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 ❛THE OBSERVATORY❜
Marshall Payn

   IS TIME THE 
Soul of the World?
People take time for granted. They don’t pay any attention 

to it until they start looking into it, then it begins getting 
complicated. As an example, if a plane takes off from Tampa 
at 6:00 P.M., that’s 3:00 P.M. in California and 11:00 P.M. 
in London. We’ve learned to manage with these things. But 
when it’s 6:00 P.M. in Tampa, in Fiji it’s 10:00 in the morning 
but it’s tomorrow; it’s earlier on the clock, but it’s tomorrow. 

When you look at the moon, what you actually “see” is 
not the moon now but how it looked about a second ago. And 
the sun, not what it is, rather what it was about eight minutes 
ago, since it takes light that long to reach us. Should some-
thing dramatic have happened to the sun four minutes ago, we 
wouldn’t know it for another four minutes from now. When 
looking at the stars, it gets worse. So many of them you “see” 
were totally destroyed centuries ago but we won’t know it for 
more centuries from now. So, are they really there? We need to 
work on semantics.  

I took it all for granted up until 15 years ago when one 
of the biggest breakthroughs in physics was the observation 
that the universe is expanding, and actually accelerating in its 
expansion. Up until then, that was not even an option in phys-
ics. There had been two options. One is that the universe is 
constant, which means that it is expanding at a constant rate, 
which in turn means it will always expand at a constant rate 
and always has. The other choice was that the “Big Bang” sent 
all this matter out, but someday gravity would catch up to it 
and bring it all back. So instead of continually expanding, the 
universe would retract back to a single point and then maybe 
we would have another big bang. 

There are four basic forces in physics, and none of them 
comes close to accounting for this acceleration of expansion. 
That got me thinking more about time. In these 15 years, I’ve 
had two experiences that tell me that it’s possible that the way 
we depict time is inadequate. 

Is time a property of nature or is it just something that 
man has created to measure things? I learned in high school 
physics that time is the interval between events, and that it is 
absolute. One of the problems in investigating time is that it’s 
hard to get a feel or a grasp of some of its manifestations. As 
an example: “a thousand one”—those three words took one 
second to utter. In that second a ray of light can go around 
the world over seven times. We know that the speed of light is 
186,000 miles a second, but it’s hard to relate to anything that 
fast. Another thing that really gets me is a white dwarf. This is 
a star that has ended its star days and has condensed to a very 
dense body. Our earth rotates on its axis once every 24 hours. 
These white dwarfs rotate on their axes 30 times a second, and 

they’re huge. I understand the situation, there’s no problem 
there, but I have trouble grasping it. To get a feel for that sort 
of thing is very difficult. 

The field of physics comes to us in three different ways. We 
have what’s called Newtonian physics or classical physics, which 
is the physics of everyday stuff, things that we can observe. 
Then we have macrophysics or Einstein’s physics, as they call 
it. This is the physics of huge things, huge distances, very long 
times. And then we have the third field, which is quantum 
mechanics, which is the physics of real teeny things. 

So Einstein comes along and shows, and it’s accepted 
today, that time is not absolute when you’re dealing with huge 
speeds. His example involved two observers watching the same 
event: observer A and observer B both have stopwatches, and 
when they watch an event start they click their stopwatches, 
and when they see the event stop, they stop them. However A’s 
stopwatch reads five minutes and B’s reads four minutes. This 
is only possible when the guy with the slower reading is travel-
ing very close to the speed of light. Instead of 186,000 miles 
per second, it’s maybe 185,900 or very close to that. But the 
important thing here that Einstein has shown us is that time is 
not absolute in macrophysics.

Then you get in to quantum mechanics, which makes a 
joke of the way we depict time. As a matter of fact, quantum 
mechanics is counterintuitive to just about everything, espe-
cially time. A good example of that is what is called entangle-
ment. Entanglement in quantum mechanics can be represented 
by splitting a photon in half; half of it goes this way and the 
other half of it goes that way. They can be five-million-miles 
apart, and if a property of the photon on this side is changed 
by measuring it, that change will affect the other photon at the 
same time. Zero time elapsed. Now how is that possible? Well 
according to classical physics it’s not; according to macro phys-
ics it’s not; but according to micro physics this is what happens. 
It befuddles the mind. What’s going on with this stuff we call 
time? This is not what we thought we knew.

My hypothesis is that time is not absolute in classical phys-
ics, either. I say that because of two experiences I was involved 
with. The first one has to do with remote viewing. I do a lot 
of work in archaeology and I love the country of Costa Rica. 
There’s a mystery there that prevails— spherical stones. They’re 
all over the place. They are so exactly spherical that you need 
optical equipment to see how many millimeters they might 
be out of round. The biggest one I have seen is outside the 
museum in San Jose. It’s 6'6" in diameter, it’s granite, and 
I estimate it weighs at least 15 tons. And it’s so round that 
you can’t see any of it out of roundness. With all our modern 
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head of the program changed hands several times. The last one 
didn’t believe any of this “crystal ball” stuff, so he leaked out 
to Congress what this black funding was for and that ended 
the program. It was over because you don’t fund crystal ball 
stuff. Various intelligence agencies later collated their results 
and determined out of the tens of thousands of viewings, 48 
percent gave useful information. 

After Joe retired, he kept doing this work for his income. 
In Tokyo, they wrote in Japanese, which he can’t read, the 
names of six people who had been missing anywhere from 30 
months to 30 years and Joe found four of them. There’s some 
guy over there who offered to buy him a house in Tokyo for 
a million dollars if only he would live there so he could have 
access to him for his own work. They believe in crystal ball 
stuff.

I asked Joe to do something for me. I put a picture of one 
of these stone balls in an envelope, sealed it, and sent it to his 
wife, Nancy, along with a note asking: “How were they made?” 
Nancy put the sealed envelope with this picture in a drawer, 
and Joe did his thing, describing the balls and how they were 
made. 

According to Joe, the people who made the balls would 
go to a mountain and carve out a roundish rock, crudely. They 
would then build a square plate made of wood and the wood 
had to be flat on top, and they put a hole in the middle of that 
square and the size of that hole was going to determine the size 
of that sphere. They would place that square board anywhere 
on the block of granite, then they would make what’s called a 
cutting block. This is a block made of stone that’s harder than 
the stone they were carving; it’s absolutely flat on the bottom 
and beveled on one edge so it becomes a cutter or chopper. 

They would slide that cutting block over the stationary 
board that has pieces of rock protruding above it, and they 
would chop those pieces off. Then they would move the board 
someplace else, and they would do it again and again and again. 
If you do this an infinite number of times, theoretically you 
have a perfect sphere. If you do it maybe thousands of times, 
you’ve got the kind of stone spheres we are seeing today in 
Costa Rica. 

There’s a reason for telling this story. I showed the draw-
ing Joe made of the process to two very good friends interested 
in the mystery, both of them fellow M.I.T. classmates, both of 
them mechanical engineers, and as soon as they saw this draw-
ing of this cutting block, they said, “Of course, that’s it. That’s 
the answer!!” And I’ve got an archaeologist friend who actually 
tried it. He did it with a big hunk of clay and made the board 
and made the cutting block and kept cutting it and it came out 
a sphere. It worked. 

The next time I saw Joe, I told him he was in trouble if he 
couldn’t explain how he came up with his answers. He said, 
“That’s easy, I watched them doing it.” But that’s a thousand 
years ago! He’s never been to Costa Rica. “I watched them do 
it,” he repeated. I said, “Are you telling me that as a psychic, 
as a clairvoyant, that you can manipulate time?” He said, “Of 
course, how do you think we do what we do?” 

That’s one of the experiences I’ve had that showed me that 
time is maybe not strictly the way we depict it.

technology we can’t figure out how these things could possibly 
have been made of such hard rock and so precisely spherical. 
This is when we get into remote viewing. 

Remote Viewing
Remote viewing is the ability to see things or “view” things at 
any distance and regardless of time. It’s psychic stuff. We found 
out early in the Vietnam War that the Russians were practic-
ing remote viewing and spending millions of rubles on it. This 
was driving our Intelligence people nuts because they didn’t 
know what it was, so first they had to find out, and they did. 
They developed what’s called a Remote Viewing Program at 
the Army Intelligence Headquarters at Fort Meade.  

