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FOREWORD

By Stephen Gray

What a long, strange trip it’s been. Cave art of the proto-humans of prehistory; spirits and daemons of the ancients; legendary transformational 
ceremonies like the Eleusinian Mysteries (1600 BCE–392 CE); possibly our oldest 
existing trip reports from the oracles of Delphi; the potent “mixed wines” of 
ancient Greece; the “intoxicating grass” and the love potions of ancient Rome; 
the prominent role of mandrake in the experience of the proto-Christians; the 
psychedelic Eucharists of the gnostics in the early Christian era; the 
surprising acceptance of some “theogens” (even cannabis, hallelujah!) by 
orthodox church fathers of the time; the infused “mead of inspiration” that 
brought “ecstatic connection with each other and with the gods” during medieval 
Christmas festivities; the ecclesiastical demonization of medicine women in the 
late Middle Ages as satanic witches and the resultant suppression of the sacred 
feminine (from which we are still trying to recover); hashish-eating secret 
magical societies in nineteenth century England and France; and finally, 
“guarding the flame” in the early days of a new psychedelic renaissance “as 
though the future of the tribe hangs in the balance.”

Let’s skip any further preliminaries and get straight to the point. Psychedelic Mystery Traditions is a brilliant book that offers up a 
cornucopia of fascinating information and stunning insight. Its author, Tom Hatsis, is one of our most important and rigorous historical scholars 
in the field of psychedelics and their relatives. As just one telling piece of evidence I can offer to support this bold claim, I know that Tom taught 
himself Latin specifically so that he could investigate primary sources without having to rely on translations or interpretations filtered through the misunderstandings and biases of others. That is the kind of reliable veracity we can count on from him.

I used the word important
to describe Tom in the above paragraph. But the most essential use of that 
word in this context is for the work itself. The subject of 
psychedelics, entheogens—or whichever one of Tom’s inventive neologisms you 
fancy—is not an arcane study of interest primarily to academics and 
intellectually bent psychonauts (or psychenauts, as Tom prefers.) In fact, 
although the word 
traditions in the title clearly indicates a look backward, to my mind the 
greatest importance of Psychedelic Mystery Traditions is in honoring and 
building on that colorful history to look forward as we guard the ancient 
flame in the time of the psychedelic renaissance.

Tom Hatsis and other visionaries in this field have grasped a central fact of 
the human enterprise in the early decades of the twentyfirst century. Humanity 
has for the most part been asleep at the wheel for too long now. There is a 
primordial, unconditioned reality underlying and 
encompassing life that almost all of us have been ignorant of. The great and 
universal “open secret” is that we are not born only to die and we are not 
separate—not separate from the living Earth, from each other, and from 
the eternal creative intelligence. Hints, clues, and reminders of the open 
secret are scattered liberally throughout the text, such as this brilliant quote 
from a Latin inscription. “I am ashes, ashes are earth, earth is the goddess, 
therefore I am not dead.” Or this beautiful aphorism in Tom’s words, “Surrender, 
child. You’re home.”

Psychedelic Mystery Traditions confirms the suspicions of many of us who intuit that the life of the spirit, the soul, and the awakened heart has 
been in various places and times and could again be much richer (and wilder) 
than that which we see around us now. In realms spiritual and magical—or as 
mystics, shamans, and some young children might say, “in realms more real than this ‘reality’”—there has been a lot more 
going on than is allowed to us in our received sanitized stories stripped bare 
of their original numinous power and possibility. And when you look deeply into 
what remains of the historical record, as Tom Hatsis has, you also see that 
pharmaka (Tom’s more respectful term for “drugs”) have played a far greater 
role in the spiritual life of humanity than we have been told.

There’s a core metaphor for those of vision who see through the obscuring 
veils that hang heavy over a spiritually impoverished human landscape. The 
vision points its ecstatic finger toward the eternal truths and this largely 
untapped—and now more urgently needed than ever—spiritual potential of our 
species. The metaphor is this:

The “Temple” that was crushed and closed for all this time is being reopened.

Don’t be daunted by my description of Tom as a rigorous historian. This is a book for anyone interested in our incredibly rich history of plant-entangled religion and magic and, again, by implication, in where we’re going and how we might open the gates of ecstasy and wisdom again. The writing is accessible, eloquent, at times poetic, and generously spiced with wit and humour. Take this gem for example. “Between the cracks and scraps of lonely ruins we find echoes of the ancient mysteries. Marble and iron, seemingly cold and lifeless, quietly exhale embedded wisdom passed down through time, even as their tears christen the memory of fallen empires.”

While Psychedelic Mystery Traditions will appeal to and edify a wide range of readers, it’s also aimed at researchers in related fields. The rigor 
that Tom brings to his investigations acts as a necessary corrective to the 
overzealous claims of less disciplined psychedelic social scientists who would 
like to see mind-manifesting plants around many a historical corner—Tom’s 
irrefutable debunking of claims for a psychedelic Santa with his Amanita 
muscaria reds and whites and his symbolic shamanic-flight reindeer being 
just one of numerous examples.

So when I said earlier that we can count on Tom, I meant that unlike numerous 
other authors who have theorized about the long-dead past, he is cautious about 
conjecture, always making it clear that he’s doing so (“We can only wonder . . 
.” or, “What we can do, however, is . . . observe the gems of possibility poking out from the subterranean 
bedrock . . .”), and only offering such speculative ruminations to inspire and 
intrigue in the larger context of verifiable evidence. You won’t, for example, 
see Tom claiming that a visionary plant or fungus was the original inspiration 
for and central sacrament of any particular religion of antiquity without 
unimpeachable evidence to back him up. Put simply, you can trust what you read 
in this book.

