iron hoops onto the wooden cartwheels.

The area surrounding the remains of Stein Castle was a wonderful place for us kids to play. I can still remember hearing my mother calling out from the kitchen window for us kids to come in for lunch or dinner when we had forgotten all about time while playing up in the ruins. The way to school, which led through the old town gate and through alleyways of the old town, always brings forth many fond memories.

It was like banishment from a child’s paradise when we moved away from Martinsberg Street to Dynamo Street, to a hideous apartment building directly across from the factory entrance. We were forced to move due to my father’s illness—he was suffering from pulmonary tuberculosis—which had deteriorated, and even the short way from Martinsberg Street to the factory had become too strenuous for him.

Whenever I could, I left the grim and dreary factory quarters and went back up to Martinsberg, into the forest, to the meadows and fields. During these expeditions I experienced the magic and charm of the Jura landscape, which was in constant change with the seasons.

It was there that, during enchanted moments, the wonder of creation revealed itself to me in the beauty of nature, and already then forged my view of the world in its basic features.

After finishing elementary school I had planned to attend high school in order to be granted entry into university. However, considering my father’s serious illness, my parents thought I should ensure my own income as quickly as possible, and so it was that they sent me to start a commercial apprenticeship with Brown-Boveri.

After dutifully completing the three-year apprenticeship, and obtaining security regarding my future professional life in the form of a diploma, my dream to go to university eventually came true. My dear godfather Hans Kühni, founder of the Kühni machine factory in Allschwil, paid for the tuition fees at the Minerva private school in Zurich. I absorbed the knowledge like a dry sponge and passed the general qualification for university entrance in Latin after only one year.

Fascinated by the mysteries of the subject, I decided to study chemistry at the University of Zurich. As a citizen of Weiningen in the Canton of Zurich, I received a scholarship from the university. Living with my parents in Baden with no money for any distractions, I immersed myself completely in my studies as my only enjoyment. Professor Paul Karrer, director for the Department of Chemistry at that time, soon found me a position as an assistant to the professor. At the age of twenty-three I had already finished my chemistry studies, after only eight semesters, and received my PhD.

My father passed away three months before I finished my studies. However, before his death I was still able to show him my employment contract, which I had already signed with Sandoz Pharmaceuticals.

In May 1929, I started my professional life, joining the Baselbased Pharmaceutical-Chemical Department of Sandoz Laboratories, whose director was Professor Arthur Stoll. At the laboratories we were studying the properties of medicinal plants, the kind of work that entirely fulfilled my love of plants. I found complete satisfaction in my work when isolating, elucidating the chemical structure, and synthesizing the active substances of medicinal plants. So it was that my whole professional career evolved all around the Sandoz Pharmaceutical Laboratories, starting off as a coworker with Professor Stoll, working my way up to become team leader, and eventually being appointed director of research for the Department of Natural Products.

Valuable drugs like Methergine, Dihydergot, and Hydergine derive from substances I produced during my studies. By research and chance I discovered the psychoactive agent, which became known worldwide as LSD. In my book titled LSD: My Problem Child, I illustrated the history of LSD and its relation to the Mexican magic mushrooms. During lecture tours and conference visits I formed lasting friendships, mainly with colleagues from the United States, Mexico, and Sweden.

The shining light that guided me through my professional career also accompanied me in my private life. In Anita Guanella I found the partner who gave me great happiness in marriage and in my family. We met in 1934 while on skiing holidays in Arosa. The first five years of our marriage we lived in Basel in Holee Street. Our two sons, Dieter and Andreas, were born there. Several times during the war I had to go to Ticino for a few months to serve in the army.

During a holiday in May 1946, we moved to the countryside, to Oberwiler Street in the municipality of Bottmingen. For the next twenty-seven years we lived there, in our own house with its beautiful garden standing amidst a still-rural area. My family soon grew bigger. We were blessed with two daughters, Gaby and Beatrix.

Only some of the many fond memories I have of that wonderful time, the middle of my life, I shall mention here: Our holidays in the Engadin Valley, where Anita felt particularly happy as she originally came from the Canton of Graubünden, the home of her parents. While hiking and mountaineering together we experienced the magic, grandeur, and sublime beauty of this high mountain valley. One of the highlights was certainly our ascent to the Bernina Peak.

I also very fondly remember the great trips to India, Thailand, and particularly the expedition to indigenous Indian areas in Mexico. These trips were part of my work and Anita used to always accompany me.

Shortly before it was time for me to retire, and after the formerly rural and quiet municipality of Bottmingen had developed into a busy suburb, we decided to move further out into the countryside. In the village of Burg, at the very end of the Leimen Valley, we found the ideal place to live. According to the plans and ideas of each family member, we built a house up at Rittimatte. There we lived happily for many years, particularly enjoying the many visits from our children, grandchildren, and friends. While Anita found her love and joy in caring for flowers in our garden and house, like she already did in Bottmingen, I spent my time in the silence of my “hermitage,” writing literary works, publications, and dissertations, partly associated with my former occupation, as well as writing down my personal understandings and thoughts on natural philosophy.

It was also up at Rittimatte that my circle of life closed itself as I found the paradise of my childhood again, the same landscape as on Martinsberg, where I used to be blissful as a boy, the same meadows with the same flowers and the same view into the far distance.

Paracelsus described nature and creation as a “book that was written by the heavens’s finger.” During my life I was given this exhilarating and entirely comforting experience: the one who understands how to read this book, not only with regard to scientific research but with marveling and loving eyes, will find a deeper, wonderful reality revealing itself—a reality in which we are all secure and united for ever and ever.


This is an original translation that first appeared in the Summer 2008 MAPS Bulletin.
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Ecology

Healing our relationship with nature first requires us to heal our relationship with ourselves. In this section, we learn that used carefully, psychedelics have helped people with both. Psychedelic compounds have offered many humans a chance to reconnect with nature. Many indigenous cultures acknowledge the necessary negotiations between humans and nature, but too often we find that Western cultures lack the understanding required to see them. Here we explore how psychedelics played a role in shaping the consciousness of communities and social movements seeking to promote ecological connection and respect for our planet.




Another Green World

Psychedelics and Ecology
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Daniel Pinchbeck

Spring 2009

In the same way that we garden plants, teacher plants like ayahuasca seem to garden us when we ingest them.

I tend to view the naturally occurring psychedelics as emissaries from the larger community of life, bearing elder-species wisdom. As the herbalist Morgan Brent has proposed, it is almost as if the vegetal world assigned certain plants to be the diplomats and teachers to our young and confused species, to help put us on a different path than the one we have chosen, racing to ecological decimation and self-extinction. How else to explain the consistent messages received in mushroom, ayahuasca, iboga, and peyote visions of a world out of balance, of the need to take responsibility, of the vast empathic sentience of the Gaian mind?

In the same way that we garden plants, teacher plants like ayahuasca seem to garden us when we ingest them. During shamanic sessions, people often get direct messages about how to transform their lives. Sometimes, their explorations lead to radical revelations of their attachment to mediocre diets, relationships, jobs, and so on. In many cases, they eventually take the advice and purge these negative influences from their lives.

There seems to be a link between the loss of shamanism and initiatory experience in the West and the genesis of a human culture able to treat nature as something alienated, outside of itself. The recovery of psychedelic awareness in the 1960s coincided with the birth of the environmental movement, and perhaps helped to inspire it. Believing in an objective world of material facts whose apparent reality was constantly reiterated by mass media and science, modernizing humanity lost access to the primordial and participatory modes of awareness known to indigenous cultures. We denied our innate knowledge of our reciprocal relationship with the natural world that not only surrounds but also constitutes us, as even our bodies are dense microbial environments.

My first mushroom trips in college helped to decondition me from my socialized personality and called into question my naïve assumptions that the civilization surrounding me was enduring and inevitable, that the air-conditioned nightmare of the American empire would continue forever. Later journeys confirmed this understanding, stripping away layers of acculturation. In West Africa I underwent initiation into the Bwiti spiritual discipline, taking iboga, their visionary sacrament. I was taken through a life review during that trip. It seemed as if a benevolent spiritual intelligence was guiding me, revealing how my negative and compulsive behavior patterns were formed by patterns set in my childhood. I was also given the faith that these patterns could be changed, that the splinters in my soul could be removed one by one, if I found the will to do so.