One of the soldiers trained was a fellow named Joe 
McMoneagle. I’ll keep bringing his name up because our sub-
ject has to do with what he did. Joe and I later became friends. 
He was the most accurate remote viewer in the 19 or so years 
this program existed at Fort Meade. During that time, the 

Stone sphere on the rooftop courtyard of the national museum or 
Museo Nacional in San Jose, Costa Rica. Credit: Connor Lee/Wikipedia. 
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It’s a function of three 
things: it’s a function of mass, 
which didn’t change; it’s a 
function of distance, which 
didn’t change, and look at 
the denominator: seconds 
squared; it’s a function of 
time. So my conclusion is the 
only thing left that could have 
changed—and something did 
change—was time. Somehow, 
time changed. What kind of 
sense does that make?

 When an accident occurs 
and somebody picks up the 
end of a car to pull a little kid 
out from under a car, we’ve 
told that this is caused by 
adrenaline flowing, allowing 
somebody to gain this incred-
ible strength. Well, there was 
no adrenaline f lowing when 
they lifted me up outside. And 
there’s certainly nothing in medicine that indicates that adrena-
line has anything to do with abnormal strength. So it’s got to 
be something else. It’s got to be paranormal, outside of what 
we call normal. So we have to adjust how we think. We have to 
“think outside of the box.”

Inflation
Alan Guth at MIT invented a notion called “cosmic inflation,” 
which says that after one to the minus 35th of a second (that’s 
one divided by 1 followed by 35 zeros) after the Big Bang cos-
mic inflation occurred. That had the universe expanding at 
an incredibly fast rate. His explanation resolves the question 
of why matter in the universe is distributed the way it is and 
why temperature is so uniformly distributed. This explanation 
is accepted in cosmology today. But the speed that this hap-
pened would have had to be the speed of light times a billion, 
times a billion, times a billion, times a billion, times a billion, 
times a billion.

 We know, of course, that nothing can travel faster than 
the speed of light, which is a cornerstone of Einstein’s theory 
of relativity. But the explanation for this discrepancy is that the 
laws of physics had not been formed yet so that doesn’t apply. 
This surely puts a dent in how we depict time.

Other things coming out of cosmology are dark matter 
and dark energy. Dark matter has been around for almost a 
hundred years, but dark energy was created because of the 
observations showing that the universe is accelerating in its 
expansion. Physicists had to come up with a reason. 

The four known forces in science are the strong nuclear 
force, the weak nuclear force, electromagnetic force, and grav-
ity. Those are the only forces known, and none of these can 
explain the acceleration. So they invented an answer, and the 
answer was “dark energy.” Somehow, all this dark energy got 

Lift Experiment 
The other incident is a little more complex. It has to do with 
an experiment that I did called a “lift” experiment. I sat on a 
plain chair and four people surrounded me, each one putting 
their hands under my arms or knees. And the guy giving the 
instructions was showing us all how to breathe and getting the 
timing down and then he would say, “lift.” And they would all 
try to lift me. After a few failures, up I went. I went straight 
up a good 18 inches and they held me there for two or three 
seconds and gently put me back down. How, I can’t explain. 
But the point is, while lifting me up to the level they did, we’re 
dealing with the physics of dynamics, which is complicated. 
But once I was up there for several seconds and everything was 
stationary, we were dealing with the field of statics, which is 
simple compared to dynamics. 

We had everyone on scales and had everything videoed. 
The scales were zeroed and each person then measured his or 
her own weight. The scales were recording this, and I’m up 
there for several seconds. Two lifters were big strong men, one 
being a physicist and head of the Astronomy Department at 
the University of Florida, the other an ex-Marine. But the two 
ladies were just average. The one that I paid the most attention 
to was 60 years old and weighed 127 pounds. The chair and I 
weighed 200 pounds. So each is lifting 50 pounds. There I am 
up in the air and here’s this 60-year-old woman, weighing 127 
pounds, lifting and sustaining 50 pounds with ease.  

All psychic things are paranormal, but not all paranor-
mal things are psychic. No psychic stuff here. So how is this 
possible? It is beyond normal which is the definition of para-
normal. There’s something going on here. How is it possible 
from the standpoint of physics? They lifted with ease. I got 
out my old physics textbook and found that the force of grav-
ity is equal to Gamma (the gravitational constant) times m1 
times m2 over r squared. 

Well, m1 in this case is my mass and m2 is the mass of the 
Earth and r is the distance between the center of the earth 
and myself. When that little gal was able to lift 50 pounds 
with ease, something changed because ordinarily she couldn’t 
possibly do that; so something had changed and gravity was 
directly involved.

Looking at the equation for gravity for what could have 
changed, m1 is me, I’ve still got my arms and legs, that didn’t 
change. M2 is the earth. Australia is still there and Bangladesh 
is still there and Brooklyn is still there. No changes. The dis-
tance to the earth’s center hasn’t changed. So I concluded that 
the change had to come from this gravitational constant called 
Gamma, since that’s all that’s left. Back to the textbook. What 
is Gamma? 

Gamma is 6.67384 x 10 to the minus 11th which is an 
incredibly small number. This times a Newton, times m squared 
over Kg squared, and there we are again. The m here is meters, 
distance, again which hasn’t changed and the mass didn’t change 
and the number is a number. So what’s left? Newtons. That’s 
the only thing left to change. There’s nothing else. What is a 
Newton? Back to the book again. (It’s been too many years.)

This is what I found. One Newton is equal to one k times 
m divided by seconds squared.

Pythagoras 
called time 
“the soul of 
the world.” 
Could time be 
a property of 
nature rather 
than a man-
made concept?
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Applications
One of the mysteries that fascinates me in archeology is how 
the ancients were able to manipulate huge stones. Bigger than 
the room you’re in, huge. They moved them many miles and 
they lifted them and aligned them. How did they do it? Some 
of those things are so big that we don’t have equipment today 
to move them much less lift them several stories high. So 
the answer seems to be they knew something that we don’t 
know, and this is discounting little guys from Mars. Maybe 
the ancients learned how to manipulate time, and instead of 
being able to lift 50 pounds, with, let’s say, a five-pound effort 
(that’s what the lady told me that she thought she was lifting), 
maybe they could lift a hundred pounds, a thousand pounds, 
or more. Maybe this would totally explain how they were able 
to manipulate these huge megaliths. And then if we could apply 
that knowledge to everyday life, in little time we could come 
up with many applications for this to really turn our technol-
ogy upside down. 

 Anyway, I contend that because of the remote viewers’ 
ability to manipulate time and the lifters’ ability to lift things 
paranormally, time is not the absolute of classical physics. Thus, 
we need to adjust our depiction of the nature of time.

MARSHALL PAYN has an engineering degree from MIT. He is a past 
president of the Epigraphic Society. As the owner of a number of busi-
nesses, including 21 vocational schools, he believes that difficult prob-
lems can be overcome by sheer determination. And having traveled to 
more than a hundred countries, he now realizes that so many things we 
take for granted can be done in other, better ways.

out there and acted in a way to counteract gravity. It overcomes 
gravity so it turns out to be a push, which in turn causes accel-
eration. Dark energy was defined as the answer to the problem 
without having any idea what it is. My astronomer friend said 
they didn’t name it very well; they should have named it magic. 
They named it dark because you can’t see it. And they called 
it energy because the world is either energy or matter, and if it 
was matter we could see it, so they called it dark energy, which 
may be a misnomer, but that’s what stuck. 

Now, there are problems with dark energy. There are a 
thousand physicists working on that stuff today; they’re look-
ing for dark energy and they haven’t found it yet. Could it be 
that’s because it’s not there? 

The big CERN accelerator in Switzerland was supposed 
to identify much of this stuff, but it didn’t. They’re still look-
ing and they’re pouring tons of effort and money and tech-
nology into these things, but think for just a moment: if Joe 
McMoneagle can manipulate time why can’t nature itself 
manipulate time? In cosmology, the inflation thing is accepted 
in physics, so this would be nature herself manipulating time! 
And think about this for a minute: Let’s say something cre-
ates the Big Bang, an explosion, and from this the universe is 
formed; but after the inflation instead of a diminishing speed, 
time somehow changes. This change causes a force. Now, let’s 
suppose matter gets out there for a while and then nature 
changes time so that one unit of time becomes three units of 
time. That would mean that the force of gravity goes to one 
ninth of what it was (time squared in the denominator) which 
means a diminished force which then in turn causes accel-
eration. That could explain the observation that the world is 
accelerating in its expansion. All this would presume that time 
is a property of nature. And to come at this from a different 
perspective, Pythagoras called time “the soul of the world.” If 
so, that again would suggest that time is a property of nature 
rather than a man-made concept.
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William Sarill

Will the Real Ubik Please Stand Up?
Precognition of Scientific Information in the Fiction of Philip K. Dick

Most of Dick’s stories and the movies based on them 
are metaphysical mind-benders that challenge our notions of 
memory, identity, and reality. His primary themes, to which 
he returned over and over again, are “What is human?” and 
“What is real?” The first theme predominates in Blade Runner, 
adapted from the novel Do Androids Dream of Electric Sheep? 
How does one distinguish an android (a synthetic human, 
called a replicant in the film) from a human, especially when 
one might be an android oneself without knowing it? The sec-
ond theme is addressed in the short story “We Can Remember 
It for You Wholesale,” upon which Total Recall is loosely based. 
Here Dick’s concern is with the implantation of false memories. 
If our past is a forgery, what then indeed is real? Our identi-
ties depend on the continuity of our memories. If memories 
are altered, who we think we are is necessarily changed as well.

