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Abstract: The use of psychoactive drugs in spiritual traditions has been a subject of 
inquiry in anthropological and sociological circles for some time; recent 
research has suggested that the consumption of certain substances can result in 
mystical experiences in blinded experiments (Griffith, 2006), and there is even 
data showing that participation in religions which incorporate the use of 
psychoactives can have a protective effect against a variety of psychiatric 
disorders (Doerin-Silveira, 2005). Little attention has been paid, however, to 
the role that psychoactive drugs play within “Western” spiritual traditions. 
This paper explores the relationship between the contemporary practice of 
alchemy and drug use, and suggests that the spiritual use of psychoactive 
compounds can be considered to be cosmopolitan and transcultural, and not 
merely associated with one or several “Native” cultures.

Somewhere in Toronto, a young man with no background in academic chemistry 

or medicine is attempting to make a tincture he believes to have healing properties. To do 

this, he has taken the raw plant matter and separated it into its constituent elements: salt, 

sulphur and mercury. He says that everything, including both of us, is made of these three 

components: salt is the body, sulphur is the soul, mercury is the spirit. The sulphur of a 

human is individuality, personality and essence; the sulphur of a plant is its essential oil. 

Alcohol, he says, is the mercury of the plant kingdom, the medium by which the sulphur 

and the salt may be separated – I muse to myself about what may be the mercury of the 

human kingdom. By carefully grinding his plant matter and placing it at what he felt was 

the “correct” time1 in alcohol he distilled from red wine and allowing it to extract for an 

“alchemical month,”2 he was able to produce three jars: one with sulphur (everything that 

dissolved in the alcohol), one with mercury (the alcohol used to effect the separation, 

evaporated off and collected) and one with salt (the remaining plant matter, washed and 

strained), which can now be separately purified before being added back together. The 

maxim he is following is solve et coagula: separate and recombine. He believes that 

1 Much of astrology as it’s practiced today has its origins in alchemy; plants are typically associated with a 
planet, and some say that all workings should begin at the hour of the appropriate planet.
2 The length of an alchemical month varies from source to source, but typically 14 or 40 days.



performing this process in as painstaking detail as possible serves as a metaphor for his 

own spiritual development, and that once the purified salt and sulphur are brought back 

together it will result in a medicine superior to the herb that he began with weeks ago. He 

also believes that doing this has enriched his life and improved him as a person. He has, 

however, violated the Canadian Criminal Code in at least three different ways: distillation 

of alcohol without a license,3 possession of cannabis (the medical herb he used), and 

production/trafficking of hashish.

The stated goal of this project is to explore in a qualitative way the relationship 

between drugs and alchemy. In order to do that, there first needs to be some discussion 

about drugs, and about alchemy. Since alchemy is the less discussed of the two, I’ll begin 

with a discussion of what it means in the context of young people living in Toronto in the 

21st century, then explore drugs briefly before bringing the two back together and actually 

attempting to answer the research question. Where possible, I will rely as heavily as 

possible upon quotes4 so that the voices of real people in the field are emphasized over 

third party, scholarly materials.

What is “Contemporary Alchemy?”

Heraclitus: My goal is the same as the goal of alchemists past: the creation of new kinds of consciousness. 
In some alchemical traditions they self reflexively understood the process as the creation of new 
kinds of consciousness, like I think in Taoist alchemy there was very much an explicit understanding 
that what they were doing was trying to change their conscious perception, whereas in 
European/Medieval alchemy they externalized the goal; they made it a literal, material substance. 
The material acted as a symbolic stand-in for the shift in consciousness that was supposed to take 
place.

3 It is possible to gain a license to distill ethanol for the purposes of fuel. While it is legal to simply 
purchase high-percentage ethanol, some who practice alchemy believe that it is preferable to distill it 
themselves, particularly from red wine, for symbolic reasons. This, though a spiritual practice, is not 
protected under Canadian law, and an alchemist caught doing so could be prosecuted.
4 See Appendix I: Methodology 



Mr E:  The best definition I’ve heard for alchemy that’s probably closest to describing my relationship to it 
is by Frater Albertus who said that alchemy is the “science and art of raising vibrations,” so it’s 
taking any substance and taking it apart, purifying it and putting it back together, so its state is over 
and above what it previously was, by the intervention of the human component.

Four: I understand alchemy to be the “science of transformation.” Any time you’re changing one thing into 
something else, particularly into something you consider to be better or more sophisticated… that’s 
alchemy. Lead into gold, sure, but also marijuana into hashish, or cog in the machine into 
enlightened individual. When I caramelize onions, that’s a sort of alchemy too.

Although they nod in the direction of generality and inclusiveness, these 

definitions situate the described practices within a particular tradition that dates back at 

least several hundred years, if not several thousand.5 Whatever it is that those who call 

themselves alchemists do today, the word alchemy has certain cultural baggage attached 

to it, invoking white men in Medieval Europe watching the vapours swirl in their 

alembics and trying to produce gold. Although none of the people I spoke to claim to 

have made gold from lead (and only one owns an alembic), that is what the word 

alchemy calls to mind for non-practitioners; I’ve lost count of the number of times that 

I’ve explained my project to someone curious and had them jump immediately to gold 

making. For those who practice something they call alchemy, however, it seems to be 

larger than that.

Mr E: There’s a huge variety. The idea of alchemy as being just the transmutation of metals is… the more 
you get into the literature, the more you realise it’s just kind of a blind, and I’m sure it threw off 
quite a number of people who were just getting into it in order to get wealthy. Little did they think 
about what wealth actually was or where it came from.

Four: Anyone who thinks they can actually make literal lead into literal gold doesn’t have their head on 
straight. One of the very first phrases that caught my eye when I started reading the alchemists was 
“aurum nostrum non est aurum vulgi” – our gold is not common gold. It means something else. It’s 
Philosophic Gold, with a capital G, not elemental gold. Even if somebody at some point was actually 
trying to make literal gold, we now know that’s impossible, 6 so why would I try to do that today?

5 Several of my respondents routinely quote Hermes Trismegistus, whose writings are in the area of two 
thousand years old, and are allegedly based upon ideas which date back to worship of Thoth in Egypt’s Old 
Kingdom period many centuries earlier still. 
6 Ironically, scientists have recently succeeded in making trace amounts of gold from lead using a particle 
accelerator. The number of people with access to such a device is, however, quite small, and seemingly 
does not overlap with the population I am studying.



Heraclitus: We work on the cutting-edge of consciousness, and where the cutting edge of consciousness 
was in the 16th century is radically different than where it is now, so that we can’t do the same things 
that Medieval alchemists did and consider ourselves – I can’t consider myself an alchemist and look 
at the world in terms of the four elements, or trying to create the Philosopher’s Stone or what have 
you.

What, then, is the point of studying Medieval traditions, or of calling oneself an 

alchemist, a term which seems to imply something the practitioners do not actually do? 

The idea that alchemy always uses “the best science available” is widespread, and 

generally agreed upon.7 Isn’t it the case that science today has come a long way since the 

16th century? If that’s so, who would look to 16th century chemical texts for guidance? 

What’s the point?

Mr. E: I find a fascination with taking the modern paradigms and tracing them back to the 16th, 17th century 
paradigms. I’m of the persuasion that modern technological theory, in order to continue to advance 
intelligently with what it’s doing, needs to turn back to the alchemists and the occultists of the 17th 

century in order to understand what’s going on. The entire realm of computer-digital technology is 
making apparent this idea of the Astral Light, it’s basically just externalizing it onto a screen, but it’s 
showing people that media and symbols are a very real, alive part of our reality which goes to 
programming and deals very deeply with the way that our minds interact with the world. And in 
order for us to understand new technology which we barely have any grasp of… the alchemical and 
the occult philosophers were speculating about this kind of thing 400 years ago with their dealings 
with the human imagination. In the alchemical literature as well the imagination plays a massive role 
in it. And I think that’s one of the reasons why materialist science can’t wrap its head around it. It 
deals with forces that we can’t extrapolate from the individuals doing the experiments, which I think 
is a very important point. And in terms of our digital information technology, we find ourselves in 
the same situation: we can’t extrapolate the individual from it – we have to find some way to 
integrate ourselves INTO the technology, and into the world.

Four: The problem with Modern science is not that it’s wrong in the details… what does what when you do 
what to it, that sort of thing. The problem is that in its focus on the details it’s lost something of the 
big picture. Reductionism is all well and good at establishing certainty about things… at least things 
about which it is possible to be certain. But the universe is a crazy, fucked up place. More and more 
we’re learning the importance of symbolism, and finding that, actually, all those whackjobs we’ve 
ignored for so long… well in some ways they knew more than we’ve given them credit for. By 
studying Hermetic Science, of which Alchemy is a subset, we can maybe bring back a few of the 
things that have been lost or repressed over the millennia.

This is, of course, all well and good but lacks any indication of what it is that 

contemporary alchemists actually do. Answering that question, however, is very difficult, 

both practically and ethically. Central to traditional alchemy is the idea that the exoteric 

7 I’ve heard the exact phrase “best science available” from both Heraclitus and Four, and when I mentioned 
it to Mr E he nodded approvingly.



(what can be told) must be balanced with the esoteric (what cannot be told). Alchemical 

texts are laden with obscure symbolism, the purpose of which is often expressly to make 

them hard to understand, and speaking directly about what is being done is almost 

unheard of. I hope the reader will forgive me, therefore, for not demanding that those I 

interviewed be overly specific; even had they been, it is likely both that the reader would 

be confused, and that I would have attracted ire for disclosing secrets. The following is 

the closest I feel I can come without betraying their trust:8

Four: There’s internal alchemy, and there’s external alchemy. The Emerald Tablet of Hermes says “As 
above, so below, as within, so without.” There is no necessary distinction between spirit and matter, 
and the processes that operate within the external world are the same as those in my psyche. External 
alchemy is essentially sacred chemistry – any kind of chemical operation done with spirituality in 
mind. Internal alchemy is trying to do the same to myself.

Mr. E: I haven’t done a lot of [external] work… I lack the equipment, for one thing. And the physical 
alchemy, while I’m very curious about it, a lot of the work I find myself doing more of is internal 
alchemy, which utilizes the same symbolism and even the same idea of chemistry, but working 
within the individual organism. I suppose you could call it the animal realm of alchemy. … In the 
alchemical practice they talk about how the external alchemy, especially some of the higher works 
such as the plant stone, the actual work cannot be realised unless the practitioner has the same degree 
of spiritual progression. In some ways alchemy tends to hint a lot at the necessity of the purification 
of the individual in the alchemical work.

Heraclitus: My practice has shifted largely away from what I would call the external alchemy: the 
manipulation of materials outside of your body for the change in consciousness. I don’t do drugs 
as much as I used to, and I don’t practice external alchemy nearly as much as I used to. I’m 
much more focused now on internal alchemy… Qi Gong, studying, reflection, stuff like that. I 
see them as the same basic process and very much interrelated. I don’t think I would ever give 
up one side of that or the other; internal and external alchemy I think compliment each other 
very nicely.

To sum up: alchemy today is not the same as alchemy hundreds of years ago, but 

the former is rooted in and takes inspiration from the latter. Contemporary alchemy has a 

physical/chemical/external component, but there’s more to it than that – without some 

kind of internal practice it wouldn’t be much different from chemistry. It all has 

something to do with purification, something to do with transformation, something to do 

with consciousness, and something to do with the idea that the microcosm and the 

8 If interested in the external work, search the internet for the exact phrase “basic spagyric tincture”



macrocosm are metaphors for each other. If you want more than that, Mr. E recommends 

Fulcanelli’s Le Mystere des Cathedrales, Four recommends Arthur Edward Waite’s 

Hermetic Museum, and Heraclitus recommends that you teach yourself, but that Jung 

might come in handy.

