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        This book is dedicated to

my brother Kestenbetsa,

to the Shipibo people,

and to madre ayahuasca.
      

    

  
    
      VISIONARY AYAHUASCA
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      “This is the first book that anyone thinking about taking ayahuasca, or taking it again, must own. The manual section is honest, revealing, invaluable, and packed with everything, including how to find a safe and sane teacher, how to sit during ceremony, what kinds of clothes to bring, and why dietas are necessary for real healing. Jan’s own journal of his progress is unusually candid in disclosing the obstacles and difficulties that arise even as your commitment to this path deepens.”

      JAMES FADIMAN PH.D., AUTHOR OF
THE PSYCHEDELIC EXPLORER’S GUIDE:

SAFE THERAPEUTIC AND SPIRITUAL JOURNEYS

      “This is a great book for anyone who is planning to attend an ayahuasca ceremony. It is packed with useful information, observations, and relevant facts providing a valuable guide to what you can really expect from the vine of souls.”

      ROSS HEAVEN, AUTHOR OF PLANT SPIRIT SHAMANISM: TRADITIONAL 
TECHNIQUES FOR HEALING THE SOUL

      “A rich, honest, informative testimony based on numerous courageous acts, this book is both extremist and full of good sense—outlandish and matter of fact. A filmmaker’s guide to the cinematic world of ayahuasca.”

      JEREMY NARBY, ANTHROPOLOGIST AND AUTHOR OF THE COSMIC SERPENT 
AND INTELLIGENCE IN NATURE

      “Jan Kounen’s descriptions of his experiences with ayahuasca are informed, poetic, and at times authentically visceral. This book provides excellent insights into the discipline and the rigors of the traditional plant diet as well as the underlying relationship between human and plant consciousness. This is definitely a book for both the person considering working with ayahuasca and for those with significant experience with the plant. It was a pleasure to read this book.”

      HOWARD G. CHARING, COAUTHOR OF PLANT SPIRIT SHAMANISM AND
THE AYAHUASCA VISIONS OF PABLO AMARINGO

      “In Vistionary Ayahuasca, 10 years of experience with ayahuasca medicina is laid out beautifully. It has lots of information for anyone considering going down the ayahuasca trail. Don’t leave home without it!”

      ALAN SHOEMAKER, AUTHOR OF AYAHUASCA MEDICINE

    

  
    
      
        I dream that this book, yellowed with time, might one day be read by an unknown man or woman, having been found perhaps in a bookstore, in a library, or buried under a pile at the bottom of a crate . . .
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        If you write your name in above, you can more readily
lend this book. If you lend this book to ten people,
nothing special is going to happen to you. It’s not going
to change your life. But you will be circulating this text,
and that is going to make me really happy.
      

    

  
    
      FOREWORD

      Marpa, the especially cruel teacher of the Tibetan Saint Milarepa, taught detachment, affirming that all is illusion. One day his son died. Marpa began to sob uncontrollably. His astonished disciples said to him, “But really master, why are you crying? After all, everything is illusion.” The guru replied, “This was the most beautiful of all illusions.”

      In a universe where nothing is real, anyone with an imagination crashes into dreams that run the gamut from the most atrocious hell to the summits of paradise. There are those who allow themselves to be vanquished by the nightmares, who accept their horror, and who demonize those who boast of being “normal, just like everyone else.” And there are others who stroll along the path of sainthood in search of the most attractive illusion. The alchemists sought it in the philosopher’s stone; Plato saw it in the world of pure ideas; the Zen Buddhists called it enlightenment; the surrealists venerated unrestrained love; and most human beings are simply looking for happiness. All religions, all political doctrines, all of science—all of these pursue the most beautiful illusion. Of all the arts, the cinema is the one that has tried to show us this illusion—but nothing comes of that, because cinema has turned into a money machine.

      What is initiation? It is the spiritual activity that teaches us that when we are confronted by two options we should always choose the one that is most beautiful.

      From time to time, in the midst of the circus of the creative directors who’ve sold their souls, an idealist appears who aspires to film the most magnificent of illusions. Starting right from his first attempts, the forces of darkness attack with their agonizing economic nightmare. He’s told to not go too far, to promote harmful products, to dress up what is untrue, to praise exaggerations of all kinds, to wave the national flag, to stroke the public’s erogenous zones, or to bury himself in infantile pursuits. He who seeks the most beautiful of illusions feels very much like a fish swimming upstream.

      Having chosen the craft of cinema, the director has to make concessions in order to survive. With hypocritically commercial products—and as soon as we speak of commerce you have to forget the most beautiful of illusions—the director has to surreptitiously slip in a few sequences, scenes, or images that act like a subtle perfume in reminding the audience of the ultimate purpose of this life of titillation: coming to know the most beautiful of illusions.

      This is what my friend Jan Kounen has tried to do throughout the course of his life in cinema. Because his approach was not frivolous and because in the depths of his heart he felt that the approach toward something is not the thing itself, he made the leap that allowed him to go beyond industrial limitations and to conduct his research with total honesty.

