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Praise for Psychedelics and the Soul


“I started dreaming of reading this book the day I met Simon. He was my guide through a week of intense psilocybin-assisted therapy. Toward the end, after I had peeled my face off and thrown it into the cosmic dumpster, the reverence I felt for this medicine was equal to the admiration and gratitude I felt for Simon’s wisdom and support. That experience has stayed with me, like a numinous reservoir of awe that I carry with me wherever I go.

This is not just another book about psychedelics. Psychedelics and the Soul effortlessly transitions between our most current understanding of the transformative properties of plant and fungal medicines and the perennial truths embedded in our earliest myths. And while many books might focus on the archetypal images and intimate accounts of the psychedelic experience itself, few books put such a much-needed emphasis on integrating this knowledge into our day-to-day lives. We need books like this to remind us to offer something before we take, to inspire us to shed our skin, to teach us how to pray for a vision.

There are only a handful of people I would willingly go to the underworld with. Simon is one of those people. Psychedelics and the Soul will speak to the ancient parts of you. It may inspire you to answer a call. You might see sparks from an ancestral fire, you might hear healing songs, a precious boon; whatever it is, it’s just for you and it will only reveal itself to you once earth and bone touch, once you start to sync yourself up with the unimaginably intimate rhythm of the longing you were born with, that real old longing . . . It’s a monumental journey, and let me tell ya, it’s good to have books like this to guide us along the way.”

—Devendra Banhart, singer-songwriter and visual artist



“Using cogent myths and depth psychology, Simon Yugler acts as a soulful guide to and through the liminal terrains of plant medicines and altered states. He clarifies how psychedelics have always been part of the paths of seeking and of healing and how they speak to us individually and collectively at this critical time of life on earth.”

—Michael Meade, author of Awakening the Soul and Fate and Destiny




“Holy wow, I can’t wait to recommend Psychedelics and the Soul to everyone I know. It’s the perfect book at the perfect time. Kudos to Yugler for masterfully weaving the wisdoms of depth psychology, cross-cultural mythology, and reverence for Indigenous traditions as grounded in his own counseling, teaching, and psychedelic experiences. Nothing has been as helpful as depth psychology in my process of unpacking and integrating the major psychedelic experiences in my life. Yugler’s book—specifically geared to seekers and guides—is an all-around excellent read for the novice and psychonaut alike.”

—David Bronner, cosmic engagement officer (CEO) of Dr. Bronner’s soap company




“Simon Yugler leads us into collaborative inquiry with Mythopoetic Integration, rewilding the archetypes and legends that have inspired our dreams and nightmares for millennia so that they may guide us through the murkiness of our own visionary states. This book is a generous invitation to invite poetry and myth back into the world of healing and plant medicine.” 

—Sophie Strand, author of The Flowering Wand and The Madonna Secret




“With deep gratitude, I welcome this work. . . . Simon deftly navigates territory that is uniquely suited for psychedelics but is often missing from our maps and models of healing and integration. What an honor to explore psychedelic depth psychology with Simon as our guide.”

—Tom Eckert, founder of InnerTrek and architect of Oregon’s Psilocybin Service Initiative




“A pioneering work entwining new insights into Irish lore with cutting-edge protocols in psychedelic therapy.”

—Manchán Magan, author of Thirty-Two Words for Field: Lost Words of the Irish Landscape




“Simon Yugler shares his extensive knowledge of the astonishing world of psychedelic experience, no holds barred. . . . His wise guidance through this fascinating territory is to be highly recommended for anyone wanting to go there or desiring to know what it is all about. Besides that, he is a terrific storyteller!”

—Murray Stein, PhD, Jungian analyst and author of Jung’s Map of the Soul




“Embark on a learning adventure that will captivate your heart, spirit, and imagination through the transformative dynamism of myth in action, psychotherapeutic ritual, and psychedelic ceremony. I certainly made the trip, and I don’t regret it.”

—Naomi Sangreal, depth psychotherapist and author of Little Hidden Doors




“Simon Yugler has taken the threads of mythopoetic stories, psychedelic journeys, depth psychology, and his personal adventures to weave a tapestry of Soul’s story. . . . For anyone who wishes to take the adventure to the depths with the assistance of psychedelics, this book provides an important framework.”

—Dr. Robert Stuckey, PhD, JA, cofounder of C. G. Jung Institute of the Pacific Northwest and cofounder and president emeritus at Pacific Northwest Society of Jungian Analysts




“Simon Yugler offers what is at once a conversational window into his work as a psychedelic therapist, an engaging composite of rich mythic and folkloric tales, reflections on the emergent ‘psychedelic renaissance,’ and a resource for the aspiring psychedelic guide. Newcomers and seasoned psychonauts alike will find many kernels of wisdom within.”

—Diana Quinn, ND, director of clinical education at Naropa University Center for Psychedelic Studies




“An essential addition to the evolving psychedelic canon. . . . Operating somewhere between a cosmic adventure story and a finely tuned, well-grounded guide to psychedelic healing, the book zooms out and zooms in, moving gracefully between the individual and the collective, with a profound respect for diverse mythic and Indigenous traditions and their essential contributions to the human experience. . . . This cosmic-mythic-psychedelic ‘tour de force’ will entertain and enlighten readers from a wide array of professional disciplines.”