The Doors of Perception

At its conception, my project was to look at the role of drugs within alchemy in 

general, which is to say all types of drugs. There is a long history of the association of 

alchemy and drugmaking: Late-Medieval alchemist Paracelsus created a liquid form of 

opium he called “laudanum,” which means praiseworthy, and it was marketed as a cure-

all;9 Persian alchemist Abū Bakr Muhammad ibn Zakariyā Rāzī invented the distillation 

of alcohol, which Medieval European alchemists later called an “emanation of the Deity” 

and aqua vitae, the water of life; Arabic alchemists allegedly invented hashish. Liquid 

opium, hard liquor and hashish all have in common that they are far more potent versions 

of drugs with much longer histories of use.10 Despite my expectation that I would see 

much experimentation of this sort among my interview subjects (perhaps with kratom or 

kava kava?), when I asked them about their experiences with “psychoactive substances” 

they immediately replaced my attempt at a general term with “psychedelics.” I have 

defined psychedelic to mean any drug which is consumed for the purpose of gaining 

insight or knowledge,11 but it is noteworthy in an alchemical context that the word itself 

translates as “that which reveals the soul.” 

9 Laudanum is still produced today and can be purchased legally in some jurisdictions
10 That alchemy has produced forms of drugs which are potentially far more damaging than their 
“common” form sounds damning. It is worth keeping in mind, however, the role that esotericism had 
within the practice; the process of distilling alcohol was likely meant to be kept secret.
11 See Appendix II: Drugs, Drugs, Drugs which appeared here in my first and second drafts.



Lavender: Psychedelic drug: a drug which induces alteration in the metaphysical experience as produced 
by the psyche. ... What I mean is, in my psychic experience there is a part which constructs a sense 
of reality, i.e., a metaphysical organ in the psyche, and it's a fairly distinct experience for me to have 
this messed with.  Of course most psychedelics do other stuff too, but that's the criterion I'd use to 
put it in that class.

Four: Psychedelic drugs are hard to describe, you kind of have to have taken them to understand. There’s a 
sense of flinging wide Blake’s “doors of perception”12 and gaining access to a realm that’s somehow 
more real than consensus reality. They also tend to chastise the ego and bring those things you’ve 
repressed to the forefront. I think the name “acid” is very appropriate, it’s like they’re melting 
consciousness and allowing it to reform. Solve et coagula. Dissolve and solidify.

Mr. E: To me ‘psychedelic’ has a quality which works directly upon self-consciousness to make it fluid. It 
makes self-consciousness malleable. I can use psychedelic to refer to, for instance, artwork… I don’t 
necessarily think of drugs per say, but rather a quality of self consciousness. I found with most of the 
things that I consider to be psychedelic, they have the habit of making one’s models of reality less 
rigid. Whereas stimulants tend to stimulate already current sets or models of reality; they don’t do a 
very good job of breaking down habitual patterns, whereas psychedelics do a very good job of 
opening one to new possibilities. So I guess the closest thing to psychedelic I could say is “that 
which expands the horizon of possibilities.”

Some drugs considered psychedelic are well known for their traditional use in 

many different cultures across the world, while others have only a very short history of 

human use and yet have quickly developed spiritual associations. The Mazatec reportedly 

used teonanácatl, the “divine mushroom,” at certain feasts and in a variety of ceremonies 

ranging from the ecstatic to the macabre, and substituted the seeds of the morning glory 

flower when the mushroom could not be found. (Allen, 1998) As morning glory seeds 

contain lysergic acid amides, this could be seen as a historical link for the sacred use of 

LSD, 13 although it’s worth noting that the subjective experiences of LSD and morning 

glory seeds are quite different. When DMT was first synthesized in 1931 it was not yet 

known that it occurs in many plants that have been consumed ritually for many centuries, 

or that it is produced endogenously in the human body by a gland given special attention 

12 From William Blake’s The Marriage of Heaven and Hell: "If the doors of perception were cleansed every 
thing would appear to man as it is, infinite. For man has closed himself up, till he sees all things through 
narrow chinks of his cavern." Aldous Huxley famously quoted this to describe mescaline.
13 LSD is lysergic acid diethylamide. Morning glory contains LSA, which is an assortment of amides of 
various potencies, whereas LSD contains only one (diethyl-)amide, the one that is most potent by far. 



in alchemical literature, depicted often as an acorn. Other synthetic psychedelics, such as 

2C-B, have not been found to exist other than in a synthetic form.

To insist that 2C-B must be considered necessarily distinct from psilocybin 

mushrooms because of the latter’s long history of use is specious: the distinction of 

“natural” and “synthetic” breaks down when we look at LSD and DMT,14 and the 

“tradition” argument becomes especially problematic once we consider how quickly 

traditions which explicitly incorporate LSD have developed.15 These “synthetic” drugs 

may be “new,” but their use is frequently very much the same as their “older” 

counterparts, which they differ from primarily in form and delivery mechanism, not even 

in chemical structure. Indeed, drug use is a well established method of spiritual 

development and exploration, and the use of an individual substance is not necessarily a 

separate behaviour from the use of another substance, but either may be employed to 

some extent interchangeably in the pursuit of some other goal. Those religions which 

have been open to the use of drug-induced mystical experiences at all have tended to use 

whichever drugs were effective at producing those experiences and could be found at the 

time and place of that religion’s activity. Medieval alchemists, for example, did not have 

access to DMT, Salvia, LSD or psilocybin mushrooms, yet alchemists living in Toronto 

today may well, in fact, have access to all of the above. As should be expected, they 

make use of them, just as their predecessors made use of the drugs they had at their 

disposal, such as mandrake in Europe and cannabis in Arabia. The unprecedented access 

to a diverse pharmacopoeia we are now experiencing, then, is not the introduction of 

14 Contrary to popular expectations informed largely by assumptions that “natural” equals “healthy,” DMT 
is much safer in its pure synthetic form than in ayahuasca, due to the presence of MAOIs in the latter.
15 The Kerista Commune is one example, though many others exist (Wilson, 2000) 



many hundreds of new potential activities, but rather an explosion in the selection of 

tools for performing functions none of which are completely new.16 

The Spiritual use of Psychedelics

Intentionality is key to an accurate understanding of substance use; a widely 

acknowledged historical use of a substance for one purpose does not mean that any 

particular use of that substance is for that purpose. There is a long tradition of the use of 

Salvia divinorum, psilocybin mushrooms, peyote and various DMT-containing plants in 

spiritual contexts, but there’s also a long tradition of the use of alcohol in spiritual 

contexts, ala Christianity’s Holy Communion – liquor is even sometimes called “spirits.” 

Yet, alcohol is not typically considered by its users to be either psychedelic or “spiritual.” 

While alchemists use it as “spirit,” calling it the mercury of the plant realm by which the 

soul and body of a plant may be separated, and therefore make spiritual use of it, that 

does not usually involve drinking it, and they insist that it is not the mercury of the 

animal realm. What of traditional psychedelics such as DMT and psilocybin mushrooms, 

then? Does their use in shamanic religions render them necessarily spiritual?

Lavender: A substance isn’t necessarily occult. The way that I’ve been using it has not been ritualistic. And 
I’ve been interested for some time in actually using psychedelics in a ritualistic way. But the way 
that I’ve been using it has been to develop an appreciation or an exposure to the possibility of mystic 
experience, and the actual practice is when I come back from that.

Four: It all depends, right? If you take shrooms and just sit around watching Disney films, you’ll probably 
have a good time but it might not be that beneficial. If you eat the same mushrooms and spend your 
trip thinking about your life, and later reflect upon the epiphanies you had, then it can be profoundly 
beneficial. When I take a psychedelic, it’s to learn something… if it was just pleasure I was after, 
there are more predictable drugs for that.

Mr E: I think the biggest problem that our society has made was denying it and making it illegal. I know 
people like Leary wanted medical research to be done with it in order to understand how we can 
safely utilize it. But I’ve seen cases with things like LSD that has brought out latent schizophrenia in 

16 Nor did the introduction of new substances necessarily lead to more substance use, but simply more 
diverse substance use.



people, massive amounts of depression, suicide… not that I’m not a large proponent of psychedelic 
use as well, but I think intelligent understanding of the compounds is necessary.

There is a legal precedent for a distinction between spiritual and non-spiritual use 

of psychedelics. The 1993 Religious Freedoms Restoration Act in the United States17 

ensured that, for instance, members of the Native American Church (NAC) would be free 

to consume peyote – Schedule I in the United States but legal in Canada – without threat 

of incarceration or workplace discrimination, while those unable to demonstrate that they 

use it only in “bonafide religious ceremonies” could face up to a life sentence. That it 

appears my interview subjects use psychedelics in a spiritual context without membership 

in an organisation such as the NAC, of course, means that a law of this sort would likely 

not protect them. Still, there is at least some acknowledgement of mindfulness and 

intentionality, that a drug taken for spiritual reasons can be treated differently than one 

not. A strict focus on intentionality, of course, might suggest that a drug, having the 

potential to either be or not be spiritual, would simply become adapted into one’s life, 

reinforcing whatever spiritual practices are already there and not instigating any changes.

Heraclitus: It’s become quite popular to extract DMT. And I think there are a lot of people out there who 
are doing it without reverence, and without benefit really. It doesn’t seem to do much for them, 
they’re just cooking it up and getting high off of it. It’s the same thing as my own use. If they’re 
doing it without reverence, they don’t get much benefit from it, they just get high.

Having studied the use of psychedelics, however, I’m not convinced that this 

paints the whole picture. It seems that these are drugs which change the lives of those 

who use them, for better or for worse. Culture, intentionality and many other factors 

could be used to explain why this occurs in some cases and not in others, but it is in any 

case true that some people who come at psychedelics from a non-spiritual perspective 

end up using them in a spiritual way later on.

17 It may seem spurious for me, a Canadian writing in Canada, to cite American law. However, Canada’s 
drug policy is strongly influenced by American drug policy, rendering their laws highly relevant.



Four: I’ll put it this way: I used to call myself an atheist, considered myself a rational skeptic. I’d had a 
couple of what I considered to be mystical experiences as a child when I was still a Christian, but at 
some point I decided that was a silly thing to base my life on. So I was quite happy as an atheist for a 
while. Then I ate mushrooms a few times… now I still believe that the gross caricature we know as 
the Christian “God” is puerile, but I wouldn’t call myself an atheist. Mushrooms showed me that the 
world is a lot weirder than my rational skepticism could account for.

Lavender: Then it was mushrooms again. This time it was going into it with a conscious intent to have a 
religious experience. So there was clearly a desire, but in the sense of someone who was not 
spiritually in touch (to use language that is totally moist), to go into some psychedelic experience 
wishing for some caricature of religious experience… you’re going to be disappointed, and also 
you’re going to get something outrageous which you didn’t expect, and you’re going to be 
disappointed in the original goal. I guess the point is it took some experiences… and furthermore 
then I realised I had to go back to the drawing board and learn some things through book learning to 
get some sense of what use could be made of psychedelics, spiritually.

Mr. E: [regarding why he got into esoteric practice] Part of it was a deep desire to attempt to break open the 
bonds of the normal, to crack the box of consensus reality, a desire to pry on the underside. A large 
fascination with random occurrence and synchronicity. And I found that LSD use massively 
increased that feeling of synchronicity, and again the connections made between events and things.

For many people, the experiences they have when they first take psychedelic 

drugs are completely alien and often very profound. Eating mushrooms, dropping acid 

and smoking DMT all have the potential to leave the user unsure of what just happened, 

but sure that it was something of monumental importance.18 In the aftermath of an earth-

shaking experience, it’s hardly surprising that some might go looking for answers. To do 

this, it’s likely that they will tend to favour traditions within which they can situate 

themselves historically. It is at this point that alchemy becomes very appealing, in part as 

a European alternative to “Native” or “Far East” psychedelic spiritualities. 19

The Role of Psychoactive Drugs in Contemporary Alchemical/Spagyric Practice

Alchemy is a specific branch of Hermeticism, which is a particular kind of 

Esotericism. In terms of just finding a European tradition for psychedelic ideas, we could 

18 In a double-blind study at Hopkins Medicine, 33% of volunteers ranked psilocybin as “the single most 
spiritually significant experience” of his or her life, and an additional 38% ranked it as “among the top five 
most spiritually significant experiences.”  The meaningfulness of the experience was compared to the birth 
of a child or the death of a parent. (Griffith, 2006)
19 See Appendix III: Orientalism and the Value of Tradition for a more thorough discussion



look at the “Western esoteric tradition” in its most general sense. What alchemy in 

particular has that some other magical traditions lack, however, is the focus on chemistry. 