      Aware that he couldn’t realize his heart’s desire on the screen, he embarked on an odyssey in an effort to reach the most profound depths within himself. This is what he describes in such a passionate way in his book. For ten years he turned himself over, heart and soul, to a torrent of images that were initially incisive, unsettling, and destructive. The most beautiful illusion was found in the depths, buried under layers and layers of diabolical illusions spawned by a decadent world.

      In mythic tales the hero sets out to find the elixir of eternal life and faces a thousand and one ordeals. When he finds it, he comes back to his point of departure and he has his people partake of this elixir. In whatever he has overcome, nothing must be held back from others—everything must be shared.

      In reading his account, which has been as engrossing as the adventure stories of my childhood, it seems to me that, having penetrated the ultimate secret of ayahuasca, Kounen will turn once more to the cinema, that authentic seventh art, and he will provide for us all, using images distilled from the light, the most beautiful of illusions.

      Having spent my whole life looking for it, I believe that the most beautiful of illusions is our consciousness.

      ALEJANDRO JODOROWSKY

      Alejandro Jodorowsky is a playwright, filmmaker, composer, mime, psychotherapist, and author of many books on spirituality and tarot and more than thirty comic books and graphic novels. He has directed several films, including The Rainbow Thief and the cult classics El Topo and The Holy Mountain. He lives in France.

      

       

       

      Jan, everything you can see exists.
And another reality,
different from the normal one,
also exists, separately.

      KESTENBETSA

    

  
    
      AYAHUASCA
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        Illegal Drug or National Cultural Heritage?
      

       

      
        U. S. Law
      

      DMT (dimethyltryptamine), which is present in ayahuasca, was placed under federal control in Schedule I of the Controlled Substances Act in 1971. As such, it can only be legally obtained for research purposes with the approval of both the Drug Enforcement Agency and the Food and Drug Administration. Ingestion of ayahuasca as part of a religious sacrament was the subject of a 2010 agreement between the DEA and União do Vegetal, a federally recognized church, and is strictly monitored.

      
        
          Canadian Law
        
      

      Possession of ayahuasca is illegal in Canada pursuant to the Controlled Drug and Substance Act. While requests have been made to Health Canada’s Office of Controlled Substances for an exemption to that prohibition to permit importation of ayahuasca for sacramental use, no such exemption has yet been granted.

      
        U. K. Law
      

      DMT is banned as a Class A drug pursuant to the Misuse of Drugs Act of 1971 and as such is illegal to possess.

      
        
          Australian Law
        
      

      DMT is listed as a prohibited substance in Schedule 9 of the Poisons Standard issued by the Australian Government Department of Health and Aging. Substances on this list cannot legally be possessed except for medical or scientific research, or for analytical, teaching, or training purposes, which require governmental approval.

      
        
          French Law
        
      

      Ingesting ayahuasca is forbidden in France. It is listed in supplement III to Schedules I, II, III, and IV of the 1971 UN Convention on Psychotropic Substances.

      
        
          Peruvian Law
        
      

      The traditional knowledge and use of ayahuasca practiced by the native communities of the Amazon have been officially declared part of the national cultural heritage of Peru by the National Institute of Culture. National Directorial Resolution Number 836/INC provides as follows:

      WHEREAS, the ayahuasca plant—Banisteriopsis caapi—is a plant species that has had an extraordinary cultural history, due to its psychotropic properties, when used in a drink that combines it with a plant called chacruna—Psychotria viridis.

      WHEREAS, the above-mentioned plant is known by the indigenous communities of the Amazon as a plant of knowledge and as a teaching plant*1 that confers to initiates the very foundations of the world and its component elements. The effects of ingesting it constitute an entry into the spiritual world and into its secrets such that traditional Amazonian medicine came to be structured around the ayahuasca ritual. These effects are essential for those who assume the role of a privileged disseminator of these cultures, whether it be those who are in charge of communication with the spiritual world, or those who manifest it in art forms.

      Whereas, the effects produced by ayahuasca, widely studied for their complexity, are distinct from those usually produced by hallucinogenic substances. One part of this difference is found in the ritual that accompanies its ingestion and leads to various effects, but always within a culturally defined framework and with a purpose that is religious, therapeutic, and culturally affirmative.

      WHEREAS, according to the information provided, it follows that the practice of ritual ayahuasca sessions constitutes one of the fundamental pillars of the identity of the Amazonian peoples and that its ancestral usage within traditional rituals assures cultural continuity, linked to the therapeutic qualities of the plant . . .

      IT IS THEREFORE DECIDED TO DECLARE AS A NATIONAL CULTURAL 
HERITAGE the traditional knowledge and usages of ayahuasca practiced by the native Amazonian communities in order to ensure cultural continuity.

      JAVIER UGAZ VILLACORTA

MANAGER OF THE NATIONAL DIRECTORATE

NATIONAL INSTITUTE OF CULTURE

LIMA, PERU

JUNE 24, 2008
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        Let’s head for Peru!
      

