
Entheogenic Effects

of Ergonovine

J EREMY BIGWOOD,* JONATHA N O Tr,t C ATHE R INE T HO MPSON * & PATRI C IA NEELy t

In 193 2 t he English resea rc hers C. Moi r a nd H.\\' .

Dudley determin ed t hat a q ueo us e x tract s of ergo t, the

sclerotium of t he parasit ic fu ngus Clauic cps p ll rp ll rea

(Fr.) T ulas nc , manifest ed a stro ng ut erot on ic activit y

(Mo ir 1932 ). Suc h act ivity had lo ng been att ri b u ted to

ergot, but pr evious inv esti gations had es ta b lishe d t his

o n ly in water-insol u ble co nsti tuents, such as ergota mi ne.

In 19 35 a no vel water-so lu ble alkaloid havin g u te ro ton ic

pro perties was isolated from ergot by four d iffere n t

labo ra tories wo rking inde pe nde nt ly (Hofma nn 1964). A .

Stoll a nd E. Bu rckhardt of t he Sw iss pharmaceutica l

fir m Sa n doz na med t h is a lka loi d er gobasin e (Sto ll &

Burck har dt 1935 ), Moir a nd Dudley ca lled it ergo­

metri ne, M.S . Kharasch a n d R.R . Lega ul t desi gn ated it

ergotoc ine a n d M.R . T ho m pso n gave it th e name

e rgos tetri ne. By ag ree me nt of t he In tern at io na l Pha rm a­

co poei a Co m m issio n, the name "ergonovine" wa s

ado pted to re place these sy nonyms .

\\' .A . J acobs a nd LiC. Cra ig of the Rockefe ller

Insti tu t e obtai ned lysergic acid and propano la m in e as

degrada tio n produ ct s of ergonov ine, a nd in 193 7 A lbe rt

I lo fm a n n of Sa ndoz succeeded in prep a rin g c rgo novine

fro m lysergic ac id an d pr opanol amine (Sto ll & Ho fm a nn

19 4 3). T his wa s t he first successfu l sy nt hes is of a n e rgo t

a lka lo id , a n d it o pe ne d t he wa y t o therap eu tic usc of

er gon ovlll e , w hic h occ urs III ergot o nly III tr ace
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qu ant it ies (Hofma nn III press) . F rom l lo fm a n u 's

sy nt hes is the st ruct ure of ergo novi ne wa s p ro ven t o be

d-Iys er gic ac id- L-2-p ropa nol amide (Sto ll & Ho fm a nn

19 43) .

Ergonovine (E rgotra te ®) qui ckl y took a sign ificant

p lace in ther apeuti cs as a hemo st at ic remed y in th e

t reatme nt of post-partu m hemorrhage . T he o ral dose

employed in obstet rics varies bet wee n 0 .2 a n d 0 .4 mg of

ergonovi ne malea te (Ermetri ne ®) .

In 19 7 7 a nd 197 8 Ho fm a nn reported t hat

ergo no vine rn a lea t e was ent heogen ic, I a su rp ns lllg

finding in view of its widesp read usc in o bs t et r ics

(Wasso n, I lo fma nn & R uck 19 78 ; Hofma n n 197 7 ). Th is

re port was base d on a se lf-ex pe r ime n t co nd uc te d by

Ho fm an n o n I A p ril 19 7 6, wit h 2 .0 mg o f e rgo novi ne

ma leat e take n ora lly . Il o fman n repo rt ed t ha t this dose

mani fest ed a "slig h tly hallu c inoge n ic activity" last ing

mo re t ha n five hc urs.?

l lo f rna nn 's co-authors, R . Gordon Wasson and Carl

A.P. Ru ck lat er re pea ted hi s ex perime nt wit h ergo novi ne

taki ng the sa me dose, but t hey di d not ex perience

di st in ct e n t heogenic effects . Accordingly , it see med

adv isa b le to repea t Ho fma n n 's ex perime n t w ith a hi gh e r

dose of ergo no vine malea te . We co nd uc te d a to tal of

t hree ex peri me nts wi t h t he drug in t he sa me pasto ral

se tt ing, du r ing August 197 8 .

