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Jeremy Narby
The Cosmic Serpent

DNA And the Origins of Knowledge

London: Orion Books, 1999.

- Anthropologists discovered that their gaze was a tool of domina-

tion and that their discipline was not only a child of colonialism, it also served

the colonial cause through its own practices. The ‘unbiased and supra-cul-

tural language of the observer’ was actually a colonial discourse and a form

of domination. 14

- Claude Lévi-Strauss himself came to say: ‘The human sciences are

only sciences by way of self-flattering imposture. They run into an insur-

mountable limit, because the realities they aspire to understand are of the

same order of complexity as the intellectual means they deploy. Therefore

they are incapable of mastering their object, and always will be. Id.

- From the early twentieth century onward, anthropologists progres-

sively extended the use of this Siberian term and found shamans in Indo-

nesia, Uganda, the Arctic, and Amazonia. Some played drums, others drank

plant decoctions and sang; some claimed to cure, others cast spells. They

were unanimously considered neurotic, epileptic, psychotic, hysterical or

schizophrenic. 15
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- The change came abruptly. In 1949, Claude Lévi-Strauss stated in a

key essay that the shaman, far from being mentally ill, was in fact a kind of

psychotherapist – the difference being that ‘the psychoanalyst listens,

whereas the shaman speaks’. For Lévi-Strauss, the shaman is first of all a

creator of order, who cures people by transforming their ‘incoherent and

arbitrary pains’ into ‘an ordered and intelligible form’. 15

- Eliade, who was not a trained anthropologist, saw neither / mental

illness nor creation of order. Instead he identified astonishing similarities in

the practices and concepts of shamans the world over. Wherever these ‘tech-

nicians of ecstasy’ operate, they specialize in a trance during which their

‘soul is believed to leave the body and ascend to the sky or descend to the

underworld.’ They all speak a ‘secret language’ which they learn directly from

the spirits, by imitation. They talk of a ladder – or a vine, a rope, a spiral

staircase, a twisted rope ladder – that connects heaven and earth and which

they use to gain access to the world of spirits. They consider these spirits to

have come from the sky and to have created life on earth. 16, 17

- I was not saying that these Amazonian people claim that their bo-

tanical knowledge comes from plant-induced hallucinations; I had tried

these hallucinogens myself under their supervision, and my encounter with

the fluorescent snakes had modified my way of looking at reality. In my

hallucinations, I had learned important things – that I am just a human
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being, for example, and am intimately linked to other life forms and that

true reality is more complex than our eyes lead us to believe. 38

- Curare is the best-known example of this kind of poaching. Several

millennia ago, Amazonian hunters developed this muscle-paralyzing sub-

stance as a blow-gun poison. It kills tree-borne animals without poisoning

the meat while causing them to relax their grip and fall to the ground. Mon-

keys, when hit with an untreated arrow, tend to wrap their tails around

branches and die out of the archer’s reach. In the 1940’s, scientists realized

that curare could greatly facilitate surgery of the torso and of the vital or-

gans, because it interrupts never impulses and relaxes all muscles, includ-

ing breathing muscles. 39

- First, hallucinations cannot be the source of real information, because

to consider them as such is the definition of psychosis. Western knowledge

considers hallucinations to be at best illusions, at worst morbid phenom-

ena. Second, plants do not communicate like human beings. Scientific theo-

ries of communication consider that only human beings use abstract sym-

bols like words and pictures and that plants to not relay information in the

form of mental images. For science, the human brain is the source of hallu-

cinations, which psychoactive plants trigger by way of the hallucinogenic

molecules they contain. 42
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- People under the influence of LSD nearly always know that the visual

distortions or the cascades of dots and colors that they perceive are not

real, but are due to the action of a psychedelic agent. In this sense, LSD is a

‘pseudo-hallucinogenic’. 50

- Campbell dwells on two crucial turning points for the cosmic ser-

pent in world mythology. The first occurs ‘in the context of the Iron Age

Hebrews of the first millennium B.C [where] the mythology adopted from

the earlier Neolithic and Bronze Age civilizations … became inverted, to

render an argument just the opposite to that of its origin.’ In the Judeo-

Christian creation story told in the first book of the Bible, one finds elements

which are common to so many of the world’s creation myths: the serpent,

the tree, and the twin beings, but for the first time, the serpent, ‘who had

been revered in the Levant for at least seven thousand years before the

composition of the Book of Genesis, ‘plays the part of the villain. Yahweh,

who replaces it in the role of the creator, ends up defeating ‘the serpent of

the cosmic sea, Leviathan.’

