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  Appendices


  APPENDIX I


  Critics and Criticisms of David Lewis-Williams’ ‘Neuropsychological Theory’ of Rock and Cave Art


  (NB This Appendix amplifies points originally raised in Chapters Seven and Eight and some short sections of text are repeated from those chapters.)


  Since obtaining his doctorate from the University of Cambridge in 1979, the British archaeologist Paul Bahn has risen to become one of the most powerful figures in the production, management and control of public knowledge about cave art. A prolific academic essayist, he has authored and co-authored literally hundreds of highly regarded papers in learned journals. Meanwhile his television documentaries, and the series of popular books that he has written and edited, have established him as the one of the main channels by which information about the ideas and discoveries of cave-art researchers filter down to the man in the street.1 In 1986 he delivered the first public lecture on Palaeolithic art by a foreigner in China since the Abbé Breuil 54 years earlier. In 1988, his authoritative study Images of the Ice Age, hailed as ‘an outstanding critical synthesis and review of current research on Palaeolithic art’ and as ‘a major scholarly contribution’,2 also enjoyed great popular success. Revised and republished in 1997 as Journey through the Ice Age, it remains the single most influential overview of Upper Palaeolithic art available to the general public.3


  In 2003 Bahn added new lustre to his reputation when he led the team of archaeologists who made the first ever discovery of cave wall and ceiling art in Britain (previously only small portable pieces had been known). The find, provisionally dated to around 12,500 years ago, was made at Cresswell Craggs in Derbyshire on 14 April 2003, and consists of two separate groups of engraved figures, including a male ibex or other caprid, and two birds.4 Subsequent investigations throughout 2004 have uncovered a much wider array of figures, with ‘up to 80 carvings of animals, dancing women and geometric patterns’.5


  The vicissitudes of Bahn


  At the mention of cave art in which geometric patterns are juxtaposed with human and animal figures, anyone persuaded by David Lewis-Williams’ neuropsychological theory of prehistoric shamanism is bound to start thinking in terms of trances, entoptic phenomena, full-scale hallucinations, and spirit journeys to the otherworld as the inspiration of the artists. And indeed, when the neuropsychological model first became widely known in 1988, Paul Bahn was amongst its early supporters, declaring: ‘It may well provide some long-needed insight into what lies behind some of the “signs” of the Upper Palaeolithic.’6 At times he even seemed prepared to make imaginative leaps of inference and to take the line of argument that cave art could be based on hallucinations into speculative territory that David Lewis-Williams himself was not prepared to enter. In Images of the Ice Age, for example, Bahn suggested that the model had the potential to


  account for some of the more disturbing cross-cultural parallels in images that are far more complex than meanders or simple geometric shapes. For example, in southern African [San] rock art, there are images of a medicine man in trance next to a dying eland (an analogy between the animal’s state and the shaman who ‘died’ in trance) which resemble the Shaft scene at Lascaux with its bird-headed man and wounded bison; similarly the Lascaux man, with his erection and his ‘bird on a stick’, is remarkably like an Arizona rock-engraving depicting an ithyphallic man with a bird on a stick … Are these simply remarkable coincidences? Or are they indicative of some widespread phenomenon such as ‘universal myths’ of very remote antiquity, or perhaps something akin to phosphenes – images seen under trance conditions?7


  Bahn never seems to have followed up on these interesting questions. On the contrary, as the 1990s passed, he became ever more antagonistic towards the neuropsychological model. It remained closely associated with the personality and achievements of David Lewis-Williams, who continued to attract glowing international plaudits as a result. By the time Journey through the Ice Age was published in 1997, Bahn had undergone a notable transformation and was ready to insist that Lewis-Williams’ ideas were no more than ‘wishful thinking’ based on flawed research that should be dropped entirely from archaeological curricula.8 And in 2001, noting that public interest in the theory remained strong, despite his warnings, and that even mass-circulation newspapers were now giving it favourable coverage, he protested:


  Such reckless dissemination of misinformation in the popular media is particularly reprehensible and will have untold repercussions for the public’s view of the past. That is why this situation has become intolerable, and it is time for this dogma to be exposed for what it is: Piffle, or indeed Piffle-Lite.9


  Other attacks that Bahn has made on Lewis-Williams have appeared in the scientific literature under such witty titles as: ‘Membrane and Numb Brain,’10 ‘Desperately Seeking Trance Plants’11 and ‘Save the Last Trance for Me’.12 Bahn is also by no means alone in delivering these often deeply discourteous and highly personalised broadsides but has marshalled a substantial lobby of allies and supporters – Patricia Helvenston, Henri-Paul Francfort, Roberte Hamayon, Cyril Hromnik and Anne Solomon to name but a few.13 Some members of this group have recently begun to work together in a co-ordinated and public manner.14 Their published statements make it clear that they regard the popular acclaim that the neuropsychological theory has received, and its growing uptake by rock-art researchers around the world, as a serious threat to proper public understanding of the past – a threat that indeed has become ‘intolerable’ and must be countered at every step. To this end, as we will see, they have sought to raise a cloud of question marks over Lewis-Williams’ scholarly reputation and to surround the theory in a fog of abuse and opprobrium that is sufficiently foul and off-putting to dissuade any more researchers from trying to make use of it.


  ‘Some dangerous spirit of dogmatism’


  In 2002, Paul Bahn and his colleague Patricia Helvenston, a retired American clinical psychologist, felt sure they had the information that would finally bring Lewis-Williams to his knees. They hastily submitted their material to the Cambridge Archaeological Journal ‘in the hope of rapid publication by October 2002’.15 Following normal procedures, CAJ sent Bahn and Helvenston’s paper out for peer review. Unexpectedly, however, some of the academic referees advised that there were serious problems with it, and that these should be remedied before it could appear in print. When CAJ’s editor suggested that the article be reworked and published in the next issue, Bahn and Helvenston were incensed:


  We felt very strongly that our paper should appear as rapidly as possible so that the rock art community, and the archaeological world at large, could be made aware of the fallacies underlying the shamanic model … Since the length and format of the paper preclude rapid publication in any other journal, we have therefore resorted to the methods of some earlier scholars in deciding to publish the paper ourselves, in order to disseminate the facts as swiftly as possible.16


  The result, Desperately Seeking Trance Plants, which runs to 62 pages, appeared in 2002.17 A much shorter version was also eventually printed in the Cambridge Archaeological Journal in 2003 under the title ‘Testing the “Three Stages of Trance” Model’.18 It is not clear to me whether cutting more than 50 pages of the argument to produce this four-page ‘summary’ did in fact deal with all the problems that the original referees had objected to – because, as we’ll see, a great many serious errors still remain in the abridged version. In the ‘Comments’ from peers that are published alongside it, moreover, it is troubling to note that a contribution from the Cambridge University archaeologist and rock-art expert Christopher Chippendale was heavily edited by CAJ. In the remnant, Chippendale reports that any research issues raised by Helvenston and Bahn’s attacks on Lewis-Williams’ work are unfortunately overshadowed by a ‘social context’ within the archaeological world that he describes as ‘unusual, peculiar and deeply unsatisfactory’.19 His unedited comment, he states, had provided ‘specific facts’ to show that his concerns were well founded, but it was these that had been refused publication:


  CAJ’s readers, unable in this way to have access to the pertinent facts of the social context, are still entitled to know the consequences: my inclination is to discount Helvenston and Bahn’s arguments entirely, as likely to be too much based on partisan presuppositions rather than on open-minded consideration of the material information. I regret I cannot publish here the good reasons that gradually have brought me unhappily to that dismaying and dismal view.20


  It sounds like an impasse, but that’s nothing new in the temperamental world of rock-and cave-art research. It is, however, most unfortunate that academic opinion should have become so polarised around the first theory in 100 years of research that makes sense, that explains not only the broad range but also the specific details of the evidence, and that resolves what are otherwise extremely perplexing cross-cultural commonalities. By all means we can allow that the shamanic-neuropsychological approach has faults, that there might be many ways of improving and refining it, and that it should not be retained if it fails a battery of fair and reasonable tests. Nevertheless, the history of cave-art research warns us to stay open to the possibility that ‘some dangerous spirit of dogmatism’ may have blinded those who seek to trash this line of approach completely, without even a second thought – just as partisan presuppositions blinded Cartailhac and his colleagues to the truth of Altamira for more than 20 years.21


  Accusations of distortion and misrepresentation


  One of Paul Bahn’s earliest attacks on David Lewis-Williams and the shamanic-neuropsychological model was made in Journey through the Ice Age:


  The African research on which the new approach is founded is itself based on massive assumptions, wishful thinking, and extreme selectivity of image and interpretation. In fact there is no hard ethnographic evidence to link any prehistoric southern African rock art with shamans, let alone with trance phenomena. For example the written ethnographic records contain no mention of trance whatsoever, nor of any practices, dreams or beliefs involving it. Yet it has been claimed that there is impeccable ethnographic evidence here for linking ‘medicine men’ and rainmakers with shamanism, and in turn linking the shamans with the rock art.22


  Earlier, in 1991, in the Rock Art Research journal, the South African scholar Cyril Hromnik had similarly accused Lewis-Williams of subjecting the nineteenth-century ethnographic data, such as the Bleek and Lloyd documents, ‘to a process of readjustment and reinterpretation’ to make them provide ‘a semblance of support for the theory’.23 In reality, Hromnik revealed:


  None of Bleek’s writings cited by Lewis-Williams expressly states that any of the described practices, dreams or beliefs involved trance, and Bleek’s A Bushman’s Dictionary has no entry for trance.24


  Both as expressed by Bahn, and in its earlier Hromnik incarnation, this is tantamount to accusing Lewis-Williams of intellectual fraud. Effectively what is being alleged is that he distorted and misrepresented the record to fool us into thinking that the nineteenth-century ethnography from southern Africa provides ‘support for the theory’ when in fact it does no such thing.


  Hromnik even goes a stage further and charges Lewis-Williams with misrepresenting the modern ethnographic record of the Ju’/hoansi (!Kung) bushmen in the Kalahari as well. The reader will recall from Chapter Seven that the survival of the trance dance and shamanistic healing practices amongst the Ju/’hoansi provide important strands in Lewis-Williams’ argument about similar practices amongst the nineteenth-century San. Yet Hromnik asserts that


  Katz [the American anthropologist Richard Katz, one of Lewis-Williams’ key sources on the Ju/’hoansi], who made a detailed study of the magico-medicinal practices of the Kalahari !Kung bushmen with whom he stayed for several months, did not find a single medicine man who could rightfully be called a shaman. Their healing practices were devoid of trance.25


  Interrogating the ethnographic records


  If either or both of these allegations about Lewis-Williams’ use of his sources turns out to be true, then it would rightly deliver a damaging blow to his credibility. Very surprisingly, however, given their gravity, and the supposed seriousness of the publications in which they appear, neither allegation is true. Worse, six years before Bahn repeated the slur that he had misused the nineteenth-century ethnography, Lewis-Williams had publicly refuted Hromnik on this exact same point, yet Bahn makes no mention of this.


  The refutation is simple. It is strictly true that Bleek’s dictionary (itself by no means a complete lexicon of the lost San language),26 ‘has no entry for trance’, but it is not true, as Bahn alleges, that the ‘ethnographic records contain no mention of trance whatsoever, nor of any practices, dreams or beliefs involving it’. On the contrary, unless one works with a unique, idiosyncratic and highly unusual definition of what trance is, one could hardly fail to note the frequent occurrence in the ethnographic records of the San word /xau, which connotes a sense of disassociation from one’s body27 – one of the defining characteristics of trance. The Bleek family documents translate this word /xau as ‘to go on a magical expedition’.28 An appropriate modern rendering might be the hippie word ‘tripping’.


  Moreover, again contradicting Bahn, the ethnographic records describe very specific practices, involving dance and supernatural healing, for which it was absolutely essential that some people enter the state of /xau. The records also document intriguing beliefs in a mysterious power called !gi (see Chapter Seven), said to have been required to launch an individual from his ordinary, everyday state into the state of /xau. This word !gi is translated by Lucy Lloyd and other members of the Bleek family as ‘magic power’, or ‘sorcery’, and we learn that people in San society who were believed to possess a lot of !gi were given a special name.29 Lewis-Williams, who in all cases provides detailed references to his original sources, puts it this way:


  The ‘magic power’, or ‘sorcery’, as the Bleek family had it, employed on these occasions was … called !gi … A person who possessed this power was called a !gi:xa (pl.!gi:ten). The suffix xa means ‘-ful’ as in the English word ‘powerful’. W.H.I. Bleek and Lloyd translated !gi:xa as ‘sorcerer’, and D.F. Bleek devoted three instalments of extracts from the manuscript collection to the activities of these people. A !gi:xa was thus a person who was ‘full’ of supernatural power that he or she could use to heal, go on extracorporeal journeys, put sickness into people, turn into a lion or other creature, make rain, protect people from thunderstorms, and so forth …30


  Bahn’s second charge is that the ethnographic records contain no evidence linking San ‘medicine men’ and ‘rainmakers’ with shamanism. The word !gi:xa is indeed sometimes translated today as ‘medicine man’.31 As noted above, however, and more extensively described in Chapter Seven, the rainmaking, supernatural healing, animal transformations, out-of-body journeys, etc., etc. of the !gi:ten are amongst the classic feats of shamans in many different parts of the world and are in fact extensively described in the San ethnographic records. What else but shamanism are we to call the bizarre behaviour of the !gi:ten in a state of /xau?