Existential questions such as these have made PKD essen-
tial reading in the artificial intelligence (AI) and virtual real-
ity communities, particularly at MIT’s Media Lab. His work 
has also been taken seriously by philosophers ranging from 
Jean Beaudrillard2 to Slavoj Žižek,3 and by scholars of religion 
such as Jeffrey J. Kripal,4 Erik Davis,5 and Gabriel McKee.6 
But perhaps the greatest impact of Dickian thought has been 
on popular culture. Dick’s stamp is visible in many films, not 
just the ones explicitly based on his fiction. The central con-
ceit of The Matrix, for example, is that we live in a counterfeit, 
computer-simulated reality, an idea first proposed by Dick in a 
speech at a science fiction convention in France 22 years before 
The Matrix was released.7 That our world is only apparently real 
is likewise a theme of The Truman Show, a film which many 
regard as having been lifted from PKD’s novel Time Out of 
Joint. Conspiracies, hallucinations, alternate realities, the para-
doxes of time travel—these were all Dick’s metaphysical stock 
in trade, the tropes that could cut the ontological ground from 
beneath an unsuspecting reader’s feet. Without his pioneer-
ing groundwork, movies like Inception, Looper, and Eternal 
Sunshine of the Spotless Mind might never have been made. 

PKD and the Paranormal
Dick was equally preoccupied with psychic phenomena. Many 
of his stories involve telepathy or precognition, including “The 
Minority Report,” upon which the Spielberg film is based. 
The story features precognitive mutants who are able to detect 
crime before it happens (“pre-crime”). His novel Ubik is like-
wise populated with a group of psychically talented individuals 
engaged in commercial espionage, as well as another group of 
operatives with “anti-psi” powers that can nullify the effects 

Science fiction is a literature of technological and societal 
speculation. Not surprisingly, some of its predictions have 

proved remarkably accurate, particularly in works of “hard” sci-
ence fiction, a genre that strives for technical accuracy. Authors 
of hard science fiction (the prototypical example is Arthur C. 
Clarke) typically have backgrounds in the hard sciences. 

The late Philip K. Dick, 
arguably the foremost sci-
ence f iction author of the 
past 50 years, was not a 
member of this club.

Dick was a genius and 
an autodidact with no train-
ing in science. Instead his 
speculative f iction focused 
on a ltered states of con-
sciousness, metaphysics, and 
even theology. From his 
writing it is evident that he 
had a layman’s familiarity 
with a few concepts of phys-
ics, neuroscience, and psychi-
atry, although not chemistry. 
It is therefore all the more surprising to find accurate biochemi-
cal detail, on a subject about which he almost certainly knew 
nothing, embedded in one of his most renowned novels, Ubik. 
Given Dick’s ignorance of biochemistry and his well-known 
history of precognitive experiences and mystical visions, one 
must ask whether he simply intuited this material. Did Philip K. 
Dick become an unwitting channel for scientific information?

Who Was Philip K. Dick (PKD)?
Before decoding Dick’s hidden gnosis, it helps to have some 
idea of who the man was. Decades after his death in 1982, 
his fiction and personal history have become the stuff of leg-
end.1 An author who at one time barely survived by selling 
penny-a-word fiction to the pulp magazines, Dick managed to 
churn out 36 science fiction novels, 9 mainstream novels, and 
approximately 121 stories over the course of three decades. 
Some of them turned out to be masterpieces. Thirteen of his 
novels have since been published in the prestigious Library of 
America series, making PKD the first science fiction author to 
be so honored. Yet his work might have lapsed into obscurity 
following his death were it not for the success of a handful of 
films—Blade Runner, Total Recall, and Minority Report—that 
have made his name into a Hollywood brand.
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surgically. The hernia was repaired 
four months later, when the 
boy was judged old enough to 
undergo surgery.

Dick’s v i s ions cont inued 
unabated for months fol low-
ing the fateful triggers of early 
1974. Indeed, they so consumed 
him that he spent the last eight 
years of his life scrawling more 
than 8,000 pages of notes in an 
attempt to understand what had 
befallen him. Extracts from these 
notes have been published in a 
monolithic hardcover volume as 
The Exegesis of Philip K. Dick.8 

One can find additional details of 
his spiritual emergency in several 
essays, interviews, and two semi-
autobiographical novels, VALIS 
and Radio Free Albemuth, the 
second of which has been recently 
released as a film.

What in fact did happen to 
Philip K. Dick in 1974? At f irst 
glance, his revelations resemble 
nothing so much as the thought-
disordered ramblings of a broken 

brain. A central tenet of the Dickian mythos is the widespread 
assumption that he suffered from paranoid schizophrenia (see, 
e.g., Jay Kinney’s introduction9 to a compendium of Dick’s 
essays). Others have suggested that his epiphanies and obses-
sive writing are more reflective of temporal lobe epilepsy.10 
Neither assessment appears to be accurate; the truth is both 
more subtle and more complex. The likeliest explanation for 
his behavior is bipolar disorder with alternating episodes of 
depression and mania. The manic phases especially would sub-
sume his paranoid symptomatology.11 One must also recall 
that during the oral surgery that preceded his spiritual awak-
ening, Dick was given what he called “a tremendous amount” 
of sodium pentothal as an analgesic and sedative. Pentothal is 
a central nervous system depressant of relatively short duration; 
the rebound effect as it wore off may have propelled him head-
long into mania when he encountered the pharmacy’s delivery 
girl at his front door.

Equally signif icant is Dick’s behavioral prof ile, which 
precisely matches a cluster of overlapping traits well known 
to parapsychologists. Here the most relevant trait is trans-
liminality, a hypersensitivity to psychological material enter-
ing into awareness from the unconscious or from the external 
environment; it’s characteristic of individuals with a propensity 
for paranormal beliefs and magical thinking, especially those 
with a concomitant history of bipolar illness.12 The picture 
emerging from this and related traits is of someone highly 
intelligent and extremely creative, fantasy-prone, introverted, 
anxious, neurotic, preoccupied with mystical visions and reli-
gious experiences, and tasked with a mission to communicate 

of the f irst. (Members of this 
second group are referred to as 
“inertials”; today we’d call them 
skeptics.) As will be shortly seen, 
there is a profound irony embed-
ded in Ubik. The story not only 
involves precognition, it arguably 
provides credible evidence that 
Dick himself was precognitive. 

In his own personal narra-
tives, Dick offers abundant tes-
timony to a range of paranormal 
experiences, most famously dur-
ing the events of February and 
March, 1974 when he endured 
a series of invasions of his con-
sciousness that forever changed 
his life.1 By now the story has 
acquired near-mythic status, to 
the point that there is even a 
comic book by Robert Crumb 
detailing the circumstances of 
Dick’s religious visions. 