It seems that for most 21st century Canadians who call themselves alchemists, the 

“external” aspect takes a back seat to the “internal,” but the external is nonetheless there. 

While the internal alchemy is impossible to describe to an outsider beyond such vague 

terms as “contemplation,” there are particular external alchemical practices which are 

actually quite easy to discuss. Some people who practice alchemy refer to this branch as 

“spagyrics,” and insist that while spagyrics is related to alchemy, it doesn’t count as 

alchemy unless you’re “trying to create the stone.” So… what is spagyrics?

Mr E: Alchemy in general is the raising of vibrations… alchemy can be applied to any substance, including 
consciousness, whereas spagyrics are specifically working upon material things. I know spagyrics in 
terms of plants.

Four: In my understanding, there’s spagyrics, which is about making medicines from plants – that’s where 
people generally start – and there’s chrysopoeia, which is the lead-into-gold thing. Everything I do is 
spagyrics, but if I say that, nobody knows what I’m talking about, so calling it alchemy is a lot easier

For some people this distinction is very important, but others don’t make it at all. 

Heraclitus, for instance, has been practicing what Four and others would call spagyrics 

exclusively – at least in terms of his external practice – but had never even heard the 

word “spagyric” until I mentioned it to him. When we combine three concepts from this 

paper so far – spagyrics as making medicines from plants, the lack of mind-body 

separation in Hermeticism, and my definition of drug20 – all spagyrics becomes, quite 

literally, drug making. If an aspiring alchemist uses vanilla or cloves to produce a change 

in consciousness, is that necessarily different than using cannabis?

Mr E: Somebody working in alchemy without working on psychedelic compounds is not necessarily not 
working with psychedelics, especially because they’re intentionally creating substances to effect 
their consciousness, they just happen to be working with plants that we don’t typically consider to be 
psychedelic.

20 “Any exogenous substance which is consumed for the purpose of producing an effect upon 
consciousness” – see Appendix II: Drugs, Drugs, Drugs



Still, it may be useful to distinguish between those plants which we commonly 

think of as psychoactive, and those which we do not. This may appear spurious, but I 

maintain that the distinction between “plants that get you high” and “plants which do not” 

persists among contemporary alchemists, even as they problematize that distinction and 

acknowledge a grey area.

Salvia, DMT and Cannabis

Despite containing a variety of psychoactive compounds such as thujone, a 

GABA agonist, sage21 is thought of very differently than diviner’s sage,22 its close 

botanical relative which is oddly enough commonly known as Salvia, the genus to which 

both plants belong, and which just means “sage.” When I set out to research 

contemporary alchemy, I expected that plants like Salvia officinalus would be common. 

However, nobody who I interviewed reported having ever experimented with it,23 

whereas Salvia divinorum is apparently a quite popular plant for contemporary alchemists 

to work with, despite the fact that its traditional use was restricted to present-day Mexico, 

and so medieval alchemists could not possibly have worked with it at all.

Mr E I tried working with Salvia… which was interesting. I didn’t get any psychoactive properties from it, 
but its energetic properties were very… high vibration, I suppose one could put it. [why Salvia?] For 
its psychoactive properties, mainly. I was quite curious with it as a plant. It was the most easily 
accessible plant material as well… I probably would have done marijuana had I been able to afford 
it. And there’s not many plants that stand alone as being “psychoactive” in the same, safe kind of 
way. I mean, you have your Nightshade plants of course, but those I wouldn’t touch with a ten foot 
pole, too much respect and fear of them. There’s some of the ayahuasca vines as well… but Salvia 
seemed the most accessible.

Heraclitus: I experimented for a while with an acetone Salvia tincture. … I had mild success, but frankly 
Salvia scares the crap out of me and I did not experiment with it as much as I could have, I did not 
want to do big doses anymore. Someday maybe I’ll go back to it… it’s one of the unfinished projects 
that I wish I’d spent more time on.

21 Salvia officinalus – called for in many chicken and pork recipes, found in many Canadian kitchens
22 Salvia divinorum – short acting drug that can be chewed or smoked and induces mind-body separation
23 Four has since told me that he began to work with sage several months after reading this paper.



Salvia, it’s worth noting, is completely legal in Canada, both as raw leaves and in 

the concentrated form in which it can be openly purchased at various stores around 

Toronto. Extracting it oneself is time consuming and requires access to both equipment 

and solvents, rendering the process laborious and unnecessary for someone who only 

wants to get high, as they could simply purchase it legally in an already concentrated – 

not to mention reliable – form. This reinforces my belief that there is a spiritual 

component to spagyric practice which goes beyond just a way to ensure access to drugs.

Lavender: It’s the whole reason for trying to grow mushrooms, for example. You can get mushrooms if you 
know who to ask, but growing them and eating them yourself means that the actual act being 
performed is something over a period of time with many elements, which makes it more worthwhile

Heraclitus: I actually differentiate between alchemy proper, and just cooking drugs. Sometimes somebody 
will ask me for something and I’ll just make it, and there’s not much of a spiritual or psychological 
dimension. Sometimes I do what I consider to be actual alchemy: self transformative manipulation 
of particles, for the purpose of self development

Salvia is illustrative. Although both Mr. E and Heraclitus did extractions of it, 

neither did so for the purpose of selling them. Furthermore, Mr. E did not successfully 

extract the psychoactive compound, but was nevertheless pleased with the result.

Mr E: The active principle salvinorin can only be extracted through binding to a solvent. I was using basic 
alchemical preparations of making a tincture, calcining the plant body and then putting it back in, 
and at some point in the process it didn’t extract the psychedelic qualities. I’m sure I extracted… it 
DID extract the energetic qualities, and probably the medicinal properties, but whatever was in it 
that was psychoactive either wasn’t in a high enough concentration or wasn’t present.

Paradoxically, the fact that Salvia is psychoactive is what made it appealing to Mr 

E, and yet he favoured a traditional technique of extraction which he presumably knew 

ahead of time would not, in fact, produce a psychoactive end product.24

Mr E: My desire with the plant when I was first doing it was partially for the psychoactive properties, but I 
also wanted to get a deeper connection with the plant. I am a big fan of herbs in general… I do have 
a deeper relationship with other plants, not from alchemical preparation, but I found through the 
process that there is a deepening of connection that goes on between the individual and the plant 
that’s being worked on. So in that sense I would continue using alchemical preparations in order to 
get to know the plant better. And of course the psychoactive properties of a plant are a part of getting 

24 Salvinorin A is anomalous among psychoactive chemicals found in plants: it is not an alkaloid, and so the 
same procedures which work to extract many other plant drugs are simply not applicable.



to know a plant, so getting to know its psychoactive properties I think is very crucial to 
understanding the overall spirit that resides in the plant. So I would probably do both sides of it.

In contrast, the majority of Heraclitus’ plant alchemy has been producing a very 

powerful and effective drug from Mimosa hostilis, another plant which, like Salvia, is 

native to Mexico but not to Europe. Also like Salvia, Mimosa hostilis is legal in Canada – 

although unlike Salvia, its active compound, DMT – Rick Strassman’s “Spirit Molecule” 

– is not.25 This legal difference is relevant, as it means that what Heraclitus was doing is, 

in fact, quite illegal, although this has had little effect upon either his desire or his ability 

to do this work.

Heraclitus: The heyday of my material alchemy was working with DMT, extracting it from Mimosa hostilis 
root bark. And when I was doing that, there was a lot of self-created ritual around it. I was interested 
not just in extracting it for making drugs… I became fixated on achieving as pure a product as 
possible, so I was very concerned to have all glassware spotlessly clean, I had to have a relatively 
clean working environment, I had to have the best solvents and everything that I could find, I bought 
bottles of distilled water… Considerably beyond what was necessary, I worked at making an 
exceptionally pure product. There were also… not cleansing rituals, but at certain stages of the 
process there were certain rituals I would do to get myself on the right side of the spirit of the… 
During the initial water extraction from root bark, before I separated the water from the root bark, 
while it was still whole in its whole form, I would say a short thank you to the plant. Or sometimes I 
would do a smudging and blow some smoke over it to clear it out, clear out any negative energy that 
was hanging around.

The third and final specific drug I would like to talk about in terms of its role in 

my interview subjects’ spagyric practice is cannabis. Cannabis was once known as “the 

gateway drug:” an easily accessible and yet addicting form of drug use likely to get the 

user into “harder” drug use at a later date, although this theory has been shown to be 

baseless. Mr E mentioned a desire to work with it, but that he had not done so due simply 

to its price. For others, this has apparently not been as much of an obstacle. In fact, it was 

in the context of cannabis that I first heard of alchemy in a contemporary context, several 

years before I began this project. While I was at his apartment, a friend asked if I was 

interested in alchemy, and he responded to my perplexed expression by showing me his 

25 DMT, dimethyltryptamine, is under schedule III of the Controlled Drugs Substances Act.



method for extracting an exceptionally potent golden oil from the apparently large 

amounts of cannabis he had on hand. Unfortunately, I haven’t spoken to him in about two 

years, and was unable to track him down for an interview. As it turns out, however, he’s 

not the only one doing this.

Heraclitus: For a long time my alchemical practice was sort of becoming adept at doing plant extractions, 
so extracting the psychoactive essence from plants. I spent some time trying to develop a recipe for 
extracting THC oil from pot. I actually used a recipe from a book called Cannabis Alchemy.26

Four: I’d say marijuana was definitely my introduction to alchemy. It’s just plain fun to work with… it gets 
you high, and if you do certain things to it, it gets you way more high. Hashish is the best example… 
people love hash, but it’s hard to find in Toronto, so those in the know… we make our own. For 
some people I guess that’s something practical, to increase value so they can sell it, or just so they 
can get higher from smoking less, but for me there’s something more to it than that. It’s a spiritual 
thing. You get your massive bag of weed, and it makes you feel giddy just looking at it. Then you 
spend a while carefully grinding it up, savouring the smell, the texture, the look… and then you do 
something to it. Maybe you’re just making cannibutter for cookies, maybe you’re making hash, 
maybe oil… the options are limitless. My first extraction was actually an alcoholic tincture called 
Green Dragon. Honestly I don’t think I did it that well and probably would’ve gotten way higher if 
I’d just smoked the damn stuff, but the idea that I could think “hey, I’d like to try drinking pot27 for a 
change,” and then to actually go and do it… very cool. It taught me to love chemistry. They should 
do weed extractions in high school chemistry classes; I guarantee you’d get a lot more kids excited 
about science. And the fact that it had me thinking about the plant in a spiritual way made me 
curious, so that a year later I started reading about traditional alchemy.

.
As a researcher, I’ve long found hashish very interesting because of its symbolic 

value relative to “raw” cannabis. Here you have two drugs which in some sense are the 

same, but one is far more sought after than the other, and may well have been invented by 

Arabic alchemists prior to alchemy’s introduction to Medieval Europe. It recalls what Mr. 

E said about “raising vibrations,” or the idea that “the alchemist takes over where nature 

leaves off.” For Four, and presumably for others, a large part of its usefulness is that 

when he does an extraction of it, he knows for sure whether or not it “worked,” because 

he can tell how high it got him. That introduces a certain trial-and-error element which 

appears to be beneficial as a teaching tool for somebody who wants to learn how to do 

plant extractions, possibly so that they can move on to other, subtler plants later. Thus, 
26 Cannabis Alchemy: Ronin Publishing, 1973, ISBN 0-914171-40-2
27 Of note: you don’t need to do an alcohol extraction in order to drink cannabis; in India, it’s common 
practice to make a “bhang lassi,” a yoghurt and milk drink with powdered cannabis (bhang).



we get a role for potent psychoactive drugs as introductions into alchemy for people who 

were already drug users. For Heraclitus, his first extraction of DMT was at the end of a 

period of a self-described “poly drug addiction,” during which he had been high nearly 

every day for several years.

