

[image: image]

To Luna Wilson and Anita Hoffman
[image: image]

Contents
[image: image]
Cover Image
Title Page
Dedication
Foreword
Preface
Introduction
Chapter 1: Images of Women and Drugs in Myth and History
Greece and Crete: The Pleiades, Mycenaean Poppy Goddess, Helen of Troy, Circe, Pythia: The Delphic Oracle, Demeter and Persephone, Sappho
Egypt: Hathor, Isis, Nefertiti, Cleopatra
Asia Minor and India: Eve, Apsarasas, Scheherazade, Houris
Europe: Alchemists, Witches
Nonwestern Cultures: Seven Sisters of Sleep, Mama Coca, Harvesting Opium, Kavakava Ceremony, Iboga Initiation, Visionary Vine, Peyote Woman, Sacred Plants of Mexico
Chapter 2: Opium and the Victorian Imagination
Mary “Perdita” Robinson: From “The Maniac”
Elizabeth Barrett Browning: “The Development of Genius,” “A True Dream”
George Sand: From Valentine
Margaret Fuller: From At Home and Abroad
Maria White Lowell: “An Opium Fantasy”
Charlotte Brontë: From Villette
Elizabeth Siddal: Untitled poem
Louisa May Alcott: “Perilous Play”
The Hookah, 1770–1885
Jane Addams: From Twenty Years at Hull-House
Sarah Bernhardt: From Memoirs of Sarah Bernhardt
Santa Louise Anderson: “An Opium Dream”
The Pipe and the Needle, 1880–90
Mary C. Hungerford: “An Overdose of Hasheesh”
Charlotte Riddell: From A Mad Tour, Or a Journey Undertaken in an Insane Moment Through Central Europe on Foot
Patent Medicines
Coca Wine and Cocaine, 1880–1900
Chapter 3: Expatriates and Vagabonds
Isabelle Eberhardt: “The Oblivion Seekers”
Chicago May: From Chicago May: Her Story
Edith Wharton: From The House of Mirth
Edith Blinn: From The Ashes of My Heart
Mabel Dodge Luhan: From Movers and Shakers and Edge of Taos Desert
Hopheads, Snowbirds, and Vipers in Song: “The Girl in the Blue Velvet Band,” “Cocaine Lil,” “If You’re a Viper”
White Lady
Mina Loy: “Lunar Baedeker”
Baroness Else von Freytag-Loringhoven: “Appalling Heart”
Anita Berber: “Cocaine (Snow Poem)”
Caresse Crosby: From The Passionate Years
O. W.: From No Bed of Roses: The Diary of a Lost Soul
The War on Drugs
Box-Car Bertha: From Sister of the Road
Emily Hahn: From “The Big Smoke”
Chapter 4: Mainline Ladies
Florrie Fisher: From The Lonely Trip Back
Billie Holiday: From Lady Sings the Blues
Janet Clark: From The Fantastic Lodge: The Autobiography of a Girl Drug Addict
Barbara Quinn: From Cookie
Edith Piaf: From Piaf: A Biography
Françoise Sagan: From Toxique
Maya Angelou: From Gather Together In My Name
Anna Kavan: “Julia and the Bazooka”
Chapter 5: Psychedelic Pioneers
María Sabina: Mazatec Magic Mushroom Ritual Chant
Valentina Wasson: “I Ate the Sacred Mushrooms”
Masha Wasson Britten: From “My Life with Gordon Wasson”
Alice B. Toklas: “Hashish Fudge”
Enid Blyton: From Enid Blyton: A Biography
Anaïs Nin: From The Diary of Anaïs Nin, 1947–1955
Laura Huxley: From This Timeless Moment: A Personal View of Aldous Huxley
Harriette Frances: “LSD: Journals of an Artist’s Trip”
Constance A. Newland: From Myself and I
Margaret Mead: “Psychedelics and Western Religious Experience”
Chapter 6: Beats and Hippies
Bonnie Frazer [Bremser]: From Troia: Mexican Memoirs
Ellen Sander: From Trips: Rock Life in the Sixties
Kay Johnson: From “LSD-748”
Diane di Prima: From Memoirs of a Beatnik, “The Holidays at Millbrook—1966,” “Revolutionary Letter #39” [1969]
Lenore Kandel: “Peyote Walk,” “Blues for Sister Sally,” “the pot bird story”
Garnet Brennan: From “Marijuana Witchhunt”
Linda Rosenkrantz: From Talk
Sharon Rudahl: From Acid Temple Ball
Anita Hoffman: From Trashing
Elizabeth Gips: “I Was Born on LSD”
Rosemary Woodruff Leary: “Peyote Equinox”
Mary Woronov: “The Mole People”
Terry Richards, Trina Robbins, Diane Noomin, and Sharon Rudahl: Underground Comics
Chapter 7: Choosers and Abusers
Anne Waldman: From “Fast Speaking Woman,” “Billy Work Peyote,” “13 Tanka: In Praise of Smoking Dope”
Marlene Dobkin de Rios: From Visionary Vine: Psychedelic Healing in the Peruvian Amazon
Barbara Myerhoff: From Peyote Hunt: The Sacred Journey of the Huichol Indians
Sara Davidson: From Loose Change: Three Women of the Sixties
Susan Nadler: From The Butterfly Convention
Lorna Dee Cervantes: “Meeting Mescalito at Oak Hill Ceremony”
Marcia Moore: From Journeys into the Bright World
Susan Sontag: On Writers and Stimulants
Jeannine Parvati: From Hygieia: A Woman’s Herbal
Carrie Fisher: From Postcards from the Edge
Chapter 8: Shaman Women at the End of the Millennium
Susan Gordon Lydon: “On Hennepin Avenue”
Adele Getty: “The Pattern That Connects”
Requa Tolbert: “Nature, She’s the Law”
Gracie: “Visible Language”
Ann Shulgin: “The Intensive”
Kalimá: “The Ecstatic Rite”
Nina Hagen: “Erich and Nina in Ecstasy”
India Bonham: “The Key”
Alice Dee: “The Story of a Psychedelic Socialite and Ecstatic Dancer”
Darby Romeo: “The Brain vs. the Coochie”
Ward Sutton: “Women and Pot”
Julie Doucet: “The Best Time I’ve Ever Had on Acid”
Jennifer Joseph: “Balloons,” “We put this piece of paper on our tongues”
Adeena Karasick: “Telephone Talk”
Iris Berry: “56 Reasons To Go Downtown”
Kathleen Harrison: “The Leaves of the Shepherdess”
Nina Graboi: “Four Score and LSD”
Simone Garrigues: “To the Source”
Footnotes
Bibliography
About the Authors
About Inner Traditions • Bear & Company
Copyright & Permissions

Foreword
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Those who believe that psychonautical art is a discipline of exclusive masculine interest will be astonished when reading this book. The table of contents says it all.
The editors, Cynthia Palmer and Michael Horowitz, could be described from different perspectives. A long-time couple who met as participants in the 1960s American psychedelic counterculture, they embody a combination of the most libertarian thinking with remarkable scholarship in their field of drug history and literature. Worldwide readers are in debt to Michael and Cynthia for the anthology of Aldous Huxley’s drug-related writings, Moksha, and to Michael for his valuable editing of a number of the later books and a bibliography of Timothy Leary, who was godfather to their daughter, the actress Winona Ryder. American readers owe to both Michael and Cynthia the building of the world’s largest library of drug literature, the Fitz Hugh Ludlow Memorial Library, which provided much of the material for the present anthology.
The editors compiled and organized Sisters of the Extreme using a rigorous academic approach. Two different levels of work are apparent. The first, which belongs entirely to them, is a pioneering essay about women and drugs in mythology and world history prior to the nineteenth century. The second level is a careful collection of women’s writings on the drug experience from about 1800 until the present, with valuable introductory notes both to historical periods and individual authors, as well as fascinating illustrations.
As usually happens, reality surpasses fiction. These female participants are refreshingly entertaining as they give the details of an array of different drug experiences with a very historical consciousness. A treasury of insight, this anthology reveals that drug taking was examined in depth much earlier than has commonly been accepted. The editors also show how current stereotypes are built, sometimes in response to a peculiar case and other times for religious or political reasons. The contributors to this book display opinions to satisfy any taste, and they invariably go beyond mere description to explore the impact of their experiences on the psyche and the soul.
Being myself a researcher and writer on this subject, the only thing I wish to add is that if I had made the acquaintance of such a book sooner, my writing of 
A General History of Drugs would have displayed a much more qualified understanding of causes. A couple of years ago when I discovered the earlier edition of this book (Shaman Woman, Mainline Lady, 1982), it was too late to help me illuminate the chronicle of the past century and a half with the amazing riches of information one finds in the present volume.
As you read the book, you will become aware of the many different facets of women’s drug use. A specifically female approach to mind-altering substances emerges, a phenomenon that has been widely disregarded. This is an unusual book in the annals, as useful to a reader merely interested in the subject as it is precious to a researcher.*1
Antonio Escohotado