—Harvey Schwartz, PhD, cofounder of Polaris Insight Center




“Simon’s book is a generous gift in perilous times and an act of service to his community. By casting his net widely, he has drawn in a feast of stories and myths—both modern and ancient—to put at the soul’s table. In the often murky waters of the psychedelic therapy world, he sees clearly. Like his subject, this book may well provoke a deeper relationship with the true living world around us, inside us, flowing through us. May it pass from hand to hand as an ally to those who explore the vast landscapes it describes, and to those who wish to aid them.”

—Tom Hirons, poet, storyteller, and founder of Feral Angels Press




“An accessible resource for psychedelic facilitators old and new—a sextant for navigating the collective unconscious—as our society both taps into ancient ways of knowing and explores new terrain through widespread psychedelic healing. Yugler helps shine a vital light on what lies beyond personal healing.”

—Dr. Chris Stauffer, MD, associate professor of psychiatry at Oregon Health and Science University and psychedelic-assisted therapy researcher for the Department of Veterans Affairs




“Having worked with Simon leading psychedelic retreats in Jamaica, I have witnessed firsthand how his passion, education, and broad and deep mythopoetic knowledge combined with his astute clinical intuition provides the uncanny ability for him to accurately understand, relate, and bring guidance and meaning to psychological content typically beyond the remit and scope of the majority of therapists. With real examples of clients’ psychedelic experiences interpreted through the mythopoetic lens, this book sets itself apart from others. I wholeheartedly recommend [it] as a must-have for all psychedelic practitioners.”

—Justin Townsend, CEO of MycoMeditations
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To my teachers, and to all ceremonial elders. 

May your fires never go out.






And so long as you haven’t experienced this: to die and so to grow, you are only a troubled guest on the dark earth.

—GOETHE






Introduction

El Camino Rojo

Night comes quickly in the jungle. The sun offers one last spectacular display of pink and golden light before being swallowed by the endless green horizon. In the darkness, the jungle comes alive. A chorus of frogs and insects harmonizes in an electric hum, forming a sonic tapestry that resounds with the wet pulse of life. At night, animals and spirits roam this verdant expanse where, in some areas, the level of biodiversity in one square hectare can rival that of an entire country. The jungle breathes.

In this fertile darkness, the healers of the Amazon do their work. 

In 2015 I spent six weeks living in the Peruvian Amazon with a family of traditional healers from the Shipibo tribe, a culture renowned for their skills in healing and in working with ayahuasca, a powerful psychedelic plant medicine used throughout the upper Amazon. This relatively brief immersion in the Shipibo tradition set my internal compass firmly in the direction of something many have called el camino rojo: the red road, the healing path. 

Those were some of the most challenging weeks of my life. Eventually, downing a full cup of the thick, ominous ayahuasca brew every other night became a less frightening prospect than consuming the arsenal of plant purgatives our Shipibo teachers presented us. The strict dieta of unsalted, bland, and nutritionally vacant food created a slow burn of calorie-restricted introspection that alternated between ecstasy and torture, permeated by the entrancing whir of amphibian chirping. Among frequent visitations from giant butterflies, enveloping rainstorms, and bioluminescent tree spirits, two things dawned on me.

The first was that it was not my place to be pouring cups of this powerful, ancient medicine for others to consume. After facilitating just one ceremony during that time, and feeling the immensity of the maestro’s seat and the duties attached to it, I firmly understood the seriousness of this responsibility. Despite the prevalence of self-described “shamans” one can encounter across much of the Western world, the time and energy required to become a fully trained ayahuasquero could in some ways compare to a PhD, but with stakes much higher than student debt. That fact, combined with issues around legality and cultural legitimacy, caused me to think twice about claiming this mantle. 

My second realization occurred when I came to see the tradition of depth and Jungian psychology as the closest thing Western culture had left to a living tradition of genuine soul work. Having immersed myself in the disciplines of anthropology, mythology, and depth psychology for most of my adult life, I could comfortably call that tradition my own. 

I continued to study ayahuasca, along with other traditions of plant medicine and healing, many of which were a part of my life long before my journey to Peru. My path took me around the globe several more times as I became an experiential educator, leading immersive study-abroad semesters for young adults. Eventually I enrolled at Pacifica Graduate Institute to study depth psychology, and I became a psychotherapist specializing in psychedelic integration, Internal Family Systems therapy, and men’s work. During the height of the COVID-19 pandemic, I, like so many others, found the cornerstones of my life—an engagement to my then-partner, old friendships, and best-laid plans—dissolving into an ocean of uncertainty. After months spent navigating the underworld of heartbreak, I accepted a position in Jamaica at one of the world’s leading psilocybin retreat centers, serving as a psychedelic therapist and retreat leader. All of this built upon a decade of travel and time learning from Indigenous peoples across the world. I’ve witnessed full-power hakas in Maori maraes, stared into the shifting coals of ceremonial fires, and danced with Shona spirit mediums in the throes of possession. These experiences taught me things that changed the very bedrock of my being, shifted how I relate to the human and more-than-human world, and upended my understanding of what is real.

Most of this book exists because of the kindness and generosity of Indigenous people who trusted me enough to share from their hearts. I am forever in their debt.