  The San !gi:ten are said to have entered a frenzy in which they bit people, trembled so violently that they had sometimes to be held down, sniffed sickness out of people, bled from the nose, and in which their veins stood up and became rigid. During this dangerous time other people danced and sang.32


  As David Lewis-Williams concludes:


  The behaviour of, and beliefs about the !gi:ten show that they were … what I and other writers believe can be called ‘shamans’ who enter ‘trance’. Trance was indeed a central and pervasive component of San belief, and the connection between it (together with its corollaries of supernatural power, shamans, transformation and out-of-body travel) and rock art should come as no surprise.


  The third allegation that Bahn makes against Lewis-Williams in the passage cited earlier is that there is in fact ‘no hard ethnographic evidence to link any prehistoric southern African rock art with shamans’. Bearing in mind the constant cross-translation and confabulation of the words ‘shamanism’ and ‘sorcery’, Bahn’s position finds little obvious support from what is – so far as I know – the only surviving statement in the ethnographic records that seems to comment specifically not only on who the painters were but also on what the paintings were used for. Given to the geologist George William Stow by a San informant in the nineteenth century, this enigmatic remark informs us that that the paintings are ‘sorcery’s things’.33 Or, as Lewis-Williams might put it, ‘shaman’s things’.


  Besides, once we take note of the quintessentially shamanic experiences, behaviour and social role of the San !gi:ten as described in the ethnographic records, and the rare but nevertheless clear references that also exist which link !gi:ten to the rock art, Bahn’s position becomes even less tenable.


  Dia!kwain, one of the most important of Bleek and Lloyd’s nineteenth-century San informants, was shown a high-quality copy by G.W. Stow of an ancient San rock painting. The painting featured a large hybrid animal, part buffalo, part hippo, that Dia!kwain called !khwa-ka xorro. It was being led by men who Dia!kwain called !khwa-ka !gi:ten. We’ve already discussed the meaning of !gi:ten at some length, and !khwa means ‘rain’. A fair translation of the whole phrase would therefore be ‘shamans of the rain’.34 The San word xorro means ‘large animal’, so we can translate !khwa-ka xorro as ‘large animal of the rain’.35 These hallucinatory ‘rain animals’ and the shamans who were believed to lead them through the rock face from the spirit world on the other side are described in Chapter Seven. Dia!kwain’s reference to the presence of !khwa-ka xorro and !khwa-ka !gi:ten in the painting does therefore provide the sort of ‘hard ethnographic evidence linking prehistoric southern African rock art with shamans’ that Bahn wants to persuade us does not exist.


  Nor is this an isolated example. Qing, another of the nineteenth-century San informants whose testimony has become part of the ethnographic record, also explained the same painting. Speaking in rather cryptic and metaphorical terms, he said that the men leading the animal were ‘people spoilt by the dance, because their noses bleed’.36


  As the reader already knows from Chapter Seven, the ethnographic record tells us that the San !gi:ten frequently bled from the nose during the trance dance. What is particularly interesting about Qing’s observation, however, is that in Stow’s copy of the painting the figures of the !gi:ten are not in fact shown to be bleeding from the nose.37 It is as though Qing knew these figures were shamans, knew nose-bleeds were a common feature of the shamanic trance dance, and therefore attributed nose-bleeds to the figures. The sense that this is what happened is reinforced by Qing’s account of the trance dance itself, which he claimed had been given to the San by the god Kaggen – ‘the Mantis’ – and which would serve to describe the !Kung trance dance today:


  It is a circular dance of men and women, following each other, and it is danced all night. Some fall down; some become as if mad and sick; blood runs from the noses of others … and they eat charm medicine … When a man is sick, this dance is danced around him, and the dancers put both hands under their arm-pits and press their hands on him …’38


  Even more telling, although equally cryptic and metaphorical, was Qing’s interpretation of another painting – this time not a copy that had been brought to him, but on-site in front of an original panel. It is in a rock shelter that still exists named Melikane in a remote part of the Moloti mountains (just inland of the Drakensberg), and it features a group of three therianthropic figures with human bodies and the heads of antelopes. All three are in the bending-forward posture that we saw in Chapter Seven was frequently adopted by San shamans in a state of trance. Qing had this to say about the figures: ‘They are men who had died and now lived in rivers, and were spoilt at the same time as the elands and by the dances of which you have seen paintings.’39


  Decoding this, on the face of things, rather odd remark, is reasonably straightforward, as David Lewis-Williams has shown. ‘Death’, the state of being ‘spoilt’ and the state of being ‘underwater’ – including the specific notion of ‘living in rivers’ (or sometimes of descending underground through a ‘waterhole’) – are all well established from the ethnography as San metaphors for the shamanic trance state.40 The majestic eland, largest of the antelopes, was also another common metaphor for the shaman. Moreover, as Bahn himself had observed in 1987 in a comment quoted earlier, many of the rock paintings exploit an observed similarity between the behaviour of a shaman in trance and the behaviour of a dying eland.41 This analogy is especially appropriate, Lewis-Williams adds, when we consider


  an eland that is succumbing to the effect of a poisoned arrow. Both shaman and animal tremble violently, sweat profusely, stagger, lower their heads, bleed from the nose, froth at the mouth, and finally crash to the ground. In addition, a dying eland’s hair stands on end and San people told Bleek and Lloyd that lion’s hair sometimes grows on a shaman’s back.42


  Last but not least, it cannot be an accident that the surviving !Kung bushmen in the Kalahari, whose culture shares so much with the lost culture of the southern San, use the single word kxwia to mean both ‘to spoil’ and ‘to enter deep trance’.43 Lewis-Williams cites the evidence of American anthropologist Megan Biesele that


  when a shaman lies completely unconscious and possibly cataleptic, people say that he has been ‘spoilt’. That Qing meant this and not ‘spoil’ in the daily sense is confirmed by his statement that the men with rhebuck [antelope] heads were ‘spoilt … by the dances of which you have seen paintings’.44


  It is not such a strange idea. In England today we say someone is ‘smashed’ when we mean he is in a drunken stupor. By the same token, San or !Kung shamans who fell into a deep hallucinatory state after dancing for hours were said to be ‘spoilt’. So when Qing used the word for the figures in the rock paintings, it was his idiom to tell us that they depicted trancing shamans.


  It seems, therefore, that Bahn is incorrect to accuse Lewis-Williams of misapplying the ethnography and that there is after all impeccable evidence linking shamans with the rock art. Indeed, not only on this point, but at every stage of the argument, the bottom line is that the ethnography does in fact provide the support that Lewis-Williams claims for his theory, which for some reason Bahn and Hromnik want to convince their readers it does not.