Gregory Bateson famously coined the phrase “ecology of mind.” Along with the outer ecology we see in nature, there is an inner ecology that consists of our thinking process and emotional tendencies. It seems that our inner and outer ecology reflect and reinforce one another. On the macro level, our current society is a projection of the collective thoughts and ideas developed by past generations.

In order to change our society from imminent doom, we need to clear out the old garbage and evolve new pathways of thinking and feeling as quickly as we can—to revamp our mental and emotional ecology. Psychedelic substances—visionary plant teachers—seem to play a crucial role in this process. Several books have come out recently revealing the importance of psychedelics in the development of the personal computer and the internet. Many crucial insights in biology and physics were psychedelically inspired. The almost stereotypical psychedelic gnosis of interconnectivity, unity of all being, and infinite fractal unfoldings may indicate the potential for a quantum leap in human consciousness, to a new stage of awareness that transcends and includes previous levels, or what the philosopher Jean Gebser called “consciousness structures.”

I suspect that psychedelics play a part in the process of our species evolution—a movement from one structure of consciousness to the next. One hypothesis is that we might be on the threshold of a shift from the biological and physical phase of our evolution to the psychic phase. Whatever comes next, any future for our species will be ecologically strict, and the gnosis we gain from communing with our botanical elders can provide us with crucial insights.


Huichole Peyote Dance and the Inspiration for Biosphere 2
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John Allen

Spring 2009

An incredible unification of lifestyle and metaphysics occurs during the annual peyote dance ceremonies of the Huichole Indians in the Sierra Madre Mountains of Northwestern Mexico. I was allowed to participate in the annual ceremonies of this remote group that recur in a stone-enclosed sacred area, which features two stone buildings. One building is for a fire that is kept going “eternally” (said by some to have been going for five thousand years) by banking over the coals between the ceremonial times. The other one is for a great collection of eagle feathers (under whose pervasive dream-enhancing influence I was allowed to sleep).

Most of the hundred or so observing Huichole who attended the dancing came from some distance away, though a few lived in the immediate area with some dry land subsistence farming. Now the young men mostly work far away, often on the coast. Collecting the peyote buttons requires a long walking expedition by the participating dancers over rugged mountains and into the central Mexican plateau, their ancestral lands. This journey links them intimately with their history and extended bioregion. I was told by several natives of their historic battle of 1738, when they won rights from the conquerors to continue their way of life and metaphysical contact with the universe.

I met this high morale purposeful party—after making a two-day walk and mule ride with my two extraordinary guides—under a great oak tree a couple of kilometers outside the ceremonial center, just as they returned from this expedition. They had rested and were changing into their dancing costumes. They cut a few branches from the mighty tree to provide fuel for an economical but steady fire in the central ceremonial building. The dancers had been trained in a highly complex fast-beat choreography by the three dance masters, who had prepared themselves to direct this amazing performance for several months by certain ascetic practices.

After full costuming, this returning party made a joyous procession into the stone-walled enclosure. The army had killed the deer throughout a vast area recently, in an attempt to stop these events, but a courageous Mexican had managed to restore some of the regions’ deer population. However, it was still small, so calves were substituted for the actual sacrifice. The deer had been maintained and revered for millennia by this culture as a key component of their ecosystem and ceremonies.

The dance continued for three days and nights. The dancers rested at intervals of about two hours. Buckets of peyote juice hung in strategic locations and everyone imbibed as they wished. The dances of forty or so dancers, plus some musicians, were not only complex (beyond Broadway) but astoundingly beautiful; they demanded maximum skill and endurance.

Dust is prevalent in this bioregion, and one aim of the dancers is to raise as much dust as possible. The three mara’akame sat still on their handmade stools in the center. At first I couldn’t figure out how anyone breathed, but then my doors of perception swung wide open and I saw pockets of air drifting. Of course! Our universe is discontinuous and miracles occur in its intervals. What a teaching; what a way to transmit it. The mara’akame and dancers were adept in breathing in as a pocket of air floated by and breathing out as the dust swirled. Impeccable rhythms of everyone’s breathing, dust clouds, pulsating music, blood beat dancing, alternating day and night with rests staring into the fire, brilliant entrances of stars or sunshine when the dancers rested from raising up a storm of dust, produced a gorgeous substantiation of this way of life. This was not a trip; as the days passed it became clear that it was, like the Eleusinian Mysteries must have been, a revelation of a mystery: a workable standard of how to live a life.

Those who had gone to work as labor on the coast, disguised heroes, visibly reintegrated during the three days with their bioregion, kin, and initiates. Weariness, wariness, and grimness visibly disappeared from their faces. From standing around as somewhat disillusioned observers they became part of an active psychic-physical network of response.

One complete regression to a psychotic state occurred in the sacred building, but three alert guardians and their commanding “war chief” quickly and brilliantly integrated unraveling a death hold on a young woman into a real life dance of deliverance and redemption. This was a dangerous, brilliantly detailed, conscious action that even a Paracelsus would have found difficult to emulate. All participants acted as if Husserl’s bracketing and Gurdjieff’s self-observation with nonreacting were part of their normal state; in no way did their great work stop its presence and its revealing bodily, bioregional, and cosmic truths in the midst of this happening. It was integrated into this all-inclusive reality.

This event—as well as one in the Amazon, and one in the high deserts of New Mexico, under similar masters and with similar level of participants—gave me a physical and emotional feeling for the biosphere to match and augment my intellectual and scientific vision gained from Vernadsky’s work in biogeochemistry and historical geology that had led me to starting the Biosphere 2 adventure. Here also existed biospheric teachers of equal majesty and truth. The mara’akame understood Biosphere 2 and asked for a small model to store with their sacred treasures, each denoting some particularized understanding of the epiphanic wholeness in which we are privileged to play a part.

Could this be achieved without peyote or equivalent real-time sacrament to raise the human organism to its capacity to make a workable synergy of reason, feeling, sensation, and will that coordinates its life with bioregion and cosmos? Frankly, I don’t think so. However, accomplishing this takes individual masters and a collective, history-rich culture that exalts creating a dynamic harmony through dance, vision, and music, to integrate these faculties into life-enhancing and intellect-clarifying experiences; then they clearly can be transmissible for millennia. I don’t think any medical model can accomplish this total result though, as already proved in practice, properly formulated and practiced, they produce much good in individual cases of repression and frustration. My best wishes certainly go with MAPS and its brave and thorough efforts to accomplish this needed work.

Nor have I seen that a religious model for using these plants based on a Western European-Middle East system can do as much as the AmerIndian way, though certainly experiences in Brazil and the United States demonstrate that a goodly amount of harmony and improved relation to bioregion can be transmitted in such synthetic faiths under a master leader.

My admiration for the AmerIndian masters is profound, and for the tribes who have supported the leaders at great cost to themselves in a material-political sense. It will take a world of much more existential freedom than now exists in the ruling political structures for the century of hard, informed, and impeccable experiencing and experimenting to take place, needed to create an equally thorough and effective tradition around the planet in some modern technical surroundings. Although I never got the chance to participate in the Harvard and New York experiments in this direction, Timothy Leary’s accounts in High Priest and Flashbacks—which were based on physio-psychological science—show a promising start in this direction, but that work was forcibly cut off before it had a real chance to develop.


Psychedelics and Species Connectedness
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Stanley Krippner, PhD, and David Luke, PhD

Spring 2009

The consumption of psychedelic substances leads to an increased concern for nature and ecological issues. On one level we can understand that this may be due to a basic appreciation of place and aesthetics that accompanies the increased sensory experience, or the fact that because psychedelic plants come from nature we are forced to enter its realms when we search them out. However, on a deeper level we can also appreciate that a communication with nature may on occasion occur through the phenomenological properties of the psychedelic experience, some of which have been hailed by experients as life-transforming and spiritually renewing, even “mystical.”

