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Dreamshadow Transpersonal Breathwork Overview 
and 

Integration of Exceptional Human Experience 
 

This Training Retreat will tell the story of Holotropic Breathwork, based on Stanislav Grof’s 
history and the cultural and intellectual developments of the 1960’s – the impact of psychedelics, 
the hippies and the blossoming of the counterculture, the influence of Eastern practices and 
ideas, and the questioning of mainstream materialist science. 

 
We will review Grof’s major theories, together with their implications and influences on 
psychology. Grof’s work is a culmination of depth psychology, whose major figures are Freud 
and Jung. Grof catalyzed the development of transpersonal psychology by integrating European 
ideas with the uniquely American perspective elaborated by William James. 

 
Dreamshadow Transpersonal Breathwork conceives a philosophic framework that grounds 
Grof’s psychology in the ancient Greek mysteries and their supporting myths. It enlarges that 
framework by incorporating modern discoveries that disrupt both materialism and spiritualism 
and point the way to a new understanding that overcomes the division between matter and mind. 

 
The philosophic framework of Dreamshadow Transpersonal Breathwork draws upon the 
cosmology of Alfred North Whitehead to ground psychedelic, Breathwork, and other exceptional 
human experiences in a new, wholistic, scientific understanding that fosters integration into our 
ongoing lives both personally and in our society. 

 
This training workshop will deploy the basic elements of Breathwork – group process, 
intensified breathing, evocative music, focused bodywork, expressive art. It will include four 
Breathwork sessions, supplemented with lectures, discussion, group sharing, and processing that 
particularly addresses requirements for integration and closure. 

 

I. Stan Grof’s Story 

Changes of career aspiration 
• Freud-The Interpretation of Dreams 
• Medical school 
• The inadequacy of psychoanalysis 

 
LSD experience 

 
Hofmann’s discovery: The discovery of LSD in 1943 by the Swiss chemist Albert Hofmann, 
opened up experiences of profound philosophical and religious understanding for research in 
ways previously unknown to modern Western culture. Although human beings have had such 
experiences long back through their history, modern Western science had not been able to focus 
on them for a number of reasons. For one, modern Western science developed a substantial 
prejudice against experiences that could not be explained in terms of its preferred materialist, 
objectivist perspective. For another reason, such experiences had not been readily or predictably 
demonstrable under the rubric of conventional protocols. 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Albert_Hofmann
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Close upon the discovery of LSD, additional powerful psychotropic agents, which generally 
came to be called psychedelics, were discovered. Others were rediscovered. Still others were 
isolated from naturally occurring flora and fauna. Interest in these natural materials came to the 
fore when researchers began to develop appropriate awareness of the practices of indigenous 
peoples, who have long histories of using these materials for spiritual healing and understanding. 
Not only the prejudices of Western science, but also the political activities of Western religions 
had operated to brand indigenous practices as mere superstition. (Excerpted from The Sun) 

 
Stan’s first trip: What happened next was my consciousness catapulted out of my body. I lost 
the research assistant, I lost the clinic, I lost Prague, I lost the planet. I had the feeling that my 
consciousness had no boundaries anymore, and I had become the totality of existence. A little 
later I returned to the physical universe, but in some strange way I did not just see it; I actually 
became the universe. Then the research assistant turned off the strobe, and my consciousness 
shrank again. I connected with the planet, I found Prague, I found the clinic, and I found my 
body, although for quite a while my body and my consciousness were separate, and I had 
difficulty aligning them, bringing them together. It became clear to me that consciousness is not 
a product of the neurophysiological processes in the brain, as I had been taught at the university, 
but something much higher, possibly superordinate to matter. The idea that consciousness 
somehow mysteriously emerges from matter didn’t make sense to me anymore. It was easier to 
imagine that consciousness could create the experience of the material universe by an infinitely 
complex orchestration. I was suddenly in the realm of the Eastern philosophies, where 
consciousness is a primary attribute of existence and cannot be reduced to anything else. 

