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Psychedelic substances
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From the dawn of time, humankind has embarked on an endless journey to transcend the banality and limits of everyday reality. Driven by an innate desire to connect with something greater, people have explored both material and spiritual paths in search of a lost communion with the Cosmos, one that has gradually slipped away as technology and progress have taken precedence over mystery. For millennia, humanity has invented and refined tools to expand the horizons of perception: from magic to religion, from meditation to art, from play to chance. Yet among all these paths, one reaches deeper than the rest, tracing back to the very beginning of time: the use of plants and animals endowed with extraordinary psychedelic powers.

These mysterious substances, often derived from natural elements considered sacred or magical, have played a crucial role in archaic societies—and beyond. For ancient peoples, they were not merely consciousness-altering agents, but true gateways to another dimension, spiritual bridges capable of connecting visible reality to what remains unseen. Through them, humans could explore what the ancients called the “spirit world,” a concept that Carl Jung would later reinterpret as the collective unconscious: a higher and eternal reality encompassing the ultimate meaning of existence. In tribal civilizations, these psychotropic substances were not feared but revered as powerful instruments of healing, creativity, and social cohesion. Sacred mushrooms, plant extracts, and ritual mixtures were used under the guidance of shamans to perform ceremonies, stimulate spiritual vision, and preserve cultural traditions. From the peyote of the Mexican deserts to the mescaline-bearing cacti of the Andes, from sacred morning glories to Salvia divinorum of Mexico, from the Ayahuasca of the Amazon rainforest to even the toads of Californian lands, each substance carried profound symbolic meaning and was embedded within a complex ceremonial framework.

With colonialism and European expansion, many of these practices were brutally suppressed. Missionaries and Western governments, driven by cultural ignorance and political interests, sought to eradicate customs deemed heretical or primitive. Yet despite centuries of oppression and persecution, several indigenous traditions have survived to this day, safeguarding knowledge that continues to fascinate the modern world. It was at the beginning of the twentieth century that the West rediscovered these ancestral cultures and their enigmatic rituals. Fascinating elements began to arrive from the New World, such as peyote, through which chemists isolated mescaline, or sacred mushrooms rich in compounds capable of opening inner doors. At the same time, in Europe, specifically at the Sandoz laboratories in Basel, a discovery was made that would mark an era. There, in 1938, Albert Hofmann accidentally synthesized lysergic acid diethylamide, better known to the world as LSD. This unexpected breakthrough opened the door to new studies of the substance’s revolutionary applications, particularly in psychotherapy.

But it was in the 1960s that psychedelic substances erupted into the heart of the Western cultural zeitgeist. In the midst of the American youth revolution, the so-called “psychedelic boom” took on the contours of a collective spiritual renaissance. Thousands of young people experimented with “magic potions” in what many describe as a large-scale initiation into a new form of awareness. At the same time, however, a strong backlash emerged: governments and public opinion began to demonize such experiences, fueling a narrative centered on the most terrifying aspects, often exaggerated or entirely unfounded, of the effects of psychotropic substances.

The type of drug, its dosage, the form in which it appears, natural or synthetic, and its level of purity: every detail profoundly influences how a substance acts on the body and mind, ultimately shaping its psychophysical effects. It is a delicate chemical balance, where even the smallest variation can lead to vastly different experiences for the user. It is therefore no surprise that these substances have inspired a wide array of names, each highlighting a particular aspect of their action. They are called “hallucinogens” for their ability to induce visions and hallucinations, or “entheogens” for their supposed capacity to open a gateway to the divine. Some describe them as “fantastic” for the way they stimulate imagination. In contrast, others adopt more clinical, and often unsettling, terms such as “psychodysleptics,” emphasizing their potential to disrupt mental processes, or “psychotomimetics” and “psychotogens,” which evoke their resemblance to psychotic states. Terms like “psychotoxins” or “schizotoxins” venture into the realm of poison, underscoring the more extreme risks associated with their use.

This remarkable variety of names is far from a mere linguistic curiosity: it reflects deeply divergent perspectives on these substances and their effects. Even more intriguing is the way these labels themselves can shape user expectations. Knowing that a substance is described as “fantastic” or “poisonous” may significantly influence the personal experience, subtly molding what unfolds in the mind of the individual who consumes it. Among all these terms, however, one stands out for its neutrality and versatility: “psychedelic.” Coined in the 1950s, the word literally means “mind-manifesting” or “soul-revealing.” Perhaps it is precisely this lack of implicit judgment that gives it such power. It neither glorifies nor condemns, but instead offers a clear lens through which to observe one of the most complex and fascinating experiences a human being can undergo.

The world of psychedelic substances is as fascinating as it is complex, a universe of compounds found both in the natural realm, plants, fungi, and even animals, and in the domain of synthetic chemistry. Despite their diverse origins, these substances share key features: most are alkaloids with distinct chemical properties and exert a powerful influence on the human mind. To simplify scientific study, psychedelics are generally divided into two major families based on their chemical structure: phenethylamines and tryptamines. The first group includes molecules such as mescaline, perhaps the most well-known representative of this class. Chemically derived from phenethylamine, mescaline is renowned for its deeply visionary effects, captivating shamans and researchers alike for centuries. Tryptamines, on the other hand, have a more intimate relationship with human biology, as they are derived from tryptophan, an essential dietary amino acid. Among them, DMT (dimethyltryptamine) stands out as the simplest known psychedelic molecule, yet also one of the most powerful. Even iconic substances such as LSD, psilocybin, and ibogaine belong to this class and share a fundamental characteristic: the ability to interact with serotonin receptors, a crucial molecule involved in regulating mood, sleep, appetite, and many other vital functions.

The action of tryptamines on serotonin receptors is not limited to the brain; these receptors are also found in the pineal gland, a small yet influential structure deep within the skull. Long revered in spiritual traditions as the “seat of the soul,” this endocrine gland is connected to brain regions responsible for sensory perception and the limbic system's emotional centers. Recent studies, including those conducted by researcher Rick Strassman, suggest that the pineal gland can release endogenous DMT directly into the cerebrospinal fluid, potentially providing direct access to neural circuits involved in profound visual and emotional experiences. These remarkable findings point to a possible role of the pineal gland in visionary states such as mystical ecstasy and hallucinations.

Yet much remains to be discovered. Although scientists have investigated in depth the pharmacological mechanisms underlying the action of psychedelic substances, we are still far from fully understanding how these molecules translate biological signals into such complex and mysterious subjective experiences. When a serotonin receptor is activated or inhibited, we do not perceive a biochemical process; instead, we may experience visions of angels, demons, or worlds that seem to belong to other dimensions. And when certain regions of the brain “light
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