  The truth about Katz


  The same goes for Hromnik’s accusations about misuse of modern anthropological material concerning the !Kung, and particularly his suggestion that Lewis-Williams misrepresented Richard Katz, one of the key anthropological sources on the Kalahari bushmen. In the extract quoted earlier, Hromnik says plainly that Katz judged !Kung healing practices to be ‘devoid of trance’ and failed to find even ‘a single medicine man who could rightfully be called a shaman’.45


  Again, if these statements are correct, then the consequences are devastating for Lewis-Williams’ credibility – since he makes much of trance and shamanism amongst the !Kung. Once again, however, the accusations turn out to have no solid basis. As we saw in Chapter Seven, a profoundly altered state of consciousness called !kia is at the heart of the traditional ‘healing’ or ‘trance’ dance of the !Kung. Richard Katz is extensively on record on this matter and repeatedly makes clear that that the !Kung word !kia, which he defines shamanistically as ‘that altered state of the consciousness which is the key to healing’,46 is routinely translated by the English word ‘trance’ (e.g. ‘!kia, usually translated as “trance”’,47 and ‘!kia has been translated by other fieldworkers as “trance”’).48 Katz does have reservations about the word ‘trance’ itself – in any context, !Kung or otherwise – simply because there is no standard scholarly definition of what ‘trance’ is and ‘its referents remain ambiguous, its use inconsistent’.49 When writing about these matters, he therefore generally prefers to ‘keep the !Kung word !kia and to build an understanding of the phenomenon through examining the !Kung’s discussion of it’.50 It is quite wrong, and indeed ‘intolerable’, on the basis of this semantic point, for Hromnik to persuade his readers that Katz finds !Kung healing practices to be ‘devoid of trance’ when he knows perfectly well that Katz finds !Kung healing practices to be filled to the brim with the state of !kia. Katz’s very insistence that !kia is usually translated into English as ‘trance’ leaves us in no doubt that this is exactly what he is talking about, as does his repeated description of !kia as an ‘altered state of consciousness’:


  !Kia can be viewed as an altered state of consciousness, altered to the degree and quantity where it becomes transcendence … During !kia a !Kung experiences himself as existing beyond his ordinary level of existence … Also, a !Kung practices extraordinary activities during !kia. He performs cures, handles and walks on fire, claims X-ray vision, and at times says he sees over great distances … Transcending himself, he is able to contact the supernatural, a realm where the ghosts of dead ancestors live …51


  If this is not the phenomenon that – in its many different manifestations around the world – is rightly labelled as ‘shamanic trance healing’, then what is? Even the most cursory reading of the literature leaves Hromnik without a leg to stand on in this regard, since virtually every scholar who has ever commented on the !Kung has recognised the trance dance as a form of exactly what Hromnik says it is not, i.e. shamanistic trance healing. ‘Specially trained healers are able to enter trance and heal the sick,’ notes R.B. Lee. ‘The central ritual event in traditional !Kung life is the medicinal trance dance,’ writes M. Shostack. L. Marshall comments: ‘After an hour or two the medicine men begin to go into trance and perform their healing rite.’ According to M. Guenther: ‘The explicit purpose of the shamanistic trance dance … is to heal.’52 Megan Biesele’s observations are particularly pertinent:


  The central religious experiences of Ju’/hoan [!Kung] life are consciously, and as a matter of course, approached through the avenue of trance. The trance dance involves everyone in society, those who enter trance and experience the power of the other world directly, and those to whom the benefits of the other world – healing and insight – are brought by the trancers.53


  It is extremely hard to understand why Hromnik did not acknowledge these and so many other scholarly voices that so resoundingly confirm the existence of shamanic trance healing amongst the !Kung.


  Shamans full of supernatural power


  Interestingly, Katz even reports (though again we hear none of this from Hromnik) that student shamans who have difficulty entering !kia through the normal strenuous methods (see Chapter Seven) are sometimes given ‘an indigenous drug’ at the beginning of the trance dance:


  The drug is offered as a training device, which may vault [the student] over his intense fears as well as bringing him to the !kia state. The drug experience itself also becomes a preparation for !kia since both experiences are forms of altered states of consciousness. As with other techniques used during the dance, the dosage and time of ingestion of the drug are carefully regulated by the teacher. The drug is supposed to help the student over the barrier of fear and into !kia.54


  Hromnik also misleads us when he says that the !Kung have no shamans. On the contrary, if we define shamans in the most widely used sense as those individuals in society who enter altered states of consciousness in order to contact supernatural realms and beings on behalf of their tribe, clan, band, etc., then on Katz’s estimates:


  Many !Kung, approximately half the older adult males and one-third of the adult women, learn to !kia. During the !kia state, they heal and fulfil many religious functions …55 The healer who is in !kia goes to each person at the dance whether he shows symptoms of illness or not. All receive the protection of healing. The healer pleads and argues with the gods to save the person from illness. He lays his hands on each one, and pulls out the sickness with eerie, earth-shattering screams and howls that show the pain and difficulty of his healing.56


  As we saw in Chapter Seven, the name the !Kung give to these trance healers is n/om k”xausi, ‘owners of supernatural power’, i.e. the same concept exactly as the San !gi:ten, who were also ‘full of’ supernatural power. Since there is absolutely no doubt that the most accurate and direct way to translate what such people are and what they do into the English language is to refer to them as ‘shamans’, it seems that Hromnik’s entire argument to suggest otherwise consists of nothing more than semantic hairsplitting. The truth is that the !Kung do have a phenomenon that is rightly referred to as ‘trance’ – the altered state of consciousness they call !kia – and they do have shamans, their n/om k”xausi, who volunteer on behalf of the rest of their people to enter !kia and travel out-of-body in the hallucinatory otherworld, sometimes in the form of lions, to intercede there with gods and spirits on behalf of the sick.57 As one !Kung n/om k”xau described it to Katz:


  In !kia your heart stops, you’re dead, your thoughts are nothing, you breathe with difficulty. You see ghosts killing people, you smell burning, rotten flesh. Then you heal and you pull sickness out.58


  A fair test?


  In their privately published tract Desperately Seeking Trance Plants (2002), and in the much shorter ‘summary’ of it (‘Testing the “Three Stages of Trance” Model’) that eventually appeared in CAJ in 2003, Paul Bahn and the clinical psychologist Patricia Helvenston emphasise and extensively document what they call a fair test of the neuropsychological model, while at the same time presenting evidence that they believe refutes the model completely. This is supposedly hard scientific evidence that the three-stage trance process described by Lewis-Williams and Dowson in their landmark 1988 paper59 does not have the wide general applicability to all human beings in all places and times that its proponents claim for it. It is, of course, this very quality – i.e. wide general relevance because of shared human neurology – that allows Lewis-Williams and Dowson to apply their model to arts as diverse as those of the San in southern Africa, the Coso in North America and, most controversially of all, to the remotely ancient cave art of Upper Palaeolithic Europe. If they can be proved to have made false claims for such wide relevance then the model would – to say the least – be severely compromised.


