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A master of the art form of Kir-
tan, devotional cal-and-response
chanting, Dave Stringer claims
he's seen the inside of more yoga
studios than anyone around.
Mention Stringer to people in
the yoga community you hear a
surge of unsolicited comments.
“I had Dave at my studio, and he
rocked the house,” one Midwest
studio owner said. A retreat cen-
ter manager leaned forward to tell
me that of all the music teachers
she had ever seen, he was the
best. “He took a group of begin-
ners, many of whom had never
held an instrument before, and
has us all in rhythm by the end of
the first kirtan round.”

The qualities that make Stringer
a great musician and performer
have ied 10 an impressive touring
schedule of not only the coasts,
but every stop in between. On
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stage and in person, Stringer is
possessed of a wry insight and
a quick laugh. A few days before
leaving on a whirlwind tour of Eu-
rope and on the brink of the re-
lease of his new CD, Divas & De-
vas, we sat down to talk about
everything from his spiritual name
to yoga and kirtan as perfor-
mance art to his press kit's dec-
laration of his status of one of the
leaders of the New American kir-
tan movement,

FMT. I'm going to start with your name. Dave
Stringer. You're one of the fow kirear sinpers
with an English name.

DS: Part of it refers to how [ got involved in
this. I wasn’t signing up for yoga or interested
in being anyone’s devotee, | went 1o India be-
cause I was hired to go there to make some
films. And at some point in my involvement
with the Siddha yoga ashram, 1 {elt moved to
get a spidtual name, So T went up to ask Guru-
mayi for one, and was told that I already had
one. 1 went, “Whar do you mean?™ And she

said, *Dave, in Sanskrit, means God, or shin-
ing, hright or light.”

As I thought about it, it felt to be a way of
saving, “Keep your name, that’s your namne,”
I think if I had buen given a spiritual name, T
probably would have used 1t, but it just didn’t
happen.

FMT: How long have you been rouring?

DS: I started rouring in 2000. I've played 100
or s0 events a year, which often means I'm
playing five or six nights a week 1n one city
or another. At some times, it's a tremendous
adventure, ar other poings, a tremendous has-
sle. And at all times, that road has just kept
leading me back to mysclf, my awareness, my
habits, my traps and my darsa. When 1 first
started to do it, many yoga studios were just
opening, The past 10 years have been a we-
nicndous explosion.

FMT: You produced your first CDs voursclf
and worked wirh Spiric Voyage on vour up-
coming CD. How has this been different?
DS: For one thing, when yvou do it yourself,
you have a greater illusion of conrrol.

FMT: The illusion of control, not necessarily
the reality,

DS: Right. Any dme you do anything thar in-
volves collaboration, theres a surrender of
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control and an illuminadon that comes from
other people. 1 can’t contrel what happens
in a &irtan. 1 can set events into metoen, But
even if I told other people in the band what
to play, it wouldn’t necessarily come our that
way, because there’s 2 crowd that's interacting
with us, thar’s what makes it excidng.

The story of “How |
got into yoga” is vast
and complex and
endlessly fascinating.

1 somtetimes have a feeling that years of hard
work is progressing me to a place of what |
hope is greater case, There was a ime when 1
found my mantra was not being helpful: “It’s
very difficule to be moving a band around the
country in a van,” trying to deal with uncet-
tainty with complete evenness of mind and
pood humor Those things have turned out
to be the bencfit of doing this; that stare of
peace and ease. But there was a ume thar [
struggled.

FMT: "[hat becomes your mantra; “This is so
difficuls.”

DS: That just made it harder T realized T just
had to keep saying, ihis is fun; this is easy. |
keep using thar word, ease, as vy mantra,
and indeed things have gottem casier. T have
an awareness of a communiry rthat’s emerged
that I feel like I belong in everywhere, Ar the
same tmie, I'm also recognizing that there’s
only so much time in my life so it's been dif-
ficult to pull iny energics back a bic

FMT: There's only so much water for so many
seeds.

DS: Righr. Self-effort and grace are required,
but we need to get those into balance. If
it’s all abowt self-effort, theres no room for
grace. There needs 1o be toom for surprises.
I’m discovering that feaving a certain amount
of space everywhere m your life allows you
to be flexible. Clearly you nced space in your
yopa practice, thar's one of the first questions
in an asana, where’s the space, where can you
move? Instead of buwing up against an ob-
stacle, can you find the spot? Can you find
where you're open and move from there?
Can you use your breath? Those are all con-
teraplations of space. If vour credit cards are

nuxed, that’s a drag. You need some space,
You need space in your relarionships; space to
contemplate an article yow're writing.

FMT: You can’ leave cverything in.