Stan’s Research 

Prague 
• Treatment of psychopathology 
• Exploration of creativity 

Johns Hopkins 
Collaboration with Walter Pahnke (d.1971) 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_Pahnke 
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marsh Chapel_Experiment 
The Human Encounter with Death 

Esalen 
Esalen was founded by Michael Murphy and Dick Price in 1962. Their intention was to support 
alternative methods for exploring human consciousness, what Aldous Huxley described as "human 
potentialities". Over the next few years, Esalen became the center of practices and beliefs that make up 
the New Age movement, from Eastern religions/philosophy, to alternative medicine and mind-body 
interventions, from transpersonal to Gestalt Practice. 

Price ran the institute until he died in a hiking accident in 1985. In 2012, the board hired professional 
executives to help raise money and keep the institute profitable. Until 2016, Esalen offered over 500 
workshops yearly in areas including personal growth, meditation, massage, Gestalt 
Practice, yoga, psychology, ecology, spirituality, and organic food.] In 2016, about 15,000 people 
attended its workshops. 

Some highlights relevant to Holotropic history: 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Walter_Pahnke
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Marsh%20Chapel_Experiment
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Murphy_(author)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Dick_Price
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aldous_Huxley
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/New_Age_movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_religions
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_philosophies
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alternative_medicine
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind-body_interventions
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mind-body_interventions
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Transpersonal
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Personal_growth
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Meditation
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Massage
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gestalt_Practice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gestalt_Practice
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yoga
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Psychology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ecology
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Spirituality
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Organic_food
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Esalen_Institute#cite_note-8
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• Christina Grof was referred to Stan by Joseph Campbell 
• First book: Realms of the Human Unconscious 
• Crossroads of the counterculture 

o Michael Murphy https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Murphy_(author) 
o George Leonard https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Leonard 
o Abraham Maslow https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Maslow 
o Human potential Human Potential Movement - Wikipedia 
o William Schutz https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Schutz 
o Group process, distinct from Group Dynamics, which has connections to the work of 

Wilhelm Wundt and Kurt Lewin 
o Antipsychiatry https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-psychiatry#1960s 
o Gregory Bateson https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gregory_Bateson 
o Fritz Capra http://www.fritjofcapra.net/ 
o Eastern philosophy, originating variously in East and South Asia Eastern philosophy - 

Wikipedia 
o Indigenous practice Indigenous peoples - Wikipedia 
o Yoga, often understood in the West as simply Hatha Yoga. Yoga - Wikipedia 
o Ida Rolf https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ida_Rolf 
o Joseph Campbell https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Campbell 
o Muktananda https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muktananda 

Basic Perinatal Matrices 
 

Abnormal Psychology and psychosomatic disorders 
The theoretical conflict between Adler and Freud… is based on the erroneous belief that the complexity 
of the psyche can be reduced to some simple fundamental principles… The human mind is so complex 
that many different theories can be constructed, all of which appear to be logical, coherent, and reflective 
of certain major observations, yet at the same time are mutually incompatible or actually contradict each 
other. 

 
The deep roots of sexual pathology [for instance] can be found in the third perinatal matrix, where strong 
libidinal arousal is associated with vital anxiety, pain, aggression, and the encounter with biological 
material. Feelings of inadequacy, inferiority, and low self-esteem can be traced beyond the biographical 
conditioning in early childhood to the helplessness of the child in the life-threatening and overpowering 
situation of birth. Thus, both Freud and Adler, because of an insufficient depth of their approach, focused 
selectively on two categories of psychological forces that on a deeper level represent two facets of the 
same process. (Grof, Beyond the Brain, pp. pp. 163-4) 

 
Physiology and phenomenology of the birth process 
Reading: 
PF*, chapters 3 and 4. 
The Timing of Birth (Scientific American, March 1999, pp. 68 ff.) 
The Evolution of Human Birth (Scientific American, November 2001, pp. 72 ff.) 
Early embryonic development 
Biome-NY mag.pdf 
Learning before birth 

transcript 
Video: https://www.ted.com/talks/annie_murphy_paul_what_we_learn_before_we_re_born 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Michael_Murphy_(author)
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/George_Leonard
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Maslow
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Human_Potential_Movement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_Schutz
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Anti-psychiatry#1960s
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Gregory_Bateson
http://www.fritjofcapra.net/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Eastern_philosophy
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Indigenous_peoples
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Yoga
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ida_Rolf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Joseph_Campbell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Muktananda
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Timing-of-Birth.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Evolution-of-Birth.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Development-0-6-Weeks.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Biome-NY-mag.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Learning-Before-Birth.pdf
https://www.ted.com/talks/annie_murphy_paul_what_we_learn_before_we_re_born
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Holotropic Breathwork 

Basic elements 
• Group process 
• Evocative music (Some elementary musical concepts. Sound systems. Overall suggestions. 

