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DMT DIALOGUES
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“DMT Dialogues represents an important step in the scholarly 
conversation about the DMT world and the entities which inhabit it. By 
presenting insightful contributions from experts in psychology, anthropology, 
religious studies, and neuroscience, as well as the interdisciplinary 
discussions that followed, the editors have provided the theoretical tools 
needed to start interpreting and understanding the DMT experience. As part of 
the Beckley/Imperial Research Programme we are currently investigating how DMT 
has its effect in the brain in a pioneering study using EEG and fMRI.”

AMANDA FEILDING, FOUNDER OF THE BECKLEY FOUNDATION

“DMT is famous in the world of psychedelic research for inducing experiences that are short, a matter of minutes, but with effects that are profoundly 
dazzling and lead to lengthy essays that try to explicate the puzzle. It clearly 
affects the language centers of the brain! It has led to the recognition of DMT 
entities, which may or may not be a new class of weird beings, neither animal 
nor plant, molecular nor metaphysical. This book is a fascinating series of 
explorations of the paradigm-busting and mind-blowing experiences triggered by 
this substance. Just reading about them is mind-blowing!”

RALPH METZNER, PH.D., COAUTHOR OF THE PSYCHEDELIC EXPERIENCE 
WITH TIMOTHY LEARY AND RICHARD ALPERT AND AUTHOR OF SEARCHING FOR THE 
PHILOSOPHERS’ STONE

“DMT Dialogues is a courageous attempt in the best tradition of the scientific process to wrestle with the meaning of anomalous DMT experiences, 
reported by a substantial number of people, involving the sense of being in 
touch with alien intelligences. Like all great mysteries, there is no single 
interpretation that everybody who participated in the DMT Dialogues 
arrived at by consensus. Reading DMT Dialogues will not bring you certainty but rather will bring you in direct contact with profound minds struggling to plumb the depths of consciousness.”

RICK DOBLIN, PH.D., EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF THE MULTIDISCIPLINARY ASSOCIATION FOR PSYCHEDELIC STUDIES (MAPS)

“Preserved in the pages of this book are some of the most extraordinary 
presentations I have ever had the pleasure to read. It was my privilege to 
attend the 2017 Tyringham Initiative DMT Symposium and to learn firsthand from 
the assembled scientists and scholars about their research into DMT. This 
substance opens doors into a hidden world, and to listen to—and read—these 
presentations is to discover that powerful advances are being made into 
understanding its meaning and potential.”

WHITLEY STRIEBER, AUTHOR OF COMMUNION AND THE SUPER NATURAL AND HOST OF DREAMLAND PODCAST

“DMT Dialogues showcases the incredible, groundbreaking work of the Tyringham Initiative, which convenes cutting-edge thinkers and scientists 
exploring the edge-realms of the psyche, with the intention of furthering 
humanity’s understanding of what lies beyond the edge of the known.”

DANIEL PINCHBECK, AUTHOR OF BREAKING OPEN THE HEAD AND COFOUNDER 
OF REALITY SANDWICH AND EVOLVER.NET

“DMT has a rich cultural history, a radically vibrant contemporary social context, complex biological mechanisms, theological and philosophical 
implications, and far-reaching implications for the science of consciousness. In 
DMT Dialogues, David Luke and Rory Spowers have curated an accessible 
anthology that sparks off in many of these directions and then kindles them 
together into a Promethean fire for our times. Where do we go as a species with 
all this rising knowledge of the extraordinary farther reaches of the mind? Only 
time will tell, and I’m sure this book will help us find the way.”

OLIVER ROBINSON, PH.D., AUTHOR OF PATHS BETWEEN HEAD AND 
HEART: EXPLORING THE HARMONIES OF SCIENCE AND SPIRITUALITY 
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In Quest of Truth—seek truth, but remember that behind all the new 
knowledge the fundamental issues of life will remain veiled!

FROM THE TEMPLE OF MUSIC AT TYRINGHAM HALL
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About the Entheogenic Plant Sentience Symposium

RORY SPOWERS

In September 2015, ten of the world’s leading luminaries noted for exploring the mysterious compound dimethyltryptamine (DMT) gathered, along with a number of multidisciplinary discussants, in the United Kingdom at Tyringham Hall, the spectacular home of Anton Bilton, property developer and patron of consciousness 
research projects. Over three days, these open-minded explorers discussed the 
notion of entheogenic plant sentience and the role of DMT as a possible conduit 
between Spirit and Matter.

DMT Dialogues gives a potent distillation of the exchange of ideas 
among these leading thinkers from around the world—experts in archaeology, 
anthropology, religious studies, psychology, neuroscience, chemistry, and 
psychopharmacology. Presenters included Graham St. John, Dennis McKenna, Jeremy 
Narby, Peter Meyer, Erik Davis, Ede Frecska, Andrew Gallimore, Rupert Sheldrake, 
Graham Hancock, and Rick Strassman. Symposium attendees included Luis Eduardo 
Luna, Bernard Carr, Robin Carhart-Harris, David Luke, Jill Purce, Tony Wright, 
Will Rowlandson, Anton Bilton, Rory Spowers, Vimal Darpan, Santha Faiia, Cosmo Feilding Mellen, Anna Hope, and Amanda Feilding.

This edited collection of presentations and discussions describes a wide 
spectrum of theories that have arisen within this field, ranging from the 
Simulation Hypothesis and the Multidimensional Universe to the possibility that 
DMT had ancient extraterrestrial origins. Others suggest that the chemical has 
played a prominent role in our cultural and religious evolution, from 
Paleolithic rock art, the Aboriginal Dreamtime, and the prophetic vision of the 
Old Testament through to the futuristic worlds of modern science-fiction films. 
What has emerged from this seminal meeting of minds is overwhelming evidence 
that DMT is somehow integral to the mediation between different states of 
consciousness, possibly even between life and death itself and, as a result, is 
worthy of rigorous investigation.

Through staging this event, the Tyringham Initiative was born, a world-class 
think tank or “Modern Mystery School” that believes the synthesis of Science and 
Spirit, and even direct experience of the divine, to be fundamental to reshaping 
our worldview. At a time when multiple scientific disciplines, from quantum 
physics to neuroscience, are converging on the core truth and mystic vision of 
the Perennial Philosophy—that Consciousness may indeed be primary and not 
secondary to Matter—the role played by a compound such as DMT seems ever more 
crucial to explore.

Could this next Copernican Shift in our understanding of Consciousness be the 
pivotal factor in helping humanity to reenvision its role in the universe and 
thereby take the necessary steps to make our political, social, technological, 
and economic systems synergistic with ecological parameters? And could our 
understanding of the role played by DMT prove to be the key to unlocking the 
great mystery of Consciousness itself? Perhaps the pages that follow will prove 
to be the start of us finding out.



PREFACE
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Objectives of the Symposium

DAVID LUKE*1

DMT is a simple organic molecule present in an extremely wide range of animals and probably all plants, though curiously not fungus, which in true 
mycelial style has its own version: 4-HO-DMT. That DMT is also naturally 
occurring in humans is no doubt part of why it is so often experientially 
considered to be the strongest and strangest of all psychedelics, delivering 
half of all high-dose users to new yet curiously familiar alien worlds where 
sentient nonhuman beings await to greet them: “Welcome back, we missed you.” Few 
experiencing these phenomena report anything less than a world seeming more real 
than this one.

Science explores, charts, navigates, discovers, and increasingly comprehends 
the physical world both macro and micro. It pushes the limits of outer space, 
yet is asleep at the wheel of our outward-thrusting vehicle, giving scant regard 
to mapping inner space, which is both within the universe and our personal 
container of it. And yet what could be a more important scientific research 
question in a materialistic world than locating, verifying, and communicating 
with beings apparently far more intelligent and knowledgeable than we are? Given that 100 million dollars has just been provided to boost the Search for Extraterrestrial 
Intelligence Research Project, also known as SETI, wouldn’t we expect any 
project that already has half its researchers reporting positive communications 
equally if not more worthy of investigation? But where are all the research 
grants, the scientific papers, the scientists and experts? Ah, there you are! 
All ten of you, welcome back, we missed you!