    

  
    
      INTRODUCTION

      For ten years now I’ve been going to the Amazonian part of Peru to meet curanderos (healers).

      Ten years takes you from exploration to apprenticeship. On this path I quickly found my place—that of ferryman. Then, little by little, I became ayahuasquero through the force of circumstances. After you have undergone a few hundred ceremonies, you no longer question it: ayahuasca is part of your life—you have become a practitioner. It’s simple. I practice with the Shipibo, an indigenous people living primarily along the Ucayali River in the Amazon rain forest of Peru. I follow their work, I learn, I receive the teaching. Then I write or I film.

      Over the years I became a silent practitioner in the medicina, perhaps too silent through timidity or simply so as not to position myself as a curandero. Even though it was recently that I entered into the dance, I will come back to it*2—I am a filmmaker first and foremost. Cineasta ayahuasquero, a filmmaker who embraces ayahuasca.

      After ten years of adventure, you arrive at the age of reason, or unreason. Anyway, it’s time to assess my apprenticeship in this medicine and to revisit many human encounters.

      At the beginning of this adventure, in 1999, I was usually the only white person in the midst of Indians and metis (those of mixed blood). A few Westerners came through, or we heard about them from the ayahuasqueros. There were not many of them, perhaps only a few hundred in the whole world. Today, apprentices are numerous and some have become skillful healers. Thousands take the journey to meet ayahuasca. The time of bringing cultures together is now behind us.

      Over the past few years I often found myself in the Amazon surrounded by people coming for their first ceremony. When I began myself, I often felt pretty helpless as I faced the experience, so I would naturally offer such people lots of advice. And it was also true that people down there would approach me, because it was often my films that had led them to travel there.

      I discovered that some advice could be really useful and other advice less so on the day after the ceremonies. From one year to the next, I was able to refine this work. Also I was often the translator in private conversations between the healer and the patients during treatments, and that gave me a deeper knowledge of the questions asked by patients and a better sense of what they were looking for.

      The idea of making a practical manual to prepare someone for an ayahuasca ceremony began forming in me when I realized that, among all the writings that were coming out about it, there was no such manual. In spite of a wealth of information, there was little or no concrete advice on how to prepare yourself for an ayahuasca ceremony or on what to expect, nor was there precise information on how to make your way through the experience. The need was there. I received lots of questions by e-mail or on Facebook. Recently a young woman accosted me on the first night of an art gallery exhibit and asked me if I was who I was. Then, right away, “Hey, you’ve been shamanized. What’s it like to be shamanized?” Yikes!

      Besides, I had a series of texts on my hard drive, written between 1999 and the present. In going over them I realized that my own accounts contained a lot of information and that it was time to share it.

      I sorted out my notes. The reason I had written them in the first place was so as not to forget, but I was also thinking that later—one day—I would make a book out of them that would follow the course of events chronologically. After rereading them I put together a text made up of bits and pieces, creating a hybrid narrative object, something between an autobiographical novel and a film scenario. It was a text that suited the kaleidoscopic aspect of the adventure.

      Certain notes were written the day after a ceremony and others after a few weeks, some even years later. The main core of the voyage consists of chronological notes made every day during my stay in 2009 when I underwent seventeen ceremonies in twenty-five days. It was one of the rare times when I actually wrote something every day. These notes allow you to follow the course of a diet,*3 and they provide an overview of these past ten years.†4

      Some of these notes are funny, and I often laughed in rereading them; others, clearly, are less so, but putting them together brings out an intimate view of my adventure.

      Accounts and questions—the book had assumed a form: The “Inner Journey Notebooks” relating my experience make up the first part of the book; “Ayahuasca Medicina, A Manual,” a practical manual, forms the second part.

      The notebooks tell the story of what this medicine did for me and how that took place.

      So now here’s this little guidebook—one I would have liked to have had on my first trip ten years ago. I have also included in the appendices a glossary of plants and a guide to Shipibo lexicon that you may like to refer to as a resource.

      This guide will help you, I hope, to prepare yourself in a practical way for participating in an ayahuasca ceremony. It contains simple advice and suggests internal attitudes and external postures to help you make your way through the experience and through the moments following it.

      What’s interesting to watch is the internal movement: its amplitude, its reach is big. This is the powerful oscillation of the medicina. Ayahuasca offers us the experience of our own reality, lived from our irrational part. In short, there are no previews.

      I hope that the description of these voyages, feelings, thoughts, joys, and fears—accompanied by their allotments of incoherence, contradiction, perdition, and enlightenment—will set up between the lines an operational mosaic of this mysterious medicina.

      This is going to be a personal tune. Its orchestration is that of Guillermo Arévalo Valera, known as Kestenbetsa (“echo of the universe” in the Shipibo language). It was he who opened the doors of this world for me, he who taught me, he who cared for me and treated me. He was at first a maestro; later he became a brother. He had me meet other Shipibo healers, Panshin Beka among them. Kestenbetsa is, of course, the man at the center of this account.