Reading: PF*, pp.186-194 ; HB*, pp. 32-37. Reading: HB*, chapter 5; PF*, chapters 6, 7, 8, and 
9.) 

• Intensified breathing 
• Focused bodywork 

o body armor 
o character analytic vegetotherapy (Reading: BB,* pp.166ff) 

• Creative drawing/expression (Reading: HB,* chapter 5; PF*, chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9.) 

Transpersonal Experience 
• Experiential expansion or extension of consciousness beyond the usual boundaries of the body- 

ego and beyond the limitations of time and space… An extremely wide range of phenomena 
which occur on different levels of reality; in a sense, the entire spectrum of transpersonal 
experiences is commensurate with existence itself. (Grof, The Adventure of Self-Discovery, 
1988, p. 38) 

• Hylotropic/Holotropic consciousness 
 
II. Shamanism and Western Philosophy 

Indigenous origins 

Philosophy and the Meaning of Life 

Ancient Greece 

Pythagoras 

Plato 
• Physis and Psyche 
• Eleusinian Mysteries 
• The mystical ascent 

Roman Christianity and Medieval developments 

Modern philosophy and psychology 
• Descartes and Newton 
• Immanuel Kant 
• John Locke 
• William James 
• Afred North Whitehead 

 
III. Depth Psychology: From Freud to Transpersonal Psychology 
Reading: BB,* chapter 3; PF,* chapter 5. 

 
Three Forces: 

https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Breathwork-Music-Suggestions-revised-Nov-2021.pdf
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1. Psychoanalysis 
2. Behaviorism 
3. Humanistic Psychology 

Sigmund Freud 
Early Biographies 
Defenses 

Wilhelm Reich 
Wilhelm Reich — Depth Psychology and Bodywork † 

Carl Jung 
Archetypes 
Spirituality 
Ontology of the Shadow † 

B.F.Skinner 
Behaviorism--the principle of reinforcement 
B. F. Skinner - Wikipedia 

 

IV. Transpersonal Psychology History and Development 
An American origination 

William James 

Life and thought 

Dynamic continuity of the real and the ideal 

Mental Illness vs. personal development 

Teaching 

Structuralism and Functionalism 
 

James’s Legacy 
Influence (wiki) Intellectuals such as Émile Durkheim, W. E. B. Du Bois (a student 
James mentored and attended the progress of his career), Edmund Husserl, 
Bertrand Russell, Ludwig Wittgenstein, Hilary Putnam, and Richard Rorty, and 
even Presidents, such as Jimmy Carter 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Sigmund_Freud
http://www.lennygibson.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Reich-review.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Carl_Jung
http://www.lennygibson.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/11/Ontology-of-the-Shadow-full-paper.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Reinforcement
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/B._F._Skinner
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_James
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/William_James
http://psychology.about.com/od/historyofpsychology/a/structuralism.htm
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/James-Legacy.pdf
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/%C3%89mile_Durkheim
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/W._E._B._Du_Bois
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Edmund_Husserl
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bertrand_Russell
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Ludwig_Wittgenstein
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Hilary_Putnam
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Richard_Rorty
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Moral_Equivalent_of_War_speech_(Carter)
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Hierarchy of Needs 

Abraham Maslow 
 

 
 

The 60’s 
Eastern thought (Alan Watts) 
Perennial philosophy (Aldous Huxley, Herman Hesse) 
Experiential psychology 