The question of DMT beings, of plant sentience, of interspecies 
communication, of discarnate consciousness, of perhaps even dialoguing with the 
divine—these are surely some of the most important of all research questions. 
They cut to the heart of the nature of reality itself. The precise tool for this 
research has been available for more than fifty years, but the academy has left 
it in the pencil jar in the secretary’s office, hiding in plain sight.

So what steps should be made on our road to discovery? What is the role of 
DMT in plant-human coevolution, and what is its origin? Can we verify this other 
world and these other beings? Is the DMT world just delusional? Is our 
imagination more tricksy and infinite than we give it credit for . . . or are 
these beings somehow real? If real, then what are their intentions, and what is 
our relationship to them? Is it time to establish an interdimensional embassy or 
to barricade our minds against “the other”? Or are we just finding a new way to 
dialogue with our (higher?) self? In any case, what can be learned from the 
beings and from DMT and our study of it, anthropologically, culturally, 
psychologically, linguistically, pharmacologically, medically, evolutionarily, 
heuristically, and epistemologically? Or does all this exploration just generate 
more questions than answers, a chimeric rabbit hole more labyrinthine than our 
crenulated brain will allow us to fathom and more obscure than dark matter? 
Maybe we will find out.



DAY ONE
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The Origins, Evolution, and Esoteric Culture of DMT

The talks given on this day set the context for the symposium and examine where DMT came from, biochemically, as well as its role in the past, present, and future evolution of all species on our planet. Where it currently resides in contemporary literary and audiovisual culture is also described.

Curiosity and our quest for truth propelled us to consider what it is that the DMT entities are trying to tell us, as well as how this message is being 
incorporated into entertainment for the masses. Graham St. John, a cultural 
anthropologist, will trace how the presence of DMT has evolved culturally in 
film and music, becoming a household name. Dennis McKenna is known for his 
research in ethnopharmacology and ethnobotany, and his lecture and the ensuing 
discussion consider that there is no time like the present to explore the role 
of DMT and its entities in helping us understand the evolution of life and our 
relationship to our environment.





INTRODUCTION
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Exploring Entheogenic Entity Encounters

ANTON BILTON

Entities, gods, aliens—they’re certainly not new to us humans. For millennia man has been spoken to by beings, and our major religions, misguided or not, are based on these communions.

Today we are technologically advanced and can examine these visitations with 
a greater intensity than our ancestors. We can create experiments that provoke 
the communion, allowing us to see correlations in experiences, to gather 
evidence, to ask the entities for answers, to access their realms, and to act on 
their advice. To me this is the most important work we can do. Spending billions 
with NASA in a search for extraterrestrial life seems almost wasteful when we 
can spend a fraction of that and experience alternate sentient presences through 
consciousness-expanding practices as our ancestors did.

For what is life? We deem a biological and material body as imperative. Yet 
our conscious self may exist way beyond its occupation of our body. In one guise 
or another, most people believe this to be true.

One night, while traveling in the astral and provoked by a particularly 
sacred moment of a ceremony, words of humble gratitude spontaneously came out of 
my mouth: “Thank you for my existence.” It shocked me. Not my life, but my existence; and I saw the difference.

I’ve had many entity experiences. The first was at a very sad and difficult 
stage in my life when I was fifteen years old. It arrived, unprovoked, 
midmorning during a school break, and in a Saul-on-the-road-to-Damascus way, it 
was the most profound experience of my life. It triggered my interest in these 
messengers from the gods, and since then I’ve spent much of my time outside my 
business and family issues seeking ways to make contact with them.

Sometimes they’re benign, sometimes apathetic, and sometimes malevolent. But 
perception is all, and frequently what one perceives to be demonic is also one’s 
greatest teacher. To fear less and be fearless seems to be the key to 
understanding.

An example of this was when a monstrous, horned, ten-foot-tall demon screamed 
down at me, his huge muscles rippling under his red and leathery skin: “You, you 
ignorant humans, you really think it goes you, then God. You’re so bloody 
arrogant. Let me tell you, just as an ant is a god to a single-cell amoeba, and 
as a dog is a god to an ant, and as a man is a god to a dog, then it goes on in 
many, many more layers from man before one reaches the Godhead. The ant can 
destroy the amoeba; the dog can piss all over the ant’s nest; the man can cut 
the dog’s throat; and I can murder you. In that order, it’s so simple. And yes, 
at the end there is the Cosmic Mind, pure consciousness, the “God” of 
everything, and we are all One, but between that and you there are layers and 
layers of what you call gods, and I’m just one of those. The ancient Egyptians, 
the Greeks, the Romans, all pagans, they had it right in their multigod beliefs 
but you, you’ve all gone way wrong with your single God theory. Now let me show 
you what I do as archdestroyer.”

And he whisked me off my feet by the scruff of the neck and flew me away 
through a sky of planets to see the Shiva-esque chaos he had wreaked.

Wowzers! An introduction to the concept of layering and one that not 
only felt more real than real but also tweaked the intuitive truth button that 
lies embedded in one’s gut. Layering: differing levels of intelligent beings way more evolved than us. Gods! Not God. Layers of gods. Some more powerful than others. All more powerful than us. Yet all, somehow, eventually or in the ever-present now, at one with the cosmic mind of all. 

What is it with these demon teachers and their sermons that makes them feel 
so real?

Their perceived malevolence and our associated fear response seem purposefully 
designed to jolt one out of ego-based judgments and help one move into the fearless witness state.

What is it with all entity encounters that makes the meeting so profound?

Whether it’s a prophetic vision, a near-death experience, an alien abduction, 
or an investigatory plant medicine/psychedelic trip, the interaction with an 
alternate sentient presence, an entity, always knocks one’s socks off.

From tiny flying fairy-like nurses through translucent angels, geometric 
light beings, two-dimensional faceless plastic figures, snakes, vines, jaguars, 
alien Greys, talking play-school toys, machine elves, small-mouth huge-forehead 
humanoids, sexy succubi, coral-like plants, skeletal giants, burning blue 
light-saber flames, to the raging fleshy demon encountered above, these entities 
are purposeful, sentient, and intelligent. They know what they’re doing.

In my view the aliens and entities we see today are the gods of our 
ancestors, and it’s solely our greater understanding of technology that makes 
the difference, as the technology of today is the magic of past years. Just as 
the conquistadors were perceived as gods by the Indians, so all descriptions of 
gods and aliens lie solely in their perceived omniscience by their observer. If 
they’re perceived as omniscient, then they’re a god; if there’s any notion of 
possible vulnerability, then they’re an alien.

We could spend all day arguing about whether these entities exist. They have 
been as real to me as I am to myself while sitting here writing this 
introduction. Of course, perhaps that sense of my own reality might well be 
misplaced, but that’s for later in this book, when we discuss ideas on the 
nature of subjective reality and our own place in it.

For now, let’s go with the flow. Mankind has quested communion with our maker 
or our maker’s minions since time immemorial. The religious scriptures and 
history books are packed with entity encounters. There’s probably not a person 
on Earth who either hasn’t had an encounter or doesn’t know someone who has 
sensed an entity presence of one type or another. They’re here! And it’s nothing 
but our lack of proper fearless investigation into their existence and purpose 
that’s holding us back from full-on communion. Nothing, that is, but their own 
complicity. Are they benevolent or malevolent, interested or disinterested, or 
simply sharing the stage?

Perhaps they’re us from the future—highly evolved humans who have mastered 
time and space and are returning in time in an ethereal nonmaterial form to 
influence our development.

Perhaps they’re gods and angels carrying out their creator’s wishes.

Perhaps they’re a super sophisticated alternate alien species scientifically 
observing us in the laboratory we call Earth just as we observe our subspecies 
in laboratories and zoos.

Perhaps they are farmers, tending their flock before a harvest!

Come what may, and given the vastness of the universe, it would seem churlish 
not to accept the possibility of other living entities whose forms may be as 
diverse from ours as we are to some of the living creatures on our own Earth. 
Just compare us to a giant jellyfish or the tiniest of bacteria.

We are forever trapped by our senses and the perceived confines of our 
temporal and spatial environment. What if parallel universes do exist, and 
access between those universes and our own has been mastered by beings 
unconstrained by material bodies?