We need to honor Tom Hatsis for the hard labor he has undertaken on behalf of 
the rest of us to uncover hidden treasures all but buried in the accumulated 
dust of many centuries and many historical revisions. The book is loaded to the 
rafters with wonderful stories unearthed from often obscure sources that only an 
obsessively committed investigator like Tom would trouble to look for. And there 
are surprises aplenty to be found in many of these stories. As just one of many 
examples, you may be surprised—as I was—to find out what was really going on 
with Jesus and the development of early Christianity. Again, minus the dubious 
speculation and hypothesizing.

Not only is Psychedelic Mystery Traditions generously sprinkled with great and instructive stories, the whole book is presented in story form as 
Tom brings us along with him from the mysterious symbolism of the cave art of 
ancient prehistory, to the beginnings of recorded history and the stories 
revealed in the archaeological and written record, through the millennia as he 
uncovers and shares with us secrets and treasures of the past, 
before finally leading us to the present day as we “stand tall against the winds 
of mystery.”

This book reconnects us to the garden and embeds us in the ancient quest, as 
Alan Watts once playfully put it, “to eff the ineffable, and to unscrew the 
inscrutable.” We humans of the twenty-first century of the Common Era are 
immersed in tumultuous times. The distinct possibility of either destruction or divinity is staring us squarely in the face. 
While no one knows how the great story of Earth and her inhabitants will play 
out in the decades and centuries to come, those of us who, like Tom Hatsis, have 
a deep abiding love for life and for this most beautiful sacred planet of the 
gods, are working diligently to nudge and nurture the reopening of the temple. 
In my respectful view, that is ultimately what this remarkable book is really 
about.

Note to readers: I highly recommend you make the effort to memorize 
Tom’s short list of alternative names for psychedelics found in chapter 1 (see 
here). These are his own creations under the heading “theogens,” and they appear 
frequently throughout the text.
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ONWARD

It had been one of those perfect summer days in Southern California. The 
glories of wind, sun, and salty air moved through Los Angeles on a constant 
loop, kicked into the atmosphere by surfers drinking the elixir of life in Long 
Beach.

The San Diego Padres had taken the day off, or so Dock Ellis believed. 
Ensconced in the comforting serenity of his home, 
Ellis decided he needed to enhance his day—he desired more. Seizing the 
day and hoping to elevate it into the heavens, Ellis picked up a seemingly 
innocuous piece of paper, put it on his tongue, lay back, and closed his 
eyes.
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An experimental new drug, LSD, had entered America with grand aplomb only 
thirty years earlier. In Switzerland, where Albert Hofmann first synthesized LSD 
in 1938, tests with that drug had indicated it had potential as a tool of 
psychiatry. Those scientists who first worked with LSD believed it a 
psychotomimetic, a mimicker of madness. The theory held that if psychologists 
and psychiatrists took LSD, it would better help them empathize (and perhaps 
even sympathize) with their more troubled patients. In fact, the original 
greeting that came with all orders of “Delysid” (LSD’s first 
commercial name) sent out by its maker, Sandoz, stated specifically that the 
doctor should take the drug before giving it to anyone else! Throughout the 
1950s and 1960s, tens of thousands of people would be introduced to LSD—not through shadowy street 
figures peddling a corrupt product but rather through the highest echelons of 
British and American academia.

By the late 1960s, however, street chemists across the globe were 
manufacturing LSD of varying purities, ushering in both the ecstasy and horror 
for which we remember that decade.
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A rich and successful baseball player, Dock Ellis had access to the best of 
whatever he wanted, including good LSD. Desiring a dreamier day on June 12, 
1970, he decided to take some acid. As the skies unfolded their mysteries to the 
talented pitcher, his assistant interrupted the streams of purple and orange to 
inform him that the Padres, indeed, had a game that day, and that Ellis, who 
played for the Pittsburgh Pirates, was their starting pitcher. Ellis hopped a 
plane to San Diego.

Ellis’s teammates were immediately struck by his odd behavior as he stepped 
up to the pitcher’s mound. Then Ellis did the unthinkable: he pitched an 
eight-walk, no-hitter victory while high on acid. He kept quiet about what had 
happened, eventually revealing his story to the public years later. Unable to 
quite remember the entirety of the game, Ellis did manage to squeeze out a few 
snippets from what he could recall from that magical, sunny late afternoon.

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. They say I had about three to four fielding chances. I remember 
diving out of the way of a ball I thought was a line drive. I jumped, but the 
ball wasn’t hit hard and never reached me.1

Since then, however, the tale has fallen under scrutiny: many believe that 
Ellis made up the whole incident.
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The veracity of his claim, while an interesting academic exercise, is not the 
point of this brief introduction. I draw the reader to the story to illustrate a 
point that you will find throughout this book: namely, the role psychedelics 
have played in the spiritual, religious, and magical spheres since the days of 
the great ancient civilizations found in and around the Mediterranean.

Just like baseball, spirituality, religion, and magic have no absolute claim 
to the central use of psychedelics within their disciplines. All of these 
disciplines can be, have been, and will forever be practiced without the use 
of any psychedelic whatsoever. All of these systems (baseball, magic, etc.) 
exist perfectly unto themselves; take the psychedelic out of the equation, and 
the systems remain untouched.