 
V. Psychedelic History and Developments 

 
Albert Hofmann’s discovery of the psychological effects of LSD marked the start of a decisive 
development of chemically isolating and analyzing psychotropic elements from natural sources, 
bringing them under the rubric of scientific chemistry. Peyote and its mescaline derivative had 
been investigated as early as 1897, but interest extended only to a small number of chemists and 
some of the first modern psychologists. Peyote was described pejoratively in 1913 as a 
”delusional Mexican drug…a favorite narcotic among Mexican Indians and dilettante drug 
habitués.” (Jay, 2019, p. 133) Professor Roger Heim of the Museum National d’Histoire 
Naturelle in Paris solicited Hofmann for chemical analysis of the psilocybe Mexicana 
mushrooms that Gordon Wasson had obtained as the first outsider after his experience with the 
curandera Maria Sabina. (Hofmann, 2005, p. 124ff) 

 
Chemical compounds do not come with guidebooks regarding their use. When LSD found its 
way into the population at large, it emerged into an era of disenchantment that had become full 
blown by the middle of the twentieth century. In the beginning of the century Max Weber, one of 
the founding fathers of sociology, had asserted that the roots of disenchantment grew from the 
demands of capital, industry, and bureaucracy. Modernity had no place for inner life and sense of 
the sacred that had animated previous human society. (Jay, 2019) The consequences of 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Abraham_Maslow
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Hofmann’s discovery not only was amplified by cultural dynamics, but it also spurred 
anthropological interest that sometimes damaged indigenous communities by unethical cultural 
appropriation. To understand the historical impact of LSD one must first consider the history of 
exceptional experience. (Excerpted from Psychedelic Philosophy and Culture) 

 

Near Death Experience 
 

Stan’s first work in the United States was with Walter Pahnke of the now-famous Good Friday 
Experiment, undertaken the supervision of Timothy Leary. When Pahnke returned from his 
divinity studies to the Maryland State Psychiatric Center, he invited Grof to join him. The two 
cared for the spiritual needs of terminal cancer patients there. With Joan Halifax, Grof detailed 
that work. (Grof & Halifax, The Human Encounter With Death, 1977) Their work was seminal 
for the then newly evolving field of thanatology. It focused psychedelic inquiry on the near death 
experience NDE. The following reports are illuminating: 

 
Kyle Buller 
August L. Reader 
Albert Heim 

 

Psychedelic Renaissance 
 

The current cultural development called the ‘psychedelic renaissance’ orients significantly to 
psychedelics as psychiatric medications to treat ‘mental illness.’ That mistakenly brings death 
under the rubric of illness rather than a spiritual concern, implying that in some way medication 
is an appropriate way to address spiritual concerns. 

 
Holotropic Breathwork developed by Stan and Christina is decidedly not a medical procedure, 
nor is it a ‘spiritual’ practice according to common understanding. It explicitly eschews the 
centrality of a priest or suchlike expert to guide a person in with spiritual matters and related 
orthodoxies and dogmas. Rather, it explicitly encourages participants to understand that they are 
the most able experts in themselves, spiritually or otherwise, and are better in these matters than 
anyone looking at them from the outside. The essential model for a facilitator is the ancient 
Greek θεράπων, the attendant who simply waits upon people who come to sleep upon the steps 
of a temple in anticipation of healing dreams. 

 
Holotropic Breathwork is not a treatment that focuses on an individual. It is a practice that 
nurtures self-discovery in community, in a group, rather than in a congregation that sings the 
same hymn, recites a creed, or mantra. Most contemporary psychedelic practice focuses on 
individual people, rather than group processes. Holotropic Breathwork espouses Aristotle’s idea 
of εὐδαιμονία (eudaimonia), which sees the wellbeing of an individual and a community as 
integral to each other. Mind and body, individual and community, rather than intrinsically 
separate are more like the poles of a magnet, an idea that Alfred North Whitehead proposes in 
contrast to the classic Cartesian distinction between mind and matter as metaphysically separate 
substances. Whitehead’s understanding supports Grof’s incorporation of bodywork into 
Holotropic Breathwork which he appropriated originally from Wilhelm Reich, who suggested 
that psychological trauma is reflected throughout one’s body. 

https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/Psychedelic-Philosophy-and-Culture.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/A-Near-Death-Experience.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/August-L-Reader-article.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Heim-Human-Encounter-with-Death.pdf
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MAPS Multidisciplinary Association for Psychedelic Studies (MAPS) Is the outstanding 
current organization pursuing decriminalization of psychedelics. It is anticipated to receive FDA 
approval in 2024. 