Preface
[image: image]
This is the first collection of women’s writings on their experiences with psychoactive drugs. The original edition of this anthology was published under the title Shaman Woman, Mainline Lady in 1982. The title of this new edition comes from a remark in a letter Grace Slick wrote us upon seeing the book in its original form: “I didn’t know I had so many sisters of the extreme.”
Our intention is to present a history of mind-altering and addictive drugs in the lives of women from the early nineteenth century, when the first memoirs and poems of opium users were published, to the present, postpsychedelic polydrug era. Today, scientific exploration continues amid stormy social, legal, and medical controversy over increased drug use and abuse. It is illuminating to learn, directly from the literature of personal accounts, how this point has been reached.
Since 1960, more than a dozen anthologies of drug literature have been published in English. Almost everything in these collections was written by men. The existence of female authors who could rival the power of Thomas De Quincey, Fitz Hugh Ludlow, Charles Baudelaire, Jean Cocteau, Aldous Huxley, William Burroughs, or Carlos Castenada has been unsuspected. We believe that among these experimental reports, stories, essays, poems, and extracts are some that invite comparison with the acknowledged masterpieces of drug literature.
Published female views of the drug experience generally have been limited to sociological studies and tabloid sensationalism. Media controlled by men have given us an enduring stereotype of a female drug abuser: a passive, exploited, degraded victim who becomes sexually promiscuous, ready to sell her body for the price of her next fix. Another common theme is the Hollywood actress, nightclub singer, or rock star who, unable to cope with the pressures of fame, overdoses on heroin or barbiturates—not unlike her Victorian sisters who met the same fate with laudanum and chloral hydrate.
The selections appearing in this book demonstrate that women’s real experience with drugs are far more varied and complex than the stereotypes suggest. The writers have a great variety of backgrounds and professions: housewife, schoolteacher, socialite, physician, singer, parapsychologist, prostitute, professional writer, actress, social reformer, nutritionist, anthropologist, artist’s model, psychotherapist, and shaman. The settings of their experiences, ecstasies, ordeals, or imaginary accounts include opium dens in Shanghai, San Francisco, New York, and Paris; a Fifth Avenue pharmacy; a Greenwich Village salon; a North African café; a hippie crash pad; an English theater; a French château; a Oaxacan village hut; a Los Angeles psychiatrist’s office; a Hollywood dance club; the Manhattan subway; the federal rehabilitation center in Kentucky; the Esalen Institute; prisons, parks, and bedrooms of every description.
The authors consume almost the entire array of popularly used and presently illegal drugs: opium, morphine, and heroin; cocaine, methamphetamine, and other stimulants; the psychedelic substances LSD, DMT, peyote, psilocybin mushrooms, and ayahuasca; the empathogens MDA and MDMA; marijuana and hashish; the anesthetics ketamine and laughing gas. The external parameters of a drug experience are: purity of the substance ingested, dosage per body weight, method of consumption (eaten, smoked, swallowed, sniffed, injected), individual tolerance based upon extent of previous use, psychological set, and physical setting. The internal parameters can be expressed and understood only through personal communications, such as those in this anthology.
In general, psychoactive drugs temporarily, but often quite dramatically, alter the manner in which reality is experienced by the human nervous system. Psychedelic (entheogenic) drugs, including high-quality, high-dose marijuana, heighten the senses and propel the user through inner space. Psychedelics speed up the reception of information, accelerating, fragmenting, and reintegrating consciousness. Opiates tend to carry the user to the womb-center of existence: a floating dream of peace and contentment. Cocaine and amphetamines free the intellect from consuming emotional moods and general fatigue. Their use sometimes quickens, intensifies, and sexualizes perception. The anaesthic drugs fragment consciousness and produce out-of-body experiences. A relatively new class of drugs known as empathogens or entactogens (MDA, MDMA, 2CB, etc.) enhance communication and emotional receptivity. Despite the many differences in the characteristic effects of these three classes of drugs, each can produce euphoria, enlarge realms of awareness, eroticize the nervous system, trigger internal visions, and mess up people who use them carelessly, immoderately, and without respect for their immense power.
In certain primitive tribes it is the shaman’s role as sorcerer and healer to personally experiment with sacred mind-altering plants and become adept in their effects and uses. The shaman’s knowledge of botanical medicine, courage in consuming toxic substances, and ability to control and ritualize psychoactive states of consciousness are greatly valued by other members of the tribe. Aboriginal shamanism is probably the oldest known form of religion. The shaman is the connection to the god residing in the sacred plant—the tribe’s inner astronaut. And in many cultures, the shamans are women.
The power of substances to produce altered states of consciousness is understood by western scientists in biochemical rather than supernatural terms. Apart from the peyote ceremony permitted (after a long suppression) to Native American Church members, the shaman’s drug experiences have been illegal in the West for generations. Nevertheless, to varying degrees the writers of this book are shaman women, communicating the revelations of drug-induced visions and rituals.
Mainliners inject drugs intravenously for immediate effect. For them, personal involvement with the drug becomes overwhelming. The experience is compulsively repeated for the pleasure it provides, or to escape the acute displeasure of its absence. Heroin, morphine, cocaine, and amphetamines are the drugs most frequently injected. Whether using it for medical or nonmedical reasons, the mainliner becomes physically dependent on the drug.
The term “mainline lady” is here extended to include laudanum drinkers and opium smokers (in whom physical addiction develops less rapidly), as well as cocaine, crack, and speed users. Psychological dependence is apparent in the excessive use of marijuana and some other mind drugs. The mainline lady, like the shaman woman, travels internal, other-worldly realms, sometimes experiencing increased powers of imagination and sensual enhancement, but she is often more controlled by her drug than in control of it. The shaman seeks to control the drug’s effects both in recreational and ceremonial use in order to potentiate their most valued psychic and spiritual powers.
This new edition adds a substantial number of texts evidencing the continued involvement of women with drugs in the United States and Western Europe during the past two decades. Some of these new texts were previously published; others appear in print for the first time. A few texts published since 1980 (and a few we have subsequently discovered in our research) hark back to an earlier period and have been added to the appropriate section. Some texts published in the first edition have been deleted or shortened to make room for the new material.
We have added a number of illustrations and replaced a few others. We have also added a general bibliography of works reprinted in the book, discussed in the chapter introductions, or simply worthy of mention.
Thanks to the extensive holdings of the Fitz Hugh Ludlow Memorial Library in San Francisco the editors have had the opportunity to examine nearly two hundred drug-related writings by women in the United States, England, France, and Germany during the past two centuries. Much of the literature was discovered in long out-of-print books and obscure periodicals; some of the more recent texts were written expressly for this updated edition. Due to space limitations, a number of texts have been omitted, but these are referenced for interested readers. We have included images from ancient and primitive cultures because they suggest a long tradition linking the nature of femininity with special states of consciousness.
We’d like to thank our many valued friends from the seventies to the nineties who assisted us with this project and helped us to complete it. Special thanks go to our editor, Lee Juvan. We are grateful for the opportunity to carry the story of women’s experiences with drugs into the twenty-first century.
Cynthia Palmer and Michael Horowitz
Mill Valley, California

