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DR. ERIKA DYCK PARSES 
THE “PSYCHEDELIC 
RENAISSANCE”
by Megan Krempa, BA(Hons)’22

A NOVEL CONCEPT 
Books by Heart brings the  
humanities to healthcare innovation 
As the Books by Heart app launched its beta test on campus, 

cardiologist Dr. Gabrielle Horne sat down with philosopher and 

Director of FYP Dr. Daniel Brandes to discuss the transformative 

potential of book culture on hospital wards

by Elizabeth Foster, BJ(Hons)’22

psychedelic use remains stigmatized, with 
public health campaigns in the late twentieth 
century (the most prominent of which was 
Richard Nixon’s) that suggested acid is the 
most dangerous drug, leaving many opposed 
to its medicinal use.

Timothy Leary, a problematic figure in 
psychedelic history, became a well-known 
spokesperson for psychedelics—Richard 
Nixon is alleged to have called him the most 
dangerous man in America for promoting 
psychedelic use. As psychedelics were margin-
alized in much of western society, the reliable 
documentation of their use and effects 
reduced.  

Dyck says that with the advent of amateur 
chemists creating and synthesizing acid onto 
paper sheets (blotter paper), the history of 
psychedelics became even more difficult to 
document and ultimately trace. 

Complicating matters further, the use 
of double-blind trials to study the effects of 
psychedelics goes against Indigenous ways 
of using psychedelics—often in a sweat lodge 
or as part of other ceremonial purposes. This 
raises questions about the ethics and purpose 
of psychedelic research. 

But Dyck says that promising research is 
out there. She points to research conducted by 
Alcoholics Anonymous (AA) that compared 
the use of AA versus the use of AA coupled 
with psychedelic usage. The study found that 
AA had a 40 per cent success rate in stopping 
alcoholism, whereas it jumped to 60–90 per 
cent when coupled with psychedelic use.

Health Canada is cautiously exploring psy-
chedelic use to manage end-of-life anxiety in 
some circumstances. Clinics are beginning to 
open up across Canada offering psychedelics 
for therapeutic use, and some states and prov-
inces across North America are beginning the 
process to decriminalize psychedelics.

On the other hand, Dyck warns against 
viewing psychedelics as a cure-all, especially 
in (what is often) a laboratory setting. Instead, 
she argues that we should be asking questions 
like whether the psychedelic resurgence is 
an opportunity to reconcile Indigenous and 
Western knowledge systems, especially when 
it comes to plants, healing and spirituality. 
She asks if stories matter for engendering a 
certain trust and authority in science. Taking 
the idea further, she asks if we need “a psyche-
delic humanities.”

Founded in 2017 through a donation from 
Oriel MacLennan, the MacLennan Lecture 
takes place as part of a visiting scholar 
program hosted by the History of Science and 
Technology program.

CAN BOOKS SAVE LIVES? 
 An ambitious experiential learning project 
aims to address this question head-on. Books 
by Heart (BBH) is a collaboration between 
the University of King’s College, Nova Scotia 
Health and the Atlantic Publishers Marketing 
Association. The goal is to provide free local 
literature to acute care wards in hospitals by 
way of a smartphone app stocked with ebooks 
and audiobooks. By making the app freely 
available to the patients, healthcare staff, 
doctors and nurses on these wards, they hope 
to foster a “book culture” and create oppor-
tunities for connection and dialogue among 
those spending time there. 
 Where does King’s come in? The first 
step of this innovative project is a beta 
testing phase for the Books by Heart app. It 
launched on campus in the fall of 2022, giv-
ing students, faculty, staff and alumni access 
to the app and its reading material.
 On a late-November evening in the 
KTS Lecture Hall, Joanna Sheridan, 
BA(Hons)’07, introduced the study. As 
the university’s Coordinator of Experiential 
Learning, Sheridan leads the project on 