In great pain after a wisdom 
tooth extraction, PKD greeted a 
young woman sent to his home 
by his pharmacy to deliver a pack-
age of analgesics. He noticed a 
golden fish symbol on the necklace she wore. Light glinting off 
the gold generated an intense pink phosphene or afterimage, 
the first of what Dick was to call his “pink beam”experiences. 
The delivery girl explained that the fish was a symbol used by 
early, secret Christians in Roman times to identify themselves 
to one another. Dick suddenly experienced a bout of anamnesis 
or “loss of forgetfulness,” the spontaneous recall of knowledge 
from other lifetimes, during which he recognized that he too 
had been an early Christian in the Roman Empire not long 
after the death of Jesus. Subsequently he felt his consciousness 
being taken over by an entity he variously called VALIS, Christ, 
Elijah, Dionysus Zagreus, the Holy Spirit, or Zebra. VALIS 
was an acronym for Vast Active Living Intelligence System. 
At times VALIS spoke to him with a compassionate, feminine 
“A.I.” (artificial intelligence) voice that seemed to be emanating 
from a satellite in space. On other occasions he was subjected 
to floods of hypnagogic imagery, florid visual hallucinations, 
and prophetic dreams.1,8 

In one particularly memorable event he received a dire 
warning about the health of his 14-month-old son. Having 
recently interviewed Dick’s fifth ex-wife, Tessa, I can confirm 
the essential features of the story, which differ slightly from his 
own published version: PKD was napping when he suddenly 
arose, walked over to Tessa in a trance state, informed her that 
their son had a previously undiagnosed inguinal hernia, and 
promptly went back to sleep. When they brought the child to 
a doctor, the diagnosis was found to be accurate. The boy had 
an incarcerated hernia, a potentially life-threatening condition 
that could cut off blood supply to the intestine if not remedied 

“The Religious Experience of Philip K. Dick” copyright © Robert Crumb, 1986. Used 
with permission. 
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named Jack. A year later Dick learned that the real Kathy was 
also a police informant working with an inspector. “That’s 
when the precognitive thing in my books really hit me,” Dick 
is quoted as having said in an interview.  “My novel was so 
close it was damn near actionable.” In 1972 Dick actually met 
the inspector who had been working with Kathy; he was wear-
ing a gray coat, just like the fictional inspector in the novel. At 
that point Dick began paying serious attention to precognitive 
elements in his dreams, despite having had no prior interest or 
belief in ESP other than as a plot device.

Such reported match-ups between f ictional and actual 
events are strongly suggestive but not definitive, because they 
rely primarily on PKD’s own accounts of what happened. To 
validate his precognitive abilities it would be desirable to find 
additional evidence independent of any tendency on his part 
to embellish his stories. Fortunately such evidence is available 
in Ubik. 

Ubik and Ubiquinone
Writing in Time magazine, Lev Grossman described Ubik as “a 
deeply unsettling existential horror story” about being trapped 
in a recursive loop, where no one is sure who’s really alive or 
dead; Grossman named it one of the best 100 novels published 
in English since the founding of Time in 1923. In the book 
some characters exist in a state halfway between life and death. 
When their world begins deteriorating around them, they are 
subjected to accelerated aging, fatigue, and loss of muscular 
strength. Only a mysterious substance named Ubik can reverse 
the deterioration. Later in the text, it is revealed that the name 
derives from the Latin word ubique, meaning everywhere. 
Dick’s description of Ubik closely matches that of ubiquinone, 

a biochemical substance more familiar 
to the public these days as CoQ10, but 
almost certainly unknown to Dick at the 
time the book was written in 1966.

Let’s be clear about something: 
Ubik and ubiquinone are not identical. 
Dick wasn’t writing about biochem-
istry in his novel; he was discussing 
something far more metaphysical. The 
accelerated aging undergone by char-
acters in the novel affects not just their 
bodies but their food, clothing, coins, 
and other objects as well. At times their 
consensual reality deteriorates in a man-
ner resembling a regression or corrup-
tion of Platonic forms. Thus, food spoils 
prematurely, clothing falls apart, coins 
become out of date, and an airborne 
taxi devolves into a 1939 LaSalle and 
then into a 1929 Model-A Ford. Ubik, 
described as a “reality support,” can halt 
this regression in a way that ubiquinone 
could never do. Nevertheless, by consid-
ering only the biochemical and not the 
metaphysical aspects of Ubik, a case can 

his special gnosis to the rest of humanity. A strong believer in 
retrocausality—the idea that the future determines the past—
Dick accomplished his mission in reverse. By the end of his life 
he had come to believe that all of his fiction was in some sense 
true and was laden with coded information that validated his 
epiphanies years before they actually occurred.8 

Given that his paranormal experiences and beliefs were 
intrinsic aspects of his persona, one might expect to find other 
instances of precognition throughout his life. This is indeed 
the case, although no other incident seems quite so dramatic 
as the illuminations of early 1974. For example, Dick would 
subsequently claim that he had first heard the “A.I.” voice of 
VALIS much earlier in his life, in the late ’40s when he was a 
high school student. The voice, he said, fed him answers to a 
physics exam for which he received an A, thereby enabling him 
to gain entrance to the University of California at Berkeley.8,13 

Without independent confirmation it is impossible to ascertain 
the veracity of such stories because Dick was so imaginative 
and fantasy-prone. His fifth wife Tessa puts it more bluntly: 
“He made stuff up.” In a private conversation, however, Tessa 
did confirm witnessing episodes of what Dean Radin calls pre-
sentiment—i.e., a vague feeling of something about to occur 
without conscious awareness.14 According to Tessa, PKD would 
answer the phone or the door immediately before anyone called 
or knocked. He didn’t know who was calling or knocking, only 
that someone was about to do so.

Other indications of psychic phenomena can be found in 
Dick’s letters and essays. For example, on Feb. 25, 1975, Dick 
wrote a letter describing what he saw during a hypnagogic rev-
erie: “a stark single horrifying scene . . . a man lay dead, on his 
face, in a living room between the coffee table and the couch.” 
Seven years later almost to the day, Dick’s not-quite-lifeless 
body was found lying in his apartment 
in exactly the same position he had pre-
viously described. He had been felled 
by a stroke and would die 12 days later. 
The incident is described in detail in 
Anthony Peake’s book A Life of Philip 
K. Dick—The Man Who Remembered 
the Future.15

Peake also cites numerous instances 
in which Dick’s f iction incorporated 
prognostic information about events 
that would transpire later in his life. 
The most convincing of these exam-
ples (also cited by Radin in Entangled 
Minds16) involves the novel Flow My 
Tears, The Policeman Said, a book alleg-
edly inspired by a series of prophetic 
dreams. In the novel one of the princi-
pal characters is a 19-year-old woman 
named Kathy, who is married to a man 
named Jack and is an informant report-
ing to a police inspector. Dick finished 
the first draft in 1970 and in December 
of that year met a 19-year-old woman 
also named Kathy, with a boyfriend also 
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as well, which ubiquinone is known to accelerate.23 It should 
be noted that reversal of skin aging and rapid healing of cuta-
neous wounds are both emphasized as properties of Ubik in 
the novel.

As for fatigue, a meta-analysis of 25 clinical studies 
reported in 2014 that low levels of ubiquinone are consistently 
associated with fatigue, particularly in cases of chronic fatigue 
syndrome/myalgic encephalomyelitis (CFS/ME).24 One such 
study published in 2009 reported that nearly half of CFS/ME 
patients examined had blood plasma levels lower than the low-
est plasma ubiquinone levels of normal controls, strongly sug-
gesting a need for supplementation.25 In other work, a 2008 
double-blind study of exercising healthy adults revealed signifi-
cantly enhanced performance and subjective improvements in 
fatigue following exercise, particularly at higher doses of ubi-
quinone.26 It is also worth mentioning that ubiquinone supple-
ments provide good clinical response in the isolated myopathic 
form of genetic ubiquinone deficiency, which is characterized 
in part by exercise intolerance.27 Finally, ubiquinone has been 
shown to be an effective therapy for congestive heart failure, 
which is often characterized not just by extreme fatigue during 
exertion, but by palpitations, angina, and tachycardia as well as 
shortness of breath (dyspnea).28 These same symptoms are also 
ones suffered by the protagonist at a key point in the novel and 
they too are relieved by Ubik.

Thus, there exists a striking correlation between Dick’s 
description of Ubik and the known properties of ubiqui-
none; this correlation extends from the common origin of 

be made for Dick’s precognitive apprehension of the anti-aging 
and fatigue-relieving properties of ubiquinone long before they 
were otherwise known.

Ubiquinone was named in 1957 by one of its discoverers, 
R.A. Morton of the University of Liverpool, who established 
the nomenclature by combining ubique with the chemical 
term quinone; the name thus means ubiquitous quinone.17 
Ubiquinone occupies a key locus in the mitochondrial elec-
tron transport chain and hence is vital for energy produc-
tion. Mitochondria are the engines of the cell. Within each 
mitochondrion, the electron transport chain transfers elec-
trons from fuel sources to terminal oxygen, creating water in 
the process and generating a proton gradient that powers the 
formation of ATP, the energy currency of the cell. Electron 
transport is coordinated by four large protein complexes for 
which ubiquinone acts as the shuttle ferrying electrons from 
one complex to another.