December 1999

Introduction
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The relationship of women and drugs goes back before recorded history. In When God Was a Woman, Merlin Stone has suggested that in ancient matriarchies, small doses of snake venom may have been used as hallucinogens at oracular shrines by priestesses of the moon. The most important goddesses of many ancient cultures are closely associated with intoxicating plants and with gardens of delight in which grow the sacred fruits and herbs of what is variously termed knowledge, immortality, or paradise. In Taoist cosmology, women and drugs are yin, linked with nature, the earth, and the inner self: unfathomable, endlessly receptive, pleasurable. There is a western tradition of a sexualized and mystical intuitive wisdom inherent in both women and visionary states of consciousness. Much more evident, however, is the tradition that regards women as inferior to men, and drugs as dangerous substances and artificial paradises.
When the serpent (shaman) turned on Eve (feminine principle) to the apple (sacred plant/mind-changing drug), the result was nothing less than the fall of man. Since then, women have been linked with drugs and their dangerous allure, and drugs always have been associated with the mystical, intuitive dimension—the forbidden, the mystery of woman.
Eve’s was not an isolated turn-on. In forests and herb gardens, in temples, palaces, and kitchen laboratories, a succession of mythological goddesses, historical queens, anonymous seers and shamans, witches, and alchemical mates exemplified or sought the psychoactive connection. In “The God in the Flowerpot,” Mary Barnard wrote, “Half a dozen important mythological themes—the shaman’s journey, the food of immortal life, the food of occult knowledge, the fate of the disembodied soul, the communication with the dead, plant-deities—all converge . . . on some actual food (usually a drug plant) ritually consumed, not symbolically but for the experience it confers.”
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The Witch’s Love Potion by Meister Niederrhein, c. 1450
In the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance, the European church-state launched a savage persecution of women midwives and herbalists who made personal ritual use of the deadly nightshade plants—hallucinogenic plants (such as henbane and belladonna) that produced, among other things, dreams of flying and sexual experiences. (Native women in colonial empires were similarly treated as witches and whores.) While the shamanic pursuit of the healing knowledge of drug plants was the province of European witches, men were the official physicians, the writers of the herbals and pharmacopoeias. Women’s reputations as poisoners, extending from mythical Circe and Medea to Locusta, Agrippina, Lucretia Borgia, and Catherine de Médicis, were predicated on their knowledge of dangerous plants and their proficiency in the kitchen arts. Understandably, the preparation of love potions was the province of women familiar with nature’s aphrodisiac plants.
For several centuries after their introductions in Europe, today’s legal social drugs—alcohol, coffee, tobacco—were much more socially taboo for women than for men. During the early nineteenth century, the concept of drug use as either a vice or a medical requirement became entrenched in the popular mind. This democratized medical and, ultimately, social drug use. While a few avant-garde women later dared to smoke and drink in public and visit opium dens, patent medicines were used in mass quantities by their sisters for psychological as well as physiological problems. Women became addicted to the pleasurable effects of the opiates, which were medically overprescribed and cheaply available, just as female “complaints” today are overtreated with mood-alterants and tranquilizers.
The twentieth century has witnessed an explosion of recreational drug use despite official antidrug policies and generally severe laws, enforced by a narcotics police network. These restrictions have led to the development of underground societies of drug devotees, complete with etiquettes and specialized vocabularies. In the earlier decades of the present century, women who pursued a drug-related lifestyle compromised their reputations far more than did the men who indulged and experimented. Following World War II, there was a major trend toward middle-class involvement with illegal, recreational drugs that paralleled a steady acceleration of female participation in drug subcultures. The 1940s and 1950s were the period of the mainline lady, the reefer-smoking beat chick, the pioneers of psychedelics. Hippie women of the 1960s turned on with marijuana and LSD as routinely as men. During the extension and branching out of the drug scene in the 1970s, mind-changing substances were tried by women of nearly every age and social class.
The 1980s and 1990s featured a variety of trends: a major escalation of antidrug propaganda and policies in the face of persistent experimentation or habitual use at every level of society. Hard drugs flooded the country, but the drug at the heart of a new youth subculture in the United States and Western Europe was a feeling-enhancer (MDMA or ecstasy), and a drug reform movement successfully established itself on the medical value of a soft drug (marijuana). Prescription pill use hit an all-time high, while psychedelic plants remained at the heart of a resurgent shamanic tradition centered on ceremony and healing. With the exception of law enforcement and drug trafficking, women were a significant part of every trend of this period, and in some cases played major roles.
The literature of women’s drug experiences is roughly divided between accounts of repeated use with commitment to a drug-related lifestyle, and instances of isolated, private experiences, either intentional or accidental but almost always profound. The voices of this book often emanate from actual underworlds, or from the interior realms of consciousness. Sisters of the Extreme demonstrates that for a long time women have consciously sought the experience of getting high, and that they have experimented courageously, lived dangerously, and written about it eloquently.

Images of Women and Drugs in Myth and History
[image: image]
 
GREECE AND CRETE
The Pleiades
The Pleiades, a star cluster five hundred light-years away in Taurus, is known as “the seven stars” or “the seven sisters.” The six brightest stars in the group can be seen with the naked eye; a seventh, the “lost Pleiade,” disappears and reappears. The ancient Greeks named them after Atlas’s daughters, who were also known as the Hesperides: guardians of the golden apple tree of immortality and fertility, the gift of earth goddess Gaia. For some ancient cultures the Pleiades symbolized the realm of higher consciousness. In the second millennium B.C., Vedic astrologers of northern India, worshipers of the sacred drug-brew Soma, placed this star cluster at the center of the universe. The nineteenth-century The Pleiades star cluster British mushroom authority M. C. Cooke titled his book on the seven major drug plants of the world 
The Seven Sisters of Sleep.
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The Pleiades star cluster
Mycenaean Poppy Goddess
Idols of Mycenaean goddesses and priestesses were decorated with vegetative motifs, sometimes accompanied by a serpent consort or crowned with a diadem of opium capsules. On this fourteenth-century B.C. statue found in a sanctuary at Gaza near Heraklion, Crete, the poppy heads are cut to extract opium before the pods ripen in the same way as they are in modern times. It may be deduced that some women of Crete understood the effect of opium, tended it as a mystery of their goddess, and dispensed it in cases of suffering or despair.
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Poppy goddess of Crete, c. 1400 B.C.
Helen of Troy
The value of opium as a painkiller and antidepressant was known to the ancient Greeks. The women of Thebes used nepenthe to dispel their anxiety. Greek cameos depict Nyx, the goddess of night, distributing poppy capsules. Nepenthe was probably a mixture of opium and hypnotic drug plants such as mandrake, henbane, and belladonna. A description of nepenthe as “a mirth-inspiring bowl” has inspired the idea that some Indian hemp or hashish may also have been added to the drug.
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Helen of Troy offering opium to Telemachus
According to Homer’s Odyssey, written about 700 B.C., or five centuries after the Trojan War was supposed to have taken place, Zeus’s beautiful daughter Helen obtained nepenthe from Polydamna, wife of Thoth and queen of Egypt. When Telemachus, emotionally distraught over the fate of his missing father, Odysseus, visited Helen in Sparta with his companions, “she poured into the wine they were drinking a drug, nepenthe, which lulled all pain and gave forgetfulness of grief.”
Circe
Circe and her niece, Medea, archetypal sorceresses of Greek mythology, were devotees of Hecate, goddess of magic and sorcery. They arose out of matriarchal times, when they were associated with goddesses of the earth and of the powers that give and take life. In Homer’s Odyssey, the hero encounters Circe on his wanderings after the Trojan War. She prepares an enchanted brew by infusing drugs with the wine she serves to Odysseus and his crew. All turn into pigs—except their leader, whom Hermes has provided with an antidote, the moly plant. Circe’s brew was possibly a form of nepenthe, containing a large percentage of the strongly hallucinogenic Atropa alkaloids such as henbane and belladonna, or the psychoactive plant datura, which could account for the men’s psychological transformation to an animal state.
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The Wine of Circe
by Edward Burne-Jones
Pythia, the Delphic Oracle
The Delphic oracle, not unlike the tribal shamans of the Americas, was consulted on all matters of personal or national importance. The ceremony took place in the temple of Apollo on Mount Olympus, which was the legendary abode of Gaia, goddess of earth. Snakes sacred to the goddess religion may have been kept and fed at Delphi. Mary Barnard suggests in The Mythmakers that the drug used by Pythia, the priestess of Apollo, to release her power of prophecy may have been laurel leaves containing cyanide (hallucinogenic in very small doses), which were ritually chewed. The fumes of burning bay leaves, henbane, or cannabis may conceivably have been the method by which Pythia altered her consciousness.
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Pythia, the Delphic oracle
Demeter and Persephone
One of the central events of the Eleusinian Mysteries was the ingestion by participants, who were pledged to secrecy, of a potion called kykeon. The brew was taken just before a performance of the earth regeneration myth: the abduction and return of Persephone to her grain-goddess mother, Demeter, by Hades, lord of the underworld.
On the basis of a new translation by Danny Staples of the seventh-century B.C. “Homeric Hymn to Demeter” and drug experiments with formulas known to the ancient Greeks, R. G. Wasson, Albert Hofmann, and Carl Ruck, in The Road to Eleusis, make a strong case that kykeon was a psychedelic potion made from an infusion of ergot-infested barley. For centuries the grain fungus ergot has been used by midwives and doctors to facilitate childbirth; since 1943 it has been the source of LSD (lysergic acid diethylamide). Demeter was often called “Erysibe,” the Greek word for ergot, and her special color, purple, is the color of the fruiting bodies of ergot. According to a Homeric hymn, following the loss of her daughter, the grief-stricken goddess of grain ordered the construction of the temple at Eleusis near Athens and the blending of kykeon. If the authors of The Road to Eleusis are correct, the return of Persephone in spring was identified not only with the beginning of the growing season but with the psychedelic rebirth of participants in the Mysteries.
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The Greek goddess Demeter with her attributes of barley, opium, and snakes
Sappho
Only about one hundred short poems and fragmentary lyrics survive of the writings of the greatest female poet of antiquity. Sappho lived on the island of Lesbos in the Aegean Sea around 500 B.C. Her works were destroyed by official edict of the Roman Empire in the first century A.D. One of her surviving poems, translated here by Mary Barnard, refers to the mythical drug plant ambrosia.
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Sappho of Lesbos
Peace reigned in heaven
Ambrosia stood
already mixed
in the wine bowl
It was Hermes
who took up the
wine jug and poured
wine for the gods.
“Like the wine of most primitive peoples,” write the authors of The Road to Eleusis, “Greek wine did not contain alcohol as its sole ingredient but was ordinarily a mixture of various inebriants. . . . Inebriating herbs were indeed added to the wine.” Ambrosia was “food of the gods” and bestowed immortality. Sappho imagines the gods themselves getting high; and this is associated with peace in heaven and presumably on earth.