With the aid of mescaline, Aldous Huxley came face to face with such a mystical experience, even though the Oxford theologian R. C. Zaehner (1957) denigrated his experience of “nature mysticism” as somehow inferior to the “genuine” theistic mystical experience. Yet the irony remains that the very split from nature that some Christian theologians claim occurred in the Garden of Eden may lie at the heart of many people’s current sense of separateness from their ecology. However, under specific circumstances of substance, set, and setting, psychedelics are capable of augmenting reunion. Despite Zaehner’s derisions, Huxley (1954) reportedly witnessed this reunion through his experimental uses of mescaline: “I was seeing what Adam had seen on the morning of creation—the miracle, moment by moment of naked existence.” Is it this naked existence that reconnects the natural environment to the mental capacities of those psychedelically inspired experiments? This type of experience forges a way of thought that is filled with ethical, ecological implications, and that is reflected in the work of shamans, alchemists, and other practitioners who respected nature (Krippner 1994/1995). The patriarch of psychedelia, Albert Hofmann, demonstrated this by reporting that a mystical nature experience he had had when he was young prefigured his discovery of LSD. He stated that “my mystical experience of nature as a child … was absolutely like an LSD experience.… I believe I was in some fashion born to that” (Hofmann, Broeckers, and Liggenstorfer 2009, 2). Hofmann wrote about attaining “one-ness with Nature,” and it is this feeling of unity that characterizes many of these experiences described as “mystical,” no matter how diverse they might be in other aspects. Throughout his long life Hofmann increasingly drew upon the great hope that psychedelics were the key to this reconnection for others. When asked about the role that LSD had played in bringing people back to nature, he commented, “It has given many people good ideas, and those who have gone back to Nature have been saved. Many people, however, are still stuck in technological Hell and cannot get out. Nevertheless, many have discovered something which hardly exists in our society any longer: the sense of the sacred” (Hofmann, Broeckers, and Liggenstorfer 2009, 6). Always vocal on ecological issues, Hofmann recalled that among his most satisfying experiences was hearing young people say things like, “I grew up in the city, but once I first took LSD, I returned to the forest” (Hofmann, Broeckers, and Liggenstorfer 2009, 4). Providing us with an insight into the cause of this yearning for a return to nature, based on their extensive experiential research with psychedelics, Masters and Houston (1966) noted that,


[T]he [psychedelic] subject, almost from the start, already has achieved a kind of empathy with his [or her] surroundings as a whole.… That is to say, nature seems to the subject a whole of which he [or she] is an integral part, and from this characteristic feeling of being a part of the organic ‘body of nature’ the subject readily goes on to identify with nature in its physical particulars and processes. But if a person is empathizing with nature in this state, whose feelings is she or he feeling? The notion that there is some entity with which to empathize implies that the thing itself has emotions, and the idea emerges that Nature itself and the beings who inhabit it—be they animal, vegetable or perhaps even mineral—are also sentient.



Such animism is at the root of all shamanic belief systems, and, as Jeremy Narby (2006) noted, shamanism involves “attempting to dialogue with nature.” In shamanism, of course, this communication is frequently achieved through the ingestion of psychedelic plants, fungi, or other natural substances (e.g., Krippner 1994).

As a nature-based epistemology, shamanism is ecological to its core. The shaman is a caretaker of nature and a negotiator between people and “other-than-human persons,” as Graham Harvey (2005) called them in his “Animist Manifesto.” For Harvey, it is humanity’s fungal friends themselves that transmit the idea of animism the best: “Maybe sometimes the mushrooms just want to help us join in the big conversation that’s going on all around us” (Harvey 2005, 128). Mycologist Paul Stamets speculated that mushrooms have a hidden agenda to bring humans into communication with other species. In studying the taxonomy of the Psilocybe genus, Stamets noted how these psychoactive mushrooms proliferate particularly in the wake of humans’ habits of “taming the land” and other interactions with the natural world. Examples include, “chopping down trees, breaking ground to create roads and trails, and domesticating livestock” (Harrison et al. 2007, 138). By this means, Stamets believed, certain mushrooms become available to those who most need to speak to nature through them. For Stamets, when this dialogue is engaged, the message “is always that we are part of an ‘ecology of consciousness,’ that the Earth is in peril, that time is short, and that we’re part of a huge, universal bio-system.” However, Stamets is not alone because “many people who have taken these substances report receiving the same message” (Harrison et al. 2007, 138). There is a body of research that backs up Stamets’s assertion that it is not just he and Harvey who are receiving mycelial messages from nature. A survey into people’s exceptional experiences with psychedelics found that encountering the “spirit” of the ingested plant or fungus was the most widely reported of a range of seventeen “paranormal” and “transpersonal” type experiences occurring with those taking psilocybin-containing mushrooms (Luke and Kittenis 2005). According to the respondents, this encounter also occurred quite frequently, and was the second most prevalent experience with any one substance, preceded only by experiences of “unity consciousness” on LSD. Additionally, the encounter with “plant consciousness” was the most widely reported transpersonal event for several other psychedelic substances too, such as ayahuasca, Salvia divinorum, and the Amanita muscaria mushroom. If Harvey’s “Animist Manifesto” is to be taken seriously, then these plants are clearly trying to tell humanity something.

Interpreting humanity’s many dialogues on the mushroom experience, mycophile Andy Letcher (2007) termed these mushroom-mediated encounters with discarnate spirit entities the animaphany. He warned, however, that these experiences largely go ignored because, in a Foucauldian sense, they offer a resistive discourse to that of the societally legitimated explanations of what occurs under the influence of such plants and fungi, in the West at least (Foucault 2006). Being based solely on the effects of mushrooms on others, these legitimated discourses typically take a pathological, psychological, or prohibitory stance, and so this subjective animaphany appears to transgress a fundamental societal boundary, communicating with “spirits,” which subsequently becomes labeled as “madness.” But which is the more “mad,” communicating with the spirits of nature or sitting back while Earth’s ecology descends rapidly into the greatest wave of mass extinction in sixty-five million years? It appears that the plant [and fungal] entities are not the only ones getting in on the apparent conservation conversation, as such pharmacologically induced trans-species communications also engage the animal kingdom. Through the use of psychedelics, particularly LSD and ketamine, the physician John C. Lilly (1978) claimed to have begun communicating telepathically with other species and consequently made an ethical U-turn in his highly invasive animal research (such as dolphin dissection) to increasingly involving consensual peer-to-peer exchanges with nonhuman species. If other species can communicate with humans, then perhaps the best way to do this would be directly—in a language that transcends physical restrictions. If such telepathic-like communication requires changing one’s consciousness, then certain plants are expertly disposed to begin this dialogue through their potent psychoactive compounds. Ever since Albert Hofmann (2005) had an out-of-body experience on his first accidental LSD journey, and Gordon Wasson’s photographer-friend Allan Richard had an apparently predictive vision during their seminal mushroom trip in Mexico (Richardson 1990), such psychedelic explorers as Aldous Huxley and Humphry Osmond have been intrigued by the occasional stimulation of anomalous faculties with the use of these psychoactive substances. A review of the parapsychological literature (Krippner and Davidson 1970; Luke 2012) indicates that while the issue still requires further research, there is good reason to consider the possibility that psychedelics might actually promote such parapsychological phenomena as telepathy. However, the kind of species centrism that Homo sapiens are prone to tends to promulgate the view that animals, and especially plants, lack consciousness. However, given the possibility that these plants and animals might be sentient, direct communication with them should not be ruled out, and might be encouraged instead. Psychedelics, especially those involving plants, would seem well suited for that task. The question still remains why certain plants produce highly psychedelic alkaloids that often have profound effects on humans. Is it just an accident that these plants produce exotic compounds that have no apparent benefit to the plant and yet interact so sophisticatedly with human minds, especially given that nature (apart from humans, perhaps) is not disposed to wasting resources without good reason? On the contrary, some evidence has emerged that the human brain actually developed in co-evolution with psychedelic plants (Winkelman 2008), although one may well ask for what purpose? Psychedelic shamanism might be thought of primarily as a communication with nature, for instance by asking the plants directly which ones can heal a particular illness, or by asking the plant spirit to teach them, or by using the plant in aiding the psychological metamorphosis into plant or animal “allies” (Dobkin de Rios 1996, 127–28). Given that shamans have most likely been communicating with nature in this way for thousands of years (Devereux 2008), it might well be asked what can be gained for humanity’s relationship with the ecosystem from such a dialogue and, more importantly, how can Nature benefit from this relationship? This question is of central importance to ecological psychologists who attempt to understand behavioral and experiential processes as they occur within the environmental constraints of animal-environmental systems (Adams 2002). There are several branches of this field, but all of them criticize what they see as contemporary human separateness from the natural environment (Krippner 2002, 973). Rozak (1992) postulated an “ecological unconscious” that “rises up to meet the environmental need of the time” (97). As a sense of “ethical and psychological continuity with the nonhuman world deepens, we have the chance to recapture … some trace of the ancestral sensibility” (96). This might be a clue that answers the question concerning human-ecosystem dialogue. Psychedelic substances may have provided a hidden resource to keep Homo sapiens from becoming so estranged from nature that the human species would contaminate, pollute, and ultimately destroy life on Earth. The growing interest in psychedelic plants, their effects, and their use coincides with a need for what Ralph Metzner, PhD (1999) referred to as “healing the planet” (165). If so, the task of mending this tattered Earth can truly begin, and psychedelic sensibility can play an important role in helping humans devote their efforts to attaining ecological sustainability before the time runs out and nature’s clock winds down.
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Psychedelics and the Deep Ecology Movement