And yet, that does not mean that spiritualists, theologians, magicians, 
and, yes, even baseball players did not include psychedelics in their 
performances every now and then. Although we do not see any psychedelic 
built into the dogma of many of the West’s major religions, we do see 
accounts of individuals who subscribed to one belief or another and incorporated 
psychedelics into that discipline. This book aims to detail that history, 
specifically as it pertains to Western civilization. While an abundance of 
books dealing with the soma and haoma (intoxicating drinks used ritually) 
of Eastern traditions, and books about the peyote and mushrooms of 
Mesoamerican cultures grace bookstore shelves across America and Europe, very 
little has been written detailing the Western psychedelic tradition. Over the 
next few hundred pages, I would like to offer descriptions of the ways Western 
peoples have incorporated psychedelic plants in their lives before the 
psychedelic boom of the mid-twentieth century. From invoking spirits, to calling 
on fertility goddesses, to igniting the artistic imagination and finding 
wholeness with all creation, psychedelic florae have found a place in almost 
every Western spiritual or magical tradition since the beginning of the human 
story. The psychedelic state has been an anomaly, an inexpressible fire, the power of which no Western mind has yet to fully comprehend. Thus, we see not a single practice throughout Western history but a wide range of notions pertaining to the otherworldly state. There are, in fact, so many ways Western peoples have used psychedelics that I had to develop a series of neologisms in a perhaps fruitless attempt to transmit my interpretation of the annals of psychedelic history to you, the reader.

Let’s take a look at these neologisms and then see how and why it 
is so difficult to fully uncover the psychedelic mysteries of history—the inexpressible fire that the Western mind has for centuries desperately sought to define.



1

GENERATING DIVINITY
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The Theogens

If the word doesn’t exist, invent it; but first be sure that it doesn’t 
exist.

CHARLES BAUDELAIRE, ARTIFICIAL PARADISE

Certain terms will appear throughout this book that demand preliminary 
contextualization. Some, like psychedelic, 
are easily recognizable to most anyone; others, like entheogen, are 
recognizable to the initiated psychenaut.*1 Finally, some words are used that the 
initiated psychenaut hasn’t heard yet—a family of terms I call the theogens, 
which are discussed below.
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In March 1956, as various scholars wrestled over the nature of medicines 
like mescaline, mushrooms, and LSD, the new term 
psychedelic found its way to the pen tip of a most unexpected champion: 
Humphry Osmond. Conservative in dress, he looked nothing like the psychenaut who 
would one day change the discussion on this important topic. And yet, 
that’s exactly who he was. Osmond had been working with mescaline earlier in the decade and was the first to coin a term that, today, 
is considered taboo in psychedelic circles: hallucinogen. In those days, 
however, Osmond was trying to get away from psychotomimetic, the original 
term for these medicines, which means relating to or denoting drugs that are 
capable of producing an effect on the mind similar to a psychotic state.

For now, I’d like to focus on Osmond’s foresight—what he 
did for later explorers of inner space. Namely, he allowed the conversation 
regarding these extraordinary substances to expand into new, more creative, 
and advantageous directions. A word like
psychotomimetic simply had a bad odor, as Osmond recognized. In the 
Annals of the New York Academy of Sciences (1957), Osmond laid out his case: 
“If mimicking mental illness were the main characteristic of these agents, 
‘psychotomimetic’ would indeed be a suitable and generic term,” he wrote. “Why 
are we always preoccupied with the pathological, the negative? Is health only 
the lack of sickness?”1 A fair question that may seem obvious to us today, but 
in the mid-twentieth century things were not so clear. The word psychedelic,
on the other hand, meant nothing akin to causing lunacy in a person. Rather, 
it comes from two Greek words (psyche and
delein) that together mean “mind-manifesting.” Because of his efforts, 
negative words like drug and psychotomimetic went from the annals 
of spirit medicine to the dustbin of entheogenic history (so far as psychenauts 
concern themselves). Perhaps I am biased, but I think Osmond was correct. 
People weren’t experiencing insanity, as psychotomimetic implies; they were 
delving deep into the heart of their own mysterious consciousness, looking to 
gain insights that would lead to a better life. Osmond changed the trajectory of 
all future conversations about these sacred plants.

We owe him a debt of gratitude.

But the terminological journey that these medicines would travel didn’t stop 
there. It would take another mind, equally brilliant, to coin another important 
word that would bring even a term as liberal as psychedelic into a whole 
new area of understanding. Carl A. P. Ruck, a classics professor at Boston 
University, did so when in 1979 he coined the word entheogen. Entheogen differed from psychedelic 
in that it specifically denoted the spiritual side of the psychedelic 
experience, meaning, as it does, to “generate divinity within.” While 
psychedelic certainly serves a useful linguistic purpose, what were scholars 
to make of the revels of Dionysian ceremonies or the mysteries of the Rites of 
Eleusis, Ruck wondered. Clearly, some form of a psychoactive element was present 
at these and many other ancient pagan ceremonies (see chapter 3). To simply 
classify them as drugs or—perish the thought—psychotomimetics would only serve 
to perpetuate a historical folly. Even psychedelic, in all our modern 
understanding of the word,*2 would not suffice to couch these rituals in their 
proper historical context.

But entheogen certainly does.
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Both these words (psychedelic and entheogen) are nouns and are 

used as such by the majority of psychenauts. However, as anyone familiar with my 
work already knows, I tend to complicate things. I have found that I more 
often use entheogen as an adjective. For me anyway, a psychedelic 
is the pharmakon†3 itself (i.e., mushrooms, cannabis, mandrake, etc.), but 
an entheogenic experience requires proper set and setting. A seeker might use a 
psychedelic entheogenically. There is no entheogen without intention.

At least, so goes my understanding.

And it is in this spirit that I gratefully and humbly present the following 
neologisms found throughout this book as my contribution to the psychedelic 
renaissance.