     For Campbell, the second turning point occurs in Greek mythology, where

Zeus was initially represented as a serpent; but around 500 B.C., the myths

are changed, and Zeus becomes a serpent-killer. He secures the reign of the

patriarchal gods of Mount Olympus by defeating Typhon, the enormous

serpent-monster who is the child of the earth goddess Gaia and the incar-

nation of the forces of nature. 66
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- It seemed that no one had noticed the possible links between the

‘myths’ of ‘primitive peoples’ and molecular biology. No one had seen that

the double helix had symbolized the life principle for thousands of years

around the world. On the contrary, everything was upside down. It was

said that hallucinations could in no way constitute a source of knowledge,

that Indians had found their useful molecules by chance experimentation,

and that their ‘myths’ were precisely myths, bearing no relationship to the

real knowledge discovered in laboratories. 71

- This meant that the gaze of the Western specialist was too narrow to

see the two pieces that fit together to resolve the puzzle. The distance be-

tween molecular biology and shamanism/mythology was an optical illu-

sion produced by the rational gaze that separates things ahead of time,

and as objectivism fails to objectify its objectifying relationship, it also finds

it difficult to consider its presuppositions. 78, 79

- Inside my body sitting there in the garden sun were 125 billion miles

of DNA. I was wired to the hilt with DNS threads and until recently had known

nothing about it. (…) DNA is only ten atoms wide and as such constitutes a

sort of ultimate technology: It is organic / and so miniaturized that it ap-

proaches the limits of material existence.

     Shamans, meanwhile, claim that the vital principle that animates all liv-

ing creatures comes from the cosmos and is minded. As ayahuasquero Pablo
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Amaringo says: ‘A plant may not talk, but there is a spirit in it that is con-

scious, and that sees everything, which is the soul of the plant, its essence,

what makes it alive.’ According to Amaringo, these spirits are veritable be-

ings, and humans are also filled with them: ‘Even the hair, the eyes, the ears

are full of beings. You see all this when ayahuasca is strong.’ 103, 104

- Biotechnology proves by its very existence the fundamental unity of

life. 110

- There are fundamental differences between the shamanic use of to-

bacco and the consumption of industrial cigarettes. The botanical variety

used in the Amazon contains up to eighteen times more nicotine than the

plants used in Virginia-type cigarettes. Amazonian tobacco is grown with-

out chemical fertilizers or pesticides and contains none of the ingredients

added to cigarettes, such as aluminum oxide, potassium nitrate, ammo-

nium phosphate, polyvinyl acetate, and a hundred or so others, which make

up approximately 10 percent of the smokable matter. During combustion,

a cigarette emits some 4000 substances, most of which are toxic. Some of

these substances are even radioactive, making cigarettes the largest single

source of radiation in the daily life of an average smoker. According to one

study, the average smoker absorbs the equivalent of the radiation dosages

from 250 chest X-rays per year. Cigarette smoke is directly implicated in more

than 24 serious illnesses, including 17 forms of cancer. In the Amazon, on
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the other hand, tobacco is considered a remedy. The Ashaninca word for

‘healer’ or ‘shaman’ is sheripiári – literally, ‘the person who uses tobacco’. The

oldest Ashaninca men I knew were all sheripiári. They were so old that they

did not know their own age, which only their deeply wrinkled skin suggested,

and they were remarkably alert and healthy.