EGYPT
Hathor
Egypt was preeminent in the ancient world for its medical knowledge of drug plants. The goddess Hathor was worshiped as far back as 3000 B.C. Her temple was the home of intoxication. To appease Hathor, the sun god Ra ordered the fertile soil of the Nile Valley to be created from fermented barley. It was stained red to resemble blood, perhaps by the addition of mandrake or opium poppies, according to one interpretation of a myth inscribed on a tomb dated 1300 B.C. The practice of getting drunk on New Year’s Eve is for Egyptians a tribute to Hathor as goddess of intoxication and joy.
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Hathor, Egyptian goddess of intoxication and joy
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Queen Nefertiti of Egypt
Isis
Isis, Egyptian goddess of immortality, was also goddess of fertility, motherhood, and herbal drug cures. She healed her slain brother, Osiris—literally put him back together—with sacred herbs, spices, and enchantments. Isis worship spread to Greece and Rome by the fourth century B.C., due in part to her resemblance to Demeter. The medieval version of Isis was anima mundi (world soul or witch-goddess); her headdress was decorated with magic herbs, grains, and snakes.
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Isis, Egyptian goddess of immortality and healing
Nefertiti
A fourteenth-century B.C. Egyptian wall relief depicting a royal couple was the subject of a paper by anthropologist Judee Davidson. Davidson conjectures that the woman, who has been identified by some as Queen Nerfertiti, is offering the man, who appears to be ill, two psychoactive plants: mandrake root and blue water lily.
Cleopatra
Ha, ha!
Give me to drink mandragora
That I might sleep out this great gap of time
My Antony is away.
Her speech in Shakespeare’s Antony and Cleopatra reflects the traditional view of the Egyptian queen as a drug adept. Cleopatra would have been aware that the correct dose of mandrake root acted as a sedative. Like other rulers, she dabbled in the black art of poisoning; presumably she tested asp venom on her servants to determine the fatal dosage of the poison she eventually used to commit suicide. But mandragora was her Valium.
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Queen Cleopatra

ASIA MINOR AND INDIA
Eve
The symbolic fruit of the tree of knowledge that grew in the Garden of Eden—and which Eve tasted upon the advice of the serpent and which she shared with Adam—reverberates in the myths of many cultures and in the literature of sacred drug plants. Jehovah’s admonition regarding the tree (“for in the day that thou eatest thereof thou shalt surely die”) corresponds to the ego-death experienced under the effects of a strong psychedelic. Eating the fruit made Eve and Adam “as gods, knowing good and evil,” approximately the effects of a sacred drug plant that temporarily produces feelings of cosmic perspective.
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Eve by Lucas Cranach, c. 1520
Regardless of which sacred drug plant may have been symbolized by the apple, it was a “controlled substance” and eating it resulted in “the first drug bust of pre-history” (according to drug historian M. R. Aldrich), for which Eve has borne the responsibility and the blame. Some view the Eden myth as a patriarchal cover-up of the suppression of the goddess religion that preceded it.
The serpent of Eden (formerly the consort of the high priestess in the matriarchal period) senses and exploits woman’s apparently greater predilection for seeking the intuitive plane. The book of Genesis also implies that Eve trusted nature more than Adam, fearing less the consequences of eating a possibly toxic substance. The “sisters of the extreme” of this book are the descendants of a drug-choosing (or abusing), law-defying Eve.
Apsarasas
In Vedic mythology, apsarasas were female sex adepts of the angelic realm who participated in the brewing of soma, the sacred drink described in the four-thousand-year-old hymns known as the Rig Veda. A stone relief from a temple in northern India (of about A.D. 1000) depicts the Soma-brewing ceremony of one of the later tantric cults. According to Asian scholar Philip Rawson, a priest had ritual sex with an apsarasa while she pounded in a mortar the psychoactive ingredients (notably the Amanita muscaria mushroom) that caused the drinker to feel immortal.
Scheherazade
Scheherazade, who recited the thousand and one tales of the Arabian Nights, personifies the seduction of the mind by the genie of hashish. While her younger sister Dunyazad acts as her prompter and keeps the sultan’s hookah filled with hashish, Scheherazade keeps him entertained with a labyrinth of stories within stories. She knows how hashish affects the mind, excites the imagination, and slows down the passage of time. She succeeds not only in avoiding her own death, but in saving the life of every virgin in the kingdom.
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Soma-brewing ceremony
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Scheherazade by Steele Savage
Houris
The legend of the Old Man of the Mountain (Hasan-i-Sabbah), with its curious blend of sex, drugs, and political intrigue, was reported by Marco Polo, who learned of the Ismaili cult leader while traveling in Persia in 1273. At his mountain fortress at Alamut, Hasan-i-Sabbah supposedly drugged young men with a certain potion (probably a mixture of opium and hashish), and arranged for them to awaken in a fabulous garden where they would be entertained “by the most beautiful damsels in the world, who could play on all manner of instruments, and sing most sweetly, and dance in a manner that it was charming to behold.” Hasan’s garden of delights was fashioned after Muhammad’s image of paradise in the Koran, in which “wide-eyed Houris” would satisfy every desire. The young men would later risk death to perform assassinations for Hasan, convinced that his garden foretold the paradise they would dwell in forever.
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Houris entertaining a drugged warrior in Hasan-i-Sabbah’s “garden like Paradise”