THE THEOGENS

I define the word theogen simply as “generating divinity” in one form 
or another. The prefix en in entheogen
acknowledges such divinity within the self. And yet, what of 
generating divinity outside the self? Whether channeling, evoking, or 
calling out to spirits, tens of thousands of psychenauts the world over have 
used these sacred plants, at times, to generate divinity outside 
themselves. Is it still entheogenic at that point? I used to believe so. I no 
longer do. The following terms stem from that change in belief. The more 
psychedelics become integrated into modern society, the more conversations there 
will be in the future about them. And so while I offer nothing but praise to 
both Osmond and Ruck for changing the dynamics of the psychedelic conversation, 
I also believe that we need new terms to grow the dialogue. Indeed, the 
psychedelic renaissance can go only so far as the confines of the vocabulary 
that we set for it.

So let’s expand that vocabulary!

The following words appear throughout this book. For ease I refer to them 
collectively as “the theogens.” The suffix 
gen, as in to generate, will be found in all of them; theo 
(“divinity”), however, will not be. Briefly, my reason for this is that not all 
psychedelic experiences have a spiritual dimension to them. 
Material reductionists use psychedelics every bit as much as your weird, witchy, 
tree-hugging, Gaia-worshipping friend does. Thus, to couch their 
experience (the materialists’ experience) in theological terms (as theo
certainly does) strikes me as, in the very least, rude. Simply because I 
feel that the psychedelic experience has something to do with immaterial 
energies and intelligences waiting for us beyond the veil doesn’t mean that a 
materialist shares such sentiments. However, most terms will include the 
theo aspect simply because the focus of this book is to highlight such spiritual and magical uses of 
psychedelics in history.
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Somnitheogen: As I will outline in the following chapter, I 
believe that the first theogen was somnitheogenic in nature. A 
somnitheogen is any psychedelic used to cast a person into a deep but lucid 
dream state so as to commune with otherworldly beings. The Victorian 
anthropologist Edward Tylor (1832–1917) first hypothesized that our sleeping 
progenitors met “ancestors” in their dreams. Working off his research, I posit 
that the first theogens would have most likely been soporific. Opium and those 
florae of the Solanaceae, or nightshade, family suit this purpose perfectly; 
the key to the doorway that first led proto-humans to other dimensions was found 
within the dreaming mind.

Poetigen: It is a near-universal truth that psychedelics unlock 
the creative spirit. To use psychedelics to fire the innovative imagination 
seems almost obligatory. And yet, what is the word for it? I offer up 
poetigen as a possibility. As you have no doubt noticed, 
poetigen lacks the theo syllable. Although I may find that art can 
express what can properly be called divinity, many fantastic psychenaut 
painters, writers, and musicians are materialists. To call their works 
divinely inspired does not pay respect to their creative process.

Entheogen: All right, you caught me. This isn’t my term. 
However, since it is the foundational word from whence I have constructed all 
these others, I feel I should say something about what this word means to me in 
more detail than the brief description above. As mentioned, the term 
entheogen is a complicated one, as by my understanding it doesn’t refer to 
any kind of pharmakon, per se, but rather to the use of a pharmakon in an 
experiential spiritual way. A person can use a pharmakon like cannabis as an 
entheogen (I certainly do!), but some troll sitting in his mom’s basement 
smoking a bong while acting like an asshole on the internet isn’t having an entheogenic experience by my logic. That aside, a person 
taking something stronger than cannabis, like mushrooms, shouldn’t necessarily 
have the term entheogenic foisted on her or his experience either. What 
if this person is an atheist taking the mushrooms in a purely recreational way? 
While the term is useful, I don’t consider a plant entheogenic; for me, a 
plant is psychedelic. Plants used to commune with (presumably) divine 
otherworldly entities for spiritual purposes are, for me, entheogenic. 
Additionally, I do not intend to use the term in the traditional Wassonian 
sense, meaning that I do not concede that the discovery of entheogens by 
proto-humans forged “the key . . . to religion.”2 We will probably never know 
what came first—religion or the entheogen. It really could go either way. While 
I do not deny that entheogens absolutely produced these kinds of heavenly 
appreciations in early humans, I think it is a mistake to attribute the genesis 
of religious experience to them. As stated above, I sit firmly in the Tylor 
school on this issue. Moreover, I use 
entheogen the way its coiner intended: the ingestion of a pharmakon that 
symbolizes a divinity (like those at the Rites of Dionysus), which causes the 
ingester to become enraptured by the god’s powers.

Extheogen: The inverse of entheogen. Extheogen means “to 
generate divinity outside the self.” With an entheogen, the participant knowingly ingests a pharmakon believing it to embody a deity. And yet, in later 
chapters, we will meet historical characters who were certainly using 
psychedelics (in the sense that these plants were “mind manifesting”) to call 
on angels, demons, and even the dead. These psychenauts certainly were (and are) 
not generating these angels and demons inside themselves. This cannot properly 
be called entheogenic. It can certainly be called extheogenic—generating 
spiritual entities outside the self.

Mystheogen: As outlined above, sometimes a person would be welcomed into a mystery religion by ingesting the body of the god itself (like 
Dionysus). And yet, there are instances in ancient history whence a person would join a mystery religion by taking a psychedelic pharmakon to 
induce a vision that was never considered the “body of a god.” Since such an 
operation cannot properly be called entheogenic, I propose mystheogenic: 
“generating visions in a holy setting.” Although the spiritual experiences of 
mystheogens do overlap with those of entheogens, the relationship of the 
participants to the pharmaka differs.

Pythiagen: Pythiagen, like poetigen, also lacks the theo 
syllable—something about neologisms that begin with the letter
p, I suppose. Pythiagens are psychedelics used for magical purposes. Now, 
a pythiagen can be used in an extheogenic or entheogenic setting, as we 
will see in a later chapter, but it also might not be. I know personally several 
deeply committed and practicing magicians who are materialists. For them, magic 
goes no further than psychology. And psychedelics certainly have a place in 
psychology. In my last book I spoke of psyche-magic. I would like to 
update that word with the new term 
pythiagenic magic.