Now, I watch the white winter sun slip behind the forested hills that cradle downtown Portland. Gazing out massive floor-to-ceiling windows overlooking the Willamette River, I am struck by the natural beauty of this beloved, troubled city. Sitting on the top floor of a colorfully painted high-rise, I am surrounded by sixteen people, some lying under blankets while wearing eyeshades, others breathing silently in a meditative posture. They are some of the first people in the United States to experience a legal psilocybin mushroom journey. As I stare out across the valley that holds my hometown, I can look behind the skyscrapers and glimpse the very hillside where I first took this medicine almost twenty years ago. Today, as a psychedelic therapist and educator helping to train some of the nation’s first legal psychedelic guides, I can only feel a sense of completion and stillness, a body of settled satisfaction, and a full heart after a long journey home.

Psychedelics and the Soul

Psychedelics are not about improving mental health. There, I said it. Psychedelics are not about having a slightly better day at the office, boosting your productivity, or optimizing your portfolio of cryptocurrencies. There’s no guarantee that psychedelics will make you happy or make your life easier. They might help you discover a life more rich with meaning, saturated in wonder, or centered in truth. But this is not an easy road. Myth tells us there is no getting something for nothing, no reward or wisdom that is not duly earned. Unless you have a burning desire to sit for seven years beside a druid’s fire, peer into black temple doorways, descend into the underworld, break bread with serpents, shed your skin, and learn to feed eagles from your fingertips, this path isn’t for you. Within these pages you won’t find easy methods for self-improvement or tips for an exciting new career. What you will find, however, are ten stories that speak to the soul, and stories from my own life and practice that I hope will serve you, no matter where you are on this spiral road.

A new generation of psychedelic healers, therapists, educators, researchers, and business leaders is emerging. Laws are changing, prohibitions are loosening, and modern culture is beginning to molt its skin in favor of something that is increasingly strange and uncertain. On many counts, this is cause for celebration. Yet amid the collective effervescence of the “psychedelic renaissance,” what if something is getting lost? The word psychedelic, coined by British psychiatrist Humphry Osmond, is often said to mean “mind-manifesting.” Yet if we follow the trail of language back to its roots, the Greek word psyche actually refers to the soul, while delos means to reveal or make manifest. Psychedelic, therefore, literally means “soul-revealing,” a necessary distinction that sets our compass squarely in the direction of this inner domain.

The mind is easy for modern Western culture to compartmentalize into a neat category of understanding. The soul, not so much. The soul escapes quantification; the mind delights in it. The soul dissolves boundaries; the mind constructs them. The soul orients us toward the eternal; the mind toward the time-bound. For many people, the very mention of the soul is an unsettling proposition, for to acknowledge it means to acknowledge that life is more than a random conglomeration of particles floating through cold, infinite space. To acknowledge the soul is to acknowledge that in fact there is something out there, down there, in there, that escapes our understanding and control. To acknowledge the soul terrifies the ego.

The soul forms the foundation of my approach to psychedelic healing because the soul provokes our innate capacity for meaning-making: an introspective, solitary, yet socially entwined process that has its roots at the very beginnings of our species. Soul connects us to life, death, love, and loss, provoking and punctuating the very things that make us human. Always has. Always will.

Like vines threading their way through dense jungle canopy or mycelial networks enmeshing themselves across old-growth ecosystems, psychedelics and the soul are bound together in ways that trouble our understanding of what it means to be alive in a human body at this time on the planet. Taking the soul out of psychedelics by reducing them to molecules or psychological tools reveals both a poverty of the imagination and an inability to move beyond materialistic and economically driven models of healing that have proven themselves to be not only insufficient, but in many cases, unethical. 

While the so-called psychedelic renaissance is just beginning, the roots of these liminal traditions of plant medicine and inner exploration thread their way down into the foundations of human cultures and their mythic traditions. As the fledgling field of modern psychedelic healing continues to spread its wings, unless we remember to look back toward the soul, toward more ancient ways of knowing, and toward the earth itself, we risk flying perilously close to the sun.

  

At some point in many myths and folktales, a traveler arrives at a fateful crossroads. One road leads into the impending dark of the forest; the other back to the comforting lights of home. The first road is the path of initiation, transformation, and the mythic unknown. The second returns us to the comfortable life we’ve known before, and just more of the same.

All of us stand at this very crossroads. Collectively, our world faces multiple crises that are linked in inextricable ways. The most pressing of these is climate change, or the collapse of our planetary ecosystem due to centuries of colonial extraction. Nearly as urgent is the collapse of meaning, community, and rituals of belonging that permeate our daily lives. At its most basic level, we can understand this latter collapse as a crisis of mental health. Fueling both of these dilemmas are a capitalist economy and a materialist worldview that exile the soul.

Depth psychology and psychedelics sit at the crossroads of these two modern emergencies: depth psychology because it offers a method of understanding the symbolic language of the soul as it is expressed through myth, dreams, and altered states of consciousness, and psychedelics because of their ability to reveal the soul itself. 

Yet how can the evolving field of psychedelic healing possibly begin to address these overwhelming collective crises? What stories might aid us in our search for individual and collective healing at this precarious moment? And how does a practice of psychedelic healing converge with mythic wisdom into a coherent path?

Answering these questions requires a certain kind of recollection, a look back into wells of collective memory that the traditions of mythology, depth psychology, and Indigenous cultures all arise from. 