 
VI. Psychedelic Psychology and Philosophy 

 
Dreamshadow uses the cosmological perspective of Alfred North Whitehead to support 
and extend Grof’s holotropic breathwork by speaking to communalities between 
Breathwork and psychedelic experience. The original paper regarding Whitehead and 
psychedelic experience was The LSD Experience: A Whiteheadian Interpretation. 

 

Subsequent papers develop this theme further and extend it explicitly to Holotropic 
Breathwork and transpersonal psychology generally: 

 
Whitehead, LSD, and Transpersonal Psychology 

 

A Whiteheadian Perspective on Psychedelic Experience and Research 
 

The Philosophy of Psychedelic Psychology 
 
VII. Integration 

Expressive drawing is one of the first steps toward integration of Holotropic Breathwork 
experiences, especially intense ones. Drawings sometimes can be understood in terms of 
archetypes, but suggestions to this effect should only be advanced in ways that do not force them 
and shut down participants’ own investigations of interpretation. There are many varieties of 
non-ordinary experience, and facilitators’ perspectives on them are by no means 
definitive. (Reading: HB,* chapter 5; PF*, chapters 6, 7, 8, and 9.) 

 
Integration of extraordinary experience into ongoing living can be a considerable effort. In the 
closing of a workshop participants should be urged to go easy on themselves, seek out 
opportunities to rest and relax. Putting a mandala in a place where a participant can revisit it over 
days, weeks, and more can be a way of opening up the significance of a Breathwork experience. 
A participant’s ongoing process is crucial. 

 
Facilitators should make themselves as transparent as possible to avoid seeming as experts on 
participants’ processes, and should make themselves available to help participants in the case of 
those who may suffer post-workshop difficulties. Such difficulties are rare, but must be taken 
seriously. Most importantly, however, facilitators should be aware of their own limitations and 
seek help when their limitations are exceeded. Always welcoming feedback and comments is a 
useful way for facilitators to learn and to practice humility. 

 
A larger issue of integration regards the issue of work life and society generally. As a society we 
are a long way from our ancestral sense of the living quality of nature. To some extent we can 
cultivate that sense by spending time in natural settings, even cultivating moments of attention to 
such tiny natural phenomena as a weed pushing through a crack in a sidewalk, an ant on its 
zigzag travel, a cloud changing shape across the sky, a ray of sun, or even a glimpse of moon 

http://www.maps.org/
https://www.religion-online.org/article/the-lsd-experience-a-whiteheadian-interpretation/
http://www.lennygibson.com/wp-content/uploads/2012/09/Whitehead-LSD-and-Transpersonal-Psychology-v1-1.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2017/02/Psychedelic-Update-v-f5.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/philosophy-of-psychedelic-psychology.pdf
https://www.dreamshadow.com/wp-content/uploads/2023/11/philosophy-of-psychedelic-psychology.pdf
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amidst ubiquitous urban nighttime light. Even marvel at oneself as a creature and in nature: “And 
the hinge in my hand puts to scorn the finest machinery…And a mouse is miracle enough to 
stagger sextillions of infidels. 

 
Cultivate friendships, seek community, practice random acts of kindness. One’s life is one’s 
model for all of humanity. 

 
 

O the mind, mind has mountains; cliffs of fall 
Frightful, sheer, no-man-fathomed. Hold them cheap 
May who ne'er hung there. Nor does long our small 
Durance deal with that steep or deep. Here! creep, 
Wretch, under a comfort serves in a whirlwind: all 
Life death does end and each day dies with sleep. 

- Gerard Manley Hopkins 
 

*Suggested readings: Grof, S. 

BB-Beyond the Brain. (SUNY Press, 1985) 

HB-Holotropic Breathwork. (SUNY Press, 2010) 

PF-Psychology of the Future. (SUNY Press, 2000) 
 

†To follow reference links see this syllabus on dreamshadow.com events page or see Articles on 
lennygibson.com. 
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