OF MYSTERY AND MYTH

If you were to ask a friend or family member to define the word mystery, 
she or he would likely conjure mental images from a whodunit novel, replete 
with a gumshoe dressed in a plaid jacket and armed with a tobacco pipe and an 
oversized magnifying glass.*4 A mystery is something to be solved.

We weirdo academics, as usual for the unusual, see things differently.

To the student of the ancient world, a mystery is a much bigger thing than a 
suspense thriller. A mystery is the recognition of seemingly irreconcilable 
opposites that plagued human existence. A mystery wasn’t meant to be solved; 
it was meant to be understood and integrated into life. Mysteries give us 
insight into how early humans dealt with the sinister reality of having a 
bicameral mind all the while knowing nothing about bicameralism and mind.*5 Such proto-humans found themselves in 
quite a precarious situation. They could absorb the world around them, but they 
couldn’t understand it. They could not yet reason, but still they sought 
reasons. They knew there was land; they could see it all around them. But how 
did it get here? What was it made of? Why do birds fly? Why do mosquitoes suck? 
Our ancestors could only wonder hopelessly about these irreconcilable questions. 
But they definitely understood antitheses: in and out, up and down, life and 
death, good and evil.

So they did their best.
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Which brings us to myth.

Ask a friend or family member to define myth, and chances are 
she or he will respond with words like story or fabrication
or, on the more cynical side of the analog spectrum, lie.
Examples might include Herakles, Santa Claus, and Jesus. In short, a myth to 
many modern people is nothing more than a made-up story.

But a myth to an ancient person was something radically different.

A myth 
explained mystery and reconciled opposites. It provided relief for ancient 
humans in a world that didn’t make sense to them. Myth was not an escape from 
reality but a part of ultimate reality. Nearly every myth shares a common 
development: first the bicameral mind perceives some kind of problem, instigated 
by a rationalizing, fearful mind. Second, this problem is framed as a pair of 
opposites (up and down, inside and outside, light and dark); finally, the mind 
resolves the polarization in a way that assuages the fear.3

Myth is mental medicine.

To take a popular example: Eve and Adam in the Garden of Eden. The story of 
the Fall explained why humans (well, Hebraic humans anyway) could be both 
“made in the image of God” and still live lowly and not very splendiferous 
lives—certainly nothing like how a god probably lives. Even if the story of the 
Fall wasn’t the best
answer, it provided an answer, and any answer tends to satisfy human 
curiosity over no explanation. Especially intriguing would be a myth that so 
perfectly resolved the unyielding opposites that warred in the minds of these 
early Hebrews. The Eden myth—indeed, all myth—isn’t the story of how, 
it’s the elucidation of why. Why are humans supposed to revere a god 
that, by all Torah accounts, didn’t seem to like them very much? The dualism for 
which the ancient Hebrews, Zoroastrians, and others were so famed first appeared 
in the proto-human struggle to come to terms with a world that both made sense
and didn’t make any sense at all.

Imagine that then, as today, there were proto-humans in a tribe who were naturally more curious than the rest. These people, these original 
shamans, somehow formed interesting and—most importantly—satisfactory answers 
to the questions assaulting the already beleaguered proto-human mind. This 
person might gather an audience over time—anyone who wanted to share in the 
alleviation of any burning question with a satisfying answer. This proto-human’s 
myths and the people who listened to and accepted them could, perhaps, have 
formed a precursor to the later mystery religions. Tribal members would meet to 
eat and drink communally while watching (or participating) in a performance that 
acted out a story or myth, explaining an existential mystery. A mystery temple 
was the venue where the myth—the explanation—was acted out.

Mystery religions 
demonstrate an ancient awareness of intellectually intangible problems; myths 
provide the fulfillment. Everyone knew the mystery: anyone could question heror himself about the fundamental frustration of irresoluble opposites. But 
only a few knew the
myth; only a few knew why. Such knowledge was worth its weight in 
sacrificed livestock.

And ancient people paid plenty to have these answers revealed to them, to be allowed into the hallowed halls of those deepest answers lying 
somewhere between mystery and myth. This liminal space was filled with ritual. 
Ritual was the drama played out; the performance where mystery met myth. It 
should come as no surprise that the words theology
and theater have similar word roots.4




RELIGION AND MAGIC

Now would be a good time for me to make things complex again. For just as I 
see differences in the varieties of psychedelic experiences, I also see 
differences in more common words like religion
and magic, especially as they relate to the ancient world.

Our modern, popular notions of magic and religion tend to lump these two 
separate categories into one thing called spirituality. After all, it’s all just 
mumbo jumbo anyway, right? And yet, this association is no truer today than it 
was in antiquity. Of course, it is easy to see similarities between them as 
both deal with divine realities. But that’s like saying eating a cake 
and getting laid are the same thing because both deal with ordinary 
realities. And while the differences between magic and religion are few, they 
are crucial for understanding the ancient, though still-beating, heart of both 
disciplines.