On Myths and Fairytales

Once upon a time, our ancestors looked into the glimmering tapestry of nature and felt that the world was speaking to them. The hidden patterns of the stars, the ominous outline of a distant mountain, the snake-like flow of a river—all became gods and goddesses, mythic beings full of personality and meaning. No matter your recent heritage, this is a cultural and psychological fact.

According to mythologist Karl Kerenyi, “In mythology, we hear the world telling its own story to itself” (Radin, 1956, p. 175). Myths are expressions of the soul of the people and place from which they emerge. They do not “represent” aspects of a culture; instead, they constitute that culture’s psychic and spiritual lifeblood. This lifeblood flows into a coherent cultural identity, weaving a landscape and a people into a single tapestry of meaning and belonging. In the modern world, we’ve come a long way from understanding what living in such a world might feel like. 

As you read through this book and encounter the myths and folktales within, you may be tempted to interpret them. I, too, am tempted to analyze what these ancient tales might mean, but I do not pretend to fully understand them. Every time we interpret a story, we run the risk of reducing its vitality. Through analyzing a story, our ego seeks to colonize it. By way of supposedly understanding it, we declare that we “know what it means.” When it comes to stories that emanate out of our decidedly undomesticated past, this is likely the last thing they want. 

Instead, we must let these stories ripple through our emotional bodies like a stone dropped into a still, dark pond. The more we immerse ourselves in a story’s imagery, the more purchase it has on our soul. To engage with myths in a meaningful way means that we bring as much of ourselves to the table as we can. This might look like identifying a particular moment or figure in the story that sticks with us long after we put the book down or leave the crackling fire where we first heard the tale. Something about that character or that image’s symbolic resonance guides us toward the forest of our inner world.

Myths emerge from the liminal borderlands of consciousness, and they direct our attention back toward that place. We do not invent myths; we experience them—just like psychedelic encounters. Throughout these journeys, psychedelic or not, we can confront beings or forces that have the power to change us. Sometimes these are visually rich, intelligent, and frighteningly real. Other times, they might become an emotion that rattles our bones, leaving us in a place where words slip through our hands. In the realm of myth and nonordinary states of consciousness, we confront powers far greater than ourselves. In the language of depth psychology, we call these experiences archetypal.

Archetypes

Myths are transmissions from the archetypal realm. The word archetype comes from the Greek word archai, meaning the basic elements out of which all experience is made—an idea that traces back to pre-Socratic Greek philosophers, Plato, and the roots of Greek mythology itself. Carl Jung refined the term to refer to what he observed as universal patterns of experience that manifest throughout the human psyche.

Anything that resonates deep within our psychic magma contains an archetypal quality. So too does the natural world: images of the sacred mountain, the tree of life, and the mysterious forest, for instance, appear throughout countless religions and myths across the world. This book spirals through ten archetypal images and stories that emerge in the mythic realm, and explores how they can aid our understanding of psychedelic experiences. 

Before we go any further, let’s clarify some things about archetypes:

Archetypes are amoral. Morality is a subjective, human invention that aims to manage our societies and impulses. Archetypes, and the mythic world they inhabit, play by a very different set of rules. Many of the characters or events in the following stories might strike you as immoral, unjust, or inhumane—because they are. They do not conform to a twenty-first-century code of ethics or behavior. Even though some archetypal characters may embody moral ideals like justice, order, or peace—the ideal king or queen, for instance—they do so only because our culture has agreed so. Archetypes do not contain a morality unto themselves. Rather, they are vessels for whatever we collectively agree to fill them with. With this in mind, I invite you to suspend judgment as we walk through this very old terrain.

Archetypes are crystallizations of power. That power is mediated by the feelings that they evoke within us. Jung often defined an archetype as an image combined with an instinct or a strong feeling. Through this felt, emotional power, we are able to relate with these images and stories by experiencing our response to them. And that power can be overwhelming. Like a high mountain peak, an archetype is just as content to overwhelm you in an avalanche as it is to enlighten you on its summit. Like any force of nature, an archetype simply does what it does. How we relate with it determines how it will affect our life, for good or ill. 

Archetypes are personal. When I first began studying depth psychology, I imagined archetypes as impersonal cosmic entities living “out there.” They seemed ethereal, imaginary, and ultimately inaccessible to me. But the more I studied them, the more it became clear that we all encounter and can possess archetypal qualities. When we fall in love and are transfixed with a new partner, Eros and Aphrodite, gods of beauty and passion, are having their way with us. When someone is constantly on the move, changing life plans at a moment’s notice, Coyote, Hermes, or any other traveling trickster is their copilot. When someone is struggling in the depths of alcohol and drug addiction, they are dancing with, and perhaps being danced upon, the great god Dionysus: spirit of ecstasy, fermentation, and divine intoxication. Some of these archetypal energies dwell in the spotlight of consciousness, while others are relegated to the shadow (a concept we’ll discuss in detail in chapter 3).

Archetypes are collective. Archetypes form the building blocks of our shared cultural stories and beliefs. When our individual suffering is seen through an archetypal lens, we are able to widen our consciousness to encompass a perspective that weaves through time and space. This is not a means of escape, but rather a path of meaning-making. Because no matter what we’re going through, myth helps us remember that it has all happened before. 