If matter is just the pimple on the skin of existence, then imagine the 
freedom when unconstrained by its limitations. Imagine the freedom of operating 
in space—mind-space.

So where are we now? The ancients made every effort to commune with these 
entities; there was no greater work than dedicating one’s life to sacred focus on 
communion with the gods and their emissaries.

Monotheism has outlawed these practices on penalty of death. Reductionist 
scientism has ridiculed them. (Yet weirdly, science accepts the notion of dreams 
without empirical evidence.) But too many people sense the presences. Whether it 
be by default or prayer, too many people know they’re there in the shadows.

Our role is to bravely ignite this process, not with dogma or judgment but 
with open-minded investigation like the great explorers of old. After all, 
surely those adventurers who sailed on galleons over the supposedly flat horizon 
in search of a new world are no braver than our experimental-consciousness 
explorer taking a heroic dose of intravenous DMT or a heart-stopping injection 
of phenobarbital to achieve a sixty-second near-death experience prior to 
resuscitation!

We need to explore this arena. We need to test every conduit and pathway 
available to us. We need to listen to people who have had contact, and look for 
correlations in communions and visitations. We need to be open-minded and 
hopeful, not cynical. For what can be more important than seeking direction from 
communion with alternate sentient intelligences when our own intelligence is 
leading us to ecological destruction?

The ancients knew this and communed directly for advice. We must resurrect this 
process, objectively and with reverence, respect, and an open mind.

It’s these thoughts that prompted me to work with David [Luke] and Rory 
[Spowers] in establishing the symposium on Entheogenic Plant Sentience at 
Tyringham, where great fearless scientific minds could share theories on what 
these entities could be and where they might be coming from.

I hope you find the explanations and ideas as startling, refreshing, and 
mind-blowing as I did.

It’s time to accept that something’s going on . . . and then humbly ask for help.



CHAPTER 1
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The Pineal Enigma

The Dazzling Life and Times of the “Spirit Gland”

GRAHAM ST. JOHN

The theme of my presentation is the pineal enigma, the dazzling life and times of the spirit gland. Essentially I’m interested here in drawing from aspects from my book Mystery School in Hyperspace: A Cultural History of DMT, 
which deals with the career of Rick Strassman’s “spirit molecule” to tell how it 
has become a meme that has left the clinic and developed a life of its own. I’m 
sure this has been a surprise to many people, particularly Strassman.

The proposition that Strassman puts forward in his book DMT: The Spirit 
Molecule is based on his research at the University of New Mexico that took 
place over five years in the early nineties, where he had full approval to 
undertake the first human psychedelic study in the United States for a 
generation, in fact since Prohibition. He gave sixty volunteers a total of about 
four hundred separate injections of DMT, many of which were high doses. One of 
the key propositions that come out of Strassman’s book is that the pineal gland 
is the producer of DMT, and this speculation that he addresses in the book has 
been received as factual, regardless of the reality that even today the pineal 
gland has not been established as producing DMT.

I’m interested in how this meme has impacted popular culture and esoteric 
circles. I think there’s possibly no better place to start than Gaspar Noé’s Enter the Void. It’s a classic perverse epic and one of my favorite films. This is a scene from the opening segment of the film where the main protagonist, an American drug dealer named Oscar, smokes DMT [plays clip showing a person smoking DMT]. Shortly after this he’s informed by a friend that smoking DMT enables a death trip, and not so long after that Oscar is shot dead in a dodgy Tokyo bar. The rest of the film involves Oscar undertaking a sort of Bardo-like journey between this life and the next, a perverse journey. One of the interesting things to me is that the director of the film, Gaspar Noé, was influenced by DMT: The Spirit Molecule.

One of the key and fascinating themes in this book is that Strassman 
undertakes a sort of loosely phenomenological approach to his subjects’ 
experiences on DMT, and the book demonstrates a very faithful attention to the 
experiential reports of his volunteers. They have incredible visions and 
breakthrough events including blinding white light, timelessness, a feeling of 
unity, a sensation of dying and being reborn, and of course, contact with a 
range of entities.

Of significance for Strassman was that one of the positive effects reported 
by a significant number of volunteers resembled what is universally known as 
mystical experiences. These correlate with out-of-body experiences and near-death 
experiences and also have much in common with reported alien abduction 
phenomena. He condenses the experiences as a merger with, and I quote, “an 
indescribably loving and powerful white light that emanates from the divine, 
holy, and sacred.” Not unlike those having a near-death experience, the receiver 
of DMT is, and I quote again, “embraced by something much greater than 
themselves or anything they previously could have imagined. The source of all 
existence. And those who attain this experience emerge with a greater 
appreciation for life, less fear of death, and a reorientation of their 
priorities to less material and more spiritual pursuits.”

I just want to play a segment here from the film DMT—The Spirit Molecule, 
which was coproduced by Rick Strassman and directed by Mitch Schultz. This is Chris Meuli, one of the DMT volunteers:

I saw this city in the deep deep distance, it was dark green and there were many lights flickering and clouds flowing over it. And all this started after tremendous geometric patterns that are so incredibly rapid that you cannot describe it to anybody, they are so fast. After this slowed down I saw this city 
in the deep distance. So I was sort of watching that and then this ball of light 
got right past me, right in front of me, like “What was that?” It didn’t scare 
me except it was so close.

After that I started looking around, and it’s like you’re in this place and you’re going, “Why am I in this place?” And then I noticed there is this woman off to my right with a real long nose and green skin; she was turning this dial, and I realized she was turning the volume of lights up and down on the city in the distance. And as soon as I looked at her she noticed I was watching her and she said, “So what else do you want?” I said, “What else do you have?” She 
paused for little bit, got up, and came over to me and turned this sort of 
screwdriver and popped open the sides of my head, and I felt all this pressure 
release and I felt a lot better. And I thought, that’s odd, because I 
felt fine before.

So that’s one of many experiences that were recounted—some more 
than a decade later—by one of the volunteers. I believe there were about half of the volunteers who experienced entities of some description, a wide range of 
entities. There were mostly positive experiences, but there were also adverse 
experiences. I’m sure when we get into entities over the next few days that the 
range of experiential contact phenomena will be discussed.

The main idea in The Spirit Molecule concerns speculation on the functions of endogenous DMT. Strassman came to a proposition, or revelation, that since the effects of DMT appeared to mirror mystical and prophetic states throughout human history, such states could be mediated in the brain by way of the internal production and release of the so-called spirit molecule.

The metaphysics behind this proposition is that the pineal gland is the 
lightning rod of the soul, a gland mediating matter and spirit, brain and mind. 
That the pineal is integral to the transition between this life and the next by 
its excretion of large quantities of DMT at the moments of birth and death is a 
significant part of this idea, which hinges on a Tibetan Buddhist metaphysical 
framework.

When we die it is supposed that, and I’m quoting, “the life force leaves the 
body through the pineal gland, where a DMT release is speculated to be like the 
floodwaters carrying the soul to the liminal phase,” or Bardo, between life and 
death as depicted in the Tibetan Book of the Dead and functioning as a 
kind of spirit antenna. For instance, pineal DMT release at forty-nine days 
after conception marks the entrance of the spirit into the fetus. The proposal 
that the soul is released to death from the region of the pineal is depicted in 
Alex Grey’s wonderful painting Dying, which is featured on the cover of 
Strassman’s book. We see here the painting depicts a dying human with vapor 
rising from the crown, all overseen by a spiraling pattern of multiple, 
disembodied, wide-open eyes [speaker shows a slide].

Now I’m going to make some very broad brushstrokes here, and I’m interested 
in placing Strassman’s research at the beginning of the nineties and reviewing 
what was known at that time. He was intrigued by the status of DMT as an 
endogenous compound; that it was admitted passage across the blood-brain barrier 
suggested it had a natural role in the brain. From the mid-1950s a series of 
discoveries demonstrated that DMT and its close relatives are compounds that 
occur naturally in humans and other mammals. Since the 1950s, most research had 
focused on the possible role of DMT in psychopathologies, and among the chief 
interests was CIA mind-control research using psychedelics, cryptically named 
MKULTRA.