It is impossible to determine which came first: magic or religion. Some 
scholars even think the two are inseparable. I disagree. I think we can see a 
very obvious difference between them. Religion—specifically pagan 
religion—involves giving the gods what they want (incense, sacrifices, 
adjurations, etc.) to win their favor. The gods, fully satisfied, would then 
bestow numerous numinous abundances, delivered from the Olympian realm to the 
mortal Earth. Even Hebraic religion was set up in such a way. The only thing 
Yahweh, the Jewish god, demanded was obedience to the Hebraic Law. Pagan 
religions were free from laws; Zeus didn’t have a special list of commandments 
(ten or otherwise) that he ordered pagans to follow. Ethics and morals, which 
concerned your everyday pagan, were branches of philosophy, not religion. And 
religion can be further unpacked. As will be shown later, an entheogenic religious 
ceremony could have involved mass celebration (like the Rites of Eleusis) or a 
private ceremony (a lone worshiper and her goddess).
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Magic is different; it circumvents the will of the gods and puts the will of the magician in the driver’s seat. Think of it this way: while a priestess pours libations and calls on the goddesses to win their favor, a magician tries to manipulate those powers without such exchanges or requests. 
The magician does not submit herself to the gods’ approval. Religion keeps 
divine power in the hands of the gods; magic puts divine power in the hands of 
the magician. And since this magician could be benevolent or nefarious, a 
skilled mystic or a base charlatan, Greek and Roman authorities did not tolerate 
magic any more than their later Christian rivals would.5

Magic can also be further broken down into two subcategories: daemonic and 
natural. A practitioner of natural magic uses spells, chants, and spirit plants 
to harness immaterial forces to serve herself or a client. Such natural magic 
included weather magic, love magic, mercenary magic, and many others. Daemonic 
magic involved calling on daemons (from whence we get demons) to perform 
a certain task. A daemon*6 in antiquity should not be viewed in our modern sense 
as an irredeemably evil entity. Instead, think of a daemon as a neutral spirit, 
neither good nor bad, but capable of either depending on the commands of the 
magician. A magician could call on a daemon to perform any task—from sinking a 
ship at sea to helping an elderly person carry groceries across the street 
safely. Of course, this depends on an individual’s view of daemons. Even 
benevolent invocations, such as helping the elderly, could be viewed as evil 
simply because the act involves summoning a daemon.
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It should come as no surprise that an ancient people—the very kind of 
people who ascribed agency to thunderstorms and rainbows—would also ascribe 
agency to a powerful pharmakon. And such a natural force (especially one so 
readily felt), like all natural forces, would be revered as celestial or godly. 
Still, such obvious truisms continue to elude some wise owls perched in ivory 
towers. Only a few years ago historian David Hillman was forced to remove all 
references to the recreational use of pharmaka in ancient Greece and Rome from 
his doctorate dissertation. Despite the mountain of evidence Hillman provided 
for his claim, his dissertation advisers rather bluntly informed him that the 
ancient Romans “wouldn’t do such a thing.”6

Right.

Looking across the globe we see numerous examples of Mesoamerican, Siberian, 
Amazonian, and West African rites indicating that at some point in prehistory 
someone ingested a psychedelic pharmakon, interpreted the experience mystically, 
and built a religious system around it (or added the new revelations to a 
previously existing spiritual structure). Evidence also turns up in Eurasia, the 
Middle East, and Asia. There is scarcely a place on Earth untouched by these 
wondrous medicines.

On what grounds do conservative scholars explain how this
global pattern skipped over Western civilization?

Magic?





PART I


[image: image]

Psychedelic Mystery Traditions in Prehistory and Early History

Between the cracks and scraps of lonely ruins, we find echoes of the ancient 
mysteries. Marble and iron, seemingly cold and life-less, quietly exhale embedded wisdom passed down through time, even as their 
tears christen the memory of fallen empires. Blessings were 
the first gifts—dirty, elegant, bestial; apes pawing at the glory of the 
infinite.

And so they wondered if they could go deeper.

Our ancestors.

They wanted to go deeper . . .
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No one remembered a time when we weren’t human, but everyone knew we had once 
been beasts.

Our ancestors once walked as beasts.
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Our ancestors.

Somehow, they started to go deeper . . .





2

THE FIRST MYSTERY
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A Question of Shadows

c. 10,000–5000 BCE

Those who in their lifetime have done nothing worthy of note, everything 
which has pertained to them in life also perishes when their bodies die, yet in the case of those who by their virtue have achieved fame, their deeds are remembered for evermore.

DIODORUS OF SICILY (C. 90–30 BCE), BOOK 1


ENERGIES

She ran—and that decision alone changed us forever.
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If those in her clan made expressions, whether physical or verbal, that she 
recognized as relating to her—if she had a name—we do not know. Nor do we 
know other arbitrary details like her age, the color of her skin or fur or eyes, 
and we can guess endlessly as to her height. We also do not know more intriguing 
details like what she thought of the rising sun; could she feel love?; how much 
of her was human? Most tragically, we will never know her dreams, nor her 
waking thoughts of the world around her, her emotional wounds, her 
cosmology—nothing.

All we know is that she ran.

And because she ran, we are here.

[image: image]

A startling rustle in the bushes could have meant anything. Usually it was 
that unknown, unseen 
force*7 that moved the leaves, causing that brushing sound. Sometimes, 
however (the elders had taught), that stirring was not the wind but a 
predator. It was therefore best to assume that the crackles and crunches in the 
underbrush always indicate a predator. Should she or any of the females 
of the clan succumb to the realities of life on the food chain, procreation 
would come to a grinding halt; the clan would die. Any number of females could 
carry and nurse infants; however, they all only required 
one male. A single, reasonably healthy male could (without much 
encouragement) impregnate as many women as set before him. Thus, males were sent 
into the wilds to hunt (presumably joined by the infertile women of the clan), 
into environments where they were just as much prey as they were predators. As 
long as one male returned with a carcass dragging behind him, whether 
bestial or humanoid, the clan could persist and survive for the while.
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And so she ran.