  The gist of Helvenston and Bahn’s argument is as follows. Having undertaken what they describe as a ‘systematic consideration of the most common trance states’, they inform us loftily, as though citing divine writ – or at least empirically established and widely agreed facts – that:


  The only trance states that are consistent with those described in the TST [‘three stages of trance’] model are drug-induced trances caused by plants containing mescaline, lysergic acid diethylamide (LSD), or psilocybin. The TST model does not describe naturally induced trance states nor trance states induced by other hallucinogens contained in plant materials.60


  Towards the end of their longer paper, Desperately Seeking Trance Plants, the two critics make the same point, perhaps a little more clearly:


  No naturally induced altered states of consciousness are consistent with Lewis-Williams’ and Dowson’s ‘neuropsychological model’… The only drug-induced trance states that are consistent with the model are those produced by LSD, mescaline and psilocybin.61


  And just so there are no misunderstandings, the assertion is repeated in the CAJ: ‘No altered states of consciousness are consistent with the TST model except those elicited by mescaline, LSD or psilocybin.’62


  Bahn and Helvenston’s second main point flows directly out of this supposed ‘fact’ – on the basis of which they assert that the neuropsychological model must be regarded as refuted, at least with reference to the painted caves of Upper Palaeolithic Europe, unless Lewis-Williams and Dowson are able to prove (a) that plants containing mescaline, psilocybin or LSD ‘were readily available in Western Europe in the late Ice Age’63 and (b) that the remains of such plants have in fact been found by archaeological excavation of ‘the sediments of the site where the proponents of the model claim the art has been inspired by LSD, mescaline or psilocybin-induced trance’.64 They add that by ‘examining the TST model from this perspective’ their approach provides ‘the first direct method for empirically testing its validity’.65


  Out-of-date sources, or no new research?


  Hidden between the two prongs of Bahn and Helvenston’s attack are a range of other lesser stabs and gouges – for example that Lewis-Williams and Dowson extensively misuse neuropsychological terminology66 and (we’ve heard this one before!) that what they claim is shamanism is not shamanism,67 that few of their sources are more recent than the 1970s and therefore that their conclusions have been bypassed by later research,68 and that there are so many different kinds of trance that it is impossible to talk about ‘trance’ in the general manner in which the word is used in the neuropsychological model.69


  I will not try the patience of my readers by going over the semantic games about shamanism again (see Chapter Seven). These simply seem to be part of the standard equipment used by the debunking industry that feeds parasitically off Lewis-Williams’ initiatives, original thinking and hard work. For the same reason, let’s not get mired in the pettifogging debate about terminology.


  The accusation of reliance on out-of-date sources is that Lewis-Williams and Dowson’s so-called ‘neuropsychological model’ is in fact based on very old neuropsychological literature, most of it dating back to the 1970s or earlier, that has been superseded by more recent and modern research.70


  It is hypocritical of Bahn and Helvenston to take such a position, since they themselves rely extensively on neuropsychological research done during and before the 1970s (Ludwig’s work, for example, to which they devote one sixth of their treatise, as we’ll see below, was published in 1968).71 Besides, they fail to make clear that most of the best science on altered states of consciousness produced by psychotropic drugs was done prior to the mid-1970s – at which time the so-called ‘War on Drugs’ put a halt to almost all properly funded research in this field. Against this backdrop it is plainly absurd for Bahn and Halvenston to suggest that a great deal of significant new science has been done since the mid-1970s into the three drugs they themselves nominate – namely LSD, psilocybin and mescaline. This is completely untrue; worldwide, almost no scientific research at all has been done into the effects of these hallucinogens on humans since the end of the 1960s, for the simple reason that such research is highly illegal in all the major sciencefunding nations! To complain of out-of-date sources on a subject that has seen so little new research for more than 30 years is nothing short of deeply misleading.


  When is a trance not a trance?


  On the issue of trance, Bahn and Helvenston devote 10 pages to a verbatim reproduction and lengthy discussion of 75 different ways of getting into an altered state of consciousness listed by a certain Arnold M. Ludwig in a book published in 1968. At the time, Arnold Ludwig was Director of Education and Research at the Mendota State Hospital in Madison, Wisconsin, and no doubt his work is of the highest quality. For some reason, however, Bahn and Halvenston want to persuade us that this estimable body of research undermines Lewis-Williams’ and Dowson’s basic thesis:


  Given this huge variety of some seventy-five different trance states, only one of which refers to shamanistic trance, how could anyone who is informed about the complexities of neuropsychological research suggest that all trance states have the same characteristic three stages?72


  In fact, if we consult Ludwig himself, we find that he does not talk about 75 ‘different’ trance states, but rather about 75 different ways to produce trance states73 – a very different matter. It is quite true that only one of these refers to what Ludwig calls ‘shamanistic, divination, and prophetic trance states’, which he lists as being ‘produced’ by ‘increase of exteroceptive stimulation and/or motor activity and/or emotion’.74 Of course Ludwig is not an infallible resource on such matters and is mistaken not to mention shamanic trances a second time when he deals later with altered states of consciousness induced by ‘the administration of pharmacological agents … narcotics, etc.’75 The reader will recall from Chapter Seven that amongst the Tungus nomads of Siberia (from whom the very word ‘shamanism’ derives), ‘Some shamans eat narcotic mushrooms and in their hallucinations visit the world of spirits, where they get the answers to questions posed to them.’76 Indeed not just the Tungus, but shamans the world over, more frequently make use of hallucinogenic drugs than of any other technique to enter altered states of consciousness.


  The real problem with all this, however, is not what Ludwig does or doesn’t say about shamanism, but the very strong impression given to readers that by identifying all sorts of other trance states that are not overtly ‘shamanic’, Bahn and Halvenston have dealt a mortal blow to Lewis-Williams’ and Dowson’s neuropsychological model. This is far from the truth. When you go back to the original source, the evidence that fills up this 10-page diversion in the middle of Desperately Seeking Trance Plants (one sixth of the overall length of the text) turns out to be completely irrelevant to the neuropsychological model. Yes, let it be true, as Ludwig tells us, that there is such a thing as a ‘reading trance, especially with poetry’;77 yes, no doubt free association during psychoanalysis may sometimes produce a trance state;78 yes, by all means let us accept that even ‘prolonged masturbation’ may bring about ‘trancelike states’79 – etc., etc. In the final analysis, however, none of this has any bearing on the phenomenon at hand. Whatever name different factions wish to give to it, this is the phenomenon described in Chapter Seven, based on the universal capacity of all humans to enter altered states of consciousness, to experience hallucinations in those altered states that are interpreted as supernatural contacts with a ‘spirit world’ or ‘otherworld’ (usually said to be located above us in the sky or beneath us underground), and to use these contacts to bring back to this world what are believed to be healing powers, control over the weather, control over the movements of animals, and other useful benefits.