Ubiquinone has another vital function as well. In its 
reduced, active form known as ubiquinol, it’s a fat-soluble anti-
oxidant that protects cell membranes from oxidative attack. 
Because mitochondria generate reactive oxygen products dur-
ing cellular respiration, their membranes are highly vulnerable 
to oxidation. Furthermore, oxidative damage tends to accumu-
late with age. The logic seems inescapable: (1) ATP synthesis 
in cells is critically dependent on ubiquinone; (2) a deficiency 
of ubiquinone, which is naturally produced within the body, 
would impair energy generation; (3) any such deficiency would 
also increase age-related damage and lead to further mitochon-
drial impairment. Supplementing with ubiquinone should 
therefore reverse some effects of aging, including age-related 
fatigue, in agreement with Dick’s prognostication.

Forty years after Dick wrote Ubik, something like this 
was in fact observed in animal experiments.  In a mouse model 
of accelerated aging (SAMP1 mice), Japanese scientists were 
able to show that both ubiquinone and ubiquinol retarded 
senescence compared to control mice that received no supple-
ments.18 The effect was considerably greater for ubiquinol 
than for ubiquinone. At 12 months of age, the control mice 
exhibited typical signs of degenerative aging, including skeletal 
deformities and eye lesions. The mice that received ubiqui-
none showed some degenerative changes, while the ones that 
received ubiquinol appeared relatively healthy and youthful.19 

Furthermore, in related tests conducted around the same time 
it was reported that ubiquinol significantly increased running 
time of aged rats on a treadmill compared to those in a control 
group, suggesting an anti-fatigue effect of ubiquinol in aged 
rats during exercise.19

There are comparable effects in humans as well. A major 
contributor to aging, first identified around 2000, is a pro-
oxidant cell surface enzyme known as arNOX, or age-related 
NADH oxidase.20 Ubiquinone produced outside of mitochon-
dria is a natural inhibitor of arNOX, which accounts for the 
protective effect of ubiquinone against atherosclerosis and 
probably other age-related diseases as well.21 In particular ubi-
quinone applied either orally or topically can halt or reverse 
some aspects of skin aging, such as wrinkling and collagen 
cross-linking.22 The cutaneous effects extend to wound healing 

© Martina Cecilia, martinacecilia.com 
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psychiatry and psychopharmacology, and that he had no con-
tact with anyone in the field of biochemistry who might have 
informed him about ubiquinone. 

Of course, many wives are not aware of what their hus-
bands do or what they read. But PKD’s case was different; 
he tended to be an agoraphobic recluse who preferred to do 
all of his writing and research at home. He shared his manu-
scripts in progress with his wives, who were therefore generally 
aware of his influences and output at the time. Nancy Hackett, 
PKD’s fourth wife, told me that one of the primary inspira-
tions for Ubik was a séance that the two of them attended in 
1966, shortly before he began work on the novel. The séance 
was conducted by a medium who had previously attempted to 
contact the deceased son of James Pike, the Episcopal Bishop 
of California. Pike was a friend of the Dick family and later 
became the model for the title character in Dick’s novel The 
Transmigration of Timothy Archer. PKD was there only to 
observe the séance, which involved no questions about bio-
chemistry, and he remained skeptical of mediumship through-
out. When he subsequently began expanding a previously pub-
lished short story (“What the Dead Men Say”) into the novel 
that became Ubik, there was no indication of any biochemical 
influence on his thinking. 

Despite his agoraphobia, Dick often enjoyed the company 
of others, but they had to come to visit him.  One such visitor 
in 1964 was the physicist and science fiction author Gregory 
Benford, who reported that Dick questioned him closely 
about time and quantum mechanics, especially as background 

their names to their similar effects on aging (and skin aging 
in particular), fatigue, exercise intolerance, heart failure, and 
wound healing. Remarkably, all of the aforementioned stud-
ies about ubiquinone were published between 20 and 40 years 
after Dick wrote Ubik. A few minor details buried in the novel 
lend further support to the correlation between Ubik and ubi-
quinone. For example, Ubik itself appears in several different 
guises throughout, on one occasion as Ubik Liver and Kidney 
Balm and later as the Elixir of Ubique, touted for its ability to 
“restore lost manliness” and “relieve reproductive complaints 
in both men and women.” It is perhaps not surprising to learn 
that, after the heart, the second and third highest tissue levels 
of ubiquinone in the human body are found in kidney and liver, 
respectively,29 and that over the past two decades ubiquinone 
has been proposed as a treatment for improving both male 
infertility30 and female reproductive senescence.31

Could PKD Have Known About Ubiquinone?
How could Dick know any of this? Leaving aside for the 
moment coincidence or ESP, it’s conceivable that he learned 
about ubiquinone from some external source, perhaps a popu-
lar article, a research journal, or an encounter with a knowl-
edgeable biochemist or graduate student. But that does not 
appear to be the case, based on the accounts of one former 
girlfriend and three of his five ex-wives that I was able to inter-
view. All agreed that he had little knowledge of science beyond 
a layman’s acquaintance with physics and a specific interest in 
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became a model for one of Dick’s most indelible characters 
in his novel Martian Time-Slip. Dick’s interest was psychia-
try, not biochemistry. Bettelheim’s piece would have been rel-
evant and readily comprehensible to PKD, unlike the Scientific 
American article about mitochondria. Furthermore, we know 
that Dick was a voracious reader who prized his home edition 
of the Encyclopedia Britannica as a reference work. It turns out 
that a 1967 edition of the Britannica identical to one owned 
by Dick does briefly mention ubiquinone, but it was published 
after Dick had written Ubik. The 1966 and prior editions of 
the Britannica contain no such mention.

What about conducting research on ubiquinone in librar-
ies? During the time Ubik was written, PKD lived a relatively 
short drive from the University of California in Berkeley, which 
he had briefly attended a decade and a half earlier. Might he 
have driven across the Bay to consult a biochemistry journal or 
text? This possibility seems remote, given his apparent lack of 
interest in and knowledge of biochemistry, not to mention his 
occasional bouts of agoraphobia. That’s not to say that Dick 
never engaged in research; he was known to consult texts on 
history, philosophy, and psychology, but did so from a small 
home library. His most thoroughly researched novel was The 
Man in the High Castle, about an alternate reality in which the 
Axis powers won World War II. Dick later told others that he 
had consulted Nazi war archives at UC Berkeley in preparation 
for writing this novel (personal communication from Tessa 
Dick), yet there is no proof that he actually did so or even that 
such war archives at Berkeley ever existed. Dick’s story may 
represent one more instance of his tendency to confabulate per-
sonal history. The biography by third wife Anne Dick, to whom 
PKD was married at the time The Man in the High Castle was 
written, makes no mention of research at UC Berkeley.13 To 

the contrary, aside from that one 
story about Nazi war archives, the 
ex-wives and one girlfriend that I 
spoke to reported that he never vis-
ited libraries.

There’s also one addit ional 
reason for believing that Dick was 
completely ignorant of any science 
behind Ubik: I asked him about it.

I was a personal friend of Philip 
K. Dick. I first met him in 1968 and 
subsequently spent over a month as 
his houseguest. You’ll also find my 
name in the acknowledgment to his 
novel A Maze of Death. Sometime 
after Ubik was published in 1969, 
I spoke with him about a scene late 
in the book where the protagonist 
asks what Ubik is. The answer he 
gets is Dick’s version of a scientific 
rationale and it’s frankly absurd—
some jargon about “anti-proto-
phasons” and negative ions with 
a counterclockwise spin. There’s 
even an elementary howler when the 

information for his novel Counter-Clock World, written not 
long before he began work on Ubik. “He thought entropy was 
a great metaphor but I could never make sense of the eventual 
novel,” said Benford.32 Themes related to entropy, disorder, 
and decay appear throughout most of Dick’s novels and espe-
cially so in Ubik, but his concerns were primarily metaphysical 
rather than physical.1,8 He knew enough about physics to have 
a general grasp of entropy from a layman’s perspective, but his 
use of the concept was strictly idiosyncratic. Again, there is no 
comparable evidence of any interest, idiosyncratic or otherwise, 
in biochemistry in any of his work; it just wasn’t on his horizon.

Nancy Hackett also told me that whatever PKD knew 
about science, he learned about from reading the newspaper 
Sunday supplements. Is it possible that Dick could have read 
about ubiquinone in the popular press? This is exceedingly 
unlikely for the simple fact that ubiquinone was unknown to 
the general public for nearly 30 years following its discovery. 
It remained solely the province of specialists until it finally 
became available (as CoQ10) as a nutritional supplement in 
1983. A search of the Readers’ Guide to Periodical Literature 
between 1957 and 1967 reveals a single citation to ubiquinone, 
in a 1960 article in Scientific American, where virtually noth-
ing is said about it other than a few words indicating that it 
was thought to play a role in mitochondrial bioenergetics. That 
one brief mention, with no indication of the derivation of the 
name, is buried in the depths of a highly technical article about 
energy generation in cells. 