Heraclitus: I think my fixation with purity was a projection of my own feeling of being unclean, having 
been contaminated by this experience with hard drugs, with nasty people and bad situations. I felt 
sullied. And my early work in alchemy was very much focused in trying to cleanse myself by 
learning the process of extraction. That’s my retrospective understanding of it… at the time I just 
thought I loved drugs and just wanted to try crazy shit. And when I first started extracting DMT I did 
not consider it alchemy or call it that; I was just gripped by the need to do this stuff, to achieve some 
kind of transcendence. The extraction process became a symbolic way of trying to cleanse myself. 

Four’s perspective on drugs when he began his alchemy was quite positive; 

Heraclitus’ was less so. For both of them, however, chemistry experiments performed 

using psychoactive drugs brought them into an alchemical practice in which they had no 

interest previous to doing those extractions, and for both, their alchemical practice has 

transformed the way in which they think about and interact with both drugs and 

spirituality. In keeping with the axiom “as above, so below,” doing alchemy with potent 

psychoactive drugs involves a sort of “double mirroring of transformation:” by the 

application of the alchemist’s mind, the drug is transformed as a metaphor for the 

purification that the alchemist wishes to take place. The drug is then consumed and 

transformed by the mind again (this time literally, in the sense of metabolism), producing 

at the same time a radical shift in consciousness.

The Gateway Alchemy

In the early stages of this project, at a time when I meant to include interviews 

with several hash-makers in order to provide a well rounded portrayal of the spiritual 



dimensions of the physical practice,28 I described my target population as “alchemists 

and/or drug producers.” If it weren’t for the inclusion of the word “exogenous” in my 

definition of drug, of course, every single one of us would count as a “drug producer.” 

Neurotransmitters exist to produce effects upon consciousness and are necessary for 

essentially every aspect of our lives – many neurotransmitters are endogenous, while 

others need to be ingested. Most exogenous drugs act by either closely mimicking an 

endogenous neurotransmitter29 or by changing the way in which neurotransmitters are 

released, reabsorbed or broken down.30 Only a few exogenous drugs are actually identical 

to an endogenous neurotransmitter: glutamate, famously found in large quantities in the 

food at certain restaurants is a legal example. DMT is another, its illegality meaning that 

an “internal possession” law31 would render every human in the country a de facto 

criminal.

It is possible to consciously alter the relative amounts of your many 

neurotransmitters. There are several ways to do this. The most obvious way is to simply 

ingest the neurotransmitter you want more of, or something similar to it. The next subtler 

way is to ingest something, such as a vitamin, which will increase the available supply of 

the transmitter you want. Then we move into a broad category of altering the endogenous 

28 The idea was to look for rituals and spiritual ideas among hash makers who do not identify as alchemists. 
If I found them, I would have argued that hash making has a spiritual component in general, not just for 
those who call it alchemy; if I did not, I would have sought to explore and perhaps explain the differences 
between alchemical hash making and non-alchemical hash making. This aspect of the project was 
abandoned because the University of Toronto ethics board did not want me to ask about anything explicitly 
illegal. This made it possible to ask alchemists about drugs and to talk to them about whatever they chose 
to answer, as not all drugs are illegal, but it made it impossible to ask specifically about hash.
29 Example: LSD mimics serotonin at the serotonin 2A receptor
30 Example: MDMA reverses the reuptake pump that normally limits the amount of serotonin
31 “Internal possession” laws are laws that make it possible to prosecute for prior consumption, as in South 
Dakota where inebriated teenagers can now be charged with underage possession of alcohol



levels without ingesting anything, to do which all sorts of techniques can be used,32 all of 

which work by changing thought patterns. Thoughts themselves have been shown to 

produce chemical changes in the brain: researchers have found that environmental cues 

can elicit withdrawal symptoms and modulate tolerance among heroin users. (Siegel, 

2005) Alchemists appear far more familiar with this concept than the general population.

Mr E: I did work and was trained for about eight months with Christopher Hyatt, who’s a very big 
experimenter in consciousness and consciousness research. And he draws a lot of similarities 
between words and drugs – to him, language is chemicals. With an entire repertoire of words, you 
can elicit just about any physiological response from a typical human. You can get people into fight 
or flight mode, you can get people into everything from massive hysterical anger to elation and joy 
just from using words. He does a lot of work in the connection between this and subtle states of 
consciousness.

For many, this really is what esoteric practice is all about: learning how to control 

the mind using known mechanisms through experimentation and diligent practice. 

Exogenous substances are not necessary to do this, but they certainly are one way in 

which it can be done. There seems to be a general progression among the alchemists I’ve 

spoken with from the gross to the subtle: they begin often with profound drug 

experiences, gradually gaining control over dosage and effect, and eventually learn 

internal techniques which do not require the ingestion of a drug. While some may be of 

the opinion that “getting high by smoking weed” is clearly not spiritual and “getting high 

by meditating” clearly is, I see a whole lot of grey area and a smooth progression.33

Four: Alchemy is all about process, all about a path. I’ve heard some people saying “oh, you’re not an 
alchemist unless you’ve made the Stone.” That’s bullshit… the beauty in alchemy is that it’s this 
unfolding thing. It’s not like Christianity where you just say some magic words and, bam, you now 
have a promise of heaven… there’s a lot of work involved. You start in the Nigredo, which is really 
ugly, all about rotting and death, and you can only be elevated once you’ve burned away all your 
imperfections, a nasty process that kind of smells, takes some time and isn’t going to be pleasant. It 
also looks different for everybody.

32 Breathing exercises, martial arts, sex, meditation, etc
33 That cannabis use is spiritual for Hindus, Rastas and Church of the Universe members is important to 
remember. Siddhas, Hindu hermits who reportedly practice something called alchemy, typically progress to 
cannabis (charas) smoking after years of meditation and preparation, rather than the other way around.



When Lavendar talks about his drug use, he situates himself in the area I 

described above as “more subtle” than simple drug use. That is, he actively experiments 

with different means of taking drugs to get the desired effect.

Lavender: As far as things in a spiritual, or mind expanding, or just personal development use of 
psychoactive substances, when I take a substance I’m typically taking several substances together. 
This is called “poly drug abuse,” but the sensible point of view on it is that it’s “sensible drug 
abuse.” Just for example, with MDMA… you can take it and it will harm you. Mildly, but 
nonetheless harm you. So the thing to do is not just take MDMA, but to take MDMA in combination 
with antioxidants, with serotonin precursors and with B vitamins which accelerate the synthesis of 
serotonin.

A single drug can be taken in many different ways. Cannabis can be smoked, 

taken orally or vapourized, each with subjectively different effects. How much you take 

will also make a difference, as will how quickly you take it: five bong hits spaced at half 

hour intervals will be experienced as radically different than five bong hits all taken in a 

row. Some degree of variety in this respect is to be expected in most individual drug 

users, but there is a significant difference between varying due to whim or circumstance, 

and varying due to a conscious desire to produce different effects. The more the variation 

falls into the latter category, I believe, the healthier the drug use and the closer perhaps it 

comes to an unambiguously spiritual practice.34 

Four: I’ve got a laboratory in the sense of a distillation column, some flasks, tubing, etc, but I think more 
importantly the brain is a laboratory. When you take a drug, that drug doesn’t somehow directly 
enter your mind, do something inherent to it, and then leave… rather it interacts with physical 
structures and other chemicals in there, causes physical changes and is itself changed. 

Lavender: When I heard a talk by Sasha Shulgin he gave his opinion that: forget whether you’re doing a 
new chemical synthesis or anything, two psychoactive substances in combination become an entirely 
new psychoactive substance from the point of view of the psychedelic experience. … For example, 
there’s something called candy-flipping which is where you begin with a traditional psychedelic, 
usually LSD, and you combine it in some way with MDMA. There’s roughly three different ways to 
do this. Basically it’s which you take first: you take one before the other, or you take them at the 
same time. More to the point, where do the peaks align of the experiences of the effects of the two 
substances? So for example I’ve tried and would probably not want to try again peaking on MDMA 
while also peaking on 2C-E, a psychedelic. It’s kind of a scary experience in which because you’re 
tripping so hard, because your mind is so preoccupied with where the topic at hand is, it’s 

34 There are exceptions to this. In Hinduism, cannabis is sacred to Lord Shiva, and part of the point is that, 
particularly when it’s found growing wild and consumed “carelessly,” its effects are hard to predict: Shiva 
will do something to you, and you’re not going to know what until it happens.



experienced in a larger than life way. And because you’re taking MDMA the preoccupation is your 
emotional core. It becomes an extremely vivid and surreal emotional experience, which is in my 
opinion way too much. On the other hand I’ve tried an experience which I often recommend where 
you take the psychedelic first, and then a few hours later when you’re coming down from the peak of 
the psychedelic take the MDMA, so that just the after-effects of the psychedelic leading up into the 
MDMA, which means that you’re still tripping but at a low enough level that you have space for the 
MDMA and can experience it objectively, let’s say.

What Lavender is describing is internal chemistry experiments which have 

personal and spiritual significance. A chemist may combine two substances in a flask 

under certain conditions to produce the desired end product; this is literally what 

Lavender is doing, except that he is his own flask. My tendency is to narrativize this as 

part of an alchemical process. This is how he describes it: “I get a sense that what I’m 

doing these days is more of a preparation to enter a tradition or a path, than actually 

walking it.” Heraclitus and Four both spoke of eventually coming to a recognition that 

what they had already been doing was alchemy all along:

Heraclitus: in retrospect I definitely call what I was doing back then alchemy, because I was trying to 
transform myself, trying to rebuild myself. To change my own mind. I do consider even back then 
what I was doing alchemy… and it had a spiritual resonance to it. The whole time it felt like it was a 
spiritual practice… most intensely back then. It wasn’t until I started reading Jung that I picked up 
the language of alchemy.

 Lavender has not done made this transition, and I therefore hesitated before 

including him in this paper: he does not call himself an alchemist. Many of the ideas he 

describes closely resemble those of the alchemists with whom I spoke, however, and I 

believe that he provides an interesting perspective, that of someone beginning to think of 

things in an alchemical way and to include a spiritual dimension in his drug use. He 

certainly shows, like each of my other respondents, the same progression from “gross” to 

“subtle.” If the reader will accept that what Lavender is doing is a kind of alchemy, it can 

very accurately and straightforwardly be described as “the gateway alchemy:” an easily 

accessible and yet compelling form of alchemy likely to get the practitioner into harder 

practice at a later date.



Passing through the Door

For both Four and Heraclitus, physical alchemy with psychoactive drugs was 

instrumental in developing an alchemical practice. For Lavender, the drug use itself fills 

that purpose. Whatever we want to say is the first kind of alchemy typically performed, 

the use of psychedelic drugs seems to get people interested in ideas like alchemy. I’ve 

heard it suggested that drugs like DMT even act as mutagens on a genetic level; this I 

assume to be unsubstantiated rumour, but users do associate it and other psychedelics 

with periods of growth and change.

Mr E: I find an interesting correlation in some studies that have been done in music for example. … the 
area of the brain that deals with and processes music has been found to be bigger in people who play 
music regularly. … Of course I haven’t found any medical research to back this up, but I get the 
feeling that prolonged use of various psychedelics would strengthen those areas of the brain. … 
There’s only two places in the brain that LSD works. It works closer down to the bottom of the brain 
stem, and it works on the neocortex. … A lot of people that I’ve met who’ve done a large amount of 
psychedelics you find are more capable of individual thought, are more easy going typically, they’re 
more open to alternate possibilities of reality. And to me a lot of these characteristics are very similar 
to what we’ve found about the neocortex. … And I’ve found with my use of LSD that there’s a 
definite sense of growing or strengthening the neocortex. I mean, the number of connections that 
I’ve made on a single acid trip, it’s almost like taking a download of information into your brain, and 
drawing connections between all the content that’s already there, but new connections, and 
strengthening what is already existent.