  We already know very well that Lewis-Williams and Dowson are concerned exclusively with this phenomenon, which they call ‘shamanistic trance’, but that others may prefer to find a different name for. They are not at all concerned with ‘reading trances’, ‘masturbation trances’, ‘free-association trances’, or any other such states of mind, and nowhere do they claim that these sorts of trance ‘have the same characteristic three stages’. It is therefore misleading for Bahn and Helvenston to cite Ludwig’s evidence as though it undermines their theory. On the contrary, if there are 75 ways to enter trance, and if by chance any of these trance states produce the same sort of hallucinatory imagery and experiences that are common with psychotropic drugs, then the theory is strengthened, not weakened. All it calls for is that people be capable – by a variety of means – of getting into such deeply altered states of consciousness that they hallucinate. We already know, it is a truism, that people are capable of doing this – and, indeed, that there are extant cultures in which people not only hallucinate in a socially structured way but also make paintings of their visions afterwards. If Ludwig’s list cited by Bahn and Halvenston contains information about a few more means of getting into such deeply altered states, then so much the better. But it certainly does nothing to refute the neuropsychological model of rock and cave art, and should not be claimed so to do.


  It is a debating trick to imply that Ludwig had listed 75 different types of trance when in fact he had listed 75 different ways to get into trance. The purpose of the trick seems to be to suggest that Lewis-Williams and Dowson are falsely creating a special niche, that ‘their’ kind of trance, involving drugs or rhythmic dancing, is just a small part of a much bigger picture and not worth drawing any general conclusions about. Thus Bahn and Helvenston also devote several pages of Desperately Seeking Trance Plants to the subject of hypnotic trance, a specialist interest of Helvenston’s, apparently.80 This is all very well, but since hypnosis is not implicated in Lewis-Williams’ and Dowson’s model, what people do and don’t experience under hypnosis is again irrelevant to the discussion. It feels like just a thick fog of facts and observations thrown together to suggest some semblance of an argument where really there is none. Partially obscured but unchanged by it is the universal phenomenon of people entering deep trance and experiencing hallucinations as real contacts with supernatural beings from a ‘spirit world’. There may be 75 or 75,000 different ways of getting into trance, and there may even be 750,000 different kinds of trance, but to reiterate a point that I have already made several times, none of this has any bearing whatsoever on the verified existence in many different cultures of the phenomenon itself.


  Besides, quite contrary to the impression given in Desperately Seeking Trance Plants, Ludwig’s list of 75 different ways of getting into a trance is not followed by any assertion that this means 75 or more different kinds of trance. On the contrary, one of the most intriguing conclusions of Ludwig’s research for some reason goes unreported by Bahn and Helvenston. This is that altered states of consciousness (ASCs) ‘share many common features’ and that, moreover, ‘certain general molding influences … appear to account for many of the apparent differences in the outward manifestation of ASCs’.81 A little later Ludwig speaks of the ‘common denominators’ linking a wide range of supposedly different ASCs.82 Indeed, in this paper which Bahn and Halvenston rely on so extensively to demonstrate the differences amongst trance states, I was surprised to discover that Ludwig in fact devotes only five pages to his list of 75 different ways to get into a trance (which, to reiterate, was never claimed to be a list of 75 different kinds of trance and should not have been spun that way). By contrast, though we get no hint of this from the two critics, he devotes 10 pages to exploring the common denominators and amazing similarities that seem to link almost all states of trance, for example ‘alterations in thinking’, ‘disturbed time-sense’, ‘loss of control’, ‘change in emotional expression’, ‘body-image change’, ‘perceptual distortions’, ‘change in meaning or significance’, ‘sense of the ineffable’, ‘feelings of rejuvenation’, and ‘hypersuggestibility’.83


  Accordingly, despite the spin put on it by Bahn and Halvenston, I find nothing in Ludwig’s paper that undermines Lewis-Williams’ case by even a hair’s breadth. Quite the opposite: there is much in it that supports him but which, in a most unsatisfactory manner, the two critics simply don’t tell their readers about.


  To give a closing example of this sort of behaviour, we have seen that a central element of Bahn and Helvenston’s argument rests on the supposed uniqueness of three plant-based drugs. These are mescaline, LSD and psilocybin, which – they repeatedly and firmly assert in statements cited earlier – are the only agents capable of inducing the mixture of abstract and geometrical patterns with full-scale iconic figures that is essential for the success of Lewis-Williams’ neuropsychological model. We have also seen that they make a particular point of emphasising that hypnotic trances and indeed all other kinds of trances are totally different from trances induced by these three specific named drugs. Despite their tendency to quote extensively from Ludwig’s paper when it can be made to serve their argument, it is therefore easy to understand why they fail to inform their readers about the views that he expresses on the supposed ‘uniqueness’ of LSD, mescaline and psilocybin in the same paper:


  The psychedelic experiences attained through peyote, LSD, psilocybin or mescaline tend to resemble the subjective experiences attained through marihuana, certain anaesthetics, or opium, all of which may closely resemble the subjective experiences gained in the hypnotic trance, mystical states, creative states, or during acute psychotic or toxic episodes.84


  Last but not least …


  The claim that no altered states of consciousness ‘except those elicited by mescaline, LSD or psilocybin’85 are consistent with the types of hallucinations and experiences described in the neuropsychological model, and the parallel claim that none of these substances were available in Europe in the Upper Palaeolithic, stand at the very heart of Bahn and Helvenston’s critique. As demonstrated in Chapter Eight, however (and more extensively in Appendix II, below), DNA and other evidence, together with expert testimony, confirms that the hallucinogenic mushroom Psilocybe semilanceata is a native Old World species that would have been present in Europe in the Upper Palaeolithic. Contrary to Bahn and Helvenston’s argument, it therefore cannot be ruled out as the hallucinogenic agent that inspired the cave art – and indeed suggests itself as a very plausible candidate. We have seen in addition that approximately 30 other species of psilocybin-containing mushrooms are also native to Europe and are equally likely to have served as trance agents for the shamans of the painted caves. The fact that these species have only relatively recently been taken up again for hallucinogenic purposes tells us nothing about their use or potential use by hunter-gatherers in the Upper Palaeolithic who – like hunter-gatherers of all epochs and places – are likely to have possessed knowledge far superior to our own of the medicinal and other properties of local plants and fungi.


  APPENDIX II


  Psilocybe semilanceata – a hallucinogenic mushroom native to Europe


  by Professor Roy Watling, OBE, winner of the Royal Society of Edinburgh’s Patrick Neill Medal for research in mycology


  Although the hallucinogenic mushroom Psilocybe semilanceata is widespread in Europe today, the claim has been made that it is not an ancient native species but was introduced from the New World after trans-Atlantic contact began in the late fifteenth century. Professor Watling investigates this claim and gives his opinion on the provenance of the species.