      I’m sure some passages will evoke states that you’ll be going through if you go there (and memories of them for those who have already been). In any case, movement, climax, and resolution are naturally the mothers of all such accounts.

      The readers who are simply curious about this adventure will find here their own accounts, at least that is my wish for you.

      In contrast, you will find very little in this book on the history of ayahuasca or its pharmacology, which is a subject dealt with in depth elsewhere.

      The form is that of a metaphysical drama, constructed in flashback mode, in which I am the hero.

      You’re going to laugh . . . at my expense. That’s what it’s for.

      Have a good read and above all a good trip if you voyage far, very far, to encounter a culture and . . . yourself.

      FADE TO BLACK

    

  
    
      
         

         

        INNER JOURNEY NOTEBOOKS
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            August 1999–November 2010
          
        

      

    

  
    
      CREDITS

      The jungle becomes abstract and turns into fractal images. The title appears:

      
        INNER JOURNEY NOTEBOOKS
      

       

      
        
          BLACK
        
      

      
        The decision not to believe is one more belief, just as is the decision to believe.
      

      TARIQ DEMENS

      Shadow and light are the two sides of the coin of my existence; liana, the forest vine, tosses it toward the sky and films it in slow motion, as in one of Saul Bass’s credits for Scorsese . . . as a macroscopic jungle. The coin turns, again and again.

      Let the film begin.

      
        
          Ícaro (Song)
        
      

      Rama kano abano
Now I am opening the visions

      ayahuasca kano abano
I am opening the ayahuasca visions

      enque quepen youbano
I am going to open them for you

      ajon shaman akindra.
I will do this nicely.

      Quepen quepen vainquin
Open, open

      nete yabi quepenquin
open its world

      ayahuasca medicina;

ayahuasca medicine;

      ayahuasca kuchi kuchi medico
the very strong medicine of ayahuasca

      medicina maquetai
will penetrate your body

      maquetai tonmira.
with the echo of my voice.

    

  
    
      IQUITOS, AUGUST 1999
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      PROLOGUE

      I land in the largest city of the Peruvian Amazon, a city of about 400,000 inhabitants. You can get to it only by boat or by plane. It’s a very unique place where Indians, drug traffickers, and tourists mingle. Iquitos is also home to an American Army base and casinos. In this astonishing place I meet my contact, Alan Shoemaker, who introduces me to a few métis shamans.

      With them I have various experiences, and I take ayahuasca for the first time. It’s very different from peyote. I remember being there, in Iquitos, in the middle of the forest, sick, struck down with a terrible nausea, almost regretting having drunk the vine (ayahuasca’s nickname). Bent in two over a railing, on the point of throwing up (ayahuasca is also a powerful purgative), I was mightily annoyed: “I’ve come all this way just to be sick and wanting to be back home!”

      Then the first visions, tenuous ones, come. I stalk these visions; I observe them so I can use them in my film. My mind is still the filmmaker’s mind on the lookout for documentation.

      But, I’m a bit disappointed. So Alan suggests I should meet an aboriginal shaman. “With them, the experience is very strong.”

      One of them, Guillermo Arévalo (Kestenbetsa), is willing to meet Westerners. He lives in Pucallpa. I fly to this city that is much less touristy than Iquitos.

      I have only a few days left before my scheduled return to France.

      And I meet Guillermo.

    

  
    
      PUCALLPA , 2001
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      YARINACOCHA QUARTER

      The agile and noisy motocaro threads its way through the insectlike mass of its brother machines. I’m seated beside Guillermo. We’re returning from running a few errands in town. We’re going to Soi Pasto, the traditional medicine center he created. No longer are the ceremonies held in a 160-square-foot cabin, or maloca, in his garden where the chants mix with the sounds of the neighborhood.

      In Yarina we had met an old Shipibo healer who’s coming this evening to take the plant with us. Guillermo had said about him, “He knows a lot, and he’s been a big help to me.”

      I’ve been there a few days, shooting D’autres mondes [Other Worlds] and being an apprentice. This double role of director and apprentice to Kestenbetsa is difficult, but I’m used to it.

      As always, it feels like I’ve been there for centuries. My thoughts return to memories of the night before. I turn to Guillermo, hit by a revelation.

      Jan: ¿Guillermo, somos locos, no?

      (Guillermo, we are lunatics, right?)

      Kestenbetsa: ¡Sí, sí, pero locos conscientes!

      (Yes, yes—but conscious lunatics!)

      The reflection of his intelligence shines through the dark iris of his eyes.

      Jan: Y tú, es el maestro de los locos.
(And you, you are the master of lunatics.)

      His laugh is swallowed by the thunder of the motocaro, which surges forward up a steep slope on the dirt road. I’ve only known him for a year, but it feels like a lifetime. Tonight there will be just me; the old healer, Guillermo; and his mother, Maria, taking the drink. On the program: the plant that I took the first time—much stronger than traditional ayahuasca.