Navigating the Myth World

Jung said, “Myths are original revelations of the pre-conscious psyche, involuntary statements about psychic happenings” (2014/1959, p. 154). The “pre-conscious psyche” is the realm of myth, dreams, and altered states, and it transcends rational understanding. It is a space not unlike the paradoxical terrain of quantum physics that science is now beginning to understand, confirming the ancient notion that there are domains of existence that do not play by the rules of rationality.

As we travel together through the stories and visions presented in this book, I offer you a few magic stones to keep in your pocket to help you find your way:

In the myth world, the usual rules of time and space don’t apply. A year might unfold in a day, or a century in a month. Sometimes stories use symbolic numbers to express an undefined yet considerable length of time, like “101 days.” That might be half a lifetime, give or take. We can see many parallels here to the way time works in altered states of consciousness. In my own psychedelic journeys, I can recall hours passing before me as if they were only moments, and moments that stretched out to feel like hours. 

In myths, nothing occurs by accident. Every detail can contain profound symbolic value, and every image can become a crucible of meaning. Colors, objects, numbers, and animals are not inconsequential details meant simply to carry the hero from point A to B; they are intentional articulations of wisdom expressed through the story itself. Sometimes these details change between tellers or versions, but the point remains the same: every image matters.

Myths are alive. Take a step toward a story, and it will take a step toward you. In writing this book, I found the stories taking on lives of their own as I immersed myself in their rich inner worlds. As I researched obscure corners of ancient history, mythic genealogies, and anthropological exploration, I found that the stories themselves began to speak back to me through dreams and synchronistic encounters that stopped me in my tracks. The more I let the imagery of the story permeate my being, the more of itself it revealed to me. The myths began to talk back.

These stories have been with us for thousands of years. Is it so far-fetched to think that they might have a few thoughts of their own after all this time?

Some elements in a story must remain mysterious. Sometimes, parts of a story might not make sense. Remember that with myths, we are dealing with something very old that our modern minds might struggle to wrap themselves around. Sit with the discomfort of not knowing. To analyze every image, to extract every last morsel of the tale, runs the risk of interpreting it to death. It is my sincere hope to honor these stories as best I can. To do that, I must bow to the fact that the stories are living mysteries unto themselves. Myths have no author. They emerge from a place that humankind has always sought to explore and articulate, yet can never fully know.

Indigenous Traditions 

The fields of psychedelics and depth psychology are indebted to Indigenous cultures in unfathomable ways. The fact that these cultures managed to keep their ancestral stories and ceremonial knowledge alive in the face of genocide and colonization is itself a miracle. These traditions and their living stewards deserve our respect, gratitude, and reciprocity. In studying and relating with Indigenous peoples, modern Western people might find something reflected back to them that, once upon a time, we could have recognized as an intact culture.

Indigenous cultures, teachings, and stories are woven throughout this book. As we embark on this journey together, I offer four points to keep in mind as I speak of Indigenous traditions, especially in the context of psychedelics and psychology:

Indigenous cultures are not a means to an end for the Western world to figure out its problems. Valuing Indigenous cultures simply for what they have to teach us, for what we have to gain from them, is yet another form of colonial extraction. This approach of siphoning Indigenous wisdom solely for the purposes of benefiting modern culture continues to marginalize these communities. Right relationship and informed, consensual reciprocity are two avenues that can help mitigate this subtle yet real dynamic. You can learn more about Indigenous reciprocity here: https://chacruna-iri.org/.

Indigenous peoples continue to exist as the most marginalized communities on the planet. Any discussion of Indigenous cultures that ignores the concrete, immediate issues facing these communities—namely, the ongoing march of the colonial machine in the guise of the fossil fuel industry and other mechanisms of extraction—is only telling half the story. Indigenous communities have always been, and still remain, the most vocal advocates against all forms of extractionist industries. Invoking the traditions of Indigenous peoples without also invoking their continued fight for political sovereignty, equal rights and access, and ecological and land-based justice ignores the reality of Indigenous life and struggles.

I cannot claim membership of any intact Indigenous or initiatory culture. Regrettably, my bar mitzvah did not suffice. Throughout this book, I will speak of many Indigenous traditions, but never for any of them. As much as possible, I will cite Indigenous authors and people, allowing them to speak for themselves by quoting and drawing upon their own work. 

Many of the plant medicines mentioned throughout this book are at risk of extinction due to overharvesting, specifically the peyote cactus and the ayahuasca vine. All of the experiences mentioned throughout this book involving Indigenous plant medicine ceremonies were facilitated by trained Indigenous stewards of these traditions. Readers are encouraged to familiarize themselves with Indigenous-led conservation efforts to ensure the continual survival of these plant species.

The tradition that I can, without reservation, call my own is the tradition of depth psychology, which has also sought to integrate Indigenous perspectives and mythologies into its understanding of the psyche, ever since Carl Jung’s momentous encounter with the Taos Pueblo people and a medicine man named Ochwiay Biano, or Mountain Lake. During his visit to their ancient adobe city, Jung found himself profoundly affected by the rich inner life and interconnected spirituality of the Pueblo people, seeing in them a reflection of all that white or European culture lost long ago. Reflecting on this encounter, Jung (1963) wrote:

I felt rising within me like a shapeless mist something unknown and yet deeply familiar. And out of this mist, image upon image detached itself: first Roman legions smashing into the cities of Gaul. . . . I saw the Roman eagle on the North Sea and on the banks of the White Nile. Then I saw St. Augustine transmitting the Christian creed to the Britons on the tips of Roman lances, and Charlemagne’s most glorious forced conversion of the heathen; then the pillaging and murdering bands of the Crusading armies. . . . Then followed Colombus, Cortes, and the other conquistadors who with fire, sword, torture, and Christianity came down upon even these remote pueblos dreaming peacefully in the sun, their Father (p. 248).