DS: No. It’s really abour not every possibility,
but this possibility. And if you think about it,
life is this way too. You know, all of us have
all these plans and things we're still making,
all of these possible lives that we think thut
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we'll live, bur one choice at time, we're living
this life, these possibilinies. The older 1 get, the
more I'm aware that [ was making decisions
before without realizing how fundamentally
important they werce. 1 think we all look back
arxl o, “Oh, wow, T gave no thought what
soever 10 making that particular move in my
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life,” and yet, cverything is traceable back
to that,
FMT: Like going to India?
DS: Like going to India. But sometimes we
do things out of duress, too. I went to In-
dia because [ was broke; because 1 needed
a job. You know, it’s a really funny way to
get into yoga. And that's just my story. One
thing that’s been a pleasure in traveling and
meeting so many people is hearing their sro-
ries. The story of “How [ got into yoga™
is vast and complex and endlessly fascinat-
ing.
FMT: It is endlessly fascinating. Had you
done yoga before India?
DS: I went to India in 1990, T showed up at
the Center for Yoga in Larchmont in about
'88, because my back was bad at that time,
and some friends said, “Oh, you should try
voga, that will make you feel better,” and it
did, actually. Bur I grew up in a period of
tme there was a lot of guru awareness and
part of the thing was BEWARE, do not join
the cult, which is why I resisted going to In-
dia in the hrst place.
FMT: But you needed a job.
D$: But I necded a job.
FMT: Thinking about asama, you've
played often in tcacher trainings and
workshops, while people are practic-
Ing dseri?
D§: Right,
FMT: What do you think happens in
that space with music?
DS: T was playing a retreat, well, ac-
tually, I was playing a workshop with
John Friend, T think in A@tanta, and he
turned around at onc point and said,
“This is performance art.” And I said,
“Yeah, it is.” And because it’s always been
my attitnde when we're accom-
panying a yoga class,
that the yoga teacher
is the conductor and -
we're the orchestra. -
It’s an interesting me-
diation because we
nort only have to
be listening to
onc another, but
we have to be
quire focused on
whoever is lead-
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ing the class, and 1 mean laser-beam focused.
They’re focuscd on leading the class, so 1
don't want them o have ro make a special
effort to direct the band. 1 like that it’s a stare
of hyperawareness that you get in because
vou're not only watching the instrucror,
you'te also fecling the vibrarion of all the
people in the room. When we do something,
it changes that vibradon.

| remember discovering how powerful dhat
is. I was playing for a class; they were doing
108 sun salutations, and we
were playing, and at around
round 57, the tabla player
and I lookcd at each oth-
er and said, “We’re not
petting anywhere.” So
we dropped it, and
there was this huge

B

gasp. The
whole

room went, *Don’t stop.”

I understood in this mament how they were
depending on us. We had reached this wall,
and they had reached a wall, too, They were
counnng on us to move through i they were
hanging onto us for dear life,

One of the things I like about yoga and k-
tarn is that it breaks down the wall berween
performer and audience and what’s subjec-
tive and whar’s objective. You have to partc-
ipate in what's going on. 50 much modem
entertainment involves just checking it out
and maintaining some ironic distance.

FMT: Right.

DS: Yoga and kirtan do not allow ironic

distance. That makes some people very un-

comfortable. We're all involved in this thing
together. That requires a different kind of re-
sponsihility as a performer and a different
kind of awareness.

Playing for a yoga class it’s not rcally a
dance performance, but in irself it’s a work of
theater in which everyone is responding to
one another, One importaut thing I've found
in playing music for voga classes is that if T
breathe with the class, Pm right with it, That
seems 1o be the key. If | can find my breath in
a place of synchronicity with the class, every-
thing goes effortlessly,

FMT: [t% back to that easc, back to that mean-
tra of case.
bS: Right. I realize Pve had to show my-
sclf how focused, disciplined and how
hard { ¢an work, and leam how not ro
do that. Now I'm coming back to this
state of awareness, that the universe
organizes iself on these principles.

FMT: If you think abour Patanjali...

DS: Right.

FMT: How he ralks about asana.

Stira sutha asana.

DS: Right.

FMT: Steady and comfortable, With

case,

DS: It's true. Bur somenmes, I
think, you have to go
through that dis-
comfort to
understand
the impor-
tance, you
know?

FMT.  Yes.
It's like that
contrast.




DS: It’s paradoxical, to suddenly have this
awareness: Oh, I don’t have 10 work so
hard. You know maybe I could just do
less, Ir’s the same thing wirh production of
music. I think we tend 10 do a lot in many
areas o mask our tnsecurides, you know.
Pcople make complicated food, compli-
cated arrangements for songs, because
they're feeling like that basic thing they do
isn't enough. I'm leaming how to do less
it recording and have fewer musicians in
a show. Ir still secms ro be a mighty army,
just naturally, and maybe I'm accepting
that roo. 1 mke a cermin delight in being the
ringleadcr in the cireus, I guess.