Lavender: In a variety of ways, the period of my drug use has corresponded with a period of personal 
growth which has corresponded with my personal, psychological, you could say academic growth, 
growth in all sorts of areas.

Four: Alchemical mercury is said to have a profound duality to it, a medicine that can kill. I think that 
psychedelics are the same way. They can heal your mind and cure you of neuroses, but they can also 
drive you insane, so there’s that danger whenever you go into a trip. Make no mistake: if you take 
psychedelics, they will change your life. I’m not the same person I was before I first ate mushrooms. 
I think they changed me for the better, but for somebody else it could be totally different.

Avid psychedelic users are sometimes called “psychonauts.” Sailors of the mind; 

whereas astronauts explore outer space, they explore inner space. Drugs are far from the 

only way to do this, of course, but for somebody interested in this kind of exploration, the 

use of a drug can facilitate a sort of spiritual cartography. It’s not that the drug grants 

complete knowledge or transcendence, or even opens up a realm which is “more true than 



the consensus reality;” it can simply show something new that the user wouldn’t have 

otherwise considered, or provide an alternative perspective. When this new perspective is 

combined with sober data I call it “psychic triangulation.”

Heraclitus: For me a lot of the time why I was taking a drug was to see how I reacted to it. It wasn’t to 
experience anything in particular; it was just sort of to broaden my repertoire of headspaces, to learn 
the flips and switches and dials of my own brain. Salvia divinorum… I probably could have 
meditated for my whole life or done introspection or dream work and all that stuff, and I don’t think 
I ever would have found that headspace, without actually doing Salvia divinorum. It was a switch in 
my brain I just didn’t even know was there. You don’t have to do a huge dose of it to learn that 
switch is there and identify it. Actually I think it’s better to use the minimum amount and see that 
place in your mind, and still be as conscious as possible.

Lavender: My first psychedelic experience reacquainted me with the metaphysical, perhaps after a period 
of long estrangement from it. And there was also simultaneously this thread of desiring some kind of 
spiritual development, and so then I put two and two together and thought this might be one aspect, 
one element, of a path

Four: When I take mushrooms or acid, I feel like I’m enlightened. Movement becomes easier, the world 
seems beautiful. The Tao stops being some fanciful notion and becomes something tangible and 
immediate. And I’ll be thinking “of course! It’s all so simple!” – then I start to come down and I’m 
wondering where it went. I guess it’s like a trailer for Nirvana. “Enlightenment! Coming this fall!”

In Roland Griffith’s landmark 2006 study on the role of psilocybin in mystical 

experiences, 61% of test subjects in a double blind experiment had experiences on 

psilocybin that met all the criteria for a “full mystical experience.” Having such an 

experience during a drug trip can be, of itself, life changing, but there is a difference 

between an experience had during a drug trip and left at that, and one which is carried 

forward into a spiritual practice of some kind. Four’s suggestion that it’s a “trailer for 

Nirvana” implies that if one wishes to actually reach Nirvana, something other than just 

tripping on mushrooms needs to take place. That, of course, in no way lessens the 

importance of the drug experience in the process: just like watching a trailer can make me 

excited about a movie I might not otherwise have even known existed, so can an 

experience had on drugs open up previously unconsidered possibilities.

Lavender: I had an intellectual awareness of some of this stuff, and I had an awareness that I wanted to 
pursue something, but action only came after my first psychedelic experience. Personal movement, 
rather than just knowledge gaining or interest.



Mr E: It’s almost like taking a telescope or pair of binoculars when climbing a mountain to see where your 
next location is going to be. You can see it, and with psychedelics you feel like you experience it, 
but that doesn’t negate the need to continue climbing the mountain in order to get there. … As my 
teacher said, psychedelics open a door. How many times do you need that door to be opened before 
you’re willing to walk through it?

The majority of the alchemical practice of all my respondents is done without the 

use of drugs. For each, psychedelics were particularly important early on, but I want to be 

very clear that internal alchemy involves subtle work and dedication, not just tripping on 

drugs, even if for at least some contemporary alchemists that’s an entirely valid part of it.

Mr E: I’d like to be able to access these states of consciousness without the drugs. And in that case it 
requires a mapping out of the states of consciousness themselves that we continuously fluctuate 
between, and learning how to willfully induce those at any given point, which is the idea that our 
brain is a pharmacy

Lavender: They introduced me to path which I doubt that I would have accessed without them. Not because 
I couldn’t, but because my life was going on its course. My life was on a path, and when you’re on a 
path you tend to not go off it. And so if for example for whatever reason I’d gotten a clear enough 
head about my path to decide consciously to go off it and to look for this or that path, and then 
supposing I had the confidence that the study of this or that would eventually after years lead to 
something I could trust was spiritually or religiously valid, then yes that might have happened. But 
having an experience which demonstrates immediately that there’s something worthwhile here, that 
you will be rewarded if you go in this direction, gives you the courage and the reason to do so.

Something fascinating which I couldn’t have predicted prior to my interviews is 

that, just as every one of my interview subjects had significant use of psychedelics prior 

to getting involved in alchemy, they also all report that they use drugs less frequently 

since developing their practice. I’ve not found any exceptions, although admittedly I’m 

dealing with a very small sample.

Mr E: I’ve found since beginning meditation, mantra practices… I’ve had times coming out of Tibetan 
empowerments where I felt higher than I’ve ever been on any kind of a psychedelic substance. I’ve 
had times where I’ve tried meditating on a psychedelic substance I’ve found that my mind felt fuzzy. 
It’s almost like it puts me into a state where I’m not as clear as I need to be to find a specific 
frequency; it’s almost like thinking about trying to dial a telephone with fat fingers.

Heraclitus: Partly I found that what I was struggling to achieve with drugs, I’m getting just as good results 
through meditation and reflection. What I wanted was contact with the unconscious. Doing these 
experiments was a way of building that connection, and now I feel that I’ve got other tools that are 
perhaps safer… I don’t know about more effective, but they’re working for me. I don’t want to say 
categorically that what I’m doing now is the right way and that drugs are the wrong way. A good 
craftsman never blames their tools. In the same way, different people will be in different places in 
their lives, and some people might graduate from meditation to drug use, and that might be their 



maturation process. For me I feel that it’s gone the other way. As my connection with the 
unconscious slowly and by minute steps grows, I find my self drawn more and more to non-drug-use 
means of building that connection.

Due to the societal associations around drug use, and my own work in harm 

reduction – a more controversial than it ought to be field constantly forced to explain why 

it’s superior to abstinence-only approaches – the notion that alchemical practice could 

potentially have a protective effect against problem drug use fills me simultaneously with 

several subjectively different sorts of glee. Before getting too hasty, however, it should be 

reiterated that while each of my respondents uses drugs less often now than they used to, 

and arguably even in a healthier way, they still all use drugs occasionally.

Heraclitus: It is and continues to be an amazing source of richness in my life. I’ll probably continue to 
experiment with psychoactives – I might not continue to do extractions my whole life, but probably 
just for practical reasons. Someday I might have a wife and kids, and I can’t see myself cooking up 
DMT in the basement with a four year old running around. I can picture myself continuing to use 
psychoactives my whole life. How much and which ones I’ll use I don’t know, but I have no regrets.

Lavender: In terms of my actual use it goes through periods where I use regularly, and it goes through 
periods where I go several months without. At the very least there has to be a significant other 
component to the spiritual practice other than what is being undertaken under the influence of 
psychedelics. And if that’s the case, then one becomes interested in developing that sober element to 
the practice.

Conclusion

None of my respondents are ethnically “native” or “Eastern,” nor do they have 

any kind of affiliation to an organised religion, and yet all strive to enrich themselves 

spiritually using the tools available to them. When those tools happen to include drugs 

such as DMT or hashish, they risk criminal records and jail time, and yet persist in their 

practice because their own psychic development is more important to them than 

compliance with the law. That this is a legitimate risk, despite any apparent danger to 

society on their part is an embarrassment to the Canadian value of religious tolerance. 



Neither the illegality of their actions nor their intent to continue them seem likely to 

change.

Mr E: In a lot of ways I still consider myself in the realm of psychedelics, but the drugs that I work with 
now are internally created. I mean, the brain is its own laboratory. Since beginning a lot of this work, 
and the more I get into it… it’s like the difference between trying to dynamite the door of your 
imagination and gently opening it, or the difference between forcing yourself upon a woman or 
wooing a woman.

Mr E’s analogy of a door is quite apt. Drugs, particularly psychedelics, serve to 

open a gateway into alchemical practice. They seem to foster a certain receptivity to the 

kind of ideas contained within alchemy, they challenge extant modes of thinking with the 

effect of facilitating change in beliefs, they provide proof that chemistry can have 

spiritually significant results, they are themselves concrete things to work with using 

spagyric techniques and they expose the user to previously unknown things which can 

later be worked on soberly.

Mr E: They’re a catalyst. A lot of the people I’ve met, especially out of my circle of friends and people who 
are getting more and more involved in the hermetic and magickal traditions, they’re here because of 
psychedelics

As a final thought, I’d like to draw attention again to the concept of spagyrics. 

I’ve heard it said a number of times that spagyric practice is typically where aspiring 

alchemists start off: they work in the plant realm first before eventually moving on to 

minerals and metals.35 That one “kind” of alchemy can precede another on a single path 

interests me. In the double mirroring of transformation I spoke of earlier, drug use is a 

method by which neural pathways may be transmuted: by the application of knowledge 

and skill, chemicals are transformed and the adept’s brain itself is permanently altered in 

the desired way. With time, subtler techniques may be learned, but as Mr E and others 

have said, advanced alchemical substances and practices will not work if the one using 

35 None of my respondents have made the transition to metals, and most are involved in what could be 
described as a spagyric practice, so I have no primary data to support a common transition to metals



them has not been suitably prepared, and drugs, it seems, can play an important role in 

that preparation. Drug use, like spagyrics, is simply where an aspiring alchemist is likely 

to begin, and in this way, they are the gateway alchemy.

The father of all perfection in ye whole world is here.
 Its force or power is entire if it be converted into earth.
 Separate thou ye earth from ye fire, ye subtile from the gross sweetly wth great indoustry.
 It ascends from ye earth to ye heaven & again it desends to ye earth and receives ye force of things 
superior & inferior.
 By this means ye shall have ye glory of ye whole world & thereby all obscurity shall fly from you.

-- Hermes Trismegistus, as translated by Isaac Newton



Appendix I: Methodology

This paper rests upon the results of a series of semi-structured interviews. In total, twelve 

individuals agreed to be interviewed. Unfortunately, several backed out or were 

otherwise unavailable, three agreeing to be interviewed only informally. Of the four with 

whom formal interviews did take place, all are white, male identified, university educated 

Canadian citizens currently residing in Southern Ontario and ranging in age from 22 to 

28. Two identify as being part of a sexual minority. None of the four reported having an 

affiliation with any religious group or political party. I myself am 23, white, male 

identified, a Canadian citizen, university student and resident of Toronto with no 

religious or political affiliation, placing me within the same demographic as all of those 

interviewed. Not all of the others with whom I spoke fit this demographic precisely: the 

age distribution of people interested in alchemy appears to be quite broad, and though the 

majority of practitioners appear to be male-identified, they are not exclusively so. 

Interview subjects were given the option of choosing their own pseudonyms, as well as 

the colour their text would appear in, and I have done my best to involve them in every 

step of the process of writing this paper, where possible allowing them to object if their 

views were mischaracterized, as well as allowing them to revise any of the quoted 

statements, and to elaborate if they saw fit. Lavender after the fact finished one sentence 

in which he had trailed off during the interview, but otherwise did not add or revise any 

material. Four gave me one quote to add, and revised two more; neither Heraclitus nor 

Mr E took me up on the offer to elaborate or revise, but both commented positively 

regarding the way in which they were portrayed, and told me that involvement with this 



project has been helpful in understanding their own practice. The technique of offering 

revision power to respondents, but holding all the cards while doing so, seems to have 

had good, but minor results, and I believe it could be improved upon in further studies, 

possibly by use of an internet platform and application of “open-source software” 

philosophy.