Since the mid-1960s however, a moratorium prohibited human research with DMT 
and other psychedelics. But at the same time we began to see research that 
speculated and established knowledge about the endogenous nature of DMT in 
humans. We had Julius Axelrod’s paper in Science publishing findings that 
the enzyme indolethylamine N-methyltransferase (INMT) is capable of producing 
DMT in rabbit lung. By the 1980s, there was research looking into it as an 
endogenous hallucinogen. DMT is found everywhere in nature, and it’s produced in 
the human body via a biosynthetic pathway originating with the essential amino 
acid tryptophan and its enzyme INMT.

With growing evidence of DMT’s endogenous activity, it is conjectured that 
DMT is a neurotransmitter, and of special interest for Strassman was that 
precursor enzymes necessary for DMT synthesis had been found in the pineal 
gland. So he was basically working against the grain to speculate that “the body 
synthesized a compound with psychedelic properties that produced highly prized 
spiritual experiences, rather than highly maladaptive psychotic episodes.”

I’m not going to go into great detail, because I’m not a scientist, but the 
pineal gland possesses vital functionality. It regulates the hormone melatonin, 
which it converts from serotonin, and a balanced melatonin cycle is essential 
for sleep, reproduction, motor activity, blood pressure, and immunity.

Although in early research Strassman investigated the role of the pineal 
gland’s production of melatonin and its role in depression, he believed that the 
organ had a hidden psychedelic purpose. Interest in the psychedelic pineal gland 
was expressed in 1986 when he was invited to speak at Esalen. The hidden 
function of the pineal was later hypothesized in a 1991 issue of Psychedelic 
Monographs and Essays in which he identified the pineal as an enigmatic 
organ, shrouded in mystery. And I know that there are people here who could add 
something to this discussion in terms of Rick’s arrival at this hypothesis, and 
I’m honored to be in the presence of those people.

Before I get into the cultural stuff, I’d like to speak just a bit on the 
pineal through history, the backstory. Rick Strassman’s ideas about the 
psychedelic pineal did not emerge from nowhere. Descartes, the French 
philosopher, reckoned the pineal gland to be the seat of the soul. He meditated 
on this pinecone-shaped organ’s role as a conduit for the soul. Esoteric 
philosophers have long made claims about the spiritual and paranormal 
propensities of the pineal, in particular its capacity, once activated, to 
enable psychic abilities: a sixth sense, powers of perception—especially those 
associated with vision—clairvoyance, seeing auras, being visited by entities, 
and being awakened to information from other dimensions.

The light-transducing ability of the pineal gland has led to its reception as 
the physical manifestation of the third eye, an idea traced to Hindu traditions, 
from which practices of meditation, yoga, and chakra balancing derive. The 
all-seeing eye can be traced to the ancient Egyptian symbol of the eye of Horus, 
which is recognized by occult historians as a precise graphic representation of 
a cross section of the thalamus and the pineal gland.

So I’m interested in at least two schools of thought about the pineal. One is 
loosely New Age and the other is gothic horror. For the New Age, loosely termed, 
the pineal is the key to higher consciousness and spiritual evolution. Helena 
Blavatsky, founder of the Theosophical Society, popularized the idea that a 
third eye belonging to our ancient ancestors had atrophied through the course of 
evolution into the pineal. For Blavatsky and contemporary esotericists, the 
reactivation of the pineal gland enabled lucid dreaming, out-of-body 
experiences, astral travel, and, ultimately, the evolution of consciousness.

This image [speaker indicates artwork on the slide] is one of the many 
synchronicities that I’ve experienced here, and I was glad to see that Luke 
Brown’s depiction of Baphomet is in our program, at the back. His painting is a 
classic representation of this idea of the pineal being a key to higher 
consciousness, and we can see the key there in alignment with the sixth chakra 
and the pineal gland. We can see the depiction of the pinecone-shaped pineal at 
the top.

For some time we’ve seen an industry of underground research into the nature 
of the pineal gland, including practices to activate and decalcify your pineal 
and speculation concerning how yoga and meditation techniques can decalcify or 
detoxify it. A range of practices are said to stimulate the release of DMT from 
the pineal. Binaural beats, dark room retreats, light machines, and snuffs 
including “Pineal Flush,” which is a rapé, which has a very penetrative piercing 
effect. Also among the products said to stimulate the psychedelic pineal is the 
Lucia N°03 Hypnagogic Light Machine, which is conjectured to produce DMT-like 
compounds in the brain.

That’s broadly one tradition. The other tradition is that of gothic horror, 
where the key figure is H. P. Lovecraft, who envisions a cosmic horror show 
radically alternative to the Theosophical Society. In the fiction of Lovecraft, 
the pineal is an antenna that detects signals from the beyond. But it’s not just 
an antenna—a stimulated pineal is proposed to let “them” in. Not the gateway to 
higher consciousness, but rather a stimulated pineal gland becomes a bridge to 
the dimensions favored by the Great Old Ones of the nihilistic Cthulhu mythos.

The key story here is Lovecraft’s 1920 short story, “From Beyond.” It’s a 
story about a scientist who discovered the true function of the pineal gland, 
which is essentially malevolent. The pineal gland is stimulated by an electrical 
machine, making another dimension available to the senses. Not only are humans 
newly sensitive to another dimension in which entities dwell, but these 
entities, which appear like jellyfish monstrosities, also see humans who 
are now susceptible to their interventions.

This is a quote from one of the story’s characters, Doctor Crawford 
Tillinghast, the scientist who’s researching with this instrument: “We shall see 
that at which dogs howl in the dark, that at which cats prick up their ears 
after midnight. We shall see these things and other things which no breathing 
creature has yet seen. We shall overleap time, space, and dimensions and without 
bodily motion peer to the bottom of creation.”

In 1986 there was a film adaptation of “From Beyond,” directed by Stuart 
Gordon, which saw Lovecraft’s concept truly animated. The film involves a 
resonating electromagnetic machine with a large tuning fork, which when 
activated awakens the sixth sense by way of the pineal and begins receiving 
abominations from the beyond.

Beyond that, the machine causes the abduction and disfigurement of 
scientists, who return with cannibalistic pineal-eating and sadoerotic 
appetites. Let me screen some footage from that film in which Tillinghast is now 
assistant to the mad Dr. Pretorius:

[Pretorius’ private lab. The sonic resonator is switched on and Dr. Edward Pretorius has returned “ from beyond” (after being decapitated), with a 
phallic-like protrusion on his forehead wiggling around and tentacles emanating 
from his grotesque fleshy body, one of which has Dr. Katherine McMichaels 
subdued in its grip. Pretorius addresses his former assistant Dr. Crawford 
Tillinghast.]

PRETORIUS: You are evolving into a being that has never existed before.

TILLINGHAST: [Half naked and covered in blood, clutching his forehead, fighting the effects of the resonator.] I’m Crawford Tillinghast!

PRETORIUS: Let it happen, Crawford. Let it out!

[Tillinghast is screaming in pain, clutching his forehead.]

McMICHAELS: Crawford!

[Tillinghast’s forehead bulges, and finally a wiggling stalk of flesh shoots out. He is no longer screaming, and his new forehead protrusion is 
wiggling around and his first person visual perceptions are now very colorful 
and psychedelic.]

TILLINGHAST: Oh, it’s so beautiful. So . . . beautiful!

PRETORIUS: Now you can truly see.

McMICHAELS: What have you done to him?

PRETORIUS: I only awakened his sleeping pineal gland. It did the rest itself.

So you get the idea.

[Audience laughter.]

For me there’s an interesting resonance with the film Fear and Loathing in Las Vegas, which of course is based on the novel of that title by Hunter S. Thompson. The film offers something of an advancement on Lovecraft, while 
playing with a similar theme. Here it’s not a resonating machine that opens the 
pineal, the gateway to the beyond, but rather a drug harvested from the pineal 
performs a similar function. Here’s a scene from that film:

[Duke has just taken some “adrenochrome,” and the effects are starting to kick in.]

DUKE: We should get some of that. Just eat a big handful and see what happens.

GONZO: Some of what?

DUKE: [Spitting words.] Extract of pineal!

GONZO: [Staring at Duke with a strange smile.] Sure. That’s a good idea. One whiff of that shit would turn you into something out of a goddamn medical encyclopedia.