FMIT: Do you listen to music when you prac-
tice?

DS: No. Because ar most times there’s music
going on in my head, [ don’t {eel so much
impulse to put it on from the outside world,
Often, [ don’t want to he distracted from
my own awareness, I sometimes find if 'm
listening to music when I practice, it can di-
rect me outward when [ want to be directed
inward.
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some people say [ sing like a trumpet play-
Er.

There were different things [ was doing
casually, but without any eye whatsoever to
trying to make a living. I made a number
of tecordings when I was in my carly 20s,
which if you listen to them, are not so dif-
ferent from what 1'm doing now. I didn’t
know anything abour sastra, but [ sang in
a lot of invented languages. [ had the op-
portunity to presenr rhose to people at some
major labels, who said, “We don’t under-
stand this,™ Tt was difficult for me, because
at the time, it was very heartfele, and I felr
rejected, I was working in the Alm industry
as an cditor, anyway, and [ just kept doing
things privately. Bur for a while, there was a
massive loss of confidence. It was years lat-
er when 1 picked it up again and I realized
that I hadn’t changed that much.

1 realized that what had changed were the
times and with my discovery of meantra and
the advent of the yoga world, there was po-
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And Pm not making music for people to
practice to. If anything, my kirtan records
have been more recorded ro sing along to in
the car and I'm always stunned to find that
people use it in practice; it’s rather raucous.
You can use any kind of music for practice.

DS: Yis, exactly. And there are times when 1
show up and I'm all jangly. And music can
have the effeer of kind of pushing me inro a
place where T need to be.

At home, though, if T want to hear music,
I sit down and play it.

- If they had electric guitars in 15th century
. India, they would have used them. They

| didn’t have those sets of instruments.

. But we have those sets of instruments

. here, so we use them.

[ find it funny we have this music for yoga;
anything that you want ro choosc to ac-
company your practice is music for yoga.

I'm not criticizing the usc of music in asa-
na practice because at other times I quite
enjoy it, and sometimes Pm grateful for it,
because it actually makes things casier.
FMT: Especially when you’re on §7 of 108
sun salutarions.

tentially an audience {or what [ was do-
Ing.

Sometimes art is like that: what
you’re doing and what the col-
lective consciousness is inter-
estec in comes ta a place of
synchronicity.
FMT: Ir's intcresting because
there’s this Fastern music
form, yet
you take

FMT: Did you perform or play music befote
kirtan?

DS: I have played the guitar and the pia-
no since [ was a kid. I also played lap steel,
mandolin and dulcimer, mostly stringed in-
struments. 1 played the rrumpet for a while.
I wish T hadn’t given it up when I did, but

(Continued on p.48)
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contemporary Western setting. And most of
us in the U.S. have grown up with and be-
come indoctrinated o a certain way of hear-
ing Music.

D$: Righr. The important thing for &ir-
tan, for example, is to get poeople to par-
ticipate. | know I'm not going to reeducate
people’s ears to an Eastern way of hearing
things right away. It took ine considerable
time to reorient my own ear If you can't
get people to participate in the first place,
there’s no space to ger the rest of your mes-
SARE ACTOSS.

In America, germing people to practice kir-
tan involvey certain adaprations. More peo-
ple are going to come if they think it go-
ing to be fun, if they perceive the level of
musicianship to be high, if I make an effort
to speak to them in some lanpuage they are
going to understand. I'm explaining what
we're doing and why we're doing it to make
people fecl comfortable.

1f they had electric guitars in 15th cenru-
ry Indiu, they would have used them, They
didn’t have those sets of instrumcuts. But

}'.}Q
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we have those sets of insrrumenrs here, so
we use them.

FMT: What do you say to how it says on
your promotional material that you're a
leader of the new Aancrican kirtan move-
ment?

There is a new American kirtan movement
and its inuch more dynamic than what's
going on in India. I wouldn’t call it more
abundant than what’s going on in India.
I'm not sure that kirtan itself, the impulse
hehind Eirtan, is interested in becoming a

All of us have all these plans and things we're
still making, all of these possible lives that we
think that we'll live, but one choice at time,
we're living this life, these possibilities.

DS: Samebody clse said that.

I know there's this thing going on and
there’s a number of people taking chane-
es and reformulating kirtan. That process
would be going on wherher T was invelved
in it or not. To the extent that I have influ-
eace over it is really to the extent thar I've
just gone and played a lot of shows, and
gone back to Green Bay, Wisconsin; and
Chattanooga, Tennessce apain and again.
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musenm piece. | rhink that as long as it con-
tinues be stated again and again in whatev-
er the local music vernacular s, it continues

1y have relevancu.
LAYOGA

Divas and Devas is refeased in Octobern
Dave is touring throughout Southern Cali-
fornia this fall. wurw davestringer.com
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