A Conversation with Arne Naess
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The deep ecology movement suggests that the real starting point toward healing the social and environmental crisis begins with self-confrontation, self-examination, and examining the worldview influencing our attitudes and our behavior. Many have wondered if psychedelics played a role in Naess’s vision of the deep ecology movement. I find no direct evidence of this, although, as you will see in the following interview, he was profoundly influenced by his psychedelic experience. Naess’s philosophical inspiration for the deep ecology movement arose primarily from mountain climbing, Spinoza’s philosophy, and Gandhi’s nonviolent approach to social protest (Drengson 2005), although his psychedelic experience may also have played some role.

Psychedelics and ecology nevertheless did have a direct connection in Albert Hofmann’s transpersonal experience in nature (Hofmann 1983, ix–x), providing Hofmann with the ability to recognize that his accidental ingestion of LSD was of similar psychospiritual origin (Schroll 2005). Likewise, through a reexamination of history from 1943 to the present, Ralph Metzner illustrates that psychedelics served as the catalyst for a new culture of consciousness expansion. This new culture included the civil rights movement, the antiwar movement, the sexual revolution, the woman’s liberation movement, the ecology movement, and the upsurge of creative innovation in music, the arts, fashion, and literature (Metzner 2008, 42; Schroll 2009).

Naess, as I previously mentioned, was not unfamiliar with psychedelic experience, and its influence on his ecosophical perspective cannot be discounted. “Ecosophy,” as Drengson tells us, “is Naess’s term for personal life philosophies aiming for” an “ever expanding inclusive movement toward greater wholeness and completeness of his total view,” whose “studies reach global and cosmic levels” (Drengson 2005, 5, 6, 16). The following excerpt from an interview by David Rothenberg is reprinted here with his permission.

Bitten by Wild Animals: A Conversation with Arne Naess

Naess: [Describing his experience of being introduced to LSD by a student] I had a marvelous experience but not overwhelming, and I said, “It’s not overwhelming.” She was provoked, and at a new session, she ordered a really fantastic dose of LSD, and there was a marvelous experience of paintings, the room and everything.… First of all, the room was curved and strange, and my own body seemed to be miles long.

Suddenly, I saw some of these paintings of Picasso. For the first time in my life, they made a real impact on me. I was also myself somehow painting a Picasso. That was fabulous. Then my guru—she was then a guru—said, “Maybe we should listen to music.” When I was about to say yes, I said to myself, “Why should I say yes? It’s been such a long time since she said anything.” So, you have this time dilation, which is also interesting philosophically. But then listening to one of the favorites from the time of Bach, something Baroque, I got a very pleasant and good feeling from the music, but not very different from the usual. Later I thought, “There’s a difference—you can, from this narcotic, deeply feel things in areas you haven’t felt before, but where you have gone there deeply before, it wouldn’t help you.” It wouldn’t help me in music, I thought, but it would help me to understand art.

Rothenberg: So what do you think you learned philosophically from this?

Naess: Well, again it was a confirmation of a kind of possibilist view. There are universes that are with certain chemicals and then there are other universes that are with chemicals of different kinds. But then I must relate that there was a big crisis in the evening, because the telephone rang. My guru pointed at the telephone and said, “Careful, reality there. It’s reality.” It was my last day in Berkeley and I thought it might be something having to do with an examination or with my job, and if I didn’t answer the telephone, they would come. Very few knew my telephone number, so I said I must take the phone; I didn’t understand how I could move to the telephone, but that seemed to be completely easy.

So I grabbed the telephone and I listened, and there was talk about somebody being bitten by a wild animal in South America, and it was an old woman’s voice. And I said, “I am in the United States. I am not bitten. Somebody else is bitten,” I was confused. And then, suddenly, I was clear and I understood it was a student who had not delivered his final essay because he had been bitten and was in the hospital. This was his mother, and she asked me if he could send it later or something, and I said, “Yes!” with unnecessary joy. She probably couldn’t understand why I was so delighted! That was okay, but this portion of LSD was so very powerful that I felt later in the night that there was no way at all I could get out of this house and make it to the airport.

Rothenberg: This was the last night of your stay?

Naess: Yes. So at three o’clock in the morning, I called up one of the real delightful students I had, saying, “I am completely stoned and I don’t know how I can clean up the stove. Can you come at seven o’clock in the morning?” “Yes, yes!” he said, and he came and arranged the house and took me to the airport. And there was something strange: some kind of film on the plane about the Soviets putting LSD into the water supply. I have never met anyone else who has heard of such a movie.

Rothenberg: Didn’t you bring some LSD back to Norway?

Naess: Yes. I took it up here to Tvergastein. It was impossible for the students to see me go back to Norway without a little LSD. So I had a session with Jon Wetlesen in the wintertime, going naked around the cottage, which was a delightful thing, on LSD. But I remember I was going to cut some wood with an ax, and he said, “No Arne, you shouldn’t use an ax, please don’t use an ax!”

But that was an innocent time, when all the bright students used such things, and they stopped using it when, for instance, they tried to get a job. They would immediately cut their hair and be completely straight for a little while. But when weak students with problems, psychological or otherwise, started, everything went wrong. They got hooked and there were tragedies upon tragedies.

But in ’68 it was still a thing of innocence and strong persons could get away with it. Now, of course, we are more cognizant of the dangers.

Final Thoughts on Psychedelics and Ecology

In sum—and as I pointed out in “We Are All Actors and Directors in a Giant Cosmic Drama” (Schroll 2005)—the lessons I have learned from my own psychedelic experience include an awareness that our social constructions of self are perceived as real because we grant each other permission to create these images and impressions. Likewise I remember the awareness that was vividly granted to me during a psychedelic experience in July 1977, that we are all actors and directors in a giant cosmic drama. This self-examination and self-confrontation led me to internalize the understanding that the objects we own, and the things we still must obtain, keep us in a state of deficiency motivation. Although I cannot say psychedelic experience has produced a permanent liberation from ego or engaging in consumerism, my tendencies toward being motivation are a more frequent part of my self-expression—resulting in my affirmation that psychedelic experience provides us direct access to universal archetypal truths that transcend the boundaries of culture and the limitations of spacetime.