[Gonzo grows horns. His face becomes a Mexican demon mask.]

GONZO: Man, your head would swell up like a watermelon, you’d probably gain about a hundred pounds in two hours . . .

[A cloven hoof bursts through Gonzo’s shoe.]

DUKE: Right!

GONZO: . . . grow claws . . . bleeding warts.

[Gonzo’s chest expands, bony ribs bursting his shirt.]

DUKE: Yes!

GONZO: . . . then you’d notice about six huge hairy tits swelling up on your back . . .

[A tail lashes, hooves strike the floor. Gonzo towers, a flame red demon.] 

DUKE: Fantastic!

[Duke is now so wired that his hands are clawing uncontrollably at the bedspread, jerking it right out from under him. His heels are dug into the mattress with both knees locked, eyeballs swelling. Gonzo-demon looms against the ceiling.]

GONZO: . . . you’d go blind . . . your body would turn to wax . . . they’d have to put you in a wheelbarrow and . . .

[Gonzo’s voice fades away. Duke’s frenzied gaze reveals Gonzo has reverted to normal human shape and size.]

GONZO: Man, I’ll try just about anything; but I’d never touch a pineal gland.

DUKE: FINISH THE FUCKING STORY! What happened?! What about the glands?

This leads me into looking at the so-called DMT gland in popular culture and, particularly, in film. Pineal-produced DMT has appealed to scriptwriters of horror cinema who seek new devices to bridge the chasm between life and death. 
DMT provides new ways of exploring themes like possession and reanimation. A 
film like Banshee Chapter is an instant cult classic. It’s a fabulous film, very complicated, deep, and convoluted. It’s inspired by Lovecraft’s “From Beyond,” 
and the film adaptation weaves together Lovecraft’s vision that an activated 
pineal is a bridge to the dark beyond with the knowledge that the pineal gland 
produces DMT and that state-funded mind control, specifically MKULTRA research 
by the CIA, has exploited this knowledge, with terrifying results.

Using a found footage approach, the fictional film narrates the tragic 
effects of what’s called “DMT-19,” which is extracted from human pineal glands 
in MKULTRA clinical research, with research subjects who are witness to 
malignant and threatening entities with long claws. Very deeply 
Lovecraftian-influenced themes.

This is an early scene from the film where the journalist, who disappears 
shortly after this scene, drops DMT-19 before he goes missing.

[James is in his living room talking to a camera to document his drug experience.]

JAMES: Hello. My name is James, and this little guy is 150 milligrams of specially enhanced dimethyltryptamine, DMT-19. It’s supposedly impossible to find, but here I have it.

Now this film interests me for a variety of reasons, including the fact that clearly Strassman’s meme—that DMT can be extracted from the human pineal 
gland—has strongly influenced the narrative. There has been a recent rush of 
horror films that have presented the role of DMT introduced into the body as 
enabling contact with the dead, which was exploited in the 2014 horror film 
The Possession of Michael King. After the tragic death of his wife, an 
aggrieved filmmaker and atheist sets about to make a film disproving the 
existence of life after death.

In one scene the main protagonist is in a graveyard at night, smoking DMT 
that was given to him by a necromancer.

[A laboratory. The mortician is dissecting a toad and extracting a gland while giving a commentary to Michael King, the atheist filmmaker.] 

MORTICIAN: The Sonoran Desert toad contains dimethyltryptamine, or 
DMT, the most powerful psychedelic on the planet. The human body produces DMT. 
It’s released when we die. It helps us pass to the other side. But taking it 
while we’re still living simulates a near-death experience. I’m going to need to 
let it dry. Prepare it. It’s gonna take some time. We need to wait until it’s 
dark anyhow.

[Cuts to a cemetery at night where Michael and unseen cameraman meet 
the mortician who leads Michael in a DMT ritual.]

MICHAEL: [to cameraman] This novocaine is wearing off on my stomach, so this is starting to hurt like a bitch, man. Oh, there he is. [to mortician] Hey, sorry we’re late. I got all turned around in here.

[The mortician has impaled a number of toads on spikes that are staked into the ground.] 

MICHAEL: Jesus Christ. Did you kill these . . . did you kill these things?

MORTICIAN: The toads, their pain, agony, it creates this sort of energy that draws in the spirits. Assume the position. On your back.

MICHAEL: Right.

[Michael lies down between the impaled toads, and the mortician leans over him with a hookah pipe.]

MORTICIAN: The smell of burning DMT can be intensely nauseating. Like burning plastic. [Michael inhales the smoke.] Now, as it takes effect, the world will shatter and your body will quickly follow. You may feel like 
you’re starting to die, like you don’t know how to breathe at all. But it’s 
okay. You just need to let go and go with it. [After inhaling, Michael’s face contorts and his eyes roll back in his head. The mortician begins to perform a funeral ceremony, sprinkling soil on Michael as he looks up at him.] To Almighty God we commend our brother Michael . . . and commit his body to the ground. Ashes to ashes, dust to dust. [The mortician now invokes someone else to take Michael’s body.] Roland Sykes. Roland Sykes, reclaim your physical body. Take this body . . . Shit!

[Suddenly a police siren is heard and torchlight appears.]

POLICE: You, hey!

[Clip ends. Audience laughter.]

I’m not sure whether this film is supposed to be horror or comedy, but for me it was neither scary nor funny. It’s a bad film for a whole bunch of reasons, including the fact that clearly there’s misinformation concerning the Sonoran 
Desert toad being the source of DMT rather than 5-MEO-DMT, and I’m not sure 
what’s going on with those toads either.

Another more recent film is The Lazarus Effect, where pineal DMT is 
the base compound for a serum called Lazarus that, you guessed it, brings back 
the dead. Here’s a scene involving the two scientists in the film, discussing 
their differing views on the role of the pineal:

[Medical researchers Frank and Zoe are explaining “the science” to the video grapher Eva.]

FRANK: You know what the pineal gland is?

EVA: No.

FRANK: It produces DMT, which is the base compound for our serum. Basically, nobody knows why, but the moment you die, right then, your brain just floods your system with this massive blast of DMT, which is the most potent 
psychedelic on the planet. And when you think you’re seeing the light at the end 
of the tunnel or the blessed Virgin Mary [makes a sign of the cross], um . . . Did I do that the wrong way?

ZOE: Mm-mm.

FRANK: Anyway, it’s just a big trip that you’re having; really, it’s all it is.

ZOE: I disagree. I do.

FRANK: Oh, you disagree, really? We’ve had this discussion before.

ZOE: Yeah, I just think you can’t discount every near-death experience based on one theory.

FRANK: Of course. But if you’re going to make 
a bet, why not bet on a scientific theory as opposed to, you know, St. Peter and the pearly white gates?

ZOE: Why?

FRANK: Because one is empirical and one is, you 
know, it’s a cute story, but it’s . . .

ZOE: No, it’s not. I mean, whatever you wanna’ 
call it, the soul, consciousness, it’s just neural impulses firing in your 
brain, right? That makes it energy. Energy can’t be created or destroyed, it can 
just be transformed from one thing to another. So that’s not superstition, that’s 
science.

EVA: So what’s your theory?

ZOE: I think, maybe when we die, the DMT is there to help our souls move on, to get them wherever they’re supposed to be. You know, open the door for them.

FRANK: So the DMT is like a doorman who is like, “Here. Here’s life, here’s death. I’m gonna open this up and usher you through.”

ZOE: Maybe.

FRANK: And you give him a tip.

ZOE: I just think it’s arrogant to reduce everything that happens at the moment of death to one chemical equation. The fact is, we just don’t 
know.

FRANK: Yet.

While these scientists disagree about what transpires when pineal DMT floods the brain, there’s no argument that something happens when you die, and DMT is there to lubricate the event. After the research team finds success with the DMT 
serum by reviving a dead dog, Zoe, one of the scientists who just happens to die 
in an electrical accident in the lab, is then reanimated with dark paranormal 
abilities that she uses to slay the other members of the research team. Here, 
pineal DMT provides a fresh means of replaying the tragic consequences of 
conquering mortality that have been a staple of sci-fi horror since 
Frankenstein.