Better to assume the sound in the bushes implied a lurking predator instead 
of a stirring breeze. Better to assign agency to the world around than to 
suppose happenstance—causation always had a correlation. One mistake 
could be the difference between life and death. She put her hands over her bowed 
belly and ran. Always assume agency. If the rustling in the bushes were 
just the wind, running away in fear, while erroneous, only amounted to a 
harmless mistake. If, however, the rustling resulted from a large animal, and 
she erroneously assumed the sound was only the wind, her corpse would likely end 
up devoured by a den of hungry cubs.

And so our ancestors evolved “intuition” purely as a means to survive. But 
evolution, once it begins to unfold, rarely stays settled for long. Intuition 
evolved into intention, and intention evolved into magic. And magic opened our 
ancestors up to the occult forces of the natural world all around them. Such 
notions saw the birth of animism. Animism, the belief that all things 
(ambulatory, avian, and agricultural) harbor a spirit, 
probably developed shortly after proto-humans started to observe and calculate 
the natural wonders of Earth. These spirits acted in predictable ways 
sometimes—so much so that the careful observer could measure them. Such 
quasi-prehistoric calculations survive in relics left to us from the first 
Homo erectus astronomers clinging to life circa 350,000–250,000 BCE in the 
area we today call Germany. There, bones have been unearthed that show 
twenty-eight scores carved into the side. The cuts probably indicate the birth 
of astrology, those sky watchers having whittled the marks to measure the days 
between the moon’s return to any fixed body of stars.1 Several hundred thousand 
years later (c. 9000–8000 BCE), we see agriculture germinating.2 Web sought 
answers from the stars over one hundred thousand years before we planted the 
first gardens.
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But how did the moon actually move—to say nothing of all those other tiny, 
twinkling objects in the sky? Why, some kind of invisible force must have been 
at work, of course! This force was not yet recognizable as god(s) to these 
proto-humans, nor did it exist in any kind of spirit realm yet. They were 
energies—part of the natural world, just as much as humans, animals, and 
florae. They existed in the wheat stalks and in the herd, in the 
rising sun and in the moon cycles. They were in the stars above, 
all billions of them, and in the blades of grass below, equally endless. Over 
the centuries, the individual animistic force of, say, a wheat stalk eventually 
grew into a collective spirit, a wheat field. The spirits that animated the 
individual bison ultimately developed into some kind of overall spirit of the 
herd, then into a spirit of the hunt.3




SPIRITS

What these spirits were like is anyone’s guess. Through anthropological 
observation of contemporary, autochthonous societies, modern scholars have 
postulated at least five kinds of spiritual energies that may have been 
recognized in the remote past. We can imagine two of 
these spirits incarnating something like physical bodies: the first group 
comprises the ancestral spirits, those who had lived and died 
in the clan. They could communicate through dreams. The second group comprises 
the “puppeteers,” those beings who oversaw the natural world (we would say, 
“the goddess of this river” or “the god of that mountain”).

Another kind of spirit was more elemental—the innate power of regeneration 
itself to develop from seeds into small protuberances in the dirt, and then into 
long stalks, shoots, and trunks that brought forth food. Or even the power of a 
mammalian (or otherwise) baby to grow (hopefully) into an adult. We may call 
this the spirit of growth or development. This spirit exists within the stalk, 
within the human infant—no ancestral or puppeteer gods required.

The third type, known as organic spirits, are powers 
attributed to animate beings like animals. In modern terms, we would say that 
a black cat has the power to inflict bad luck on a person who dares to cross her 
path. A more humorous example can be seen on the show It’s Always Sunny in 
Philadelphia. In one episode, the gang gets stranded in the woods. After one 
of the characters, Frank Reynolds, is led to believe that a rabbit he was 
hunting has stolen his soul, another character, Mac, vigorously declares, 
“Animals can see souls—that is a fact of nature!” Such is the power of the 
organic spirit.

Finally, there were the creator spirits (that I imagine need no further 
explanation). Each of these types of spirit, individually or in groups, could 
exist in one society and not another.4

None of these spirits were benevolent gods—or even creator Gods with a 
capital G, akin to the Abrahamic traditions. The spirits cared not about morality, sexual preferences, ethics, or political affiliations 
(the occasional, later war god notwithstanding). Even a creator spirit was not 
yet God. Humans did not yet know about gods.

Only spirits.

Only energies.
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Such energies could be seen and felt, especially after ingesting a psychedelic pharmakon.

We do not know how, why, or when humans first discovered the awesome power of 
these plants, but at some undeterminable point, someone somewhere sought a 
remedy. A remedy for the ills of life, a remedy for loneliness, a remedy for 
pain or wakefulness, a remedy for sickness, a remedy for the constant anxieties 
manifested by the brutal realities of life on the food chain. Women and men 
alike searched for, dug up, and experimented with, presumably, most anything 
they found around them, learning through trial and error which plants healed, 
which plants killed, and which plants had rather extraordinary effects on the 
psyche.

Hypotheses regarding the accidental (as opposed to deliberate) discovery of 
pharmaka have likewise been advanced. Historian Chris Bennett theorizes that 
perhaps one eve, just as day sunk into twilight, a forager cut down some 
cannabis or opium stalks to throw onto a fire.5 The buds (or pods) burned, a 
sweet aroma filled the air, and before they knew it, the clan was enjoying 
the physiological and psychological effects of either cannabis or opium.