Moreover, psychedelic experience allows us to encounter visionary mystical insights about the human condition, Gaia consciousness, and/or deep community and cosmic unity. Psychedelic experience is a fundamental awakening to self-realization, and Arne Naess talks about self-realization being an aspect of personal philosophy—which he called Ecosophy-T (Schroll 2010)—within the deep ecology movement. Psychedelic experience is not the culmination of personal growth and transcendence; it is instead the beginning of the questioning process. Psychedelic experience is the root and ground from which our investigation of the big cosmological picture begins. Psychedelic experience is the tree from which the fruit of myths and metaphors of consciousness grow. Eliminating psychedelic experience violates the open scientific inquiry of radical empiricism. Without psychedelic experience, religion ossifies into ritualistic symbolism without somatic significant understanding. Psychedelic experience is the very essence of transpersonal psychology and the primordial tradition. Recognizing this will require us to examine our personal and collective shadow and the reasons for why we are here.
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Technology

Psychotechnologies, or tools that allow us to develop and explore our psychological processes, include a broad array of methods such as hypnosis, prayer, yoga, and psychoactive drugs. In the realm of psychedelic-influenced technology, history has shown that altered states of mind can be useful for problem solving, innovation, and increased intelligence. Psychedelic experimentation has led to the invention of several crucial modern technologies, including the personal computer, DNA replication, and virtual reality.




Surviving and Thriving with Psychotechnologies
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Thomas B. Roberts, PhD

Spring 2008

When we think about a technology, what usually comes to mind are electronic computers and other digital devices, electrical machinery, chemical processes, biotechnologies, and other ways of manipulating and engineering physical material. The word technology, however, means a standard technique, method, way, or craft-skill for producing goods or for efficient ways of solving problems. This meaning allows us to extend technology to psychological techniques—psychotechnologies. With attention focused on psychedelics, in this essay we’ll consider (1) the idea of “psychotechnology” and what psychotechnologies are; (2) how they enhance abilities; (3) the way they form one of the three foundational concepts of a multistate model of the human mind; and (4) a proposal for promoting psychotechnology research and development via dedicated mindbody institutions and/or foundations.

Psychotechnologies

Psychotechnologies are ways of using psychological processes for a desired outcome and/or to select psychological processes such as perception, cognition, emotion, and their biological substrates. They include the mostly nonmaterial psychotechnologies such as hypnosis, meditation, contemplative prayer, sleep deprivation, and dreamwork; they include psychotechnologies that blend the nonmaterial with material including body-oriented techniques such as yogas, the martial arts, and breathing techniques; and they extend to psychotechnologies that are largely material such as sensory overload, sensory isolation, and psychoactive drugs. Within this whole psychotechnological population, MAPS belongs to the psychoactive drug tribe, especially the tribe’s psychedelic family.

A Unified View

One benefit of using the concept of psychotechnology is that it allows us to see all these diverse techniques as related to each other in meaningful ways because each of them contributes to a larger, more inclusive view of the human mind. These psychotechnologies are not merely a collection of scattered unrelated psychological oddities, as has been the case until recently; each takes its place contributing to a larger, multistate view of the human mind. So people who are interested in, say, psychedelics, meditation, and the martial arts come to realize we are all working together to draw a complete view of the human mind and to put the singlestate fallacy to rest.

Overcoming the Singlestate Fallacy

Psychotechnologies help us overcome the thinking error I call the singlestate fallacy. This is the erroneous assumption that all worthwhile psychological processes occur in our usual awake mindbody state. One origin of this error is a hangover from Freudian psychology. To Freud, almost all worthwhile thinking (secondary process thinking) occurred in our ordinary, awake, rational mature adult state. Exceptions were sleeping and dreaming, but they were primarily important because they were necessary supporters of secondary process thinking. All altered-state thinking, Freud maintained, occurred in the cesspool of the unconscious. Psychedelics and their sister psychotechnologies give overwhelming evidence that overturns this bias. (The enhanced abilities discussion below will give evidence of this.)

Completing the Map of the Human Mind

In Altered States of Consciousness, Charles Tart made one of my favorite points in psychological theory:


The most important obligation of any science is that its descriptive and theoretical language embrace all the phenomena of its subject matter; the data from [altered states of consciousness] cannot be ignored if we are to develop a comprehensive psychology.



For example, by providing ways to explore the “antipodes of the mind,” as Benny Shanon called them, ayahuasca (and other psychotechnologies) help us discover, describe, and develop these other psychological lands and the fullest potentials of our minds. As with exploring the Earth, there are psychological dangers too, and experienced mind-explorers learn to be alert to these problems as well as their payoffs.

When we apply Tart’s intellectual standard to psychology, old assumptions give way, and a new paradigm emerges.

Spotting and Accepting New Psychotechnologies

The people I know in the multistate world were all invited to join this worldview via a specific psychotechnology and/or the mindbody state it produced. Some stayed with their original psychotechnology, and others realized that their first psychotechnology experience could lead to many others. (It’s a bit like sex in this way.) In addition to psychedelics’ varied benefits, perhaps their greatest long-term cultural impact will be that for many people they asked the key questions: What other psychotechnologies are out there? How do we find them? What can we learn from them?

In discussions of diversity, an often-missed aspect is how psychedelics help people look for and accept the psychotechnologies of other cultures.

Just as there is globalization of trade, communication, and finance, there is worldwide trade in psychotechnologies—various types of meditation, yoga, martial arts, psychoactive drugs, prayer, breathing techniques. These are parts of the cultural import-export trade in psychotechnologies. Jeffrey Kripal, a professor of religious studies at Rice University, describes how Esalen Institute (as probably the best known explorer of psychotechnologies) imported mind-body psychotechnologies and hybridized them and Americanized them (Esalen: America and the Religion of No Religion, 2007). By showing that Tart’s admonition to psychology should also be applied to a comprehensive study of religion, he implies a still larger point: all scholarly, scientific, and practical fields would be strengthened by considering how psychotechnologies can enrich them.

Inventing New Psychotechnologies

But expanding the options open to the human mind and fulfilling its multistate potentials are not limited to using the mindbody psychotechnologies we now have at hand or limited to new, imported ones. We can move beyond only discovering current psychotechnologies, only exploring them, and only developing the states they produce: we can invent new ones. The simplest example is inventing new psychoactive drugs. The Grof’s Holotropic Breathwork is a nondrug example.

So far, most people use one psychotechnology at a time, but beyond this await psychotechnological inventors and engineers who will sequence existing psychotechnologies in novel ways and combine them into new recipes. For example, what will we learn from a recipe that combines hypnosis, psilocybin, and deep breathing, while listening to Morten Lauridsen’s transcendent “O Magnum Mysterium”? Obviously, the construction and design of new mindbody states should be approached cautiously and explored carefully; I am a fan of our ordinary awake state because I suppose it has evolved over the years for our survival, and I find it eminently useful for day-to-day functioning, but it would be an example of the singlestate fallacy to suppose (wrongly) that it is the only useful state. Like synthetic chemical compounds, innovative materials, hybrid plants, and transgenic animals, mind design is derived from natural processes but moves us beyond the givens of nature. We can build novel kinds of perceptions, emotions, and cognition—new ways of using our minds. Psychedelics and other psychotechnologies provide systematic ways of thinking outside the box.

Possibling the Impossible

Grof’s When the Impossible Happens (2007) illustrates that some previously “impossible” events may be impossible in our ordinary mindbody state, although not in other states. When we say something is “impossible,” we should qualify that by adding “according to what we know of our ordinary, awake state.” By restricting us to look only in our ordinary mindbody state, the singlestate fallacy restricts our idea of what is possible in other states. Possible, impossible, rare, unusual, paranormal—all these words need to be reexamined when we realize that our normal awake state determines how we use them now. I expect that mind explorers will discover new kinds of human capacities in other mindbody states and that mind designers will invent or construct new kinds of thinking and other abilities. Additionally, these states may contain enhanced current capacities.