      SOI PASTO, MALOCA, NIGHT

      This evening my assistant Laurence will be filming using night vision for the archives. These images will become the final sequence in D’autres mondes [Other Worlds].

      INNER UNIVERSE, NIGHT

      A long vision on the screen of my mind.

      
        I . . .
      

      In the animal creature’s breast feeling is born,

      Feeling weaves arabesques as it moves through personality’s filters.

      Its face changes as it reflects inner landscapes.

      It looks hard at itself for a moment.

      What is the color of an emotion?

      An image?

      The shape emerges.

      The body reacts.

      An organ comes into resonance.

      The process speeds up.

      Thought arises.

      
        . . . am
      

      Thought bounces around to find its final envelope, but everything depends on the person it passes through—at this moment, it’s me. Thought finds its language of growth through sound, vibration, movement, contraction, the word, and writing. One day? Now?

      Time stretches out.

      Attention increases.

      What’s to be done with this thought?

      Should it live?

      Or disappear into the void?

      The animal creature squirms for a moment. A little groan? It no longer knows, it hesitates, it breathes out.

      I squirm, I hesitate.

      
        Who are you?
      

      Once again . . .

      
        Who?
      

    

  
    
      IQUITOS, JULY 2009
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      WELCOME

      A few months ago I sent an e-mail to Guillermo that said, more or less:

      Holá hermano,

      I’m really prepared, doing all the right things for health, well focused, in shape, and it’s the tenth anniversary of our first meeting, so you can gear up. I am ready!

      He replied that he was set to go. Cool. All according to plan. Now I’m here. Iquitos is easy. The plane lands, and I jump on a motocaro. Forty minutes later I arrive at Espíritu de Anaconda. I’m happy to be back again at the center. I know everybody, almost everybody; some have been working there since 2002 when it was first set up. Exit Pucallpa, Yarinacocha, Soi Pasto. Welcome Iquitos and, in comparison, its relative tranquillity.

      What joy once again at being with Guillermo, Sonia (his wife), Ricardo (the other healer), María (Guillermo’s mother), Vanessa, Bastien, and all the others. The house I’m in every time has become more and more comfortable; I find all my things.

      The bike that we’re sharing with François Demange, a curandero Frenchman, is in working order. Today’s agenda: change the chain assembly and the oil. I have a week to get organized. All is well; being here is perfectly normal. I get my bearings; everything has shown up except my suitcase, which should arrive in a few days.

      The high point of presenting my film Coco Chanel & Igor Stravinsky a few weeks ago at Cannes is behind me. I have time to slow down my pace. Here it’s a bit like coming to a vacation home—at least as I am arriving. Starting this evening, ceremonies are on the agenda. I’m going to chase away my jet lag, as well as the Parisian bustle that cradles my mind.

      The new maloca, the traditional round room where the ceremonies unfold, has been enlarged again. I move in my things: my bag with my pipe and tobacco, my bottle of Agua Florida,*5 and most importantly, a comfortable cushion. My mattress is near the mattresses of Guillermo and Ricardo. I take off to see the boss.

      Brief discussion: He asks about my intentions and my projects and I ask him about his. My goals are simple. I feel good; I’ve kept to my diets. I’m there to make progress in the medicina, to go further, to go deeply, so I can understand more and gain strength. I’m prepared to drink whatever potion he hands me each day. He knows me well—I’m not in the habit of asking him to floor the accelerator. What sauce is he going to cook me in? What’s the diet going to be? He smiles. Slowly pointing his finger at himself he says to me, “Your diet is me!”

      He’s going to connect me up to the light, using the spirits of the plants. Our faces are close; I’m under his gaze.

      He continues gently, “Things are simple; there is light and shadow, but sometimes the shadow is disguised as light.” I ask him to show me how to tell the true light from the false. He replies that he will.

      Beautiful gift: my diet will be the boss! And this way, more discernment will come thanks to the direct transmission from his energy diets. I thank him.

      I talk to him about various film projects on the medicina and show him my storyboards about that. Also, I’ve come with equipment to do an experiment. The concept is always the same: looking for a scientific validation of this medicine and of what takes place in a ceremony. Having said I would keep the protocol confidential, I cannot describe it here. The researchers and Romuald Leterrier, an ethnobotanist and author of La Danse du serpent [The Dance of the Serpent], who made the connection for setting up this experiment, stayed behind in France.

      As for Guillermo, he has spent a difficult few months—too much work and being exposed to a lot of negative energies. But, today, he is once again in fine form.

      He informs me that a new apprentice has prepared a very good bowl of ayahuasca. “You’ll see, it’s muy, muy fuerte!”