There is nothing historically improbable about this.6 Indeed, the ancient 
Assyrian word qunubu, 
from which we derive cannabis, comes from a verb meaning “to produce 
smoke.”7 Finally (but far from terminally), opium, cannabis, and ephedra 
remains turned up in a fourthousand-year-old Persian sanctuary where Vedic 
shamans prepared their entheogenic haoma.8 Inarguably, evidence for the use of 
cannabis and opium can be found scattered across the ancient landscape.
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Likewise, Dan Attrell in his recent book Shamanism and the Mysteries 
(2017) asks us to consider that psychoactive mushrooms grow in and around caves, 
the first true telluric shelters of our ancestors.9 Like Bennett’s above 
hypothesis, there is nothing historically impossible about Attrell’s idea. 
Indeed, who can’t imagine a hunting party returning home empty-handed, with 
the consequence that hunters and tribal members desperately threw some mushrooms 
down their throats to avoid starvation?10

Those who survived the famine would have quite the tale to tell!

We do not 
have pipe residues or secret burial stashes to substantiate Attrell’s theory, though. Unlike cannabis and opium, which Neolithic*8 peoples 
burned (leaving traces of their use caked in the bowls of smoking 
apparatuses), mushrooms (then as now) were eaten. But that is not to say that we 
have zero evidence for early psychedelic mushroom use. In fact, we just 
might have the best kind of evidence: cave art. In Algeria, in the eastern part 
of northern Africa, one will discover caverns that show some of the earliest 
expressions of human murals. These glorious renderings tell us the story of how 
Paleolithic human became Neolithic human, as archaeologists have determined at 
least five stages of cultural development embedded in the art.

The first naturalistic or Bubalus stage (c. 10,000–8000 BCE) deals mostly 
with engravings along the walls. These etchings depict only large animals like 
giraffes, lions, and giant buffalo (genus Bubalus). We can talk endlessly 
over a fine merlot about what the artists intended these animals to represent. 
In all likelihood, we are looking at the earliest religious expression known to 
us: sacred fertility. Perhaps a member of these early hunting parties, tired 
of coming home empty-handed, desperately ate one of the magic 
mushrooms that grew in and around the caves, which led her to a new idea: 
magic used religiously. Why not try to compel the natural spirits in the air to somehow increase the numbers of animals into larger herds? Spirits, 
after all, could be negotiated with; bargaining with animals 
is trickier.

We start to see evidence for mushroom use in the Tassili caves by the second 
period of artistic development, the Round Head Period (c. 
8000–6000 BCE). One of the most famous carvings at Tassili dating to this 
stage shows what appears to be some kind of costumed (or supernatural) figure 
(figure 2.1), who clenches a bunch of mushrooms in both hands. Partnered with 
other paintings from this time that use beautiful expressions of 
color (figure 2.2), we might very well be looking at one of the earliest 
surviving appearances of poetigenism, and here we would even know the pharmakon 
used poetigenically: a magic mushroom. Perhaps these Neolithic psychenauts, 
after discovering the domestication of plants, also sought to domesticate 
animals. Perhaps their fertility magic carried over from animal hunting to animal husbandry.

The paintings from the Pastoral Period (c. 5000–2000) show us exactly this. Scores of cattle grace the jagged inner walls, indicating 
that the area once flourished with both livestock and shepherds. The fourth stage, (the Equidian or Horse Period), which saw invaders from the 
north conquering the lands and introducing the horse, lasted from about 1000 BCE 
to the Common Era. It eventually gave way to the fifth and final stage: the 
Cameline or Camel Period, when desert traders upgraded from horses to camels.
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Fig. 2.1. Tassili cave shaman. One of our earliest surviving images of what 
appears to be a shaman associated with psychedelic mushrooms from the Round Head 
Period (c. 8000–6000 BCE) of cultural development in eastern Algeria.
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Fig. 2.2. Tassili cave flourish. Embellished cave paintings from the 
Round Head Period of artistic development at Tassili.

Let’s return to the Round Head Period of Tassili cave art and the shamanic 
figure holding mushrooms. Here we see humanity’s oldest religion, fertility 
ceremonies, preserved in stone for thousands of years. Clearly, by this time, 
humans understood full well the sacred nature of the female body. Ancient cities 
like Catal Huyuk along with the sixty Paleolithic cave dwellings that 
archaeologist André Leroi-Gourhan excavated have revealed a treasure of ancient 
figurines. The usually naked statuettes fit into two categories: pregnant 
goddess figures and models of women with animal features. Centuries later, a 
tapestry found in the grave of a Xiongnu woman of stature portrays soma as 
an incontrovertible mushroom.11 When marked against the evidence of cannabis, 
opium, and ephedra scraped out of Vedic bowls, we are left with a single 
conclusion: the active psychedelic(s) in soma varied from place to place, 
depending on what was available.

In addition to the insightful theories of Bennett and Attrell regarding the origins of early humans’ encounter with psychedelic pharmaka, there 
is yet another plausible, though totally meta, possibility.




THE FIRESIDE GODDESS

Like you and me, she dreamed.

Eons ago, when the ancestors still slept in the trees, dreaming, while 
possible, was often broken: rainstorms kept them skittish, arborous creatures 
like squirrels and birds defecated on them, insects stung and bit them, to say 
nothing of the general discomfort of using bark as a bed. Though safe from 
predators high up in the foliage, our ancestors likely had fitful sleep. 
Thousands of centuries ago, they climbed down from the trees and discovered that 
caves provided protection from predators comparable to trees, with a few 
advantages. Caves kept them safe from meteorological conditions, and 
significantly, there was less bird shit!

A large fire at the entrance of the cave, the first nightlight, would shine 
brightly throughout the night as long as enough wood had been gathered during 
the day. The fire would keep animals and insects away. She could rest 
comfortably with the others in the shelter, slumbering beside the awesome 
power of the harnessed sun, dreaming under the spell of smoldering cannabis 
flowers, left on the fire to burn throughout the night.
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