  Psilocybe semilanceata, or ‘Liberty Caps’, a colloquial name pertaining to the cap resembling the helmet of the First World War French infantry (before the general term ‘magic mushroom’ was introduced), is well known to naturalists and forayers – and more recently those collecting wild recreational drugs. Scientifically it is classified amongst the basidiomycetes, a group which includes the bracket fungi, puffballs and the like, in addition to the mushrooms and toadstools, the last two together called agarics. Within this group the Liberty Cap is placed in the Cortinariales along with the cultivated mushroom, and it resides in the family Strophariaceae.


  As a species, Psilocybe semilanceata is well defined and belongs to a relatively small genus, as presently understood, even after the recent expansion by Noordeloos (1995), but despite being well known, P. semilanceata is not particularly characteristic of the genus when all the world species are taken into account. The majority of non-European species have been described as new to science in the last half-century by those actively involved in the documentation of hallucinogenic taxa.


  Guzman (1983) has monographed the world species and examined material of P. semilanceata from nearly all European countries, in addition to Australia, Chile and North America. It has been recorded many times by European authors since its formal description by the Swedish botanist Elias Fries in 1838. Indeed, it has been the subject of ecological studies in more recent years and molecular analyses have been undertaken which demonstrate a uniformity within the taxon. It is, however, rather significant that Stamets (1996), who monographed the hallucinogenic fungi, records it only from west of the Cascades in the United States, from northern California to British Columbia during the autumn and early winter, and sometimes in Oregon and Washington during the spring months. This distribution when linked with its European distribution fits in with many other known organisms; in contrast the eastern United States ties up with the temperate and subtropical areas of Asia. Charles Peck, the influential pioneer American mycologist, recorded P. semilanceata and indicated it was common in grasslands but failed to keep any material, something unusual for him. Material was sent to him from all over North America during his career, so he could have thought it was common in America if the specimens sent to him by his contacts included those from the west. Examination of specimens in his herbarium in Albany, however, has ascertained that he had confused the Liberty Cap with what was then known as Psilocybe foenisecii. This latter species we now know as Panaeolus or Panaeolina foenisecii, depending on the authority. Regardless of the generic placement, this fungus agrees with those placed in a totally different family of fungi to the Strophariaceae. Thus old records of P. semilanceata from eastern North America are at most extremely limited or totally confused. Strange for a fungus considered to be common! No?


  In Britain, P. semilanceata extends from the northernmost islands of Orkney and Shetland, including even some of the smaller noninhabited islets in the archipelagos, and the Hebrides, including the far-flung St Kilda, to the eastern and western extremities of southern England. It is considered native to these islands. It is found in seminatural grassland communities often unimproved in even historic times, and even perhaps since they were originally formed after woodland clearance.


  Equally it is a widespread species in Europe, its distribution reaching northernmost parts of the continent, in addition to the Faeroes, as attested by published records, the author’s own collecting and that of his colleagues from Norway, Sweden, Denmark and the Netherlands, including some who have monographed Psilocybe for their respective countries. All agree that there is no evidence to suggest that the Liberty Cap is not native to Europe. The uniformity of P. semilanceata throughout its range is supported by little or no morphological differences between collections from different areas and by molecular studies. The latter indicate that there are no differences in the portions of DNA studied between specimens from Scotland and Spain (Watling and Martin, 2003).


  P. semilanceata is also uniform over other large parts of the world. It possibly has been introduced to Australia but the finding of it in high-altitude grasslands in New Zealand needs careful interpretation. In Europe as in New Zealand P. semilanceata is a grassland species with a propensity for areas where there is nitrogenous input; it is not, however, coprophilous (the closely related annulate P. fimetaria fills this habitat niche). Although often associated with hill and lowland pastures supporting domesticated animals (cows, sheep and even horses), P. semilanceata is also found in grassy glades in woodlands and in copses frequented by deer. It has obviously spread from such sites to lawns and playing fields and therefore closer to habitation, and evidence has been accumulated on the movement of populations of man and Psilocybe in Shetland connected with the oil industry.


  Nowhere in its range has P. semilanceata demonstrated the explosive expansion generally associated with an incomer, such as the false truffle Paulocotylis in Britain, or an expansion of distribution as a result of the availability of a new substrate as seen in the spread northwards in the last 40 years of the native and southern Schizophyllum. We are all by now familiar with the devastating and rapid spread of the causal organism of Dutch Elm disease, Ceratocystis ulmi, after its recent entry into the country from imported timbers. Certainly there have been historic connections between Spain and Britain, but any uniformity shown between the Liberty Caps of these countries should be reflected also in the DNA of North American specimens if the hypothesis is correct that North America is the origin of P. semilanceata. Instead the North American information available to us shows several differences to the European material. Unfortunately dried voucher specimens, although available to support the European sequences, are apparently not available for the New World collections which have been flagged up on the international GenBank. Cross-checking cannot therefore be conducted, for as shown above there has been some confusion in the identity of Psilocybe spp. abroad. The differences exhibited, however, indicate that there has been much longer separation between New and Old World populations, differences which would hardly have occurred in the period of a few centuries.


  In South America, P. semilanceata is rather infrequent and few records are known; indeed, collectors have been particular in noting its absence except in Chile. Surely if this fungus moves so easily between continents, South America would be a very good site as the Spanish colonists were prominent there. As this is not the case, evidence for Psilocybe semilanceata being native to Europe is supported.
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  APPENDIX III


  Interview with Rick Strassman MD


  Rick Strassman lives and practises psychiatry in western New Mexico, and is Clinical Associate Professor of Psychiatry at the University of New Mexico School of Medicine. He has published nearly 30 peer-reviewed scientific papers, and has served as a reviewer for several psychiatric research journals. He has been a consultant to the US Food and Drug Administration, National Institute on Drug Abuse, Veterans’ Administration Hospitals, Social Security Administration, and other state and local agencies. Dr Strassman’s clinical research at the University of New Mexico included an investigation of the function of the pineal hormone melatonin in which his team documented the first known role of melatonin in humans. As we saw in Chapters Eleven and Eighteen, he also began the first new US government-approved and funded human hallucinogen research in North America in over two decades, the results of which were published in his important and thought-provoking book, DMT: The Spirit Molecule (Park Street Press, Rochester, Vermont, 2001). This interview was conducted in May 2005.


  Graham Hancock:For me the most intriguing aspect of your extraordinarily interesting DMT research has to do with your volunteers’ detailed reports of encounters with ‘entities’, ‘beings’, etc., and the implications that these reports might have for an open-minded enquiry into the nature of reality. You point out the striking similarities between the reports that were given to you after DMT sessions and reports of encounters with ‘aliens’ given to John Mack (and others) by people who believe they have been abducted by UFOs. In addition, you are probably aware of the numerous almost identical reports from folklore and ethnography of encounters with ‘fairies’, ‘elves’, etc., and of shamanic encounters with ‘spirits’ of various sorts. Since we know that your volunteers’ experiences were ‘hallucinations’ as conventionally defined, it is therefore not a very big jump to infer – as you yourself propose vis-à-vis ‘aliens’ – that these other categories of very similar experiences might also have been hallucinations. If this is so, however, then are established scientific theories about how the brain ‘concocts’ complex hallucinations (from memories, personal history, etc.) able to explain such a huge range of commonalities in apparently ‘non-real’ experiences reported by so many different people from such different cultural backgrounds and periods of history?