EUROPE
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Luna, the female principle in alchemy
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Performing the alchemical work
Alchemists
Alchemy—whether it involved the transformation of base metals into gold, the preparation of mind-altering drugs and healing elixirs, or the process of spiritual regeneration—was ideally undertaken by a man and a woman together. The image of the moon priestess, Luna, in a seventeenth-century manuscript represents the female principle in the alchemical working. The relationship reflects the harmony of heaven and earth; the experimental fusion is reflected in soul and substance. In the series of pictures from the seventeenth-century book Liber Mutus, the alchemists’ success in creating gold or the so-called universal remedy (“panacea,” after the daughter of the Greek god of medicine) is symbolized by the creation of a child.
Witches
In early medieval representations, witches were often idealized as beautiful women; later they were more often portrayed as naked, sensual creatures or as crones.
The practice of witchcraft in Europe during the late Middle Ages and the Renaissance included the use of herbs and mind-altering plants, particularly the Solanaceae species containing the potent alkaloid atropine (belladonna, mandragora, henbane, hemlock, and datura). Small, precise doses of their leaves, berries, and roots were useful for a wide variety of medical and physical problems. Particular combinations and dosages resulted in deep sedation with vivid hallucinations, time-and-space distortion, sensations of flying and falling, bizarre visions, and feelings of sexual abandon.
[image: image]
Compounding the Witches’ Unguent by Hans Baldung, 1514
The fly agaric (Amanita muscaria) or toadstool mushroom and the skin of toads (containing the hallucinogen bufotenine) were also important ingredients in witches’ recipes. These preparations were sometimes rubbed into the skin or possibly (this suggested by the broomstick motif) inserted directly into the vagina. The subconscious experiences deriving from these polydrug brews included astral travel to a “sabbat” (communal gathering) and psychic release from religious and sexual repression.
The narrow and restrictive doctrines of the established Christian church, which limited women’s participation, may have been indirectly responsible for the flourishing of witchcraft. As many as one million women were tortured or killed during the witch craze of the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries.

NONWESTERN CULTURES
Seven Sisters of Sleep
In 1860 British mycologist Mordecai C. Cooke presented his fanciful myth of the origin of drugs in The Seven Sisters of Sleep: A Popular History of the Seven Prevailing Narcotics of the World. The goddess Sleep ruled one-third of man’s life. When her jealous sisters attempted to usurp her domain, she appeased them by offering powers equal to hers over humanity’s waking hours: “My minister of dreams shall aid you by his skill, and visions more gorgeous, and illusions more splendid, than ever visited a mortal beneath my sway, shall attend the ecstasies of your subjects.”
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Morphina, the poppy girl
Thereafter, each of Sleep’s sisters personified a major mind-altering plant drug: Morphina (opium), Virginia (tobacco), Gunja (cannabis, hashish), Sitaboa (betel), Erythroxylina (coca), Datura (datura, jimson weed), and Amanita (Amanita muscaria, the toadstool mushroom). They were destined for use on a global scale:
Thousands and millions of Tartar tribes and Mongolian hordes welcomed Morphina, and blessed her for her soothing charms and . . . marvels of dreams. . . . Four-fifths of the race of mortals burned incense upon [Virginia’s] altars. . . . The dark impetuous Gunja . . . established her throne in millions of ardent and affectionate hearts. . . . Honored by the Incas, and flattered by priests—persecuted by Spanish conquerors, but victorious, Erythroxylina . . . received the homage of a kingdom of enthusiastic devotees.
    Sleep’s other sister-drugs (to which Cooke might have added yagé, kava, peyote, and psilocybin mushrooms, had he known about them) were also widely used during the mid–Victorian period, just as they are in the present era.
According to Mary Barnard, who one hundred years after Cooke, wrote in “The God in the Flowerpot”:
All are drug plants: they inebriate, soothe pain or function as mind-changers. Some of them are open doors to the otherworld, and as such they have religious uses. They are sacred plants, magic herbs or shrubs, magic carpets on which the spirit of the shaman can travel through time and space.
Mama Coca
Coca, the world’s strongest organic stimulant, was long regarded as a sacred plant by the Inca civilization of Peru. The plant was deified as Mama Coca and associated with the constellation of the Virgin. As a symbol of divinity, coca was initially used only by Inca royalty; in the thirteenth and fourteenth centuries Mama Coca was the designation of several Inca queens, and some princesses adopted Coca as a middle name. Eventually many chewed and worshiped the leaves of the coca bush.
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Mama Coca by A. Robida, 1902
At the height of the European and North American craze for coca wines and tonic drinks in the late nineteenth century, the French artist Robida portrayed Mama Coca as an Inca queen introducing the sacred plant to the Spanish conquistadores, whose priests denounced coca worship as demonic. The feminine associations of the drug have continued into the modern era: cocaine, the prohibited active agent of the plant first isolated in 1860, was popularly known as “girl” during the 1930s and 1940s, and more recently as “lady” or “white lady.”
Harvesting Opium
The opium poppy is one of the oldest cultivated drug plants. Its characteristic effects—euphoria, relief from pain and anxiety—were known to people of ancient cultures throughout the Mediterranean region, Asia Minor, and the Orient. The Golden Triangle of Southeast Asia has in recent years supplied much of the world’s opium. The Thai harvester shown below will later use the dried cap of the poppy for her baby’s rattle.
Kavakava Ceremony
Young female virgins prepared kavakava, a Polynesian ceremonial drink, by first chewing the roots of a shrub (Piper methysticum). The drug, which is used socially as well as in religious ceremonies, has both hypnotic and euphoriant qualities.
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Harvesting opium
Iboga Initiation
Young women of the Bwiti cult undergo an initiation rite under the influence of eboka, the psychoactive root of a forest shrub (Tabernanthe iboga) found in the Congo and parts of West Africa. In Bwiti mythology, a Pygmy woman, searching the jungle for her husband, finds he has been slain by the god of creation. She discovers the iboga plant growing out of his body. After eating the root she can communicate with the spirit of her dead husband.
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Kavakava ceremony
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Iboga initiation
Visionary Vine
Yagé (or ayahuasca), the psychoactive drug ritually used by the Indians of Colombia, is a beverage made from a visionary vine (Bannisteriopsis caapi) and other plants. In the creation myth of the Desana Indians, the first woman was the yagé woman. She appeared before a group of men who wanted to become intoxicated, and gave birth to a child who was dismembered and eaten like the root of the psychoactive vine. The experience for the men was also sexual; their hallucinations expressive of orgasm. The origin of sex for the Desana occurs with the discovery of yagé.
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Yagé vision by Yando Rios, 1971
Peyote Woman
The bitter-tasting peyote cactus, famous for its visionary and medicinal powers, has long been the sacred drug of many North American Indian tribes. Mescaline is its active agent. In Alice Marriot and Carol K. Rachlin’s modern retelling Peyote (1971), a pregnant Aztec woman is the protagonist of the cosmic drama:
The Tarahumare, the Yaqui, and the Otomí of the northern Sonoran desert and mountains are the people whose names are most familiar to citizens of the United States. From which group the story originally came it would be hard to say, for they all tell it to this day. It must have reached them from the south, for it is, and has long been, told by the Aztecan peoples of Mexico’s central Great Valley.
The revelation came through a woman’s dream. She was lost from her band, they say. She had fallen back from the wandering group of hunting men and root-gathering women, and had given birth to a child. In some versions of the legend the child was a boy; in others, a girl.
Had the band been in its home village there would have been other women to tend the mother and child—to sprinkle ashes on the cut navel cord, to bring the mother lukewarm unsalted corn gruel. Here she was alone. She cut the naval cord with a stone knife from the pouch at her waist and then lay helpless under a low, leafy bush, watching the buzzards gather overhead, watching them swooping and soaring lower with each downward beat of their great black wings.
[image: image]
Encountering the divine spirit in peyote by Nan Cuz
Out of this desolation and terror, the woman heard a voice speak to her. “Eat the plant that is growing beside you,” it said. “That is life and blessing for you and all your people.”
Weakly, the woman turned her head against the earth. The only plant in sight, besides the bush that sheltered her, was a small cactus. It was without thorns, and its head was divided into lobes. She reached for the plant, and it seemed to grow outward to meet her fingers. The woman pulled up the cactus, root and all, and ate the head.
Strength returned to the woman immediately. She sat and looked around her. It was dawn; the sun was just about to rise. She raised her child to her filling breasts and fed it. Then, gathering as many cactus plants as she could find and carry, she rose and walked forward. Something wonderful must have been leading her, for by evening she had reached the main group of her people again.
The woman took the plants to her uncle, her mother’s brother. He was a man of great wisdom and was much respected by his people. “This is truly a blessing,” the uncle said when he heard the woman’s story. “We must give it to all the people.”
Sacred Plants of Mexico
In the Mexican province of Oaxaca, perhaps the land most associated with divine plants, the sacred mushrooms (teonánacatl or “flesh of the gods”) known to the villagers are called mujercitas (“little women”) or señoritas (“young ladies”) or niñas (“little girls”). In her ritual mushroom chants celebrated Mazatec shamaness María Sabina sometimes called them “little sisters” or, evoking the Christian influence, “little nuns.”
In Zapotec country, ololiuqui (morning glory seeds) is used ritually when mushrooms are not available, and is sometimes called by the same name as the sacred mushroom. A little girl (una doncella) serves a drink made from an infusion of the lysergic acid– containing seeds to the patient during a healing ceremony. According to R. G. Wasson, “two little girls are evoked by the accepted entheogen, whether mushroomic or other.”
A third sacred plant used by the Mazatecs when neither the mushrooms nor the morning glory seeds are available is Salvia divino-rum, which also has strong feminine associations as indicated by its Spanish names: hojas de la Pastora (“leaves of the Shepherdess”) or hojas de Maria Pastora (“leaves of [Virgin] Mary the Shepherdess).