And now for something completely different. I have to actually thank David 
Luke for providing me with a tip on this particular piece from the children’s 
animated television series Adventure Time. It just demonstrates that this 
meme shows up in the unlikeliest of places, even reaching into children’s 
animated television with decidedly adult themes. Here’s Finn, from that series.

[Finn is onstage at a science conference organized for Princess Bubblegum and her guests.]

FINN: Ladies and gentlemen, and Princess, I’m here to talk about multidimensional bubbles. I’m not just going to talk about blowing bubbles, I’m 
going to blow . . . your . . . minds! This [produces bubble maker] is a 
bubble maker of my own design. This can blow bubbles in different dimensions. [Finn starts the maker creating bubbles of different dimensions.] This two-dimensional bubble has a one-dimensional shadow. This three-dimensional bubble has a two-dimensional shadow. [On the final setting, a gyrating tesseract 
bubble emerges.] This fourth-dimensional bubble casts a three-dimensional 
shadow. It is beyond comprehension! It is beyond space, beyond time!

PRINCESS BUBBLEGUM: Finn, that would mean you’ve created . . .

FINN: Yes, a black hooooole!!

[A black hole appears behind the stage and starts sucking everything in. Jake quickly extends his bendy arms and secures himself to the posts catching everyone and preventing them from getting sucked in along with the furniture.]

PRINCESS: Finn! Do something!

FINN: Don’t worry, I have everything under control.

PRINCESS BUBBLEGUM: Under control? My guests are terrified.

FINN: Yes, and their brains are releasing adrenaline, dopamine, even dimethyltryptamine from their pineal gland! This has serious educational value. Thanataphobia and this NDE is giving us euphoric altered awareness. Don’t you see, Princess, we were all BORN TO DIE!!

PRINCESS BUBBLEGUM: Are you trying to kill us all?

FINN: No of course not, I’m trying to give you the greatest conference EVER!

It was David who recited that to me at Breaking Convention in 2013. I don’t know how he did that—he must have been listening to it on play loop.

Now to the spirit molecule in music. I was taking a look at Discogs recently, 
where I observed over thirty tracks entitled “Spirit Molecule.” While there are 
representations from across genres, most are psychedelic trance. There are 
tracks, for example, offering the voice of Joe Rogan, who’s probably the second 
most sampled individual in the spectrum of psychedelic electronica, with Terence 
McKenna, of course, being the most sampled person by far, and continues to be so 
in contemporary productions such as the track “Liquefied” from Hujaboy, and 
Quantize’s remix of LOUD’s track, “Dymethyltryptamine” (sic).

These are examples of what I’ve been calling “nanomedia,” which are audio 
fragments from popular culture, film, altered statesmen like Rogan here, and of 
course Terence, and many others, that are programmed into tracks and played by 
DJs for the interactive theater of the dance floor. These samples are dropped 
into breaks in the music and become fascinating ways in which popular interests 
are absorbed and played with. One such track is called “Spirit Molecule” by 
Wizack Twizack, in which there is a sample referring to a strange chemical with 
the capacity to replicate an experience identical to events to come after life.

But psychedelic trance music is not the only music that has received and 
carried this meme. LA heavy metal outfit DMT is one such band. Bass player and 
founding member Alistar Valadez acknowledges the influence of DMT: The Spirit 
Molecule in public statements, where he has commented that DMT is a gateway 
to higher dimensions or astral realms.

Even country artists are getting in on the act. Released in 2014, Kentucky 
singer Sturgill Simpson’s “Turtles All the Way Down” conveys an indebtedness to 
DMT and Rick Strassman in a struggle with faith reminiscent of Johnny Cash.

There’s a gateway in our mind that leads somewhere out there beyond this plane

Where reptile aliens made of light cut you open and pull out all your pain 

Tell me how you make illegal something that we all make in our brain 

Some say you might go crazy but then again it might make 
you go sane

Every time I take a look inside that old and fabled book

I’m blinded and reminded of the pain caused by some old man in the sky

Marijuana, LSD, Psilocybin, and DMT

They all changed the way I see

But love’s the only thing that ever saved my life

So you saw it here first: psychedelic country! I’m not sure 
where to go from there!

In 2013, Rick Strassman coauthored a paper reporting that DMT has been found 
in the pineal microdialysate of live rats. It’s an important step in the 
trajectory of this research, but no research yet proves that the pineal produces 
DMT. Is the pineal gland a threshold between the material and spiritual worlds, 
complete with a substance that fuels the transit?

Spirit gland? Sorcerous portal? The key to higher consciousness? A menacing 
doorway to the beyond? Or something decidedly more mundane? The pineal gland is 
a most enigmatic organ, and I look forward to continuing to research this 
phenomenon. Thank you.


DISCUSSION OF

The Pineal Enigma: The Dazzling Life and
Times of the “Spirit Gland”


ANDREW GALLIMORE: What I found particularly interesting when you were talking about Lovecraft is that story was written in what, 1920?

GRAHAM ST. JOHN: 1920, yes.

GALLIMORE: So this is way before DMT was even known to be psychedelic, certainly way before there was any information that people might be secreting it, so how did Lovecraft get the connection that the activation of the pineal gives rise to bizarre entities? That seemed like a very strange coincidence that he would come to that conclusion, unless he had some sort of insider knowledge from these Mystery schools or something like that. Explain that.

ST. JOHN: Well I’m not sure that I can explain it; it is a fascinating development, and it’s something that, as I said, I haven’t written about—it’s fresh data for me. It’s interesting to compare this gothic horror trajectory 
with the trajectory of the Theosophical Society. I think that’s interesting, but 
there’s also deeper roots to this. I guess you could look at the way ancient 
Egyptians approached the pineal gland. I don’t think there’s a great deal of 
research on that, but there’s a lot of speculation concerning what the Egyptians 
were doing with the pineal gland.

GALLIMORE: What did they know? You know, that’s the interesting 
question. There’s no reason that you would suddenly jump from “the pineal is the 
third eye” to, say, “when you activate it you see strange disembodied 
intelligences that attack you,” you know? I mean to me that’s a completely 
incomprehensible leap unless Lovecraft had some inside knowledge.

GRAHAM HANCOCK: Can I just add to that? Because there was an 
eye-opening moment for me. Now, Dennis [McKenna], I don’t know how much you 
stand by this, but the identification of Acacia nilotica as the ancient 
Egyptian Tree of Life is intriguing, it’s really intriguing, because that’s a 
DMT-bearing tree.

DENNIS MCKENNA: Yes it’s a DMT-bearing tree, and interestingly enough, the Masai use it as a potherb—they cook with it. But there’s no indication 
they’re even aware of the psychedelic properties, because there’s no monoamine 
oxidase (MAO) that’s activated; so this is interesting.

HANCOCK: Could it be that the DMT from the Tree of Life was inhaled by the ancient Egyptians?

MCKENNA: Yes, that seems most likely.

HANCOCK: You were making this point about what the Egyptians knew of the pineal, and for me when Dennis made this species identification of the 
tree—that’s a revelation. When you see the role of the Tree of Life, its 
connection to life beyond death, the idea of immortality, pharaoh’s name being 
written on the Tree of Life, and finally we realize this is a DMT-bearing 
tree—extraordinary!

GALLIMORE: Yes, but there’s still no clear link; they seem like 
parallel issues. I mean how would they link the pineal to the production of DMT? 
Or these entities? That to me . . . it’s one thing to consume a plant that 
contains DMT, but how do you then link that to the pineal?

ST. JOHN: Of course Lovecraft wasn’t talking about DMT.

GALLIMORE: He wasn’t, no.

ST. JOHN: So what’s fascinating is how this meme, this theory of the spirit molecule and the idea that the pineal produces DMT’s psychedelic 
properties, has been adopted to enhance these stories in contemporary horror.