Depth Psychology

The soul and the psyche have always been the center point of interest, the heart of the labyrinth, which depth psychology coils itself around. Historically, depth psychology referred to any form of psychoanalytic work that focused on the unconscious. Today, the term is used as a shorthand for the various permutations of thought influenced by Carl Jung, the Swiss psychiatrist who helped shape psychology into the discipline we know today. While the mainstream psychological establishment has for many decades eschewed Jung’s work, his legacy—which can include everything from the work of Joseph Campbell to archetypal astrology, teachings on the tarot, and Internal Family Systems therapy—continues to inform our culture perhaps more than that of any other figure in the history of psychology. 

The history of modern psychedelic research is almost inseparable from the tradition of depth psychology. Stanislav Grof, Ralph Metzner, Terence McKenna, Timothy Leary, and many other early psychedelic researchers integrated depth psychology into their work, which others drew upon to inform newer perspectives like transpersonal psychology, ecopsychology, and somatic therapies. Due to cultural shifts in the twentieth century, including the war on drugs, current psychedelic research prioritizes quantitative and statistical analysis and often overlooks the subjective, emotional, and phenomenological aspects of these experiences. Just like human beings, no two psychedelic journeys are alike, so they resist a one-size-fits-all categorization. Instead, psychedelic experiences are reflections of the multifaceted, mysterious inner worlds of those who are brave enough to explore their hidden depths.

How to Use This Book 

In the pages that follow, you will not find any ultimate blueprints, tips and tricks, or life hacks. What you will find are stories I’ve gathered from across our vast world, each illuminating some unique part of what it means to be human. Myths from ancient Ireland, Sumeria, Greece, Native America, and beyond will be our guides as we explore the archetypal realms that psychedelic medicines can escort us into and out of again. Don’t take anything in here as doctrine or dogma. Rather, we are going to try to let the stories speak for themselves and see how the worlds of myth and psychedelics might converge in a meaningful way. The stories within these pages can offer meaning and direction and provide a mythic framework for navigating the vast realm of the soul. 

Within these pages you will find stories that speak to the ubiquitous and troubling aspects of what it means to be a human being entwined within this living planet. Along the way, I will share lessons I’ve learned from time spent sitting in ceremonial huts filled with cedar smoke and eagle feathers, or encircled by the nighttime drone of jungle cicadas. I’ve also learned much from my work as a psychedelic therapist and guide working with many clients from diverse backgrounds. To the many brave souls I have been fortunate enough to work with: thank you for everything you have taught me. 

Perhaps you will discover some perspectives and tools for the practice of psychedelic healing and integration and how to work with the archetypal threads woven throughout these experiences. For others, perhaps you will find these stories whispering to you through mist-filled trees, beckoning you to change your life.  

This book is not a how-to guide, a personal journey, or an academic exploration. Rather, it is all of these—and none. My hunch is that it dwells more comfortably in the cracks between these disciplines. This book, like the many psychedelic medicines and archetypal beings that prowl through its pages, is a liminal creature. It smolders at the crossroads altar of Hermes, haggles with Baba Yaga, and gambles for cowrie shells with Eshu—trickster gods all, messengers between worlds who venture into and out of the mythic unknown, patron deities of the liminal traveler, soul guide, and psychonautic explorer. As you read this book, you too may find yourself betwixt and between realms as you behold these ancient stories weaving their way into the fabric of your being—stories that emerge directly from the luminescent cracks between nature and culture, mind and body, ego and soul. 






I

The Well

The Unconscious, Symbolism, and the Mythic Unknown




Sing yourself to where the singing comes from.

—Seamus Heaney



Connla’s Well

Come hazel, come yew, come hawthorne, come oak. Come stag, come swan, come raven, come wolf. Welcome, traveler. Warm your mist-chilled fingers around this campfire that never goes out, nestled between lichenized stones. Sit down on the sheepskins, take a sip for those old ancestral bones, and pour a libation to the hungry earth beneath your feet. Listen now, for this story I’m about to tell you is more true than truth can tell, and older still.

There once was an ancient island. And before humans walked upon its churning shores, there lived another race of beings, versed in magic, whose days lingered on like lifetimes. The Tuatha de Danann, they were called. That was several worlds ago, and they are now gone. But it is said that they still live beneath the hills and stones scattered across the dew-soaked land, wandering through the hollow hills when the veil between the worlds grows thin. Some say their deeds and exploits are inscribed into the very land itself: the land we know today as Ireland. 

In the days before days, one of their kin, a young woman with shining hair and moon-pale skin, found herself seeking the kind of knowledge that even in that ancient time was guarded by forces greater than we can understand. Sinann was her name, and while death would never haunt her, while she was beloved by all, there was a type of knowledge she craved that only the Otherworld could give.  