      Where’s the book that he began a few years ago? His computer ate it and he lost the whole thing. He’s very busy, and I feel that we’re going to wait a long time for this book. Why don’t we move ahead as we did for The Psychotropic Mind*6 and conduct interviews with Michka and Tigrane, who will look after transcribing them? He likes the idea; something to follow up on.†7

      He lets me know that there is a group of yogis coming from China next week, then he excuses himself, telling me that he has to go to Lima for a few days. I reply, “So I’ll be on vacation.” He laughs, then asks me for news of Anne, my companion, and of our daughter, Biri. “When are they going to come and see us?” It’s the same question every time. I show him photos. Everyone wants the children to meet each other.

      Settling into the kitchen, I get to know the dieters. Some have been there several months; some arrived the day before. In all, there are about thirty people. Benjamin, a Parisian whom I know, an apprentice for two and a half years, is there with a group. There are lots of French for whom my film D’autres mondes was a deciding factor in their decision to come to the center. There are also Austrians, Portuguese, Australians, Canadians, and a couple of Americans. I hope that all will go well for them. The day slips by and in an agreeable way. I have it confirmed that in recent weeks Guillermo has participated less in the ceremonies and has rested.

      A parabolic antenna has been installed, and we can now connect with Wi-Fi. With my iPhone I can telephone via Skype and send my e-mails. That means I don’t have to go into town, twelve miles away, and spend a lot of time and money on communication.

      I send a few messages to my sweetie, to my family, and my friends. I take a photo that I put on Facebook for fun, and I let Romuald know that I’ve arrived safely.

      Night falls. Jet lag overtakes me.

    

  
    
      
        FIRST CEREMONY, JULY 2009
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        A GOOD DRINK, PEACEFUL
      

       

      IQUITOS—ESPÍRITU, MALOCA, EVENING INSIDE

      There are twenty-eight of us in the maloca, not counting the healers.

      A good drink, normal dosage.

      The nausea is under control even though the drink is strong. Caught up by the travel fatigue, I doze off sitting up. The intoxication wakes me up, totally “inside.” The visions are very strong. The ayahuasca has been apportioned well, the body vibrates. No panic. Just the familiar. I allow the plant to penetrate deeply—peacefully.

      Then, very fast, it is not peaceful at all. The intoxication climbs.

      I am thrust into the worlds of the various plants, their living visionary temples. The vision becomes that of a sphere around me. Motifs get arranged and move through me.

      The nausea is just behind my lips. I feel every organ in my body. A disagreeable and well-known sensation of the intoxication: the impression of being rendered naked. I don’t move.

      (Intoxication—mareación—what is it? For those of you not acquainted with intoxication, browse through the manual where I answer that question beginning 
see here.)

      The mareación continues to mount. The boss is really getting into it. I turn toward him to see. He’s stretched out; his arms seem to float like a weightless astronaut. His whole body moves slowly; he is smoking his pipe. Wow! I had never seen him like that. Peaceful and distant.

      I give myself a quick scan. My thinking part has not engaged nor has it gone down the drain. It has remained amazingly calm. I am totally involved in the perception of the physical body and in navigat ing the visions.

      I smile and think, so far so good.

      Suddenly, I open up my perceptions more to allow the intoxication to take me even more deeply. I see how my diet has helped. I’m not afraid. I remember the first years: every time I came back to see Guillermo after an absence of several months I was terrified when the intoxication first began to mount. It’s a special phenomenon—remembering the forgetting.

      During the ceremonies you enter very specific states of consciousness that are very distant from your natural state. Because of that, when you return to the world you know at the end of the ceremony certain memories disappear as your consciousness returns. When you take ayahuasca again, even a year later, at the moment you reach that specific state once again, the memory comes back too. The memory opens like a book that you thought was lost but had been saved in a hidden spot in your inner library. Certain chapters cause reactions in your mind: “Good God, I had forgotten. No, no, no! I don’t want to come back here; I thought I died a thousand times. Why have I come back? I’m a real masochist! I know it’s for my own good, but no, I’m not going to have enough strength. I’m not up to it.”

      I could write a whole chapter on nothing but the thoughts that you mustn’t hang on to. In fact, the diets clear out the thinking part, and the practice helps you recognize these thoughts before they take hold of you. You also have to accept the forgetting, or remember that from this forgetting an inner knowledge will arise.

      Let’s return to the ceremony. The thinking mind can do this: “Oh, boy—strong intoxication! Wow! It’s still climbing. Hey, I remember now: before, just there, I was afraid.”

      At this last thought the body tenses up then immediately relaxes, setting in motion other mechanisms of the mind based on the training in apprenticeship. Using the senses, I bring about the repositioning of my mind, leading it out of dark territory where it was in the midst of wandering around, while directives enter as an inner melodic form, the ícaros.*8

      Center yourself well.

      Descend into your intoxication.

      It’s for your own good.

      All is well.

      It’s good.

      The medicina moves into you.

      Stay collected.

      Center yourself in your intoxication.

      Center yourself in your body.

      Center yourself in your senses.

      Center yourself in your mind.

      Center yourself in your heart.

      Align everything—strength, attention, and care.

      Do it now.

      I do it now.