In order to make up for the inevitable sample bias of such a small selection of interview 

subjects, I participated on a message board frequented by self-described alchemists, and 

spoke extensively with several more (who I would have liked to have interviewed, but 

who were not willing or available to do so in a formal capacity) to sound ideas, in all 

phases of the project. After the first draft was written, several more contacts were made, 

and in the months following the initial authorship, their comments have been taken into 

consideration during revisions. Two offered to be interviewed formally that their 

statements could be included in the same way as the four initial interview subjects, but I 

ultimately decided against this because of the difficulty involved in restructuring the 

paper, and instead simply involved them as best as I could in the revision process. My 

own knowledge of alchemy is largely from the internet, from what my various contacts 

told me, and from reading a number of books they recommended. My findings should not 

be treated as universally true, but simply as accurate in describing the few cases that I 

have studied, and at least as salient to others with whom I have spoken.

This project was begun under the oversight of the University of Toronto, and I would like 

to thank them and my supervisor for encouraging me to do research and providing me 



with the skills to do so. I would like to be clear, however, that cooperation with the 

formal institution did not in any way better the work once it was begun: the ethics board 

in particular neither taught me ethical practices nor did it help me to implement them, but 

simply served to delay and obstruct the research, making it clear that certain questions 

could not be asked simply because of official policy, not to protect anybody involved. In 

particular, they required that I not ask about anything illegal – an annoying constraint 

when the willingness to use illegal means was a large part of what I wished to study in 

the first place. Requiring their approval also meant that a great deal of time, and several 

potential interviews, were lost, and a methodology section would not be complete without 

making it explicit that certain constraints were placed upon my methodology by the 

University of Toronto, and that these constraints had a deleterious effect upon the final 

product. Although I am grateful to the University for the skills it has taught me, the 

experience of this project has made me far less interested in working with them in the 

future.

The last methodology constraint I would like to discuss is that of balancing the esoteric 

with the exoteric. This subject is largely secretive, and there are a variety of reasons why. 

Apart from the very real concerns around admitting to illegal activity, there is also the 

fear of revealing secrets which initiates are “supposed” to learn on their own through hard 

work and careful study, as well as the question of what people would do with any 

knowledge gained. From Walter Lang’s introduction to Fulcanelli’s Mystery of the 

Cathedrals: “Chinese alchemists are said to have told their pupils that not even a fly on 

the wall should be allowed to witness an operation. ‘Woe unto the world,’ they said, ‘if 



the military ever learns the Great Secret.’” I certainly have no delusions of possessing 

knowledge the spreading of which would bring woe to the world if the military learned it, 

but the fact is that I am dealing with the beliefs and practices of a population who are 

quite concerned with secrecy, and as a researcher I feel that it’s my duty to respect that. 

This had an effect on which individuals were willing to be interviewed formally, on what 

they would say to me, and on what I was willing to quote them as saying. Nobody has 

complained so far, in any case.



Appendix II: Drugs, Drugs, Drugs.

Note: defining what does or does not qualify as a drug, and how to categorise  
those things which do is, I believe, a necessary first step in any discussion about  
drugs.  My  intent  with  this  appendix  is  to  problematize  some  of  the  popular  
definitions of drugs and their categories while presenting the definitions that I use  
and explaining how I arrived at them; by doing so, I hope that I will have helped 
the reader to understand the theoretical perspective from which I’m writing. This  
section initially appeared between “What is contemporary alchemy?” and “The 
Doors of Perception,” but has since been revised and expanded.

What is a “drug?”

 The definition for drug that I remember from high school health class was “any 

substance which has an effect upon the mind or body and which has the potential to be 

addictive.” What exactly it means for something to “have the potential to be addictive” is 

unclear. One common measure for addictiveness is the presence or absence of withdrawal 

symptoms after the cessation of regular use. However, then we must also define 

withdrawal symptoms: the phrase is generally used to describe unpleasant or dangerous 

effects such as observed when one addicted to alcohol, caffeine or opiates stops using, 

effects such as headaches and nausea. Cannabis serves as an instructive example here, as 

it does not produce such symptoms when its use is stopped and it is therefore described as 

“not addictive.” People who have used very large amounts of cannabis regularly and then 

stopped, however, have reported one reproducible symptom that comes with ceasing use: 

the acute intensification of dreams. Does having dreams which are more vivid than usual 

and which are generally described as very pleasant qualify as withdrawal, and therefore 

justify calling cannabis a drug according to my high school definition? This kind of 

argument seems silly and unnecessary, as cannabis certainly has a profound effect on 

consciousness and is used as a drug, whether or not it meets that particular definition. 

Addictiveness should not, therefore, be a necessary part of our definition of “drug.”



In addition to being too narrow due to its emphasis on something as tenuous as 

addictiveness, the above definition is also too broad due to its inclusion of substances 

which have an effect upon the body but not the mind, at least directly. Mint, for instance, 

is a counterirritant, and is commonly used for that purpose – numbing the tongue with a 

pleasant tingling sensation when taken orally. It may be intellectually consistent to 

describe mint as a drug, but I believe this to be misleading as it fails to make sense of the 

cultural role of mint as contrasted against substances such as cannabis. Furthermore, all 

consumed substances have an effect upon “the body,” via metabolism and the like, so a 

definition of drug which includes “body” makes all food into drugs. It is worthwhile, 

therefore, to place substances which effect consciousness in a separate category.36

 Lastly, this definition fails to account for agency or intent. Cheese contains 

tyramine, which has a mild psychoactive effect and is considered to be addictive. By the 

above definition, cheese is quite clearly a drug, despite the fact that the vast majority of 

people who consume cheese are completely unaware of any psychoactive effect and do 

not consume it for the purpose of producing that effect. While many people do get cheese 

cravings, and we may feel different after eating cheese, I know that I am not alone in 

rejecting the notion that cheese is a drug, and do not feel that it is cherry-picking to 

design a definition which excludes both it and any other example which could be widely 

agreed upon as silly. That the substance has certain properties, therefore, is not sufficient 

to render it a drug, unless it is intentionally used for those properties.

36 There is some issue of “Cartesian Dualism” in asserting a firm separation between mind and body. I do 
not, in fact, believe that separation to be firm, as the two are very interrelated, and, for instance, a change in 
metabolism from eating fat will inevitably have an effect upon consciousness. I maintain, however, that this 
indirect action can be treated as distinct from something taken for the purpose of effecting consciousness; 
whether it does so or not, few people eat pork to change their consciousness



The operative definition of “drug” that I use, therefore, is “any exogenous37 

substance which is consumed for the purpose of producing an effect upon consciousness” 

Some illustrative examples: if you use nutmeg as a spice, it is not a drug, but if you eat it 

by the tablespoon in order to get high, it is. More controversially, if you have a glass of 

wine with dinner because it goes well with the food without thinking about its 

psychoactive effect, it is not a drug, whereas if you drink the exact same glass of wine for 

a mild buzz, it is. What it means to have an effect upon consciousness is intentionally 

vague: arguably all things effect consciousness, but their ability to do so only becomes 

relevant once that effect is intentionally sought out by a conscious agent. 

In earlier drafts, the definition read “any exogenous substance which has an effect 

upon consciousness and is consumed for the purpose of producing that effect.” This has 

been simplified to remove the requirement that it has an effect upon consciousness, 

because on reflection I have decided that such a caveat is unnecessary. The phrase “an 

effect upon consciousness” implies that there is an effect, and suggests that every use of 

the substance will be the same, which is not true. It also excludes things which are taken 

for the purpose of producing an effect related to but distinct to the “objective, scientific, 

neurotransmitter based” effect that it may also have. This revised definition allows for, 

for instance, Ecstasy to become a drug, where previously it was said to be the name for 

pills which may or may not contain quite a variety of different drugs. With this definition, 

Ecstasy itself, not its ingredients, is a drug, taken for specific purposes, and the chemicals 

37 Exogenous: originating outside the body, as opposed to endogenous: originating within the body. Some 
substances can be both exogenous and endogenous, but are not considered “drug” unless consumed.



within it are merely ingredients. By analogy: when one sells you curry, you can expect it 

to contain cinnamon, but it remains curry even if it does not, and does not become a new 

dish altogether if it also contains fenugreek. In the same way, Ecstasy is a drug which you 

can expect to contain MDMA, but for which many recipes exist. How the substance is 

thought of by the one who takes it determines whether it is a drug, what drug it is, how it 

will be used, and what the effects will be.

Three Broad Categories of Drug Use

Beyond the basic definition, drugs have historically been divided into the 

categories of stimulant, depressant and hallucinogen; stimulant and depressant referring 

to their effect upon metabolism, cardiopulmonary activity and energy level; hallucinogen 

essentially being an “other” category. All three categories are extremely problematic. 

Ketamine, for instance, sedates and anaesthetizes, but in fact has been shown to increase 

both respiration and certain types of brain activity, and is known to induce visions, 

rendering it categorically ambiguous if strictly biological measures are stressed. In 

general, many drugs which are taken to stimulate are not technically “stimulants,” many 

drugs which are taken to relieve stress are not technically “depressants,” and, in fact, the 

overwhelming majority of drugs which are taken to trip out do not cause true 

hallucinations. Thus, “hallucinogen” is both wildly inaccurate and invokes unnecessary 

stigma, while stimulant and depressant are simply confusing and misleading. I prefer, 

therefore, to focus on categories of use, rather than effect, leading to the following three 

categories, which bare similarity to the above divisions and yet are both more precise and 

less problematic. Drugs are typically taken to: “stimulate or enhance,” “get fucked up,” or 



“gain insight or knowledge.” As this is not directly dependent on physiological measures 

such as the receptors affected, a single drug could fall into more than one category 

without contradiction. Take cannabis: if you smoke a joint prior to playing jazz music in 

order to get into the groove, it falls into the first category; if you hit the vapourizer after a 

long stressful day to “chill out,” it falls into the second category; if you drink bhang38 

before doing yoga, it falls into the third.

I will now attempt a brief rundown of these categories, what they may contain, 

and their associations. For the first, I have chosen the phrase “stimulate or enhance” in 

order to stress that the drug is being used to improve something – but that something may 

be either external as it relates to the internal (qualitative perception), or internal as it 

relates to the external (ability to perform). These are drugs which either make you better 

at something, or make something you experience seem better. That is, it is not 

“intoxication” that is desired, but rather the behaviours that the drug encourages. One 

may use such a drug to increase productivity, creativity, skill, alertness, strength, speed, 

sensitivity or anything else. A socially awkward person who finds that alcohol helps in 

social situations is therefore in the same category as an office worker who drinks coffee 

to get work done or a cinema-goer who first gets stoned so as to enjoy the movie more. 

Thus, although this category contains the majority of classic “stimulant” use (dexedrine 

to write papers, caffeine and nicotine to wake up and get through the day, etc), it also 

applies any time something is being used to make an immediate improvement, even if the 

something in question does not directly boost metabolism or energy level. I am not yet 

38 Bhang is an Indian word for low-grade cannabis which is sometimes consumed in pakoras, but most 
frequently in a spiced, yoghurt-based drink. Cannabis is only orally active if absorbed into fat or alcohol.



satisfied with any single term for this category: “stimulant” is the most accurate, but has 

too great a potential to be misleading thanks to the antiquated definition. In spite of this, 

for the purposes of this appendix, I will use “stimulant” to describe this category.

The second category, that of drugs taken “to get fucked up,” can potentially 

include every drug there is. It runs opposite to the first category: whereas in the first the 

purpose is behaviour and experience relating to the external world, this second category’s 

purpose is the experience of the drug itself. The best word I have been able to arrive at 

for this category is “inebriant,”39 the classic example of which is alcohol. This type of use 

is undoubtedly what mainstream society most readily associates with drug use in general: 

people trying to get high. There is a sense of “escaping baseline,” that sobriety is 

something undesirable, and that changing consciousness is self justifying. Although 

amphetamines may be used to increase productivity, for instance, they can also be used 

because they feel great and make the boredom go away, in which case they are more 

inebriant than they are stimulant. Some overlap between the two categories obviously 

exists; one may use amphetamines to “get fucked up” and end up cleaning one’s 

apartment, and one may take them for productivity and then proceed to enjoy the feeling. 