Opium and the Victorian Imagination
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For social and medical reasons, opium in its various forms was the dominant drug in western society during the nineteenth century. Approximately two-thirds of opium users were women.
Opium’s therapeutic uses for a wide variety of illnesses and discomforts are described in the earliest printed pharmacopoeias. The sixteenth-century physician and mystic Paracelsus first prepared laudanum, opium in alcohol tincture. Thomas Sydenham popularized laudanum for medical use in England during the late seventeenth century. By 1700, two dozen varieties of laudanum were available commercially, prescribed according to the sex and constitution of the sufferer. Opium’s euphoric effect and addictive nature did not go unnoticed, although these were considered secondary characteristics to the drug’s medical benefits.
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Advice From a Caterpillar by Arthur Rackham, 1907
In her important treatise Opium and the Romantic Imagination, Alethea Hayter writes: “By the 18th century the opium addict would be met in most walks of life in England. . . . Lively Lady Stafford, whom Horace Walpole remembered having seen when he was a child . . . used to say when she arrived to see her sister, ‘Well, child, I have come without my wit today,’ meaning that she had not taken her opium which, said Walpole, ‘she was forced to do if she had any appointment, to be in particular spirits.’” Despite her addiction, opium enabled actress “Perdita” Robinson, literary precursor of Samuel Coleridge and Thomas De Quincey, to sustain a prolific writing career after a crippling and painful nervous disease forced her off the stage and into a wheelchair.
Disease and infection were much more rampant during the Victorian period than in the West today. The death of loved ones at an early age was a common experience in most families. Tuberculosis wasted the lungs of several generations and established invalidism as a way of life. Opium’s medical benefits and ready availability easily overshadowed concern about its addictive nature. Opium was called “God’s own medicine”; besides relieving pain and stress it was believed to remedy an astonishing array of ailments—coughs, fevers, diarrhea, rheumatism, neuralgia, and insomnia, among others. Opium was also cheap. “Happiness might now be bought for a penny,” wrote De Quincey, “and carried in the waist-coat pocket; portable ecstasies might be had corked up in a pint bottle.”
Although some warnings of addiction were sounded, and a moral crusade against opium was launched in the wake of the mid– nineteenth-century opium wars between England and China, the narcotic found its way into scores of patent medicines in Europe, England, and the United States. Opium products were widely advertised in newspapers, magazines, and even on billboards. A typical one, Godfrey’s Cordial, sold at the rate of ten gallons per week (enough for twelve thousand doses) in a medium-sized British city in the 1850s. In sparsely populated Iowa in the 1880s, opium preparations were available in three thousand grocery and general stores.
After German pharmacologist F. W. Sertürner and others isolated and extracted opium’s most active alkaloid, morphine, in the early 1800s, a more concentrated form of the drug gradually became available. Poet Elizabeth Barrett Browning wrote of taking morphine draughts during a long illness beginning in the 1830s. The invention of the hypodermic syringe by Alexander Wood in 1854 brought about morphine injection, which increased the drug’s effects and also hastened the onset of addiction. Wood’s wife was the first recorded morphine needle addict. This method was particularly favored by the upper classes during the late nineteenth century. Jeweled cases for gold and silver hypodermics were purchased by society ladies in the best shops.
Opium addiction was not limited to the wealthy. Members of the working class drank laudanum as a cheap substitute for ale, and opium smokers of all classes frequented dens in the Chinatowns of large metropolises. Infants and young children became habituated to opiated tonics given to soothe them while their mothers were away working in factories. Among medical users the largest proportion were women—from 60 to 70 percent in most surveys. Women in the twenty-five to fifty-five age group were the most frequent users, as the opiates were universally prescribed for menstrual and menopausal discomforts. Multiple, often unwanted pregnancies presented a major health hazard and wore down the strongest.
The social and psychological oppression of Victorian women also made them vulnerable to opium dependency. A male-dominant social order viewed women as intellectually simpler. Marriage, maternity, and the domestic arts were thought to be her natural duties. Higher education and the professions were the province of men. A woman served her family, first under her father, than later her husband. There were few options, and women usually participated in their own subordination by internalizing the code and values.
Nineteenth-century women were further burdened by their culture’s veneration of flawless virtue and grace. An unrealistic standard of etiquette and behavior was demanded of them, and few avenues of even temporary escape were permissible. The drinking of alcohol was considered a male vice, not proper for women. The same held true for tobacco smoking; George Sand created a mild scandal when she dared to smoke in public in the 1850s. Opiated medicines, so readily prescribed by women’s doctors for a range of physical and psychosomatic complaints, became their “silent friends.” Rural and urban homes shrouded the intoxications of lady laudanum-drinkers.
Many of the writers in this section had been prescribed laudanum or morphine by their family doctors during periods of confinement due to chronic ill health. Addiction went unnoticed until the victims were motivated to stop using opiates, as was Elizabeth Barrett by her fiancé, Robert Browning. His success in guiding her through dose reduction is depicted in their love letters. Sarah Bernhardt, striken by illness, defied her personal physician by making her London stage debut after taking a large dose of opium to mask fatigue and illness.
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A fictional morphine addict. The heroine of Maria Weed’s novel, A Voice in the Wilderness
(1895), is a wealthy young widow. On the table lie her hypodermic syringe and bottle of morphine solution; above is a portrait of her late husband. Her doctor, who is attempting to cure her through psychological techniques and dose reduction, is secretly observing her.
Maria White Lowell wrote about physical and emotional transformations after taking opium draughts. Caroline Riddell claims she would never undertake a journey without her bottle of laudanum, to alleviate her undiagnosed pain. Like Perdita Robinson and Elizabeth Barrett Browning, Louisa May Alcott used opium medicinally, as did Florence Nightingale, for relief of back pain and general ennui she experienced after returning to England following the Crimean War.
An anonymous article appeared in the British Medical Journal in 1889 under the title, “Confessions of a Young Lady Laudanum-Drinker” (not reprinted here). Addressed to her family physician, a young, musically-talented, upper-class woman describes how she became addicted to using laudanum as a sleeping aid following intense sessions of piano practice (she also admits to going to concerts high). This author broke a taboo by writing openly about her drug use, and rails against the practice of prescribing opium without warning of its addictive nature.
The deadliness of opium is exemplified by the fate of the great Pre-Raphaelite beauty Elizabeth Siddal, model, mistress, and wife of painter Dante Gabriel Rossetti, who committed suicide with laudanum in 1862. The state of oblivion produced by opium, and later chloral hydrate, heroin, and the barbiturates, lured others into fatally increasing their dosages.
The effects of laudanum, opium mixed with alcohol, are quite different from opium taken straight in a pill or paste, or opium smoked—a practice that did not begin until the midcentury influx of Chinese to America. To the euphoric, tranquilizing, and sedative qualities of opium, the alcohol adds an excitation and intensification of the senses and the imagination. This is dramatized in the narration of Lucy Snowe, the heroine of Charlotte Brontë’s Villette. The effect of this combination of drugs on literary composition is one of the more discussed subjects of nineteenth-century literature.
Many eminent writers of the Romantic and Victorian periods used opium in some form, and a number became seriously addicted. Critics—most recently and thoroughly Alethea Hayter—have discussed the influence of opium on the imagery and content of celebrated works by De Quincey, Coleridge, John Keats, Edgar Allan Poe, Charles Dickens, Wilkie Collins, and Francis Thompson. De Quincey’s Confessions of an English Opium-Eater (1822), romanticizing opium’s visionary powers even as it warned against the drug, has inspired generations of drug confession writers. Charlotte Brontë wrote De Quincey a letter of praise on behalf of her sisters, even though their own brother had been a tragic victim of opium addiction. After reading De Quincey, social reformer Jane Addams experimented with opium with her college roommates. Santa Louise Anderson, a young California writer, expects “De Quincean dreams of paradise” after borrowing her Chinese servant’s pipe for an experimental bout of opium smoking, and is not disappointed. Elizabeth Browning found her own De Quincean inspiration in her “hourly succession of poetical paragraphs and morphine draughts,” producing one poem, “A True Dream,” directly under the drug’s influence. Perdita Robinson was similarly intoxicated with laudanum when she dreamed and managed to relate upon waking the full-length narrative poem “The Maniac”; more than twenty years later Coleridge published his celebrated opium vision “Kubla Khan,” conceived in the same state.
Opium as a literary device is found not only in Brontë’s Villette. In George Sand’s second novel, Valentine, the drug makes the heroine vulnerable to seduction. In George Eliot’s Middlemarch, not excerpted here, one of the major characters is murdered with an overdose of opium. Eaten in the form of confections, the drug hashish generates unexpected character interactions and plot twists in Alcott’s “Perilous Play.”
Cannabis (marijuana) and hashish were first used recreationally in the West by the French cultural avant-garde (“Club des Haschischins”) in the early 1840s. By mid-century cannabis was available as a medicinal tincture as well as “Arabian candy.” Since it was taken orally, the drug was sometimes a hallucinogen of psychedelic intensity, much stronger than the marijuana smoked today. When Mary Hungerford, an American children’s writer, exceeds her “three small daily doses of Indian hemp,” she experiences a phantasmagorical mind trip. Like opium, cannabis was both legal and cheap. Alcott’s characters buy their hashish bonbons for a quarter apiece. Cannabis tinctures were widely prescribed for a variety of medical problems, from diphtheria to impotence. Recreational use of this substance increased in the late nineteenth century; there were soon “hashish houses” as well as opium dens.
Although Lewis Carroll’s Alice is a product of Victorian times, her adventures look back to ancient Celtic use of hallucinogenic mushrooms (Amanita muscaria) in shamanic ceremonies, and look forward to our present polydrug society. During the course of her adventures underground, Alice twice eats psychoactive cake akin to imported hashish confections available in England at that time, twice drinks from a bottle similar to contemporary ones that contained opiate medicines, and five times eats a piece of hallucinogenic, two-sided mushroom. She experiences a classic array of drug effects: time distortion, ego-loss, difficulty in thinking logically, the occasional intrusion of paranoia, and the subjective experience of transformation in physical size. Alice meets a host of seemingly stoned creatures masquerading as animals who engage her in nonsensical games and situations; she endures persecution in an outrageous trial. Finally the effects of the various drugs wear off and she returns to her normal state, not sure if it wasn’t all a dream.
The hookah-smoking caterpillar is a nineteenth-century version of the Eden serpent—equally authorative but more laid-back from constantly toking up hashish. He is an old trickster and con artist pushing a new drug (the mushroom) on Alice; but he is also a tribal shaman or modern trip guide who dispenses advice on flowing with the changes of psychedelic transformation.
Among other mind-altering drugs of the nineteenth century were nitrous oxide (laughing gas) and ether, both widely used for recreational purposes before and after they were introduced as anesthetics for surgery. The inhalation of the gas at the proper dosage levels induces brief, quasi-psychedelic trips characterized by bizarre, laughter-provoking mental associations and cosmic perspectives. In the first half of the nineteenth century, nitrous oxide sideshows and parties and ether “frolics” were the rage in England and America. In Bristol, England, in 1800, women participated in one of the earliest systematic drug experiments, conducted by Humphry Davy, who had just discovered the mental effects of nitrous oxide. His subjects inhaled the vapors from a silk bag. Following is an eyewitness account:
To witness the effect this potent gas might produce on the softer sex, Dr. Thomas Beddoes, Davy’s associate, prevailed on a courageous young lady (Miss ——) to breathe out of his pretty green bag this delightful nitrous oxide. After a few inspirations, to the astonishment of everybody, the young lady dashed out of the room and the house, when, racing down Hope Square, she leaped over a great dog in her way, but being hotly pursued by the fleetest of her friends, the fair fugitive, or rather the temporary maniac, was at length overtaken and secured, without further damage.
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Anesthesia at Seventeen. Anesthesia personified as a young
Victorian woman in a painting done in 1863 by an unknown British artist.
About half the female subjects displayed languor, fainted, or developed headache, attributed to their delicate constitution. Many had positive, exhilarating experiences. It is said that Davy developed a small cult of female admirers, and that he assessed the marriageable qualities of one woman by conversing with her while she was under the effects of the gas. The dreamy languor and semiconsciousness sometimes produced by nitrous oxide (not unlike opium, as the selection from Sand’s Valentine shows) resulted in some women accusing dentists of real and imagined seductions. The case of Stephen T. Beale, a Philadelphia dentist accused of having sex with his anesthetized patient, Narcissa Mudge, was a major scandal in 1855. Such events resulted in the practice of dentists always having female assistants present when they were giving gas to a woman. Other women, such as writer Margaret Fuller, had an archetypal mystical experience while in the dentist’s chair—the gas-induced “anesthetic revelation” discussed by philosophers Benjamin Blood and William James.
During the 1880s and 1890s, two mind-altering beverages were introduced in western countries. Coca wine and absinthe were consumed with equal gusto in both high society and in neighborhood saloons and cafés. Maria Corelli’s novel Wormwood (1890), the first popular antidrug book, roused public opinion against the “French vice” of absinthe drinking. “The Fairy with the Green Eyes” is a potent liquor made from oil of wormwood, angelica, sweet flag root, star anise, and other herbs and aromatics. Long illegal, absinthe acts as both a stimulant and narcotic, and has also been used as an aphrodisiac. Corelli warned her readers of its dangers: “Who can predict that French drug-drinking shall not also become á la mode in Britain?—particularly at a period when our medical men are bound to admit that the love of Morphia is fast becoming almost a mania with hundreds of English women!”
Coca wines were far less dangerous. One product, Vin Mariani, received a worldwide advertising campaign, with the endorsements of hundreds of celebrities, including Pope Leo XIII, Queen Victoria, President McKinley, and prominent artists, writers, and entertainers, many of them women. But cocainism—a wasted condition resulting from hypodermic injection of coca’s active agent—was rising. Initially cocaine, used successfully as a local anesthetic, was regarded as a wonder drug; none other than Sigmund Freud believed it would cure morphine addiction. The same claim was made for heroin, introduced by a German pharmacist in 1898, although it proved to be three times more addictive than morphine.
These were also the peak years for patent medicines. Hundreds of opiate-based brands were available, as well as many containing cannabis, cocaine, and the traditional hypnotic sedatives such as mandrake, belladonna, and henbane. Annie Meyers, an upper-middle-class midwestern woman, developed cocaine addiction after first using it in a cold remedy prescribed by her doctor. Once the holder of a congressional appointment, Meyers became a derelict and petty criminal before seeking a cure at one of the many sanitariums that were being set up in those years to handle mounting numbers of cases of drug addiction. A self-described “typical woman of society,” Meyers was the author of the first book-length drug confession written by a woman (Eight Years in Cocaine Hell, 1902).
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Advertisement for a patent medicine. During the last quarter of the nineteenth century, patent medicines were advertised on colored lithographed trade cards. The ingredients usually included one or more psychoactive substances and were listed on the back. The dreamy eyes of the young girl on the card shown display the effects of belladonna, a drug so-named because of its cosmetic use for eye allure by women during the Italian Renaissance.
Nineteenth-century England and America have been described as a dope fiend’s paradise. But, largely in reaction to the excesses of the late nineteenth century, an abrupt switch to drug control was about to take place. And with it, the popular view of drug users and their place in society would have to change.
MARY “PERDITA” ROBINSON
1758–1800
The Romantic tradition of drug-induced literature, exemplified in the writings of De Quincey, Coleridge, Poe, Baudelaire, Ludlow, and other “master addicts” of the nineteenth century, may have originated with the British actress Mary Robinson. Robinson was famous for her performances at Garrick’s Drury Lane Theatre, as well as for her love affairs with such celebrities as the Prince of Wales (later George IV). A rheumatic invalid in her middle years, Perdita (as she was called after her most famous role in Shakespeare’s Winter’s Tale) turned to two things for solace: opium and poetry.
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Mary “Perdita” Robinson, after a painting by Sir Joshua 
Reynolds
One night in 1791, after taking “near eighty drops of laudanum” at bedtime on her doctor’s order, Robinson had a vivid and terrifying dream about a madman she previously had seen in the street. She summoned her daughter and dictated a poem of 120 lines (“The Maniac”), “much faster than it could be committed to paper,” all the time lying with “her eyes closed, apparently in the stupor which opium frequently produces, repeating like a person talking in her sleep.” The next morning Perdita had no recollection of the experience nor the lines she had recited.
Alethea Hayter cites a stanza from this poem for “the ideas of watching eyes, of cold, of petrification, so often found in opium dreams.”
Fix not thy steadfast gaze on me,
Shrunk atom of mortality!
Nor freeze my blood with thy distracted groan;
Ah! quickly turn those eyes away,
They fill my soul with dire dismay,
For dead and dark they seem, and almost chill’d to stone!
The themes of the outcast, of the addict’s sense of isolation and her feelings of alternating shame and pride are also apparent in “The Maniac.”
In “Stanzas Written After Successive Nights of Melancholy Dreams,” Robinson describes the fitful, nightmare-plagued sleep of one deprived of her narcotic.
O’erwhelm’d with agonizing dreams,
And bound in spells of fancied Night,
I start, convulsive, wild, distraught!
By some pale Murd’rer’s poinard press’d,
Or by the grinning Phantom caught.
The phantom is opium, with its alternating cycles of euphoria and desolution:
The Form in silence I adore
His magic smile, his murd’rous eye!
Coleridge knew and deeply admired the “English Sappho,” as Robinson was then called. Both he and De Quincey were familiar with the circumstances surrounding the composition of “The Maniac.” One of Coleridge’s biographers conjectures that he may even have contrived from this anecdote the quite similar circumstances under which he claimed to have written “Kubla Khan,” the most famous opium-inspired poem. (The earliest printed reference to “Kubla Khan” occurs in a poem Robinson sent to Coleridge in the year of her death.) More likely he was acknowledging, or even exploiting as a sales gimmick for his book, a method of literary creation that his friend Perdita Robinson had brought into vogue.