We do know that PKD read at least one article in Scientific 
American, but it was an article by Bruno Bettelheim published 
in 1959 about a boy thought to be schizophrenic; the child 

Phil, Nancy, and Isa, San Rafael, California, 1968. © William Sarill
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as omnipresent and ubiquitous interchangeably.8 He also uses 
the terms omnipotent and omniscient in the Exegesis to refer 
to other attributes of divinity, for which there exist no equiva-
lent English words based on the Latin root ubique. He could 
have just as easily chosen to name his fictional substance Omni 
instead of Ubik and it would have carried even greater conno-
tations of divine intelligence, yet he did not. Something drew 
him to the name Ubik instead. 

In the Exegesis Dick writes of his belief in retrocausality, 
of the teleological endpoint of evolution reaching backward in 
time to determine its own process: “Ubik talks to us from the 
future, from the end state to which everything is moving.” He 
discerns its effects on his own life: “[In Ubik] I was trying in 
a dim and unconscious way to express a series of experiences 
I had had most of my life of a directing, shaping and assist-
ing—and informing—force, much wiser than us which we in 
no way could perceive directly.” If Dick’s assumption of a ret-
rocausal force directing his life from the future is accurate, as 
he believed it to be, this is functionally equivalent to asserting 
that he was precognitive and that Ubik was written in response 
to a precognitive imperative.

How then can we infer precognition from the list of coinci-
dences involving Ubik and ubiquinone? The question devolves 
upon when a coincidence becomes a meaningful coincidence. 
Dick was profoundly influenced by his readings of Carl Jung 
and especially by Jung and Wolfgang Pauli’s notion of syn-
chronicity as an acausal connecting force. If synchronicity is an 
actual phenomenon, one could never prove its existence, only 
infer its existence from the number and seeming improbability 
of the events that are synchronously linked. From the synchro-
nistic point of view, there is no need to separate psi phenom-
ena—telepathy, clairvoy-
ance, and precognition, for 
example—into distinct cat-
egories. Each can be seen 
simply as the occurrence of 
meaningful coincidences 
in which events in space-
time are acausally linked 
to events in consciousness. 
A future science may yet 
provide a rational basis for 
synchronicity and psi phe-
nomena, perhaps through 
the agency of quantum 
mecha n ica l  ent a ng le -
ment.16 Absent such devel-
opments, one can only say 
that Ubik provides syn-
chronistic evidence consis-
tent with precognition, not 
proof of it.

Inevitably then, we 
are led back to consider 
the totality of evidence 
for Dick’s precognition as 
a context for evaluating 

protagonist asserts that all ions are negative, presumably echo-
ing Dick’s own views. As a graduate student in physics at the 
time, I offered to provide him with a scientific-sounding expla-
nation for any of his stories should he ever need one again. He 
agreed and thanked me for the offer, but never once mentioned 
that Ubik might have actually been based on authentic science. 
Seventeen years later I discovered how wrong I’d been. If there 
is indeed a scientific basis for Ubik, it comes from biochemistry 
and not physics and it was unknown to either of us in 1969.

Coincidence or ESP?
From the foregoing discussion it seems unlikely that PKD had 
ever heard of ubiquinone. Even if he had, the scientific details 
about ubiquinone that so closely parallel those of Ubik were 
unknown to biochemists at the time Dick wrote the novel. 
Results of the first human trial for cardiovascular disease were 
published (in Japanese) one year after PKD submitted Ubik 
to his agent and it was not until a decade later that the first 
paper on its possible role in aging appeared. Although well 
known to biochemists, ubiquinone remained otherwise unrec-
ognized until the year after Dick’s death. Public recognition 
came only in 1983 when the Life Extension Foundation made 
the product available as a supplement in the US. In 1987 The 
Miracle Nutrient: Coenzyme Q10 appeared, coauthored by 
Emile Bliznakov, MD, a pioneer in the study of its anti-aging 
effects. Bliznakov devoted an entire chapter to the subject of 
life extension, but there is no mention of treating age-related 
fatigue or skin aging associated with ubiquinone deficiency, 
much less age-related infertility. Those studies were not con-
ducted until years later.

The sheer number of corresponding details between Ubik 
and ubiquinone strongly argues for precognition, but there’s 
another equally plausible interpretation: coincidence. Dick’s 
concerns in Ubik were metaphysical and even theological; by 
the end of the book it is revealed that Ubik itself has divine 
properties. Ubik is thus a stand-in for the universal life force, 
whether we call it qi, prana, pneuma or the Holy Spirit. If the 
novel is about anything, it is about redemption—specifically 
about redemption from entropy, decay, and death. Indeed, in 
the Exegesis Dick refers to Ubik as “an omnipresent energy 
field which would be the ancient notion of God as Immanent 
Mind infusing the universe . . . or, in Hindu terms, the Atman, 
the Breath of God.”8 In this context Ubik clearly derives from 
the ubiquitous nature of divinity. Therefore all the healing 
and age-reversing effects of Ubik described in the novel can be 
understood as manifestations of a divine, ubiquitous principle 
that is driving the universe from chaos toward order. From this 
perspective any correspondences between Ubik and ubiquinone 
are purely accidental. Even the Ubik Liver and Kidney Balm 
appears to have been inspired by an old and worthless patent 
medicine, such as Warner’s Safe Cure for Kidney and Liver; the 
fact that kidney and liver contain high tissue levels of ubiqui-
none could just be another coincidence.

The problem with this interpretation is that it does not suf-
ficiently address a key point: Why did Dick choose the specific 
name Ubik and no other? In the Exegesis PKD refers to Ubik 

Philip K. Dick’s 
precognition 
in Ubik and 
elsewhere 
suggests that 
intuition 
or psychic 
apprehension 
can be a 
valid mode 
of scientific 
discovery. 
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may have managed to accomplish the same without conscious 
intent.

Dick may have been a genius, but he was no scientist. If his 
description of Ubik was at all precognitive rather than merely 
coincidental, that he got so much right testifies to his gift, 
conscious or otherwise, for accurately accessing such informa-
tion. He was also a prophet of sorts, who managed to capture 
today’s Zeitgeist 40 to 50 years in advance, including global 
warming and electronic psychiatrists (The Three Stigmata of 
Palmer Eldritch), government surveillance of civilians (Radio 
Free Albemuth), internet games (Galactic Pot-Healer), and 
androgynous teenagers of the future with filed teeth (Time 
Out of Joint). 

In his book Discovering, Robert S. Root-Bernstein 
describes a number of strategies for enhancing scientific creativ-
ity.34 He notes in particular that newcomers, such as trained 
scientists who have switched fields from one domain of science 
to another, often see things that other, more established sci-
entists in the field cannot. The newcomers typically enter with 
fresh perspectives free of dogma; sometimes ignorance and a 
powerful mind are one’s best allies. Dick’s example suggests a 
further possibility, that even nonscientists can intuit valid scien-
tific information. Perhaps the future of scientific discovery lies 
in teaming researchers with gifted intuitives. It’s an idea that 
Philip K. Dick himself might have thought of.
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everyday, convincing account would turn out to be—well—
a fabrication.”13 Many of Dick’s self-reported precognitive 
experiences are thus likelier to be true than not, especially 
his encounters with the individuals whom he had previously 
described in detail in Flow My Tears, The Policeman Said 
before actually meeting them.15,16 The story of Dick’s intui-
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mysteriously vanish again when the festival ends. This unusual 
behavior has earned these serpents the local names of “Virgin 
Mary snakes” and “Our Lady’s snakes.” This religious associa-
tion is heightened by the small black cruciform mark that they 
allegedly bear on their heads and also at the forked tip of their 
tongues. They all appear to belong to the same single species, 
but exactly which one seems not to have been formally ascer-
tained by herpetologists.

According to one of my correspondents, Cephalonia 
chronicler Victor J. Kean, these snakes are non-venomous, 
are said to have “skin like silk,” and are popularly believed by 
the villagers to possess thaumaturgic powers. One plausible 
candidate is the four-striped snake Elaphe quatuorlineata, a 
non-venomous constricting species of colubrid that occurs on 
Cephalonia, and whose head can bear a variety of dark mark-
ings, especially in its bolder-marked juvenile form. Moreover, 
herpetologist Klaus-Dieter Schulz has pointed out that this 
species is known to be associated with Christian traditions else-
where in southern Europe, including the annual snake proces-
sion at Cucullo, Italy, in honor of St. Dominic.