By boosting us past the singlestate fallacy, the psychotechnological paradigm gives us a fuller, multistate view of our minds. Thanks to psychotechnologies, we become more realistic about the vast human possibilities residing in other mindbody states, about what it means to be a human, and they give us more realistic expectations of what our minds may be able to do. Not limited to our current psychotechnologies, these include spotting new psychotechnologies from other cultures and importing them, inventing new ones, and combining psychotechnologies to build new mindbody states and the enhanced abilities that lie within those states.

Enhancing Our Repertoire of Abilities

By increasing the repertoire of cognitive processes in our minds, psychotechnologies empower our mental processes. In a very real sense, installing additional cognitive processes (and emotional, perceptual, and biological ones too) is similar to installing a new program in a computer. In our minds, as in computers, to use them fully, we need many programs.

Programs: Computers: Psychotechnologies: Minds

The singlestate error of supposing that all useful information processing takes place only when we are in our ordinary awake state’s program, while denying that other states have any use, is like claiming that there is only one good program to run on a computer. In this section we’ll briefly sample some innovations that psychedelic programs have brought. Except for the first item, they are more fully referenced and described in my book Psychedelic Horizons.

Cognitive Enhancement

As I was writing this, I heard the mail carrier delivering my mail and took a break to open it. There on page B4 in the Jan. 11, 2008, issue of The Chronicle of Higher Education is a brief article about “pill-popping professors” using modafinil (Provigil) to strengthen their cognitive processes. The article includes seven comments about chemical enhancement, but none of the comments considers the problem of choosing not to function at one’s highest ability, as modafinil allegedly supports.

Suppose for a moment that modafinil and/or other drugs do improve cognitive functioning. Service to humanity makes an occupation a profession rather than just a way of earning income. With a professional duty to serve to the best of their ability, don’t educators, health professionals, scientists, and other professionals have a duty to do the most they can for humanity’s sake? Is failure to perform at the top of one’s ability, say by not taking modafinil, a failure to live up to the ethical standards of one’s field, a dereliction of professional duty? As these questions illustrate, mindbody psychotechnologies open a jungle of complexities for bioethicists.

A Nobel Prize, Maybe Two

Kary Mullis, winner of a shared Nobel Prize in chemistry for improvement of the polymerase chain reaction (PCR) technique, attributes his main insight to his ability to visualize cellular molecular processes, and he says he learned that cognitive skill thanks to his experiences with LSD. He is quite clear about the connection. A less clear example of using psychedelics to provide scientific insights is the report that Francis Crick, co-discoverer of the structure of DNA, had his insight thanks to LSD. In a newspaper obituary, reporter Alun Rees claims that when he challenged Crick to attribute his insight to his use of LSD, Crick did not deny the idea but did threaten to sue Rees if he printed it. Like modafinil now, LSD was a 1950s cognitive enhancer.

Problem-Solving in Business

As the age of personal computers began, there was intense competition among programs to be accepted as the standard for the field. “The big quandary for software companies was getting into the marketplace, finding shelf space,” said Bob Wallace in an interview for BBC-TV. Wallace came up with the idea of shareware, and he says that idea occurred to him thanks to altered states—micrograms for Microsoft. In an earlier study of creative problem-solving, Stanford professor Willis Harman gave LSD to twenty-seven people who were stuck with unsolved problems in engineering, design, academic, and similar work. During the carefully structured and monitored sessions, they relaxed, listened to music, ate snacks, and discussed their problems in small groups, then worked individually for three to four hours. Here again, they were successful by using psychedelic psychotechnologies to solve practical work problems.

Intelligence and Meta-Intelligence

Cognitive psychologist Howard Gardner is best known for his theory of multiple intelligences; he defines intelligence as the ability to solve problems or produce goods of value in a society. The examples above meet these criteria, so do we have evidence that the cognitive processes installed by psychotechnologies sometimes can boost intelligence? If we use psychologist Robert Sternberg’s definition of intelligence as “mental self-management,” then increasing the degree of mental self-management increases intelligence, and psychotechnologies increase the number of mental information processing programs we can select from, so they increase intelligence.

However, like most specialists on intelligence, Gardner and Sternberg limit themselves to problem-solving and mental self-management in our ordinary awake state. To me, the skill of selecting which state to use is a higher-order mental self-management operation that precedes using any selected state, so I think this cognitive process deserves the name metacognition.

Clearly, this is not to say that all mindbody psychotechnologies always make us more intelligent. Just check out the nearest drunk. What we do see, however, is that learning to select the right psychotechnology for the right purpose, at the right time, can benefit humanity at large and individuals. Enormous amounts of meta-intelligence research need to be done to answer: Which psychotechnologies? Taken by whom? For what purposes? Under what circumstances? We have vast storehouses of information about how people learn to be intelligent in our ordinary mindbody state, thanks to psychedelics and other mindbody psychotechnologies. Now we need to ask similar questions of other states. Expanding intelligence to include other states leads us to expanding other topics too.

The Major Intellectual Opportunity of Our Times

Just as additional problem-solving abilities and new kinds of mental self-management reside in other mindbody states, other psychological skills have their analogs in other mindbody states. In psychology, for example, we can ask how learning and sense of self vary from one state to another. In biology, we can examine the underlying neuronal processes and immune system functioning differently. In theology we might ask how religious experiences vary from one state to another. The arts and sciences can both study other mind-body states and use them, as in Mullis’s example, to think freshly about their topics. We can take almost any topic and ask what I call the Central Multistate Question: How does/do _____ vary from mindbody state to mindbody state?

Remember all the psychotechnologies that exist and the states they produce, then insert your favorite topic(s) into the question. All the knowledge and all the research and all the questions we have about these topics as they exist in our ordinary, normal, awake state get re-asked multiple times for all other states. This question blows the roof off current singlestate limitations in the sciences, social sciences, arts and humanities, law, medicine, education, and other fields that use the human mind and study it—now our multistate mind. This is practically everything we do.

While psychotechnologies’ enrichment of music and the arts is widely acknowledged, it is time to recognize their benefits in advancing science and problem-solving in business. Psychotechnologies prod us to extend the study of intelligence to include how to select the right mindbody state for various purposes, and they challenge us to explore the multistate prospects of other abilities including intelligence but not limited to it. But how do we learn to use the full range of psychotechnologies, particularly psychedelics, for their beneficial effects while reducing their damaging effects?

Multistate Theory

Psychotechnology is one of three ideas that weave together into multistate theory. (See Psychedelic Horizons.) We’ve already run into the other two. Mindbody state is the second. Residence is the third.

Mindbody State or State of Consciousness

Here I have simply substituted mindbody for consciousness as Charles Tart uses it “an overall pattern of biological and mental functioning at any one time.” I substitute mindbody because the word consciousness has too many meanings, and I’ve found that people who are talking about quite different things all use the word consciousness and think they are talking about the same thing but are actually talking at cross-purposes.

For example, in common language, we might say someone is now conscious, but last night was asleep or in a coma. Someone with a political bent will speak of women’s consciousness or worker’s consciousness; here they mean the thoughts and feelings that result from their places in society. If someone has environmental consciousness, we are likely to mean that person habitually thinks about environmental issues. A saint or holy person may have a higher level of consciousness, indicating a degree of spiritual development. And, of course, there are psychobiological states such as Tart means them, overall patterns of functioning.

The word mindbody also has the advantage of explicitly emphasizing that we are taking about a unified combination of mind and body taken as a whole. Mindbody makes the meaning clearer and not so ambiguous; although it begs the question: When does one mindbody state change to a new one? I expect this will remain difficult to resolve and that different definitions will be useful for different purposes.

Residence

The third term of multistate theory is residence. Residence expresses the idea that all human abilities, experiences, thoughts, emotions, and so forth take place in mindbody states, are expressions of those states. When a psychotechnology produces a mindbody state, then we can explore that state to discover its resident abilities. Again an analogy helps: Just as different musical instruments produce their distinctive sounds, different mindbody states produce their distinct abilities, experiences, etc. Just as an oboe and a violin express the note C in their characteristic voices, various mindbody states express intelligence, thinking, and other potentials in their distinct ways.