Up within the hills amid the craggy stones, there was a well known to all as Connla’s Well. Some say it was so deep that it was under the ocean itself. Others say this pool was a doorway between the realms, its waters going down to the Otherworld. Around Connla’s Well grew nine hazel trees, whose ripe fruits would drop down into its shimmering waters. And within the water lived a salmon who would eat these sacred hazelnuts. But about the well swirled a dark magic, a mist that laid enchantment and protection around it. To be sure, this was a sacred place, guarded by powers that the Tuatha de Danann knew to honor and respect.

Despite all this, Sinann could not help but seek out this knowledge. She knew that if she could bring just a mouthful of that iridescent liquid to her lips, some wild intelligence would take root within her. Perhaps she sought mastery over the ecstatic arts of poetry and music, or longed for the wisdom to lead her people forward. Whatever the reason, Sinann knew that once the water touched her mouth, something would be different.

Ravens cawed and scattered as she entered the sacred hazel grove. Emanating from the well was a sound so full of mournful beauty that to hear just one note of it would devastate you in its grief. The bright maiden, peering into the water’s depths, beheld the salmon swimming there, and rising up from the bottom of the pool she saw bubbles floating to the surface, enchanting her, lulling her deep into a dreamlike trance. It is said that these bubbles arose from the Otherworld itself and contained the very essence of that unseen realm’s visionary power.

Closing her eyes, incanting a prayer in an ancient tongue that we now only know in our dreams, she took a breath, and drank. 

Suddenly, all the knowledge of the world flooded into fair Sinann. Time bent itself backward until she saw its circular flow with no beginning and no end. Her senses stretched to encompass the hundreds of miles around her radiant body, intimately feeling the smooth stones, the wisps of lichen, the wise trees, and the vast ocean all in the same moment. Salmon poured from her eyes like tears of joy. Otters swirled out of her silken arms, dancing in the swift current that enveloped her body. Herons hatched from her head, spreading their elegant wings, carrying her sight from the deep waters all the way into the sunlit skies above. 

Sinann began to dissolve, her body unfurling into a swift evergreen churn of life-giving waters. The girl died, but a river was born.

Some say the gods of the Otherworld became angry at her trespass, and they caused the waters of the well to drown fair Sinann and submerge her forever within its cold course to the sea—a lesson to not meddle with powers we don’t understand.

But there are others who quietly claim that Sinann knew exactly what she had bargained for. Some say that this young maiden was a far more ancient goddess whose story is remembered by the land itself, told by the people in their ancient language around smoky peat fires down through the generations. To this day, the River Shannon in western Ireland runs its course from the green hills all the way to the Atlantic Ocean, bearing her name. For in her very dissolution lay the immortal wisdom she sought. 

Drink one drop from the well, and your whole life can change.

Otherworld Wisdom

We begin with this simple tale from Ireland, which some speculate could be five thousand years old. A story I imagine my own Irish ancestors would have likely known well, it trickled down through the oral histories of an animistic, pre-Christian European culture, miraculously washing up on our modern shores in written texts several centuries ago despite nearly a millennium of English colonization.

The story of Connla’s Well is a powerful example of what ancient myths can teach us about altered states of consciousness and psychedelic healing. Every time we work with psychedelics, examine our dreams, practice breath work, and even experience certain forms of psychotherapy, we are approaching the Great Well of the unconscious and entering the Otherworld of the mythic imagination.

Irish linguist and author Manchán Magan (2020) says:

To fully appreciate this idea we need to understand that the Otherworld was more than an imaginary realm where ancient gods and heroes dwelt and feasted; it was an elusive and undefinable space that was as much connected to the subconscious or inner psyche of the individual and the group consciousness of the community as it was to magical gods, or the spirit of past ancestors, or the energetic resonances of the natural world. All these things come together in the Otherworld, just as they might in a dream, and place names became just another way to access them, like using sacred trees or rituals or charms. (p. 158) 

Highlighting the prevalence of Otherworld awareness infused within the Irish language and landscape, Magan illustrates the connection between the Irish word for a physical place or locality (ceantar) and the word for its opposite, the Otherworld (alltar): “In the Irish mindset, the ceantar is closely shadowed by the alltar. They exist simultaneously, in all places, at all times. Our physical bodies occupy the ceantar but our minds can easily slip into the alltar” (p. 32). To the ancient Irish, and perhaps to all Indigenous, animistic peoples, the Otherworld dwelled just behind the surface of our own. One of the most reliable ways of accessing this parallel realm was through the sacred wells and other sites scattered across the landscape.

Wells are inherently introspective spaces, literally reflecting back our own image and beckoning us deeper into our internal world through their subtle invitation to fathom their waters. The Well is an image of deep but contained unconscious work, a boundaried yet immeasurable space that offers a distinct doorway for inner exploration. Across the world, springs and wells are often considered sacred places with healing powers. I recall sitting by many wells throughout my life—the headwaters of the Sacramento River at the foot of Mount Shasta, the boiling sulfuric pools at Breitenbush Hot Springs in Oregon, springs in Zimbabwe emitting a grandmotherly hum, sacred wells across Ireland—and feeling myself carried away into some vast, mysterious terrain both inside and outside myself that felt deeply familiar, yet decidedly unknown. If it’s possible to feel both grief and joy, ease and edginess in the same moment, wells evoke this in me. Wells magnetize myths and people to them because they symbolize the doorway to the unconscious, the Otherworld, and the living earth. 