ERIK DAVIS: I guess that the somewhat less razzle-dazzle way of 
telling the story is just that from Descartes on, there’s been an association of 
the pineal as a threshold between matter and spirit. This association gets taken 
up by Theosophy in the late nineteenth century and therefore plugged in to ideas 
of the astral realms and other dimensions and higher beings. Lovecraft is just 
inverting the signs—is taking the positive thing and switching it. So if you’re 
Lovecraft and you want to look at the human body and you want to figure out 
“what’s going to bring in my alternate baddies?” then that’s the one you would 
go to. I think that part of what Graham’s story is really more about is what 
Strassman invoked when he made that speculation. So when he makes the 
speculation, he’s thinking about it on one level biologically, and how we could 
account for these processes, but by saying the pineal he’s also invoking this 
whole cultural tradition that then goes on and kind of runs with it, almost 
beyond his control.

DAVID LUKE: There’s some interesting coincidences paralleling that. Lovecraft’s source material was his dreams, right? He was having these kinds of 
experiences that he then converted into these horror stories; so he did have 
some kind of direct access perhaps, some insights.

DAVIS: Yes. One other point on that is that it was also interesting the way that you [Andrew] perhaps unconsciously replicated one of the tricks that’s already embedded in the Lovecraft mythos, which is to say, “Well, he 
clearly must have been connected with some kind of Mystery school,” which for 
him is particularly ironic because he was a staunch sceptical materialist in all 
of his communications, so it’s a kind of funny thing to accuse him of. And yet 
that’s also something that’s very much part of the Lovecraftian current, which 
is to suspect that there’s some other source or some kind of questionable 
influence.

MCKENNA: Perhaps that’s why his dream life was so active, because he was a staunch materialist and yet he had this intuition that just beyond the threshold were these experiences.

DAVIS: Absolutely.

MCKENNA: I hope it wasn’t like it was depicted in the movie for him, or I feel sorry for the man.

DAVIS: They were mostly nightmares.

LUKE: I think Rupert and Ede have something to ask.

RUPERT SHELDRAKE: Well, yes, in 1984 I was in Esalen with Rick 
Strassman and Terence McKenna etcetera, and both Rick and I took DMT for the 
first time, with Terence, and it then led to a series of conversations. I 
started my career as a tryptophan biochemist; my Ph.D. thesis was on the 
breakdown of the amino acid tryptophan, and I discovered that in plants when 
tryptophan breaks down as part of a dying process, it releases indole acetic 
acid, known as auxin, which is the main plant hormone. Auxin is a breakdown 
product of tryptophan. Another breakdown product is tryptamine and its 
derivatives, like DMT. So we were discussing the breakdown of tryptophan in 
dying cells, and the idea was that in the pineal there’d be these tryptophan 
precursors, and the pineal, at the moment of death, could flood the brain with 
DMT. This is a speculation Rick and I came up with in a conversation. I was 
amazed to see how far it’s gone! 

[Audience laughter.]

MCKENNA: You have to watch those morphogenetic fields.

[Laughter.]

SHELDRAKE: Well, I remember having these discussions with Rick at the time on how we could actually test this, and my idea was going to 
slaughterhouses, where they’re killing animals anyway, and simply rapidly 
extracting the pineal gland from the brains of cows, pigs, sheep, etcetera, and 
freezing it—putting it in liquid nitrogen—and doing a DMT analysis. Well, we had 
this idea, neither of us got ’round to going to slaughterhouses and collecting 
pineal glands, but it’s still a good idea.

[Audience laughter.]

It wouldn’t be difficult to do. The brain would undergo any change that’s happening anyway, so the animal rights people won’t be especially upset because 
they’re slaughtering the animals anyway, and it did seem to me a simple way to 
test this hypothesis. But it seems that most people don’t actually need much of 
a test, it just seems to have taken on a life of its own.

JILL PURCE: I’d just like to say, Rupert’s being very modest. I was there at the time, and actually it was Rupert who suggested it.

VIMAL DARPAN: Why hasn’t this been tested?

SHELDRAKE: Well, because I suppose analyzing the DMT would require thousands of pounds, thousands of permits. How many people would risk their 
career in a lab, etcetera? You know it’s still incredibly easy to do, collecting 
pineal glands from slaughterhouses, and nowadays there are all sorts of labs 
where you can send samples along and have them analyzed by gas chromatography or 
mass spectroscopy. And it may not just be the pineal. When cells die, they give 
off compounds they don’t produce when they’re alive; that’s how plant hormones 
are produced, they’re produced in dying cells. As the wood cells in the stem 
form, they break down—they commit suicide—and they give off plant hormones that 
cause more growth. So this may well happen in dying brains. Anyway, that was 
what I described. I’m amazed at how much progress there’s been in the realm of 
the arts and how little progress there has been in the realm of science since 
then.

[Laughter.]

LUKE: I know Rick’s not here personally, but I think there was some research actually done—he managed to extract pineal glands from cadavers. Is he back?*2 Is that right, Rick? But I don’t think they found anything, particularly because the glands weren’t fresh frozen and there may have been time for them to degrade. Rick, can you fill us in on that?

RICK STRASSMAN: So when I was doing my DMT study, I began to work out an underground project with the board of medical examiners for the county and collected a number of cadavers’ pineal glands from recently deceased humans, and 
I sent those to be analyzed for DMT, but none was found. So chances are that because the glands weren’t fresh frozen the DMT degraded.

I don’t know if you have mentioned while I was offline that it is now known 
that DMT occurs in the living pineal gland. There’s a group in Ann Arbor, 
Michigan, led by Steve Barker, that has a very sophisticated means of looking at 
the pineal gland, and they determined that in the living rodent pineal gland 
there is DMT. And so that’s consistent with the pineal production of DMT, even 
though locating the compound in that organ doesn’t necessarily mean it’s 
produced there.

The enzyme that metabolizes the synthesis of DMT, the N-methyltransferase, is 
found in high levels in the pineal in the rhesus monkey, and also the gene that 
codes for that enzyme is expressed to a large degree in rhesus monkey pineal. So 
that is quite strong circumstantial evidence: the enzyme is present, the genetic 
apparatus that synthesizes the gene is present, and the DMT itself is present 
even though it’s in a different species—the monkey for the genetic data and the 
rodent for the DMT data. I suppose if you radio labeled the precursor you would 
probably have some ideas about that, if you found that DMT actually is being 
synthesized in the pineal.

The same group in Ann Arbor, Michigan, is looking at the dying brain to 
determine if concentrations of DMT increase in our brain, and that paper 
recently came out in the Proceedings of the National Academy of Sciences, 
and the scientists couldn’t find any DMT in the dying brain. 
There are high concentrations of serotonin. But strictly speaking, serotonin 
isn’t a precursor of DMT.

LUKE: Thanks for that, Rick. Good to see the research did actually happen, although probably not in the best circumstances. There’s a need to get fresh cadavers. Ede, you had a point you wanted to make.

EDE FRECSKA: Yes. Three things quickly. So Steve Barker detected DMT in the pineal gland; the question is, how to stimulate the pineal gland, how to increase the level of DMT. There is a possible way—sonic stimulation. This is 
what monks do when they focus the “om” on the third eye. It’s a very fragile but 
possible way. And easily detected—take a pig and put sonic waves on its head, 
and you can possibly find the increase if it is true. The study of sonic 
stimulation is very simple and easy and doesn’t need too much money. My second 
point is about dreams and the pineal. You know that Descartes based his 
philosophy on three dreams; that was the source of his philosophy, he admitted 
it. And third, tomorrow I will discuss how the lung can be a possible source 
that floods the brain with DMT.

PURCE: Can I just add to that? With the overtone chanting, which is what the monks do, the method of doing it is to press the tongue up toward the roof of the mouth, pressing the air right up into the direction of the pineal 
gland.

FRECSKA: So we can do something similar by using sonic waves in 
experimental animals. Pigs because they are big enough.

PURCE: But maybe they can’t overtone chant?

[Laughter.]

FRECSKA: I will do it with a sonic generator.

LUKE: Of course in that clip in the Lovecraft film where the man’s pineal gland pops out of his head, they were using sonic resonators to activate the pineal gland—just to apply some warning.

MCKENNA: I just wanted to ask Ede a question. You’re familiar with Jace Callaway’s theory that DMT modulates dreams, and there’s this whole cycle 
with melatonin and the day/night cycle. Cerebrospinal concentrations of DMT 
gradually increase over the night as you get into deep dream states. Is there 
any possible experimental approach to test the DMT levels and confirm it? Not 
that anyone will fund this kind of thing, but is it practical to think that you 
could? It’s a very interesting hypothesis; could you put evidence under that 
hypothesis?