Approximately 3,400 modern-day species of snake are cur-
rently recognized by science, and several more are discov-

ered and formally described each year. In addition, the annals 
of cryptozoology contain reports of a wide range of myste-
rious serpents whose eyewitness descriptions do not match 
those of any currently recognized species. Of these uniden-
tified forms, some, such as the so-called giant anaconda or 
sucuriju gigante of South America and the Congolese giant 
python or pumina, may simply constitute extra-large speci-
mens of already-known species. Certain others, like main-
land Greece’s colovia, may be based upon specimens of previ-
ously described species encountered in geographical regions 
outside their officially confirmed geographical range. Rare 
color variants might explain some oddly pigmented mystery 
snakes, such as Britain’s lately vanished scarlet viper. But there 
are also various examples that bear little if any resemblance to 
currently-accepted species—examples such as tropical Africa’s 
crowing crested cobra and its smaller Caribbean counter-
part, Arizona’s airborne tl’iish naat’a’í and Namibia’s winged 
snake, Japan’s ridge-backed tzuchinoko, plus a highly venom-
ous water snake from Papua New Guinea. Even the infamous 
Gobi-inhabiting Mongolian death worm may in reality prove 
to be an undiscovered specialized species of desert-dwelling 
snake.

Many mystery serpents have been reported from remote, 
little-explored, inaccessible and/or inhospitable regions of 
the world—but not all. Down through the ages, a number of 
mysterious, unidentified forms have also been documented 
from various countries and islands lying on either side of 
the Mediterranean Sea, including the following selection of 
examples.

The Virgin Mary Snakes of Cephalonia 
Cephalonia is the largest of western Greece’s seven principal 
Ionian islands, lying in the Ionian Sea, which is in turn an elon-
gated embayment of the Mediterranean Sea. Every year on the 
16th of August—known here as the Feast of the Assumption 
of Our Lady (the Virgin Mary)—the small southeastern vil-
lage of Markopoulo hosts a Marian celebration, but its most 
famous, and mystifying, attendants are not of the human vari-
ety. Virtually every year for more than two centuries, during 
the fortnight leading up to this festival, considerable num-
bers of snakes mysteriously appear at the foot of the Old Bell 
Steeple by Markopoulo’s Church of Our Lady—and just as 

Karl Shuker 

 On the trail of 
Mediterranean Mystery Snakes

Four-striped snake



EDGESCIENCE #20 • DECEMBER 2014 / 17

mean that there were none in St. Paul’s day. Perhaps they died 
out due to the expanding human population here in later times. 
However, American cryptozoologist and scriptures scholar 
Chad Arment has pointed out that there is no physical evidence 
to confirm that vipers have ever existed on Malta. Nor does the 
viper family’s zoogeographical distribution in this region of 
Europe provide much support for such a notion.

Consequently, Arment considers it more plausible that 
Malta’s mystery “viper” was in reality the cat snake Telescopus 
fallax, a species of venomous rear-fanged colubrid that usually 
measures up to .76 of a meter long and is native to Malta. As 
its mouth is too small for its fangs to be used effectively when 
biting humans (which it will sometimes do if handled), the cat 
snake is not deemed to be dangerous. However, in cases where 
a person is allergic to the proteins contained in its venom, 

While paying a visit to Markopoulo on August 16 one 
year during the mid-1990s, Alistair Underwood from Preston, 
Lancashire, observed the Virgin Mary snakes congregating 
outside the Church of Our Lady, where they were freely han-
dled by the local villagers, who even draped them fearlessly 
around their necks. The villagers also allowed them to enter 
the church, and to make their way towards a large silver icon 
of the Virgin Mary.

According to Cephalonian researcher Spyros Tassis 
Bekatoros, the only years in which the Virgin Mary snakes have 
not made an appearance at Markopoulo’s Marian festival are 
those spanning the German occupation of Cephalonia in World 
War II (during which period the occupying forces may have 
banned the Marian festival after learning about its ophidian 
participants), and the year 1953, when much of the island was 
devastated by an earthquake. This latter information may hold 
clues concerning the link between these snakes and the festival.

Although snakes are generally deaf to airborne vibra-
tions (i.e. sounds), they respond very readily to ground-borne 
ones. Consequently, Alistair Underwood suggested that the 
increased human activity and its associated ground-borne vibra-
tions during the Marian festival and its preceding preparations 
might explain the coincident appearance of the Virgin Mary 
snakes during those periods. If so, then the exceptional terres-
trial reverberations that occurred during the 1953 earthquake 
would have greatly disturbed the snakes, disrupting their nor-
mal behavior and obscuring the lesser vibrational stimuli ema-
nating from human activity at the Marian festival that year.

St. Paul and the Mystery Viper of Malta 
It is recorded in the Acts of the Apostles (28: 3-6) within the 
Bible’s New Testament that a viper bit St. Paul when a ship 
transporting him and other prisoners to Rome was shipwrecked 
on the island of Melita (known now as Malta):

And when Paul had gathered a bundle of sticks, and 
laid them on the fire, there came a viper out of the heat, 
and fastened on his hand.

And when the barbarians saw the venomous beast 
hang on his hand, they said among themselves, No doubt 
this man is a murderer, whom, though he hath escaped the 
sea, yet vengeance suffereth not to live.

And he shook off the beast into the fire, and felt no 
harm.

Howbeit they looked when he should have swollen, 
or fallen down dead suddenly: but after they had looked a 
great while, and saw no harm come to him, they changed 
their minds, and said that he was a god.

What makes this incident memorable not only from a theo-
logical but also from a herpetological standpoint is that there 
is no known species of viper living today on Malta. So how can 
St. Paul’s ophidian attacker be explained?

In their biblical commentary The Acts of the Apostles 
(1959), Charles W. Carter and Ralph Earle suggested that just 
because there are no vipers on Malta today does not necessarily 

Maltese specimen of European cat snake. Credit: Jeffrey Skiberras

Was the snake that’s coiled around St. Paul’s hand venomous?
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If we assume that the colovia’s dimensions may well have 
been somewhat exaggerated or over-estimated by eyewitnesses, 
a plausible identity for it is the Montpellier snake Malpolon 
monspessulanus. Named after a city in southern France, this 
mildly venomous, rear-fanged colubrid is common through 
much of the Mediterranean basin. It is quite variable in color, 
from dark grey to olive green, and can grow up to 2.6 meters 
long, possibly longer in exceptional specimens. Its presence 
has not been confirmed in Sicily nor anywhere in mainland 
Greece, but these locations are certainly compatible with its 
survival. (Its eastern subspecies, M. m. insignitus, deemed a 
separate species by some workers, occurs on a number of Greek 
islands, as well as on Cyprus.) So perhaps reports of unidenti-
fied colovia-type mystery snakes from these areas indicate that 
the Montpellier snake’s distribution range within Europe’s 
Mediterranean lands is even greater than presently recognized.

The Horned Taguerga of Tunisia 
In the first volume of his scholarly publication Exploration 
Scientifique de la Tunisie (1884), Charles Tissot reported the 
alleged occurrence of a very sizeable Tunisian mystery snake 
known as the taguerga, which supposedly bears a pair of short 
but sharp horns on its head. Vehemently believed by the locals 
to be extremely venomous, this greatly feared reptile is said to 
be as thick as a man’s thigh, and to attain a total length of 2.1-
4.0 meters. It reputedly frequents the mountains of southern 
Tunisia’s Sahara region.

The locals consider taguergas to be specimens of the com-
mon horned viper Cerastes cerastes (a species that is indeed 
native to Tunisia) but which have attained an exceptionally 
venerable age and have continued growing throughout this 
abnormally extended period of time, thus explaining their great 
size (as horned vipers do not normally exceed 1 meter long). 
Conversely, cryptozoologist Bernard Heuvelmans speculated 
that it might be a puff adder Bitis arietans, which sometimes 

anaphylaxia and various complications can occur if not treated 
rapidly. Bearing in mind that its preferred habitat includes dry 
stony areas overgrown with low shrubs in which it can climb, 
this fairly small, lithe snake could easily be picked up with a 
bundle of sticks (unlike any of Europe’s larger, bulkier vipers).