campus along with the student team of seven 
overseeing the test phase. Sheridan said 
Books by Heart is suited to the kind of edu-
cation King’s offers. “A liberal arts education 
is a broad enabling force behind an individ-
ual, and so King’s work-integrated learning 
initiatives are deliberately border-crossing.
 “Books by Heart is emblematic of that 
spirit,” she continued. “Health innovation 
and healthcare research employ many peo-
ple beyond medical personnel. By partnering 
on a large project like this, we carve out a 
space for our students to build work experi-
ence, professional networks and context in a 
non-traditional field for arts graduates.”
 Co-presidents of the Books by Heart stu-
dent team, fifth-year student Bronwyn Turn-
quist and third-year Laura Gilron introduced 
the key speakers for the evening: cardiologist 
Gabrielle Horne, MFA’19, and Director of 
the Foundation Year Program Dr. Daniel 
Brandes, ’90. Horne has been instrumental 
in the development of the project and spoke 
from her perspective as a health care provid-
er, while Brandes addressed the philosophi-
cal power of reading. Each wrestled with the 

bigger questions surrounding the project. 
Namely: how much can a shared experience 
of a book really help?
 Central to the project’s philosophy is the 
idea that books help us grapple with difficult 
situations. One school of thought argues 
that books help people come to terms with 
their mortality, exploring the “big” questions 
about life and its inevitable end. The other 
frames reading as a way to escape real-world 
troubles, however briefly. 
 Brandes pointed to Leo Tolstoy’s novella 
The Death of Ivan Ilyich in which the titular 
character, upper-class Ivan Ilyich, grapples 
with a terminal illness. Ultimately, the novella 
explores the importance of human touch and 
connection at a crucial point in one’s life. 
 “I find that book very effective for raising 
the kinds of issues we’re interested in,” 
Brandes said. “It’s about distinguishing 
between intimate care—which a human be-
ing has a right to—and the more detached, 
technical care that a person often expects 
from hospitals.”
 Brandes and Horne both believe the app 
will allow more opportunities for doctors 
to connect with their patients on a personal 
level, deepening the level of care at a time 
and place when it’s needed most. 
 For those who read for escapism, the 
app’s selection of books is deliberately broad, 
comprising mystery, romance, Indigenous 
literature, history and memoir, to name a 
few genres.
 Asked why the titles represent all local 
authors, Horne explained, “We thought 
about who our patients are. [They’re] mostly 
people who have grown up in the Maritime 
provinces, which is largely a rural area. We 
wanted to be able to bring books to our 
patients that they could relate to. We also 
wanted to support our local book industry.” 
 Books by Heart is available to students, 
staff, faculty and alumni for the remainder of 
the academic year. Visit booksbyheartkings.ca 
to learn more and set up your account.

Dyck is at the forefront of the discussion 
about the ethics and policies of psychedelics, 
from their earliest histories to today. Her 
work focuses on bringing the underground 
history of psychedelics into the mainstream, 
analyzing Indigenous and countercultural 
ways of using psychedelics and the policies 
and ethics that have limited, prohibited or 
otherwise stymied their use.

Dyck pushes back against the notion that 
psychedelics are undergoing a “renaissance,” 
instead questioning what exactly is being 
reborn. For Dyck, the use of psychedelics has 
been constant, if illegal, for nearly a century, 
and Indigenous practices involving psyche-
delics go back millennia. In Mexico alone, 
there are over 200 plants that are psyche-
delic, and in the Dark-to-Middle Ages there 
are tales of St. Anthony’s fire (or ergotism) 
producing psychedelic-like symptoms. It 
was only in 1938, however, that ergot was 
synthesized into LSD, with several other va-
rieties of psychedelics being synthesized and 
distributed in the decades prior and after.

The use of psychedelics today, says Dyck, 
is now being considered for the treatment 
of many different psychological disor-
ders, including major depression, PTSD 
and anxiety, with clinical trials now being 
created in order to test its efficacy. However, 

PSYCHEDELICS WERE the talk of King’s 
on November 17, but not for the reasons you 
might imagine. Dr. Erika Dyck, Canadian 
Research Chair in the History of Medicine at 
the University of Saskatchewan, presented 
the 2022 MacLennan Lecture on the resur-
gence of psychedelics in pharmaceutical use. 
Founded in 2017 through a donation from 
Oriel MacLennan, the MacLennan Lecture 
sponsors a visiting scholar at King’s through 
the History of Science and Technology 
program. 

Download the 
Glassboxx app and the 
collection for Books 

by Heart at King’s for FREE by 
visiting glassboxx.com/token 
and entering the voucher code 
BBHk92N5alu 

If you need any help getting 
started, email bbh.ukc@gmail.
com and a King’s intern will be 
happy to assist you! 