FRECSKA: There is one method, you know: PET scan?*3 You could give the precursor, and you make that precursor act in a certain part of the brain by PET scan. That’s the only way.

LUKE: I did a very indirect experiment on this hypothesis actually, looking at dream extrasensory perception (ESP) and melatonin cycles, with peak melatonin occurring at three a.m. We actually woke people up at three o’clock in the morning and got them to do dream ESP tasks and compared their performance 
with their performance at eight a.m., assuming that DMT is perhaps a good 
modulator or trigger to dream ESP. There were significant positive results in 
the first experiment, but it didn’t replicate. Obviously this is a very indirect 
proxy measure of possible nocturnal DMT production and dream modulation and a 
vague stab at Callaway’s DMT dream hypothesis. It’s a long way from a direct 
measure.

STRASSMAN: Concentrations of DMT are still really hard to measure in the endogenous state, and it may turn out that we need to look at nitrogen oxide concentrations, which when we pretreat with a monoamine oxidase (MAO) inhibitor are significantly higher than the parent compound. A few months ago a grad 
student at UC Berkeley ran a little study by giving a monoamine oxidase 
inhibitor to a group of normal volunteers to determine if you could find 
measurable levels of either the parent compound or the oxide. And she 
unfortunately didn’t measure the degree of monoamine inhibition, but 
nevertheless we weren’t able to determine, or weren’t able to detect, levels of 
either the anoxide or the parent compound. Like after you drink ayahuasca, the 
concentrations of the anoxide are quite a bit higher than the concentrations of 
DMT. So it could be that if you’re looking at circadian rhythms of DMT synthesis 
in the dream cycle, then you may need to pretreat with an effective dose of the 
mono amine oxidase inhibitor.

Also an interesting point that hasn’t really been looked at is that there is a small number of people whose pineal glands have been destroyed by 
a stroke or a tumor, and the only thing that was abnormal about those people was 
they may not have been able to accommodate as readily to jet lag as people with 
pineal glands. But whether they dream normally or have the same frequency of 
spiritual experiences has not been looked at, as far as I know. If you have a 
large enough population there would be a handful of people without pineal 
glands, so that would be interesting. But obviously if the primary source of DMT 
is the lungs, then the pineal may just kick in at special times.

TONY WRIGHT: Regarding the DMT-dream theory, I had a lot of experience in the mid-nineties with extreme sleep deprivation. I was doing a lot of 
experiments of three to five and even seven days, and I had repeated windows of 
DMT-like experiences, including extreme and orgasmic euphoria and all kind of 
associated experiences. I’ve no idea what my biochemistry was like or anything 
like that, but it wouldn’t be difficult to test. It’s an ancient approach to 
altered states, so it may be that you force yourself beyond the normal circadian 
rhythms and other stuff starts to happen. Obviously I did it with research 
initially, but eventually it became quite addictive. Many people thought I was 
torturing myself, but actually I was having a great time once I got through the 
initial tiredness.

LUKE: Good pioneering work. There is some speculation as well, of course, about the Kogi Indians, in their use of light deprivation. They divine 
whether each new child born is going to become a shaman in the community, and 
those selected are put in a cave, where they grow up for the first nine years of 
their life and they have a very limited exposure to external light sources. 
There is some speculation that that may also have some effect on pineal gland 
development and melatonin and possibly DMT production. Yes, Rick.

STRASSMAN: On the question of whether the pineal is involved in 
spiritual-like experience in continuous darkness, there is evidence that the 
pineal atrophies in continual darkness. If you wanted to determine if DMT levels 
increase in accordance with dark phenomena, I would encourage you to give an 
effective dose of MAO inhibitor and collect urine. I don’t know much about how 
we’re living [lifestyle] can turn the transcription of genes into enzymes, but 
if there were a way to assess the activation of the gene responsible for 
indolethylamine N-methyltransferase (INMT) synthesis, then you could introduce 
continuous darkness and perhaps have a sensible way to determine activation of 
that system.

MCKENNA: Your mention of pineal tumors, Rick, is very interesting because it reminds me of a story, an anecdote. I don’t know if there’s evidence for it, but Alex Grey’s assistant was telling me about a person who apparently had a pineal tumor where the cells were proliferating. You mentioned that a 
tumor would probably destroy pineal function, but apparently in this case, if 
there’s any truth to this story, it actually hyperactivated pineal function, and 
this person was in a visionary state all the time. He was dealing with that by 
becoming a very highly talented visionary artist. Have you heard anything about 
this? What do you think? Is that just a wild tale, or is there any basis to it?

STRASSMAN: Well, it’s a truly wild tale, but it’s true. The guy’s name is Shawn Thornton, and he started sending me paintings of his maybe ten years ago. I told Alex about this guy and sent Alex some of his paintings, and they’re 
quite DMT-like. They’re not as visionary as Alex’s paintings, with their 
morphing buzzing visual geometric pattern; Shawn’s are more intricate. He had 
all of these visions while he was suffering from the tumor. After the tumor was 
removed he stopped having those visions but was able to remember what his 
experiences were like while the tumor was there, and he continued painting. He’s 
still painting, and he began to show his work in galleries. 

MCKENNA: So it’s a real tale. I didn’t just dream this up somewhere. It’s not a false memory! That’s very interesting.

PURCE: I’d like to say Alex Grey and I had the same Tibetan 
teacher. I’ve been studying with him for over forty years, and in Tibetan 
Buddhism the ultimate path is what’s called the rainbow body, which is the 
transformation of flesh into light at the moment of death—Jalü. And the two 
practices that lead up to this, thödgal and the dark retreat, are both practices 
related to light. One is a form of looking at light, looking at the sun, which 
is done for long periods. And the other is dark retreat, which elicits what they 
call the inner light, so that there’s a combination of the inner and the outer 
light. So extended periods of complete dark retreat are an essential part of 
this practice for the transition into the body of light.

LUKE: A bit like the Kogi then in many respects.

PURCE: But highly sophisticated, highly organized, and well known; yes.

MCKENNA: It seems like we couldn’t really put any of this to the test until we have a reliable way to bioassay and analyze for DMT in the living 
organism. I guess you would sample cerebrospinal fluid; would that be the most 
obvious place? Continuously through a catheter or something like that, you would 
have to be able to catch this in real time and then . . .

GALLIMORE: They have far more functional magnetic resonance imaging (fMRI) technologies now. It’s possible to have highly detailed high-resolution 
pineal images that light up in the presence of DMT.

MCKENNA: What’s the limit of detection?

GALLIMORE: Well, it’s improving. But fMRI, you know. Excellent 
detectability anyway.

MCKENNA: So in a few years we’ll be able to answer this question.

GALLIMORE: Yes, yes. It’s an emerging field now, pharma-fMRI.

LUKE: Well, one of the questions that comes up, though, is, What’s a suitable quantity to have an endogenous DMT experience from pineal DMT if we 
detect it? Given that the pineal gland weighs 144 milligrams itself, perhaps a 
lot of that would have to be DMT if we’re talking about the same kind of dosages 
as for smoking DMT or injection. So one would have to assume the endogenous 
doses would be somewhat smaller, or is a third of the pineal gland made up of 
DMT?

LUNA: Jace Callaway objected to the possibility of the pineal gland releasing enough DMT to produce any experiences. The tiny amounts will not be 
enough.

LUKE: But we don’t know what the dosage is endogenously. One would assume that it’d be far less than smoking it, but it’s hard to say, isn’t it?

MCKENNA: The real question is, What is the concentration at the 
synapse? Probably most of the DMT that you take exogenously is destroyed before 
it ever gets to the synapses, so maybe 10 percent of your 50 milligram dose, if 
that much; I mean Ede, what is your thought on that?

FRECSKA: Really, it depends what is channeling the DMT, so definitely if it would be humoral, then there is some serious doubt whether the 
concentration is enough. But if there are certain pathways that would deliver 
the DMT to a certain part of the brain involved in dreaming, that can be a 
different picture.

LUKE: I think we’re going to draw to a close now for this session, so thank you, everybody, for participating. Thank you very much, Graham.
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