9 August 197 8 - 3.0 mg ergo nov ine maleate (J .B ., J .0 ..

P.N.) a t 15 20

T hree of us ingested t h is dose of a slightly

phos phorescent bluis h so lution of ergo novi ne malea te in
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wat er. Owi ng to our uncertai nty of the ou tcome, one of
us (C.T.) served as " gu ide ." Th e so lutio n was d ropped

into t he t hroat via pipett e. Within IS minutes we began

to fee l lassitude , prompting us to lie o n t he gro u nd

lo o k in g u p at t he sk y and t he o \"C rha nging fir bo ughs
waving in a slight su m mer breeze. T he inebri a ti on , a nd

t he lassitude , pe ake d with in an ho ur. There were very

mi ld visual a ltcrat ions, characterized by per ception of a n

" a live" qu alit y in ina nimate objects and a sensa t io n that

t hc air ha d more su bsta nce , maki ng vision less dist inct.

While pera m hu la t ing on the bea ch , wa teh ing the

luj i-like reflection of ,V\t. Ra in ier over t he waters of

!'uget Sound , we all ex perienced mild leg era mps. Seven

ho u rs a fte r ingcs tion t hese effcct s tap er ed off an d we

slept eas ily a nd fitful ly , awak ing refres he d in t he

mor ni ng . O ne of us (J . B.) ex peri enced closed -eye e idet ic

Imager y bcforc re tir ing . T he ex perime nt left us

co nvi nce d th at ergo nov ine was psych oactive, hu t o nly

J .B . was persu aded th at t he dru g was en t heoge n ic. We

deci de d to repeat t he ex per ime nt with a high er d ose.

2{ August 197 H - 5.0 mg ergonovine ma leate (J .B.,

.1 .0 ., C.T .); 3.7 5 mg ergonovine maleate (P.N.) at 1925

Becau se of t he lo w int ens ity of t he effects

exper ien ced on 9 Au gu st , we decide d to d isp en se w it h

h:l\' ing a guide ; a ccordingl y all of us part ic ipat ed in th is

ex per iment, taki ng t he dru g ju st be fore sunse t , by t he

sa me me an s as p reviou sly . Agai n, t he first e ffec ts we re

ex peri enced wit hin IS minu tes. Again , we ex pe rienced

lassit ud e a nd kg era m ps, more pronounced t han in th e

earli er ex perime nt. The psych ic cffcc ts wer e a lso mo re

inte nse , part icul urly ci dc t ic p hcn o mcn a . No w it was

cle ar to a ll of us t ha t ergo novi ne was ent heoge nie . Th e

co urse of th e cx pcr imcnt was sim ilar to it s pred ec essor .

with th e effects last ing H·9 hours fo llowed by fit fu l

sleep . Th e elllheogen ic effects, however, wer e ver y mild ,

wh ile t hc so ma t ic effect s wer e quite strong. We had no ne

of the eu phoria cha rac terist ic of LSD an d psilo cyb in

ex perie nc es. T he se d.u ivc effect was purclv physic al. In

order to det er m ine if " higher" sta tes of co nsc io usn ess

a ltera tion were po ssihlr-, given t he backgro u nd of

co m parat ivclv intense so mat ic effects we resolved to

at tem pt a fina l ex perime nt and to do uble t he dose.

30 August 197H - 10.0 mg ergonovine maleate (J .B .,
.1 .0 . ); 7 .5 mg ergonovine ma leate (!' .N .) at 16 35

Th e dru g was ingested in th e sa me manner, o ra lly

via pi pett e . At t his level , th e effec ts wer e ma nifested

mo re ra pid ly . Within 15 minu tes rap id altera t io ns of

co nscio us nes s co m me nc ed with visu al e ffects co m par­

ab le to a threshold dose of LSD o r psilocybin . On e of us

(J .0 .) described "flas hes in periph er y , ringi ng in cars ,
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mn cr res t less ness" {O minu tes af ter ingest io n , and lat er

no t ed " m ild hall ucinosis , cram ps in legs." T hc p h ysical

effects were mo re pro no unced this time . One o f us (J . B.)

fe lt t he cr am ping in t he legs as pa in ful and debil it ating.