      And there we are . . .

      With my body vibrating and relaxed, I set myself down, literally, like a kind of helicopter swaying in the storm of the mareación. The rotor blades are still turning. When Guillermo finally opens the session, a whole hour has gone by.

      The serpent breathes out.

      Peaceful.

      My mind is no longer in the chopper but in a jet speeding through space—through time.

      Astral world.

      Inner silence.

      Pure perception. Total listening.

      Thought is gone.

      Conscious vegetative mode.

      Guillermo’s song becomes sharp. Ricardo enters the dance with his powerful voice. I climb up; I feel like I’m getting bigger, extending myself through mysterious space. Everything comes together. I no longer feel where my body touches the ground.

      End of song.

      Guillermo calls me.

      Ouch! Emergency landing procedure.

      Open the eyes. Reestablish contact with the place and with space.

      GUILLERMO: Jan . . . Jan . . .

      JAN: (after a long silence) ¿Sí?

      GUILLERMO: (his voice low and soft) Venga.

      My mind is empty . . . Come? Ah! Right. The song to open the diet! Yikes! Got to get up.

      Red alert. First wake up the limbs that will get me going. My poor legs are completely relaxed, send an order, stretch my leg. It trembles a bit. Find your balance. Not too fast. Continue to get up slowly. Whoa! I’m really stoned. Getting up brings back the nausea. Take it slow. Relax, move gently. I manage to move over and sit down facing him. There, I did it. I position myself well, inside myself. Done. Silence.

      You need to know that openings and closings of the diet are generally special whether they’re luminous or dark. Which type they are is no doubt connected to what you need to sort out in yourself.

      Anyway, I fall into dark visions. Much less fun.

      Guillermo sings an ícaro—a healing song.

      Rama kayakayara
At this very moment

      mia kepenshonbanon, shinan kepenshonbanon;
I will open you, I will open your thoughts;

      kepenshonyontanara
in opening them

      mia raromayonai;
I will fill you with joy;

      raromakinkayara
in filling you with joy

      min shinan ponteai, mia ponteshonbanon
I will align your thoughts, in aligning them

      jakon shaman akinra.
I do it nicely.

      yorayabi ponteai
I will align your body

      akon akin shamanra
with marvels

      nokon shinan kanonbi;
from my powerful thoughts

      shinan koshi kanonbi;
strong and powerful thoughts;

      rama mia ashonban (repeat two times)
now, I will heal you

      min jointi shamanbo
to the depths of your heart

      kepeankebainshonra
in opening it

      ramamia ashonban
now I will heal you completely even

      min onis kanonbo
your deepest sadness

      min masa shinanbo.
your strongest concerns.

      I don’t move, but I let all my muscles stretch lightly to force my consciousness to focus on their perceptions. Everything takes place automatically. An acquired reflex. I feel my moods—sadness, anger—showing through. I see negative thoughts arising. Fearful visions are cleansing, scouring my mental casseroles that I’ve been lugging around for a few months.

      Keyoakebainshonra
In ending this

      raroshinan nichinai
I will give you a huge feeling of joy

      raro joi nichinai
and immense joy in words

      jakon akin nichinai (repeat three times);
I will do it marvelously;

      nichiankebainshonra, mia jiweabanon
in doing this I will give you back your life

      yora jiweabanon
I will give life back to your body

      shinan jiweayonkin
I will give life back to your thoughts

      kaya jiweayonkin (repeat two times);
by giving life back to your being;

      jiweayontananra
in giving you back life

      min kaya seneman, min yora seneman
I heal your being, I heal your body

      jiwi inin kanonra (repeat two times)
with the powerful perfume of the tree

      nete sisa ininra.
and with the impeccable perfume of the universe.

      I don’t move; the song unfolds its final energies.

      The diet is particularly open, or rather, it’s the cleansing of the preopening. I go back and sit down—it’s easier. I am peacefully cradled by the ícaros. Mixed into their melodies, there spreads around me the strange musicality of a few pretty vomitings and their cohorts, the long rasping sighs of comfort. General cleansing. I am purging too—precise, deep . . .

      I need to say that the dose was big, the intoxication strong. More precisely, I got a little on my mattress and on my pants. Ah, I remember the suitcase I lost in Madrid. After twenty-six hours of travel, the only pants to my name get messed up and I don’t have a change. I smile. Welcome home!

      Around five o’clock in the morning everything quiets down. I feel very rested, peacefully inhabiting my body. Natural behavioral reflex: a long gurgling and a natural pinching in my sphincters tells me it’s time to move toward the closing act of the ceremony. The time has come. Stumbling, I move off to the toilets.

      Ayahuasca is a powerful purgative, and I’m going to give you some details about that in this book. Don’t be shocked, or if you like, skip over the paragraphs on this subject that follow. In fact, purga is the name the métis give to ayahuasca: the purgative. Not very mystical, but you can understand why. “And how about you, are you doing the purge tonight?” It has the ring of a pretty formidable medicine just the same. The ayahuasqueros are called purgueros. How do you translate that? The ones who got purged? The ones who purge?