The distinction between stimulant and inebriant is based on the reason for which the 

substance was consumed, not upon what ultimately transpired.

The third category of drug use, that which overlaps primarily with the old, 

problematic category of “hallucinogens,” which I have described as “drugs taken to gain 

39 One man I spoke to recommended the word “shit.” I thought he meant it in a pejorative sense, until I 
realized its accuracy in use: “try some of this shit man, it’s good shit, it’ll get you fucked.”



insight or knowledge,” is perhaps more controversial than the above two. That drugs can 

stimulate and inebriate is widely accepted; that drugs can provide insight is not. Further, 

it could be argued that this category is merely a subset of the first, in that what is being 

“stimulated” or “enhanced” is the user’s ability to arrive at new ideas. Perhaps I am 

indulging in a bit of dualistic thinking, but I nevertheless feel that it is worthwhile to 

distinguish between internal and external as relates to the desired drug effect, to the 

extent that my stimulant category specifically refers to the relationship of the drug user to 

the outside world (by changing either behaviour or perception, with a mind to affect more 

so than to content), whereas this third category refers to the relationship of the drug user 

to the inside world, affecting thought patterns and producing new ideas, rather than 

behaviours, and dealing primarily with content. This category is also different than the 

other two because the desired effect is long term, rather than immediate: much may be 

accomplished before a stimulant wears off, but the change to the individual is only for the 

duration, while insights gained during a drug experience may be carried forward into 

sober life and produce a long term change, providing benefit in such areas as life 

satisfaction and sense of well-being. (Griffiths, 2006) A single drug may, of course, fall 

into both categories, but, again, the distinction becomes relevant when considering the 

reasons for use. Thus, we have two dichotomies, resulting in three categories: is the drug 

taken because of the way that it makes you interact with the world, because of the way 

that it makes you feel, or because of the way it makes you think and the epiphanies you 

come to under its influence?

Third Category as “Psychedelic”



The reason I have been wasting your time with this technical discussion of drug 

categories is that the type of drugs relevant to this paper is the third category, which is to 

say that when drugs are being used as part of alchemy, it is typically to gain insight or 

knowledge. I could have merely relied upon the now well established term “entheogen,” 

but I consider it to be needlessly problematic, as it refers to a “god,” (“theo”) which may 

or may not be part of the worldview of a particular user. It is offensive to suggest that a 

drug is being used to create or intensify a connection with God if the user does not even 

believe in God in the first place, but is nevertheless using the substance to gain some 

form of insight which may even be of a spiritual nature. 

When in each of my alchemy interviews I used the phrase “psychoactive 

substance,” thinking it both broad and technically neutral, my respondents responded 

substituting the term “psychedelic.” It’s possible that this is because “psychoactive” 

sounds a little bit like “psychedelic” and is therefore what they assumed that I meant, 

despite my best intentions to remain neutral. The association that I have with the term 

“psychedelic drug” is specifically the “seretonergic” class – LSD, psilocybin, etc – drugs 

whose primary mode of action is agonising the 5-HT2A receptor. Due to this specificity, 

I am resistant to using it to describe drugs which do not agonise this receptor.40 It seems, 

however, that this is not a problem for my interview subjects, who are quite willing to use 

it to describe, for instance, Salvia divinorum, which is believed to work by agonising the 

kappa opiod receptor, and ostensibly has nothing to do with serotonin at all. The focus on 

40 Exaggerating certainty regarding a drug’s effects on receptors is unwise, and there is enough 
contradictory data that “must agonise 5-HT2A as its primary mode of action” is simply an inadequate 
definition. 2C-I, for instance, is described as in some ways similar to LSD, and certainly a psychedelic, yet 
is actually believed to antagonize the 2A receptor, possibly having its psychedelic effects due to binding at 
5-HT2C instead. None of this is certain, and furthermore none of this is relevant when subjective effects are 
better documented. Cultural associations and usage are not dependent on pharmacodynamics.



neurotransmitters is of course separate from the word “psychedelic” itself, even though 

seretonergics are inevitably the first psychedelics to mind. The roots of “psychedelic” are 

psyche-delos: soul revealing – in conversation with one of my respondents, it was pointed 

out to me that, given the Hermetic belief that microcosm and macrocosm reflect one 

another, any insight or knowledge gained has a personal component, and therefore any 

increase in insight must be in a sense “soul revealing.” Taking into consideration the role 

of Hermetic ideas among my subjects and in this paper, therefore, I will be using 

“psychedelic” as interchangeable with the third category I proposed above: any drug 

which is taken to gain insight or knowledge. My hope is that this discussion has clarified 

to some extent what it is I mean when I use the term, and what I believe my interview 

subjects meant as well.



Appendix III: Orientalism and the Value of Tradition

Note: this section originally appeared between “Spiritual Use of Psychedelics” 
and  “The  Role  of  Psychoactive  Drugs  in  Contemporary  Alchemical/Spagyric  
Practice.” On the advice of my proof-readers, I have relegated it to an appendix,  
as while I feel that it is a worthwhile discussion, and to some extent explains the  
importance of this paper, it is not directly relevant to the research question.

Where would somebody, living in Toronto, look for help in understanding an 

experience had after taking a drug? The sociological and anthropological papers about 

“entheogen” use tend to focus on ayahuasca ceremonies performed by Amazonian 

shamans, Peyote use of the Navajo and the NAC, etc. Ethnobotany as a discipline often 

looks at places which others sometimes call primitive – sometimes pejoratively, but more 

often romantically, recalling Dryden’s oft-disparaged “noble savage.” These people, it’s 

thought, have a deeper and fuller connection to the earth and the plant kingdom than we 

Europeans, so we can pay respect to and maybe even learn from the way they use plant 

drugs in a way we are often not willing to do with drug users within our own society: 

Ethnobotanists typically do not look at “Western” cultures, ignoring traditions of drug 

use within them, both new and old. Besides “natives,” the other place with which 

“traditional drug use” is associated is the mystified “East,” the land of hashish and 

opium.41 It was to the East that cultural icon Timothy Leary looked for inspiration when 

trying to create literature to help North Americans understand the psychedelic experience. 

Two books of Leary’s are particularly notable in this regard: Psychedelic Prayers and 

The Psychedelic Experience, partial translations/adaptations of the Lao Tzu and the 

Bardo Thodol, respectively.42 These books are quite popular, and I have enjoyed reading 

41 That opium was introduced to China by Britain is, of course, ironic, but not widely known.
42 That Leary could read neither Chinese nor Tibetan and therefore adapted his translations from other 
English translations is notable. That he “translated” the Lao Tzu while in India, not even in China, is even 
more incriminating. That he calls Bardo Thodol the “Tibetan Book of the Dead,” rather than either its 
original name or its translated name – Liberation Through Hearing During the Intermediate State – does 



them myself. Without speculating as to whether their ideas are or are not accurately 

translated, it is in any case true both that many people who study psychedelics have 

sought guidance from Tibetan and Chinese holy books, and that they were aware that 

they were doing so. Given a certain stigma against “cultural appropriation,” I was curious 

to what extent this was a concern for young, white, Canadian psychedelic users.

Lavender: I’ve heard someone say that using psychedelics, as a lot of people do, as part of a spiritual path 
is a kind of orientalism, in the sense that it’s a religious appropriation from Easterners. I have an 
awareness of myself as a European Christian…

Four: Orientalism can be a bit of a touchy subject. I mean, okay, I practice Taoist martial arts, and so not 
only do I respect the beliefs that produced them, to say even that I practice this art necessarily means 
that, to some extent, I embody those beliefs. But, I mean, here I am, I’m white and I live in Toronto. 
Do I have any direct access to the ancient Chinese culture that it comes from? Not really. So does 
that mean I’m just appropriating it? I like to think I treat it with respect, and acknowledge that I’m 
not the same as they were, even if I’m trying to do something similar

Heraclitus: I don’t take offence at all to the suggestion that I was guilty of it and probably still am to some 
extent. … I try not to be, but I don’t pretend to have achieved a complete separation from the 
exoticization of ancient cultures. Orientalism is a specific term for east and west, but I think the 
exact same phenomena can happen with ancient cultures, or “oh Australia is the place where it’s all 
really happening,” or “oh Europe is the place.” I’ve seen orientalism aimed at Europe in Canada 
where “Europe is where people are cool. Europe is where life is really happening. Europe is where 
it’s all at.” The exoticization of Eastern European cultures or wherever… I don’t think I’m guilty of 
that one in particular, but orientalism concerning Native spirituality – I have been guilty of that stuff, 
and I try not to be. There’s a fine line between pillaging another culture and seeing value in 
traditions that you’re not directly connected to. That we can take what we can from another culture, 
without pillaging it. I think I’m not as guilty of that as I could be because I don’t consider myself a 
Taoist really. I see that it’s a different culture, it’s a different world and that I’m not really part of it. 
What I can say is that my view is informed by their view, so my exposure to it helped shape my 
worldview; to say that it’s their view that I hold I think is a mistake.

Keep in mind that when I looked for interview subjects, my target was 

“contemporary alchemists,” not “psychedelic users.” It just so happens that, without 

exception, everyone I interviewed did psychedelics numerous times prior to developing 

an interest in alchemy. That means that any impression I give of the role of the accusation 

of “orientalism” among psychedelic users is necessarily biased. However, rather than 

speaking to the effects of orientalism among psychedelic users at large, what I’m 

concerned with here is the role that orientalism might have played in getting at least a few 

little to help his case. Calling the Lao Tzu “Tao Te Ching” is more easily forgivable, as the names are used 
interchangeably in China as well.



specific psychedelic users into alchemy. The logic, I think, is straight forward: if 

someone in Canada becomes interested in something, but when pursuing that interest 

comes up against accusations of exoticism, finding a “Western” analog to these “exotic” 

practices could be quite appealing.

Lavender: It was only a few months ago that I learned of thee existence of Greek mystery cults and I 
thought ‘oh, okay. So there’s something to learn about.’ And the appealing thing about that is that 
the ‘West’ – by which I mean, I suppose, Europe – doesn’t have a widely acknowledged history of 
religious psychedelics. … even if I don’t practice in that cultural context, it’s good to know of a 
historical basis in Western society for this kind of practice.

Four: For Jung, the discovery of alchemy was a huge relief, because he felt that his ideas, though similar to 
those of Greek and early Christian Gnostics, were largely absent from Western philosophy for the 
nearly two thousand years since. Alchemy became a bridge… so he could see Gnostic ideas as 
having been hidden, maybe, but still present within Medieval Europe, and therefore it wasn’t 
necessary to go as far back as Greece at all. That appeals to me. I like the idea that these ideas that 
are becoming popular among psychedelic users aren’t some new thing, or some Eastern thing that 
we’ve appropriated… no, actually they’ve been there the whole time, and it’s just that somewhere 
between the Romans, the Christians and the Rationalists they’ve been pushed underground. If you 
think these ideas can only be found in Asia, you’re not looking very hard… they’re all over the 
world, in every culture, in every century. 

Mr. E: Look at alchemical artwork for example… it’s psychedelic. You’ve got people sitting there with 
huge sun-heads… when you start getting into the mindset of analyzing images and finding deeper 
meaning which relates to what you’re working on, I think you’re dealing with a psychedelic realm. 
Alchemy especially tends to work directly with creative imagination. I mean, alchemists would be 
working and working and because the symbols that they use for their properties are also 
mythological, archetypal symbols, they could wake up from a dream they had about the sun and the 
moon interacting in some specific way, run to their laboratory, and act out physically in the 
laboratory what was being enacted in their archetypal imagination. And that’s a really strange way to 
work as we think of it in modern science, but to me that’s definitely a psychedelic state of 
consciousness, to be acting on your dreams in a physical laboratory.