Having said that, this particular line of speculation takes 
for granted that the snake which bit St. Paul was indeed ven-
omous—but was it? Perhaps St. Luke (author of the Acts of 
the Apostles) and/or the native Maltese islanders mistakenly 
assumed that it was, when in fact it was a harmless species. 
Certainly, in many parts of the world various non-venomous 
species of snake (and even lizards too) are erroneously deemed 
to be exceedingly venomous by their human neighbors. Equally 
ambiguous is St. Luke’s description of St. Paul’s serpentine 
aggressor as fastening onto and then hanging from his hand. 
Might this mean that the snake did not actually bite St. Paul’s 
hand, but merely coiled around it, and that St. Luke and the 
other observers only assumed that it had bitten him, when in 
fact it had not done so? Certainly there is no statement any-
where in the verses dealing with this incident in the Acts of 
the Apostles which claims that St Paul was miraculously cured 
of snakebite—only an assumption by St. Luke and the others 
that he had been bitten.

The Colovia—A Mediterranean Mega-Snake?
In var ious writ ings, veteran Belgian cryptozoologist 
Bernard Heuvelmans referred to the alleged presence in the 
Mediterranean provinces of France, Spain, northern Italy, and 
Greece of an unidentified snake claimed by observers to be 
2.75-4.0 meters in length (and occasionally ever longer).

Other mystery beast investigators have also reported this 
serpentine enigma, which is often said to be dark green in 
color, and in Italy is referred to as the colovia. One such snake 
was actually responsible for a traffic accident when it unexpect-
edly crossed a busy road near Chinchilla de Monte Aragón, 
in Spain’s Albicete Province, on July 22, 1969. And back in 
December 1933, a colovia was tracked down and killed in a 
marsh close to the Sicilian city of Syracuse, but its carcass was 
not preserved.

Eastern Montpellier snake. Credit: Barbod Safaei 
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vanished in 133 BC, towards the end of the Numantine War 
against the Iberian Celts, never to be reported again.

In more recent times, giant snakes have also been reported 
from neighboring Algeria. One of the most memorable inci-
dents occurred on the 6th or 7th of January 1967, when a ser-
pent allegedly measuring roughly 9 meters long and bearing 
a crest upon its head was spied on the construction site of the 
Djorf Torba dam east of Béchar by Hamza Rahmani, one of 
the site’s workers. He succeeded in wedging this huge snake 
against some rocks with his bulldozer, and later reports claim 
that its teeth were hooked and were just over 6 centimeters 
long.

Apparently, however, neither its body nor any portion from 
it (not even a tooth) was preserved—thereby showing how even 
a mystery creature as sizeable as a giant snake can readily elude 
formal scientific examination!
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bears horn-like scales upon its head. However, this species only 
rarely exceeds 1.5 meters long and is not known to occur in 
Tunisia, though it is recorded from Morocco.

A Gut Feeling Concerning the  
Giant Serpent of Carthage
Speaking of Tunisian mystery snakes . . . an enormous serpent 
reportedly confronted the Roman army, led by Marcus Atilius 
Regulus, as it advanced upon Carthage (located near present-
day Tunis) during the First Punic War (264–241 BC) between 
these two great city-states. Claimed by some to have been 
a gigantic rock python Python sebae, this monstrous snake 
attacked and killed several Roman soldiers by seizing each in 
turn with its jaws and then crushing him in its coils before 
drowning him in the River Bagradas. In response, the survivors 
utilized their siege ballistae to pelt their formidable reptilian 
aggressor with huge rocks, one of which shattered its skull, kill-
ing the snake outright. The soldiers duly skinned it, and when 
they eventually returned in triumph to Rome, they placed this 
stupendous skin (together with the snake’s jaws) in one of the 
temples on Capitol Hill. Moreover, records preserved from that 
ancient time state that it measured a gargantuan 37 meters.

Consequently, even if this skin had been artif icially 
stretched (it is well known that snake skins can indeed be 
stretched quite considerably), it must still have been a truly 
exceptional specimen—always assuming, of course, that it 
really was a snakeskin! I have very recently uncovered a fasci-
nating article from 1901, published by the French periodical 
La Naturaliste, in which the author, a Dr. Bougon, suggested 
that the specimen in question was not the snake’s skin at all, 
but was instead its preserved intestine—noting that a 10-meter 
python would have a 37-meter intestine. Sadly, however, this 
undeniably thought-provoking suggestion can never be scien-
tifically investigated because both the alleged skin and the jaws 

Puff adder ready to strike.
Rock python, 18th-
century engraving
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changing subjects. On other crowdfunding platforms, you 
are essentially responsible for generating all the traffic to your 
project. 

NPS is dedicated to supporting rigorous science that meets 
the highest standards of quality. We support sound, proven 
scientific research methods and encourage that these methods 
be applied to psi and other paranormal phenomena. In the 
process, the public can learn about what the scientific process 
is supposed to be: rational and objective inquiry without poli-
tics or ideology dictating the answers. Pseudoscientific cranks, 
with a large presence on the broader internet, are not permit-
ted access. 

NPS is seeking to establish relationships with professional 
researchers around the world that share our interest in these 
controversial topics and connecting them with a supportive 
and independently established community. Topics that NPS 
will assist in investigating are Psi, Near Death Experiences/
Reincarnation, Natural and Alternative Medicine, Consumer 
Product Safety (including GMO testing), and UFO and Alien 
Phenomena. NPS is open to additional subjects, provided they 
can be investigated in a sound scientific manner.  

NPS has received projects and commitments from estab-
lished psi and UFO researchers, and is particularly seeking 
projects in alternative medicine and consumer product safety.  

NPS is currently accepting projects for funding. NPS 
plans to unveil itself to the greater public and respond to media 
inquiries as projects are posted. More information about NPS 
and how to become and NPS Supporter is available at the site, 
www.newparadigmscience.org.

If your readers have research projects that they would like 
to post on NPS, I invite them to call me. I would enjoy the 
opportunity to discuss their projects with them and the poten-
tial for NPS as a funding platform. I can be reached at 540-
904–1291 or via email dan@newparadigmscience.org.

Dan Steinberg  
Blacksburg, Virginia

On Funding Maverick Science

Following up on the subject 
of your last issue, I’d like to 
let your readers know about 
New Pa rad igm Sc ience 
(NewParadigmScience.org, 
or NPS), a new crowdfund-
ing platform for scientif ic 
research outside the scien-
tific mainstream. 

A s you r reader s  a re 
aware, it can be very difficult 
for scientists to find funding 
for unconventional research 
projects. 

Government agencies 
avoid polit ica l r isk when 

choosing research projects to support, and industry is focused 
on profit, of course. The unfortunate result is that legitimate 
and important research topics like psi (telepathy, precognition, 
psychokinesis etc), UFOs, near death experiences, reincarna-
tion, and some alternative medicine topics are left starving for 
support. Scientific progress is harmed and delayed. 

But the public at large is keenly interested in these subjects. 
And unlike the mainstream scientific community, the public 
has an open mind, if not outright belief in the reality of these 
subjects. The public is aware that there is little funding for sci-
entific research on these “taboo” subjects. Many people com-
plain bitterly about this sad state of affairs because they know 
that it means answers are not forthcoming. 

Crowdfunding is a perfect solution to this problem. The 
NPS crowdfunding platform allows scientists to appeal directly 
to the public for support, and for the public to learn about 
research results. 

Crowdfunding has been used successfully for funding 
scientific research, especially for projects that attract intense 
public interest. There are several other science crowdfunding 
websites. However, controversial topics are not well received on 
existing science crowdfunding sites. Because the projects there 
are conventional, they attract conservative supporters who tend 
to be hostile to research on taboo subjects. Researchers with 
unconventional projects have little to gain from these crowd-
funding websites. 

NPS offers critical marketing and networking advan-
tages for researchers working outside the mainstream. 
Crucially, NPS attracts an audience that is inherently recep-
tive to new ideas. Consequently, when you post a project 
on NPS, you will benefit from traffic attracted to the other 
project areas. This traffic will comprise people very likely to 
f ind your research of interest. Marketing is all about f ind-
ing your target audience, and NPS will help you do that.  
NPS will inherently provide access to people likely to be inter-
ested in your work. The result will be that researchers in all 
areas will benefit from an enlarged audience. This will not hap-
pen on other crowdfunding platforms, because the other proj-
ects there do not attract those who are interested in paradigm 

 ❛LETTERS❜ 

Email us your comments: edgescience@gmail.com

The 34th Annual Conference of the 
Society for Scientific Exploration
Hilton Hotel, Washington, D.C. 

May 28–30, 2015

For more information see scientificexploration.org.