Psychotechnologies, mindbody states, and residence help us recognize the singlestate fallacy and overcome it. They integrate the enormous variety of psychotechnologies and states into an overall multistate theory. They promote specific research hypotheses and formulate broad-scale agendas. They promote experimentation using psychotechnologies and mindstates—sometimes as independent and sometimes as dependent variables. Like electronic, chemical, biological, material, and other technologies before them, psychotechnologies offer broad horizons for unknown discoveries in the future of human development.

Most important, as the quotation from Charles Tart implies, without psychotechnologies, we cannot have a complete view of the human mind. Because we use our minds in everything we do, our view of our minds determines what we expect of ourselves and of humanity—what we can learn, what we can do, who we are. It determines what we think are possible and impossible. If our view of our minds is wrong—rather too restricted—then our accomplishments are restricted and our human future is bound to the singlestate fallacy. Psychotechnologies free us from a limited view of our minds and encourage us to develop their full multistate future.

Institute for Mindbody Studies

How can we achieve these goals most effectively? Until now much mindbody development—especially psychedelic—has been informal and outside our current institutions. In Psychedelic Horizons, I proposed an institute for multistate studies. But given the large number of psychotechnologies and the larger number of topics to be looked at in each of them, it now seems to me that a large number of such institutes would be needed. Perhaps an institute for psychedelic studies would focus on that specific psychotechnology, and others on the implications for a professional field or academic discipline—say, an institute for the law and mindbody studies.

Multistate Grants and Fellowships

In addition to organizing new centers and institutes, a large foundation could fund research using existing universities, research institutes, and study centers. Grants and fellowships would empower existing fields away from their singlestate limitations and toward more completeness: health, law, education, politics, religion, arts, sciences, humanities—these and others. They would be fulfilling Charles Tart’s injunction: “The most important obligation of any science is that its descriptive and theoretical language embrace all the phenomena of its subject matter.”

Summary: Surviving and Thriving

Solving practical problems, inventing scientific ideas and instruments, developing and using our complete range of thinking programs, becoming more realistic about our minds’ cognitive abilities and learning to use their full repertoire, recognizing the full ecology of human brains and bodies and adapting with new skills—to anthropologists, evolutionary biologists, and developmental psychologists, these are the characteristics of successful cultures, species, and individuals: they survive and thrive. Used skillfully and carefully, psychotechnologies promote surviving and thriving.


Technology Appreciated by the Psychedelic Mind
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Precisely how psychedelic the sacraments of ancient religions were, we’ll probably never know, but they appear to have used psychedelic technologies to instill spiritual states in their believers. We can tell because many of their buildings are still standing, and produce echoes, or have mysterious whispering corners. (You whisper in a hidden corner, but the sound is amplified across the building, where you can hear it loud and clear. At times the effect would be used for espionage.)

The echo/reverb, a popular effect, probably originating in caves, was soon utilized in temples and churches. The long echoes, the returning sound seems to have calming, meditative effects on the human brain, preparing it to meet its maker. (Haha!) In fact, there was a time when churches were built around organs, the church being the sound body of the most sophisticated musical instrument of the time.

Carefully placed, colorful church windows like vibrating mandalas, a little incense, and a reverberating choir almost guarantee a religious or psychedelic experience. From singing in the shower to listening to endless reverb/feedback loops, everybody has experienced the unique effect of such acoustic manipulation. When electronics came around, introducing the first reverb features, and “Telstar,” the first pop song using feedback, hit the public, it became clear that the echo-monopoly of the churches had been broken and now everybody could do it with a little gadget. It was Jimi Hendrix who first understood what it meant that music, while being transitionally electronic (between the instrument and the loudspeaker), could be manipulated any which way he wanted while sounds were in the pliable, electronic state.

He understood that now the speakers were the sound bodies, while the instruments themselves hardly made a peep. The Soundbender and the Wa-wa-pedal were the first electronic gadgets for the electric guitar, which allowed the musician to play the sounds between the notes. (Mind you, Jimi Hendrix was known to just violently bend the neck of his “fender” for similar effects.)

From here on it didn’t take long for musical synthesizers to be built, even though there had been attempts by Thaddeus Cahill, who around 1900 built the first synthesizers, the gigantic Telharmonium. (His Mark II version weighed almost two hundred tons!) And not to forget the mysterious Mr. Leon Theremin, the Russian, who in 1919 invented the theremin, a few of which are still around and used mainly for scary film music. The invention of transistors in the ’50s brought us the Moog synthesizer, the Minimoog, the Synthy, the Fairlight, and more.

Visually, the psychedelic mind traditionally feasted on ornamental, colorful designs. The posters, the album covers, and the fashions of the ’60s clearly demonstrate this aesthetic preference.

But the light shows arrived as a completely new medium—a mixture of sunsets on alien planets, multicolored rainbows, microphotography, unexpected glimpses into faraway galaxies, and bubbling, blubbering semibiological events, in constantly changing colors, solarized, polarized, and kaleidoscopic. We projected outrageously beautiful, luminous visuals that never repeated and left no traces except a few burned slides. Art without a resulting, sellable object, created just for the moment, just for your divine eyes.

Not to forget the stroboscope, an originally industrial tool invented to observe the mechanics of machines that moved faster than the human eye, by creating very fast, very bright flashes of light. It worked particularly well with acid, because of the already highly exaggerated persistence of vision due to the drug.

Sound amplification with reverb, as well as stroboscopes, have a similar, liberating effect on people. I have seen the stuffiest of all people (for example, fifty-year veterans of the Communist Party) sing and dance for the first time in their life, staring fascinated at the multitude of their waving hands.

Then there was Brion Gysin’s Dreamachine, a primitive stroboscopic device that, when projected on your closed eyelids, would create psychedelic patterns, supposedly because the rhythm corresponds to your brain’s alpha waves, creating a hypnagogic state, or—with other predisposed people—cause epileptic seizures. Today they are available in the handy size of large sunglasses, and are even worn by some people in the isolation tank—another important technical device, invented by Dr. John Lilly to experience sensory deprivation on or off drugs.

In the early ’80s computers became almost affordable, and I had the privilege to learn and work with the Fairlight CVI, one of the first real-time digitizers, which meant that you could add all kinds of effects to a real-time recording or any other prerecorded videomaterial. You could change the colors, solarize, add color trails, strobe and mirror, and so on.

At the same time I was seriously exploring ketamine and understood that the way the computer puts together an image is the reversed process by which the brain analyzes it, to give meaning to what it is that one sees. It didn’t take long until I could apply all kinds of Fairlight effects to my sober vision—like color trails, multiple images, and kaleidoscopic effects. Once I knew how it worked on ketamine, it was relatively easy to copy the process in my visual cortex. It was an interesting exercise, but I could not see any other practical application besides bragging about it.

In the meantime, computers have achieved unrivaled abilities in sampling, modeling, and manipulating virtual reality, be it visual or acoustic. Some of today’s screensavers could have bought you a psychedelic kingdom in the ’60s.

The Future of Psychedelic Technology

There always comes the moment when the shaman has to take the phone away from his trustee, and tell him that it’s not a good idea to call his mother to explain that now he understands everything and he wants to forgive her, or be forgiven, or whatever.

Then again, there used to be a time when we were communally tripping every Saturday, as did other communes in town. We’d call our tripping friends and leave the receiver lying around for anybody to talk and, of course, you never knew who might be on the other end. This resulted in interesting meetings between people who might have never known each other. Occasionally somebody would give the other group a description of what was going on at his location, while everybody else was listening, utterly amazed at how they were being described, and how completely different everybody saw the same situation.

These days the cellular is ubiquitous, and everybody’s umbilical cord. Now I wonder how sessions might work if the participants were connected via cellular or computer (with camera!)? Tripping as telepresence! Spontaneous raves, orchestrated by cellulars and coordinated by GPS data!