     Intrigued by these disparities, I looked through the data banks for com-

parative studies between the toxicity of the Amazonian variety (Nicotinia

rustica) and the variety used by the manufacturers of cigarettes, cigars, roll-

ing tobacco, and pipe tobacco (Nicotinia tabacum). I found nothing. The

question, it seemed, had not been / asked. I also looked for studies on the

cancer rate among shamans who use massive and regular doses of nico-

tine: again, nothing. So I decided to write to the main authority on the mat-

ter, Johannes Wilbert, author of the book Tobacco and shamanism in South

America, to put my questions to him. He replied: ‘There is certainly evidence

that Western tobacco products contain many different harmful agents

which are probably not present in organically grown plants. I have not heard

of shamans developing cancers but that may, of course, be a function of

several things like lack of Western diagnosis, natural life span of indigenous

people, magico-religious restriction of tobacco used in tribal societies.

     It seems clear that nicotine does not cause cancer, given that it is active

in the brain and that cigarettes do not cause cancer in the brain, but in the

lungs, esophagus, stomach, pancreas, rectum, kidneys, and bladder, the or-

gans reached by the carcinogenic tars, which are also swallowed. 120, 121
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- From the middle of the 1970s onward, the connection between DNA

and hallucinogens disappears from the scientific literature. It would no doubt

be interesting to reconsider it in the light of the new knowledge established

by molecular biology. 125

- If my hypothesis is correct, and if ayahuasqueros perceive DNA-emit-

ted photons in their visions, it ought to be possible to find a link between

these photons and consciousness. I started looking for it in the biophoton

literature.

     Researchers working in this new field mainly consider biophoton emis-

sion as a ‘cellular language’ or a form of ‘nonsubstantial biocommunication

between cells and organisms.’ Over the last fifteen years, they have con-

ducted enough reproducible experiments to believe that cells use these

waves to direct their own internal reactions as well as to communicate

among themselves and even between organisms. For instance, photon

emission provides a communication mechanism that could explain how

billions of individual plankton organisms cooperative in swarms, behaving

like ‘super-organisms’. 127, 128

- I ended up asking him [Fritz-Albert Popp] whether he had consid-

ered the possibility of a connection between DNA’s photon emission and

consciousness. He replied: ‘Yes, consciousness could be the electromagnetic

field constituted by the sum of these emissions. But, as you know, our un-
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derstanding of the neurological basis of consciousness is still very limited.’

128

- One thing had struck me as I went over the biophoton literature. Almost

all of the experiments conducted to measure biophotons involved the use

of quartz. As early as 1923, Alexander Gurvich noticed that cells separated

by a quartz screen mutually / influenced each other’s multiplication pro-

cesses, which was not the case with a metal screen. He deducted that cells

emit electromagnetic waves with which they communicate. It took more

than half a century to develop a ‘photomultiplier’ capable of measuring this

ultra-weak radiation: the container of this device is also made of quartz.

Quartz is a crystal, which means it has an extremely regular arrange-

ment of atoms that vibrate at a very stable frequency. These characteristics

make it an excellent receptor and emitter of electromagnetic waves, which

is why quartz is abundantly used in radios, watches, and most electronic

technologies. 128, 129

- Amazonian shamans, in particular, consider that spirits can material-

ize and become visible in quartz crystals. Some sheripiári even feed tobacco

juice to their stones daily. 129

- What if these spirits were none other than the biophotons emitted

by all the cells of the world and were picked up, amplified, and transmitted
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by shamans’ quartz crystals, Gurvich’s quartz screens, and the quartz con-

tainers of biophoton researchers? This would mean that spirits are beings

of pure light – as has always been claimed. Id.

- Modern biology, however, is founded on the notion that nature is

not animated by an intelligence and therefore cannot communicate. 139

- The molecular biology that considers that 97 percent of the DNA in

our body is ‘junk’ reveals not only its degree of ignorance, but the extent to

which it is prepared to belittle the unknown. Some recent hypotheses sug-

gest that ‘junk DNA’ might have certain functions after all. 139

- This is perhaps one of the most important things I learned during

this investigation: We see what we believe, and not just the contrary; and to

change what we see, it is sometimes necessary to change what we believe.

140

- The circularity of the Darwinian theory means that it is not falsifiable

and therefore not truly scientific. (…) Popper writes: ‘I have come to the

conclusion that Darwinism is not a testable scientific theory, but a meta-

physical research programme – a possible framework for testable scientific

theories. 144, 145