If approached incorrectly, however, the Well can be overwhelming and dangerous. The dark, magical mist that encircles Connla’s Well represents this potential peril and signals caution to those who would frivolously drink or disturb its waters. As with many sacred wells today across Ireland, there are appropriate ways to approach the Great Well of the unconscious—protocols and rituals that establish an atmosphere of reverence and respect that also serves to protect those who would venture within.

Let’s also be clear about something: drinking from the Well can be a disruptive act. Otherworld wisdom is subversive. It turns our understanding of life on its head. We come away from our encounters with it bringing back new ideas about who we are, what our world is, and how we might change our course forever. This sort of wisdom challenges the established order of things. There is immense power here. It is no wonder that in the seventeenth century the colonial British banned the Irish from gathering at their holy wells. For as a great bard of the Irish tradition, Terence McKenna, famously said, “Psychedelics are illegal not because a loving government is concerned that you may jump out of a third-story window. Psychedelics are illegal because they dissolve opinion structures and culturally laid-down models of behavior and information processing. They open you up to the possibility that everything you know is wrong” (1987).

When we drink from the Well, everything we know can change. Yet knowledge without transformation is just information. The story of Connla’s Well shows us that the wisdom we find at the bottom of the Well comes with a price. Sometimes the price is that we change how we live, break familial patterns, or release things we have tightly clung to when something deep within us knows we must let them go. It is not uncommon for people to emerge from psychedelic journeys with a conviction that they must change fundamental aspects of how they live. This is Otherworld wisdom speaking its cold, clear truth through those who drink from the Well.

The story ends with what some might see as a warning: Sinann drowns because of her transgressive thirst for self-knowledge. Though centuries of Catholic priests would have surely sunk their teeth into this as a cautionary tale, let’s not forget that this is a pagan story, intimately connected to the land, cycles of life and death, and the unique spirit of a people and a place. In the West, modernity has brought us a long way from a realistic understanding of what such a culture might entail. But the myths remain. Like Ariadne’s golden thread weaving its way through the labyrinth, myths are pathways of deep remembrance, leading us ultimately into a process that instigates individual healing and cultural repair. To see the conclusion of this tale simply as the consequence of overstepping our bounds ignores its deeper meaning.

The story of Sinann and Connla’s Well is a story about transformation. Sinann doesn’t end up with wealth or fame or a kingdom—conspicuously modern, and dare I say masculine, views of success and achievement. Rather, she gains a level of interrelatedness and kinship that is hard for our dualistic minds to even fathom. But the story says it clear as day: drink from the Well and discover what it means to be a living being connected to a living earth.

This sense of interconnection and unity is a foundational aspect of psychedelic experiences that could be considered “mystical” in nature. Emerging research shows us that psychedelic healing achieves its full potential of creating significant life transformations when people experience this mystical state of interconnectivity and oneness, which also serves to reframe our understanding of our relationship to ourselves, our communities, our planet, and the wider cosmos (Garcia-Romeu et al., 2015). Ego dissolution is a common term for this sort of experience. Sinann achieves not just a dissolution of her ego, but of her entire being, melting into the animate all that permeates our every breath. She is no longer an “I.” She is water flowing into river, river rushing into ocean, ocean evaporating into cloud, cloud thundering into earth, absorbing into plant, metabolizing into animal, digesting into human, sung into song, and remembered into myth.

Sinann imbibes the wisdom of the Otherworld and finds herself connected to a vastness much greater than herself. The story tells us that when we dip into that mysterious terrain, we expand far beyond simple definitions of ourselves. This also occurs when we access the deep, uncharted regions of the psyche through psychedelic medicines and other avenues of accessing nonordinary states of consciousness. Depth psychology calls this realm the collective unconscious. 

The Collective Unconscious

If dreams are the “royal road” to the unconscious, according to Freud, then psychedelics are the superhighway.

The collective unconscious is the Great Well of human experience that “contains the whole spiritual heritage of mankind’s evolution, born anew in the brain structure of every individual” (Jung, 1959/1970, p. 158). Evoking the archetypal link between the unconscious and the element of water, Jung wrote that the unconscious can be understood as “something like an unceasing stream or perhaps ocean of images and
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Layers of Myth








The Language of the Psyche





The Five Skills of Mythopoetic Integration



1. Mythos (Story)




	Your previous psychedelic experience: If this is your first journey, why now?

	Your intention for the journey

	Relevant, important moments from your life that led you here

	Your personal mythos and experience of childhood

	Significant mental health information, including any past diagnoses or episodes

	Family history and ancestry

	Lifestyle choices, social life, and consumption habits

	Relationship status and history

	Intersectional identities, such as socioeconomic, racial, cultural, sexuality, and gender-based contexts

	Significant traumas or core wounds

	Current life transitions or questions

	Current support network





	Begin with a chronological retelling of the experience.

	Describe the arc of the journey. Describe the beginning, middle, and end.

	Describe significant images, details, or insights they may have received.

	Describe how the journey relates to their intention.

	Describe how they are feeling, now that they have returned.




2. Pathos (Feeling)





3. Association (the Individual Unconscious)









4. Amplification (the Collective Unconscious)













5. Personification (the Imaginal-Animistic Psyche)
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