      You get it: speaking of what is eliminated through the upper and lower openings of the body is a normal and usual concern of the ayahuasqueros. They encounter it more often than usual and in sometimes surprising ways. That’s how it was for me that day: little baby stools, pretty and round. Unusual given the treatment received.

      Time now to go and dive into the logical next step: falling asleep like a baby.

      ESPÍRITU, DAYTIME

      Exit jet lag. Woke up at eight in good shape. Stretch for twenty minutes. It’s Saturday; no ceremony on Saturdays. It’s a rest day at Espíritu, but Guillermo invites me to go with him this evening to the Luz Kósmika Apprenticeship Center where a ceremony is planned. The place is incredible: it’s The Emerald Forest, a jungle much wilder than at Espíritu.*9 We go on motorbike.

      GUILLERMO: Down there, you’ll see, the spirits are numerous and powerful!

      JAN: (eyes lighting up) Great!

      GUILLERMO: We’re going to take a very strong preparation made of eight plants. Besides ayahuasca and chacruna, there will be toé (datura), bobinsana, chay, coca, marosa, and piñon blanco! For me, it’s . . .

      With his forefinger he points to his head, then to the sky, then, with two closed fists he mimes sitting down and shaking his body gently as if he were imprisoned in a training centrifuge for Russian astronauts, making the face for a big nausea but with a smile on his lips.

      GUILLERMO: (with a big smile) ¡Muy muy muuuuuuuy fuerte!

      Yikes and double yikes! A big cocktail of teaching plants. And besides those mentioned, he adds in a few more—Kestenbetsa, the man who is able to fall asleep, whereas for me in the same state, I barely manage to survive.

      Okay, I’m used to his humor. But what is his humor exactly? For example, bizarrely, each evening for a week he showed me a bottle of black liquid, telling me that it was so strong that he thought he was going to die taking it. But why did he tell me that? You guessed it. At the end of the week, when I’m feeling really fragile, really freaked by the idea that he’d given me a drop too much, right at that moment he deftly brings out the old black bottle, adding with a smile, “And tonight, I’m taking that. Do you want to join me? Up to you . . .” So then, I could reply, “No, not tonight, my left brain has exchanged with my right brain and vice versa . . .” Actually, I would be kidding: I’m going to drink it anyway. One never refuses this kind of invitation, so just trust it. And until now everything has always ended well.

      Guillermo comes by and says, “Last night, we were warming up. Tonight we switch to turbo.”

      JAN: (unable to suppress a little nervous spasm) Uh . . . Great . . . ya . . . qué . . . bueno . . .

      He smiles at me; his eyes seem to add, “This is what you asked me for, right?” Right. Exactly. It’s all for the best. I wonder when the day will come when I regret the boldness of what I get myself into. Tonight, tomorrow night, some evening next week? He asks if I can take someone behind me on my bike. Cross-country is my thing. That’ll be the nice part of the evening. “No problem, the bike is easy; it’s the ceremony that’s another story!”

      He laughs. We’re to meet at 5:00 p.m. James, his son, will show up at eight.

      The night is black, the rain heavy. Right from the beginning, it’s not as nice as I thought it would be. Guillermo gets on behind James; K., my passenger, gets on my bike. This little spin is going to be an ordeal.

      In fact, it’s a racetrack worthy of the Gilles Lalay Classic,*10 with local-style rain, which means a downpour. On my little 230cc, equipped with a minuscule headlight that has a hard time lighting six feet ahead of us, I slip around on the sodden ground that has become a field of ruts left by trucks, and the ruts are now filled with water eighteen inches deep. The bridges that are thrown together with tree trunks and slippery sheets of corrugated metal are well supplied with actual holes that could easily swallow a wheel or more. Narrow planks are placed above empty spots so you can get through walls of sand that you discover at the last minute. And we are speeding . . .

      Ah yes! We also have to be careful not to get stuck in stretches of sand so drenched in water that they start to move! I cannot stand up to navigate because I have a passenger hanging on to me. Happily, she is not very fierce nor a biker and that saved us. Forty-five minutes later, sweating, drenched, and exhausted we arrive at Luz Kósmika. It’s like a rainy remake of The Wages of Fear, William Friedkin’s†11 version, with our nitroglycerin still to come—the bottle that Guillermo is lugging around in his bag. We have all the ingredients for a memorable evening.

      The construction of the center is now complete. I had come while it was still in progress the previous year. Now, night has engulfed the place. A very long bridge makes its way through the wet forest and leads us to the maloca. In front of us is a stairway. The maloca is perched in the trees. As we make our way up the stairs that are lit dimly by our flashlights, I have the impression of discovering a mysterious temple. The jungle is loud with the sounds of monkeys, toucans, and big insects. The racket reminds us that we are not alone here. I let this moment sink into me so I can taste it and so it imbues me with the feeling of being an adventurer.
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