  Rick Strassman: The crux of this concern hinges on whether one believes that all of these phenomena are internally generated, or externally perceived, or some combination thereof. Clearly, the brain is affected by one’s experiences. It’s as though the brain learns a particular language through experience – it obtains a vocabulary, perceptual, emotional and cognitive – based on that with which we come into contact, and the constraints of our brain’s hardware and software.


  With that in mind, it’s possible to take a larger view of the visionary experiences people may have on psychedelics. While certainly there are just ‘releases’ of previously, or normally, repressed or suppressed images, thoughts, feelings, and the like – particularly at lower doses of these drugs, or in those with reduced sensitivity to them (for either biological or psychological reasons) – in the more nether regions where these drugs may lead our consciousness, something else may happen. That is, we are forced to clothe, or engarb, the external forces, or beings, or influences that otherwise might be invisible to us, in a manner that we are able to recognise. This follows what many others have suggested – that angels, demons, imps, elves, dwarves, etc. are similar ‘creatures’ but ones that appear in a guise that is culturally or personally flavoured or determined. Like Captain Cook’s ships, which the indigenous people of the South Pacific saw either as large ocean waves, or as nothing at all – not until they actually came up to the ships and touched them could they see them in their true form.


  So, beneficent beings may be seen as ‘angels’, malevolent forces as ‘demons’, strange forces taking on strange appearances and emotional colouration – assuming personally and socially specific shapes and valences that convey the nature of the forces or information they are representing or conveying.


  Drugs like DMT would provide access to these forces or beings, and then our own personalities and cultures would act as the prisms through which we see them. This is also where religious, ethical, moral training may be important. It’s necessary to have as unsullied a personality and psychology as possible. No matter how powerful a drug might be, if it’s working on a polluted, avaricious, sadistic level of consciousness, we’re not going to be able to perceive things that someone who’s been working on themselves for decades might be able to perceive. And, once we come ‘down’ from the expanded level of consciousness, what we can remember, and then put into practice, is certainly dependent upon our pre-existing personality organisation and structure.


  Actually I don’t come out in favour of explaining my volunteers’ experiences as ‘hallucinations’. I sort through a variety of possible, relatively plausible, models to explain their experiences.


  However, there were problems which I encountered with explaining away, as it were, their experiences as something other than they seemed to be. First, most of the volunteers described their experiences as more real than real. More intensely visually constructed, more emotionally powerful, more cognitively and spiritually profound than anything they’d ever undergone before. In addition, they nearly unanimously stated that they never could have imagined, made up, or otherwise invented or hallucinated these experiences.


  I do first begin with the ‘hallucination’ model; that is, ‘this is your brain on DMT’. However, volunteers rejected this theory as unrealistic – ‘How could there be brain centres for such complexly constructed story lines, visions, messages?’ I then tried the Freudian unconscious model: that what they were undergoing was of the nature of symbolic representation of unexpressed drives, impulses, feelings, or the like. This, too, was laughed at by the volunteers. I offered a Jungian model, along the lines of their visions representing archetypal constructs. Again, a lead balloon. In some cases, the visions did seem to meet many of the criteria of dreams, and in those cases, there was little problem coaxing volunteers through those pathways – investigating what the ‘dreams’ might be representing in their lives – but these types of experiences were rather rare.


  Finally, I decided to treat the experiences ‘as is’. That is, if they were envisioning and interacting with beings from what seemed to be other dimensions of reality, I accepted this as such. In other words, I stopped making their experiences into something other than they seemed to be. By doing so, volunteers began confiding more and more about the utter strangeness of their experiences under DMT. Also, I could rest a bit easier and work more readily with the volunteers’ experiences, because there seemed to be such commonalities among them.


  If they were really what they seemed to be, then where could such realities reside? It was then I began allowing myself to consider that DMT provides a portal into alternative dimensions of reality – perhaps parallel universes, or dark matter, about which I speculate rather freely in the book.


  Graham Hancock: Are you still open to this hypothesis, and would you be prepared to elaborate further on the problems that it raises for scientific understanding of the nature of reality and consciousness?


  Rick Strassman: I remain more wedded to this idea than ever. The primary problem right now in validating and extending my theories is the lack of technical equipment, other than our mind/brains, that is, to verify such phenomena as existing outside of this time-space continuum. If we could photograph things like this, we’d all be able to come to an agreement that they exist. However, I am quite impressed with the commonalities existing in the reports of our volunteers; and in the subsequent large number of reports I’ve received from those who have had such experiences on psychedelic drugs, or spontaneously without drugs – perhaps through elevated levels of endogenous DMT generated by various means such as meditation, stress, sleep disorders, etc.


  The scientific method generates scientific understanding. Charles Tart wrote a neat little paper about ‘state specific sciences’ in the 1970s for the journal Science, in which he describes the requirements for ‘state specific scientists’ who would explore different states of consciousness using the fundamental tools of the scientific method: field data based on ‘anecdotal’ reports, hypothesis generating, experiments, gathering more data, revising theories based on new data, and so on. Training a cadre of scientists to be experts in negotiating through these ‘laboratories’. However, in this case, Tart recommended studying states of consciousness with this permutation of the scientific method, rather than objective external reality. If you replace ‘state of consciousness’ with ‘states of reality’, I think we’d be in a similar situation.


  Graham Hancock: You oppose the biological reductionism of many scientists with an important idea that has also been entertained by William James, Aldous Huxley, and Albert Hoffman amongst others. This is the idea of the brain as a receiver that can be retuned by certain hallucinogens (and other techniques) to pick up different wave-lengths of a much wider ‘reality’ than is normally available to our senses. Are you aware of any evidence within the prevailing materialist/empiricist scientific paradigm that is capable of refuting the ‘receiver’ model? If not, then on what basis do you think so many mainstream scientists are so dismissive of hallucinations and so adamant that the information they contain can in no way be veridical?


  Rick Strassman: This almost would fall into the ‘philosophy of science’ field. About which I know little. I’m sure someone could ‘disprove’ the receiver model using a materialistic argument. Because such a theory falls outside of what we ‘know’, or what is ‘real’, it cannot happen. This seems a rather immature way of looking at things, and one which science itself has disproven countless times in its history. This is where science becomes another agent of evil’s use of fundamentalism.


  The receiver model is just that. The brain receives information at the level for which it happens to be tuned at that particular time. Clearly, there are examples of objective technical equipment changing what we’re able to see: the microscope, or night-vision goggles, or radar, the telescope. Meditation is a ‘subjective’ technique or tool that seems relatively well established as a method by which we can experience things not normally accessible. So is ‘biofeedback’, in which case we are
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