ELIZABETH BARRETT BROWNING
1806–61
Like that of her contemporaries Margaret Fuller and George Sand, Elizabeth Barrett’s education far exceeded existing standards for women. She studied the classics, admired the Romantic poets, and showed talent at an early age. Her delicate constitution, which made her a chronic invalid and an opium user, did not prevent her from becoming one of the century’s finest poets and one of its legendary lovers.
Barrett was a fairly typical nineteenth-century medical junkie. Opiated medicines, laudanum and morphine, were routinely prescribed by her doctors during several long illnesses. She began using opium at the age of fifteen after suffering a spinal injury complicated by what was commonly called “nervous hysteria.” A poem from this period, “The Development of Genius,” displays in one passage the heightened sensitivity to sound that is one of opium’s characteristic effects.
“A True Dream” (1833) purports to be based on an actual dream. According to Alethea Hayter, “It is almost a case-book list of opium-inspired imagery, with its slimy, glittering snakes, its stony face, its poisonous kisses, its rainbow smoke, its breaths of icy cold.” Elements of alchemy, magic, and astral travel add drama.
The poet’s second major illness began in 1837 and lasted for almost a decade. It affected her lungs and heart and necessitated more of the standard medication. She was taking forty drops of laudanum daily, an advanced addict’s dosage, at the time she met the poet Robert Browning and fell in love with him. She defended her use of the drug to him in a letter: “My opium comes in to keep the pulse from fluttering and fainting . . . to give the right composure and point of balance to the nervous system. I don’t take it for ‘my spirits’ in the usual sense; you must not think such a thing.” Obviously his concern over her addiction became more acute, for she wrote to him again a few months later with even more intensity, but also promising to give up her habit:
[image: image]
Elizabeth Barrett Browning. “I am writing such poems—allegorical—philosophical—poetical—ethical—synthetically arranged! I am in a fit of writing—could write all day & night—& long to live by myself for 3 months in a forest of chestnuts & cedars, in an hourly succession of poetical paragraphs & morphine draughts” (from a letter to her brother, 1843).
And that you should care so much about the opium! Then I must care, and get to do with less—at least. On the other side of your goodness and indulgence (a very little way on the other side) it might strike you as strange that I who have had no pain—no acute suffering to keep down from its angles—should need opium in any shape. But I have had restlessness till it made me almost mad: at one time I lost the power of sleeping quite—and even in the day, the continual aching sense of weakness has been intolerable—besides palpitation—as if one’s life, instead of giving movement to the body, were imprisoned undiminished within it, and beating and fluttering impotently to get out, at all the doors and windows. So the medical people gave me opium—a preparation of it, called morphine, and ether—and ever since I have been calling it my amreeta draught, my elixir—because the tranquilizing power has been wonderful. Such a nervous system I have—so irritable naturally, and so shattered by various causes, that the need has continued in a degree until now, and it would be dangerous to leave off the calming remedy, Mr. Jago says, except very slowly and gradually. But slowly and gradually something may be done—and you are to understand that I never increased upon the prescribed quantity . . . prescribed in the first instance—no! Now think of my writing all this to you!—
 