It seems that my suspicion was correct: there is at least some concern by some 

white Canadian psychedelic users that looking to far off places to explain their 

experiences could be interpreted as Exoticism and appropriation, and there’s a sense that 

there is something in alchemy which is related to psychedelia. It may not be this 

straightforward, however; on the one hand, Medieval alchemists did not have LSD at 

their disposal, and on the other, we are not living in Medieval Europe.

Lavender: We can look for a tradition, but the point is that to a large extent, psychedelics in the West are a 
new tool, or at least their widespread availability is very new, but of course the strand that one wants 
to pick up with them is a strand that was conducted more or less sober I would think. People were 
supposedly – in the Medieval period – trained to have mystic experiences in a way we aren’t now, so 



we’re picking up on a thread that was being conducted in a sober way back then. In the context of 
Modernism it is helpful to have I guess you could call it a regressive experience with psychedelics to 
pick up that thread again. 

Four: Looking to the east isn’t exactly a new thing in alchemy either. Am I “orientalist” for looking to 
Europe? Maybe. Was Aleister Crowley “orientalist” for looking to India? Probably, we like to call 
him that anyway. Were the Knights Templar “orientalist” for looking to Arabia? I suppose. Were the 
Greek mystery cults “orientalist” for looking to Egypt? Well… sure, I guess, but focusing on “west 
taking from east” misses something. The grand narrative we’ve got of the passage of alchemy is that 
it started with the cult of Thoth in Egypt, got brought into Greece as Hermeticism, spread east into 
Arabia and from there into India and then China. At some point the Romans and then the Christians 
stamped out the practice of Hermeticism so Europe didn’t have it for a while… but then in the 
crusades they got it back from the Arabs. So now that Taoist alchemy is mixing with European 
alchemy here, we’ve basically just got a grand reunion – Europe had it before China did, the Chinese 
did something else with it, and now we’re sitting down and drawing comparisons. That’s not 
“orientalism,” that’s just the spread of ideas across culture. And these ideas are transcultural.

Heraclitus: There’s as much difference between me and Medieval Europe as between me and the Amazon 
or me and China. Alchemy is not something that you can do according to a dogma or a tradition. 
Contemporary alchemy has to be rooted in the culture of the contemporary world. To be at the 
cutting edge of consciousness has to be not looking backwards, completely. I mean you look 
backwards to see where you’ve been, but you’ve got to be as forward looking as you can as well. My 
understanding of alchemy is informed by Modern science. By psychology that’s developed in the 
last hundred years, by the culture that I’m in, basically. And I don’t think I’m doing what they were 
doing, I think I’m doing what I’m doing.

I argued in my section on the definition of alchemy that, as universalizing as these 

statements about alchemy may be, the word alchemy has a very specific historic 

association. Why use the word alchemy at all if what’s being done has no more in 

common with Medieval Europe than it has with Amazonian shamanism or Taoism?

Mr E: I try to stay away from affiliations. I work with things… I work with Gnostic Christianity, Tibetan 
Buddhism, some forms of shamanism, tarot and Qabbalah. … I don’t follow any kind of ‘ism.’ … 
the closest thing that I used to have an affiliation with was Thelema, Aleister Crowley’s pseudo-
brand of religion, until I realised that it was a paradox in terms

Heraclitus: I fixed on the word alchemy because it’s in three places that I really respect. One is in Medieval 
Europe, one is in Taoism – I mean they call it Taoist alchemical practices, so alchemy is not just a 
European thing, there’s also alchemy in Chinese culture as well – and Jung. Jung is a metanarrative 
that I use to understand both of those practices.

Four: If I were to be really honest… well maybe it just sounds cool. It has some pleasantly romantic, lofty 
associations… and anyway, I’ve been reading the writings of the alchemists for inspiration, just like 
I’ve been reading the Tao te Ching. I guess in a sense I’m no more an alchemist than I am a Taoist… 
and if you want to talk about strict adherence to traditions I’m not either. For me, the ideas of 
Taoism, Hermeticism, the Psychedelic movement… hell, let’s throw postmodernism in there as 
well… are all basically the same. I’ve somewhat fixated upon this one phrase from Taoism: “that 
which is called the Tao is not the Tao.” Basically, we’re talking about something bigger than any 
one tradition. I like Taoism a lot… I also like alchemy a lot. But I think even the very act of putting a 
name to it necessarily gets it wrong, because it’s something dynamic, something that can’t be 



defined. As far as words go, though, Taoism and alchemy are both pretty decent, and as a European, 
the latter earns me less accusations of cultural pillaging than the former.

Alchemy is, therefore, a useful concept for those interested in psychedelic ideas, 

partially because it’s harder to accuse of exoticism – although as Heraclitus shows it still 

can be – but also partially because it’s something that’s present and salient in the culture, 

making it accessible and providing a jumping off point for further study.43 Alchemy is 

certainly salient in today’s culture – a Google search for the word “alchemy” gets 

13,100,000 hits, roughly four times as many as “Taoism.” To list the cultural references 

to it would be absurd, as they’re simply ubiquitous. It’s something that has deeply 

influenced our culture in countless ways, and that makes it much more accessible than, 

for instance, Amazonian shamanism. If it’s true that alchemy has been in our culture for 

hundreds of years, and that people still practice it, and that some of the people who 

practice it use currently illegal drugs as part of their practice, what implications does that 

have for pieces of legislation like the Religious Freedoms Restoration Act? It gets worse 

for the law than even that, however, once we look at how my respondents defined their 

spiritual practice. Heraclitus, for instance said that the point is creating “new kinds of 

consciousness.” Unlike the NAC and the Santo Daime who use one specific drug in a 

religious context, contemporary alchemists consider mindful experimentation in general 

to be spiritually important. To permit access to certain drugs only to members of certain 

religious organizations – and only those religious organizations we consider to be in 

43 Of note: when focusing on quotations, something can be missed when, for an individual, it didn’t seem 
worth mentioning at the time. Unlike Four and Heraclitus who have taken inspiration from Medieval 
alchemy but follow it only in a very loose sense, the impression I got was that Mr. E takes the traditional 
component more seriously, having learned for a while under Christopher Hyatt, who was in turn a student 
of Frater Albertus, founder of the Paracelsus Research Society and one of the biggest names in 20th century 
alchemy. As a result, Mr. E’s ideas, though also including contemporary media theory and some seemingly 
original ideas, bear far more resemblance to “traditional” alchemy than do those of Four or Heraclitus; their 
looseness with the term should not be confused with his.



some way “native”44 – is both racist and ignorant of our own culture; but even more, to 

restrict access to any tool for the exploration of consciousness is to infringe upon the 

religious freedom of spiritual seekers in general, and contemporary alchemists in specific.

This line of argument is what makes alchemy so important to the study of human 

relationship to psychoactive substances in a contemporary context, and why I have 

insisted on including a discussion of orientalism. Despite it not being strictly necessary to 

answer my research question, this discussion explains the importance of asking that 

question. Namely, what exactly is the role of drugs in a contemporary spiritual practice? 

Are they, in fact, important to it? Given my answer of “yes,” what are the legal 

implications? Ron Sandquist, a sociologist at Portland State University presented a paper 

titled Entheogens: The Criminal Sacrament at the Pacific Sociological Association’s 

2008 conference, demonstrating quantitatively that the use of “entheogenic drugs” is not 

a predictor of criminality, other than that which is forced upon users by the substances’ 

illegality. Why is it that, in a country where we are supposedly guaranteed the right to 

religious freedom is it nonetheless punishable by imprisonment to even possess a sacred 

substance? 

My research in this paper concluded that psychedelics play an important role in 

fostering interest in alchemy, and serve to introduce people to the practice – people who 

are not members of the NAC and who have never been to the Amazon or met a shaman, 

and who would likely never have developed their spiritual practice had they not been 

44 In Canada, peyote is legal due to its native use. Two members of the Church of the Universe, a Southern 
Ontario religion that uses cannabis as a sacrament, however, have been convicted of trafficking.



willing to break an unjust law in the pursuit of their own personal development. As a 

secondary effect, this necessitates that any religious movement formed by such people 

will be “underground” or “countercultural,” not because there is something innately 

perverse about the personalities of the practitioners, but because the government has 

forced them there by banning important parts of their way of life. 

I merely wish to show, through all of this, that it is not necessary to look to 

“Exotic” cultures to see spiritual use of psychedelics: it’s happening right under your 

nose, but in secret, because those caught become victims of state sanctioned religious 

persecution.



Appendix IV: Consent form

Dear friend, 

Thank you for replying to my request for volunteers to be interviewed about the role of 
psychoactive substances in contemporary alchemical/spagyric practice. The purpose of 
my research is to construct an accurate representation of the way in which and to what 
extent psychoactive plants are used within the contemporary manifestation of a 
traditional spiritual system. This research will result in a term paper and possible 
subsequent publication. It is not market research. I do not at present receive funding from 
any source, whether academic or corporate, although my research is presently overseen 
by the Department of Sociology at the University of Toronto. I have no affiliation to any 
supplier of alchemical or herbal materials or products. I am affiliated with the TRIP! 
Project, a municipally funded harm reduction organisation that provides safer sex and 
drug use information to Toronto partyers, although they are not involved in this project.

This study is based on semi-formal interviews with individuals who have experience with 
or knowledge of the contemporary practice of plant alchemy. It involves an 
approximately 1.5 hour interview during which we will discuss your experience with and 
opinions about the subject. To establish context, I will also ask for some personal 
information, including age, ethnic identity and residential history. You are free to 
discontinue the interview at any time, to skip questions and to ask for clarification.

All personal information will be kept strictly confidential. Any information that could 
lead to your identification will be removed from the transcripts, and while you may be 
quoted in the final paper, you will not be referred to individually in any decipherable 
manner. Audio recordings will be destroyed immediately after transcription. 

If you have questions about the study, please feel free to contact either me or my 
supervisor Professor Welsh at the addresses on the attached sheet. If you have questions 
about your rights as a research participant, you may contact the Office of Research Ethics 
at 416-946-5763.  Please let me know if you would like me to send you a research 
summary after the project is completed.

Thank you for your participation.

Yours sincerely,

Michael Vipperman, undergraduate
Department of Sociology
University of Toronto



Appendix V: Interview Guide

The following are topics of discussion which I will bring up in each interview. They will 
not necessarily by asked in order, and respondents will be permitted to talk about subjects 
not directly related to any of these questions. This interview guide will be shown and 
explained to respondents prior to the interview to lessen the sense of hierarchy.

1) Them (who they are, general demographic information to establish context)
-- Age, residential history, political or religious affiliation, ethnic identity

2) The work (ie, their alchemy... in other words, why am I interviewing them anyway?)
-- What do they call their work? (alchemy, spagyrics, herbalism, etc)
-- How did they get interested in it?
-- Where/how did they learn? (internet, books, from peers, from a master)
-- What kinds of things do they make?
-- Has what they make changed over time?
-- What do they do with the things they make? (only use themselves/give to friends/sell to 
friends/sell to strangers/?)
-- Where do they get their precursors, solvents or anything else difficult to find?

3) Psychoactive substance use history
-- What psychoactive substances if any/for how long/how often/how much/etc
-- If they take anything, why did they start? Also, what are they using it for?
-- Any differences between before they began their alchemy and after? (one big thing I'll 
try to tease open is whether drugs got them into alchemy, alchemy got them into drugs or 
neither)
-- Their opinion of several specific drugs which are especially relevant to the research. 
For the first interview I'll ask about Salvia, morning glory and belladonna (three legal 
entheogenic plant drugs) specifically, for later interviews I will also ask about any drugs 
which often came up in conversation in earlier interviews. 

 4) Opinions
-- What is their opinion of Canada's legal system as it relates to their work? (as part of 
this, has the law gotten in the way of what they wanted to do, and have they ever gotten 
in any trouble over it?)
-- What is their opinion of Canada's official medical system?
-- What is their opinion of complementary/alternative medicine?
-- What is their opinion of academic chemistry?
-- If they use spagyic procedures to make psychoactive drugs, what do they think of those 
who make the same drugs without calling it spagyrics or alchemy?
-- If they do not make drugs, what do they think of those who do so?
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