Technology as a Result of the Psychedelic Experience

I’ll start with a question: Is there technology as a result of psychedelic experiences? (Or is it all retro-engineered alien tech?) This is hard to answer even with the testimony of people like Sir Francis Crick, who reportedly often took small amounts of LSD to increase his mental abilities, while discovering the structure of DNA.

Or Steve Jobs, who called taking LSD “one of the two or three most important things” he had done in his life.

Mitch Kapor (Lotus, spreadsheets), Mark Pesce (Virtual Reality Markup Language), and Kary Mullis (polymerase chain reaction) claimed that psychedelics played an instrumental role in their creation of breakthrough technologies.

Now, if you imagine how many psychedelic drugs have been taken by how many millions of people, and this was all the technology derived from their use, I would say “not all that impressive,” and we might have to admit that technological inventions don’t seem to carry the strongest argument for the use of such substances. On the other hand, where would we be without the knowledge of DNA or the PC?

Still, it is obvious that mind-altering substances do increase creativity, which has been shown many times over the last fifty years. “Thinking outside of the box!” But people might argue that maybe LSD actually decreased Jobs’s creativity, and only heaven knows what he could have invented had he stayed sober.

Then again, not every user will admit to the use of a mind-expanding drug, understandably for legal reasons, but also because scientists and artists are a vain bunch and want the whole credit of their creation for themselves, and they don’t want to pass, let’s say, 5 percent of the credit on to Dr. Albert Hofmann. Even Sir Francis Crick admitted his drug use only late in life, and then threatened the interviewer, “Print a word of it and I’ll sue.”

In the mid-’80s I took a lot of ketamine with Dr. John Lilly at his ranch in Malibu. He developed the theory that we should be able to simulate a TV-receiver with the neurons of our brain—all we needed was a transmitter with short enough waves, so the simulated, neuronal antenna would fit inside a brain. He had a young technician build a converter and we set up a video-recorder to feed into the transmitter. We had no idea what tape was in the recorder, and to verify, we needed a monitor, which I procured from the main house.

John’s wife, Tony, had cancer, and was dying, surrounded by dozens of people, mostly New-Agers from Mill Valley to Esalen. They occupied the main house and were appalled by John and me experimenting with ketamine while Tony was dying. I carried the monitor through the unfriendly crowd, but then, at the spur of the moment, turned around to say, “I hope you will remember this moment, when in five years you will drive down Sunset Boulevard while receiving the traffic report in your head …”

Since John was a bona fide genius, it scared everybody into silence. What if?

Back with John, we attached the monitor without turning it on, started the tape, and we each injected a hundred milligrams of ketamine intramuscularly. And we waited. Forty minutes later, we took another shot. The results: nothing!

We leaned into the transmitter’s antenna, hovered above the contraption, but just the usual ketamine visuals, nothing remotely similar to what we later found was a National Geographic tape. So, to my greatest disappointment, I will have to drive down Sunset and use a cellular or another smart GPS gadget instead of my brain. (Or maybe it did work; we just didn’t think humanity was ready for it yet!)


Psychedelics and the Creation of Virtual Reality

A MAPS Interview
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MAPS: How have psychedelics affected your creative process?

Mark Pesce: I’m not sure that I’d be doing any of the work that I’m doing now. I don’t know. I think I’d probably be some silly software engineer working in New England, unenlightened and bored with life, without psychedelics. I can almost guarantee that. My use of psychedelics and my intellectual career essentially began synonymously somewhere in the first or second year of college. And so there was an opening up that came from the psychedelic experience, which resulted in my becoming attracted to certain types of ideas … certain types of research. It’s not that it established the agenda, but it gave me a magnetic center—that’s what the Gurdjieffians would call it. But a sense of self that is very particular. And from that, what I had to do was just follow where that center would take me, and listen to it. And the times in my life when I’ve gotten messed up are the times when I haven’t done that.

By the time I got a little bit older, I was into what Joseph Campbell would call “following your bliss.” Well, my bliss was revealed through the psychedelic experience. It wasn’t achieved through the psychedelic experience, but it was revealed through the psychedelic experience. Now, I won’t make any attributions to what the divine is, but if psychedelics reveal the divine, or allow you to eminentize it, to see it physically, or this sort of thing, wouldn’t it make sense for that moment to be synonymous with the moment of revealing of what your bliss is? I mean it would be sort of silly for a divine being to show itself, and to not show you what you are. That would only be a half revelation, because beholding the divine also means beholding the divine in yourself, and that’s part of what you are—what you’re doing, why you’re there.

MAPS: Do you ever use psychedelics for problem-solving tasks? Where you have a specific question in mind, and then you take psychedelics in search of an answer?

Mark: They’ve certainly been facilitators or catalysts for that. The most striking example is all the cyberspace protocols that came to me. I mean “wham,” it came to me like that, and I just saw them. I got the big picture, but the big picture said, “Okay, well you know roughly how to make it work. Now you have to go in and do the detail, right?”

I spent three years doing that detail work, and out of that detail work came VMRL, and some stuff which you’ll probably still see in a couple of years. So in that case it was very direct.… I’ve done a bunch of research work on the ethics and the effects of virtual environments. And that also was catalyzed specifically in a psychedelic experience. You know, it was like “snap.” It’s a moment of clarity. Not like the same AA moment of clarity, right? But it’s a moment of clarity, you see it. Just because you see it, doesn’t mean that you’re immediately able to talk about it. I spent six months with that, and managed to sort of piece it together, and say, “Okay, well I’ve got this great tapestry up there. All right, I think I see a relationship within the elements, let me spend some time with it and get it codified into something that’s visibly solid in feel.”

MAPS: It seems to me that one of the things that you are getting at is the idea of working with the inspirations. I know that there are a lot of people who take psychedelics and have inspiring thoughts, or get into an inspiring realm, and then come out of that and then they’re just looking for their next trip, where they enter into that inspiring place again. But they don’t actually ever do anything with it. So how do you bring it back? What is it? Is it just so inspiring that it causes you—when you are straight—to think, “Yeah, I gotta get to work on this!”

Mark: I know that there are people who just go right back to that space, but I think that if you go right back to that space you’re just going to be in the same space again. But with the same question. And where’s that going to get you? In the cases that I’m talking about, the vision doesn’t fade for a second, right. It’s still there. It’s still as tangible as it was the moment it came. It’s not psychedelic. It’s not possessed with that same eminence, but it’s still as present. I could ignore it, I suppose, although I’ve never done that and I wouldn’t really want to know how it felt, because I think that I would feel enormously frustrated inside—that I’d gotten this thing and I wasn’t doing anything with it.

In particular with all this stuff that’s become VRML, and all that. I didn’t get all the details. I got the chunks. And part of that is, you know, I get the chunks, and it’s software. Well, I’ll just go work on it. You know. And I’ll turn it up. And I’ll sit and I’ll think on it, and think on it, and think on it, talk it out with other people. I mean after I did that, I actually talked it out with other people while we were tripping. And this is a case of specific usage. I’d go back into the space and take a look at specific parts of it again. And, the funny thing is I’d be very methodical and rational—which is not my normal mode of experience. Normally I’m just “experiential.” But in these cases I was very methodical.

MAPS: While you were tripping?

Mark: Yes! And I had to go back to the person I was working with, who was my partner in the endeavor when we were doing it. He understood that, and came right into the space with me, and we were methodical. We were giggly and all that stuff, but we were methodical about it. And so we were able to really say, “Okay, well here’s this block right here. Okay, let’s take that block and go from one side of the block to the other side of the block.” And we did. We did this on a number of occasions over about a month period. And managed to take everything that I had gotten and really get it out.

MAPS: What particular compounds were you working with?

Mark: That was LSD, I think entirely. There were some mushrooms at the beginning, but I think that at that time it was entirely LSD.


This is an excerpt from a 1999 interview with Mark Pesce at the AllChemical Arts Conference. Mark Pesce coinvented Virtual Reality Modeling Language (VRML) in 1994. He is the author of The Playful World: How Technology Transforms our Imagination. Visit his website at www.hyperreal.org/~mpesce.
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