Robert, whose chief work up to that time was the poem “Paracelsus,” became identified in Elizabeth’s mind with the great sixteenth-century alchemist and physician who introduced laudanum into European medicine. It was Paracelsus’s reputation as a healer of the incurable that probably provoked Elizabeth’s imagination, for Robert was serving her in a similar manner, helping her through her dose-reduction withdrawal and inspiring some of her greatest lyric flights.
Although Mrs. Browning’s opium addiction was not well known to her contemporaries—or perhaps was not considered remarkable enough to warrant their attention—it was central to the publicized literary skirmish the Brownings had with the American writer Julia Ward Howe in 1857. Robert was furious at Howe’s assertion that Elizabeth’s poetic imagination was dependent upon her use of opium. Mrs. Browning did not consider this attack worthy of defense. Her integrity as a poet was unquestionable.
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The Development of Genius
PART III
A dream was on my soul. It seemed to be
That silence fled me as mine enemy:
That all sounds, in a conclave wild and drear,
Were gathered in the chambers of mine ear
To agonize its sense—that I could hear
The grasses sprouting up,—the leaves downfalling—
The floating of the clouds—the sunlight palling—
The dropping dews—the multitudinous wings
Of birds and insects—the deep rush of springs
Fathoms beneath the sea—the blind mole creeping
Thro’ earth with sooty hide—the
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