Th e psy chic effects did not increase with the sa me

magni tude as the so mat ic effects . Walk ing in t his dr eam y

sta te wa s diff icult du e t o leg cra m ps a nd slig ht

incoor d ina t io n . There was always a grea t desir e to lie

su pine . For wh a t seeme d like hou rs, we lay o n o u r back s

ato p a sm all pumph ou sc, wat ch in g flu ff y cum ulus clou ds

pass silen t ly above us . T he e ffec ts were st ill quite in te nse

SI X hours after ingest ion . One o f us ex perienced

ab u nda nt e idct ic imagery, ra pidly-changi ng , co lo rful

geometr ic patt ern s, undul a ti ng, never sti ll. We a ll had a

slight han go ver th e fo llo wing morning.

Ou r ex per ime nts corroborate l lo frnann 's repo rt th a t

ergo novine possesses cnt hcogenic prope rt ies. We fo u nd

th e ac t ivc dose to lie bet ween 5 .0 a nd 10 .0 mg , pero ral.

It is in t erest ing to no te th at Il o fm a nn ex pe rienced

d isti nct cnt hcogcn ic effec ts at 2 .0 mg, wh ile Wasson a nd

Ru ck did no t. Simil arly , J.B. experi enced dis t inct

cnt hc ogenic effect s at 3.0 mg, whereas .1 .0 . and !' .N. did

not. Th is u nde rsco res th e im portance of m et ab ol ic

indiv idua lity in the upt ake and met ab oli sm of
min d-alt er ing dru gs.

Th e mild cnt hcogcni c effects o f ergonovi ne a rc

simi lar to th ose of LSD . However, in dra ma tic co ntra st

to LSD, t he so ma t ic effects of e rgo novi ne gr ea t ly

overshado w its psych ic effects, so mu ch so th at we had

no wish to ingest more th an 10.0 mg , despi te t he fact

that t he c nt heo gcn ic effects of th is dose were in no way

over w helm ing. With resp ec t to cnt hc ogcni c effects 10

mg of ergo novine maleate is ro ug hly equiv alent to 50 Ilg

LSD -tart rate , th at IS , ergono vine possesses abo ut

I120 0 t h the ent heoge nic po ten cy of LSD .
A rela ted compo u nd, t -mc t hyl-d-lyscrgic acid-( +) ­

2-buta no la mide , produ ced by Sand o z under th e t ra de

names Sansert® an d Deseril® (a lso k no wn as Met hy­
se rgide ® or UML 491 ® ) is a serotoni n antago nis t used in

treat ment of migra ine . Sansert ® has bee n sho wn to he

cnt hcogcni « at doses of 3. 5-7 .5 mg, mak ing it and

ergo novi ne ro ug hly eq ui po te nt (Abramso n &. Roll o

19 67 ). As UM l. 49 1®, t he dru g has see n limited

recreat io na l usc .

N O TES

1. See preceding pa per for a n expl an ation o f t his

term.

2 . In a 19 5 5 st udy, er go nO\'ine was co m pared to

l.SD a nd five ot her dru gs in psv eh olo gical ex per ime nts

on hu ma n su bject s. T he dose em ployed was low, 0 .6 5
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mg, a sub -t hresho ld do se fo r ent heogcn ic effects . Th e

su bjects d id per ceive ph ysiological effects , however, a nd

mild psych ic changes . See . Jarvick , M.E. er al.

Com parative subjec tive effects of seven drugs, incl uding
lysl:rg ic acid diethylamide ( LSD-25) . Tb e .I0 U I'I I<l! of

! 1 /l 1101'II 1< 1/ a lid Social Psy cb % gy Vol. 51 : 657 -662,

E R G O N O VI NE

1955.
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