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Praise for Music and Mantras


“I believe the book you are holding will change the world. In the years to come the inclusion of mantra practice and mindful singing into everything from yoga teacher training curricula to therapeutic treatment plans will be able to rest upon the foundation Girish has laid with this book.”


—Rolf Gates, teacher and bestselling author of Meditations from the Mat and Meditations on Intention and Being


“Girish has provided a pathway to an integration of personal awareness, expanded understanding, developed skill, and the experience of oneness with our Source. He invites the singer into a discipline which offers opportunities for growth, healing, and peace of mind. That wonderful mystery that while we each do our own work we are one can be seen in Girish’s sharing and experienced as we join our voice with his.”


—Daniel Comstock, director of the Center for Attitudinal Healing & the Arts


“Girish has written a beautiful book with specific tools and information on this deep and life-changing practice. This book is a support to anyone finding their voice in the world.”


—Mariam Gates, MEd, author of Good Night Yoga and Morning Yoga


“Long before popular music was industrialized, folk music in America was focused not on the individual, but on community—people gathering together in living rooms, front porches, and town squares to play music of their ancestors and, more importantly, to sing in one voice. Girish shows how this tradition is an ancient one and why ritual is so important for nurturing wellness, not just of the individual but also among neighbors and friends. His own personal journey as a former jazz musician itself connects the dots between the West and East. Singing is as human as breathing, and this book tells us why.”


—Mark Guarino, contributing music writer, The Guardian


“Girish is one of the rare, few integrators of the power of traditional chanting with exquisite contemporary musical artistry. For years I’ve found his chanting to be profoundly moving. And now with his book, Music and Mantras, you too can be enchanted and transformed through Girish’s enlightened words and voice. This book will illuminate your mind and enhance your life with the power of mantra and chanting.”


—Dan Leven, director of Leven Institute for Expressive Movement and faculty member at Kripalu Center.


“Girish writes and sings from a nonlinear place. He journeys deep into a cave and finds the Source, the Sound, which comes up through his Heart. His book will help and inspire so many . . . as when you are blessed to hear his voice.”


—Gurmukh, bestselling author and pioneering teacher of Kundalini Yoga


“Music & Mantras is a beautiful contribution to all of us who seek greater harmony in our lives. It artfully combines ancient chanting with modern applications to heal our bodies and free our souls.”


—Gay Hendricks, PhD, author of The Big Leap and Conscious Loving


“Music and Mantras is a must read for all those looking to deepen their awareness of Bhakti Yoga. Girish dives into the many facets of voice, sacred pronunciation, and meanings to create a very rewarding and thorough experience for readers.”


—Sridhar Silberfein, producer/creator of Bhaktifest, producer of River of Love
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Foreword


There is a moment on the path to becoming who we are when we discover something we did not know was missing. It is often after a difficult stretch. The path has been steep and we feel that we have lost our way. But we have persisted. Suddenly there is a sense of space and light through the trees. We feel drawn to it, our steps slow, then still. We take a breath, and step out into a clearing that holds the view of the valley below, the mountains beyond, the sky above. Breathing in the beauty of the world that holds us, we experience a knowing, that is, a remembering. We stand in the presence of life’s mystery and feel our place in it. We have arrived at the view from the heart. All that remains to be done is to add our sound to the larger sound.


I believe that we are here to learn: how to move, how to be still, how to love, how to be loved, when to speak up, and when to be silent. Adding our sound to the larger sound with skill and heart is something that we must learn throughout the arc of our lives. My friend Girish has given us a practice to help make this possible. Drawing from his own experience and the guidance of his teachers, Girish has put together a teaching of his own. A book that lays out how anyone who is attempting to live on purpose can bring mantra practice and mindful singing into their everyday lives.


It is no small thing to communicate both the concept of a practice and the method at the same time, and Girish has done just that. Because of this, I believe the book you are holding will change the world. I have watched one generation adopt yoga poses and in turn teach it to the next. This same possibility has been set into motion with Music and Mantras. In the years to come the inclusion of mantra practice and mindful singing into everything from yoga teacher training curricula to therapeutic treatment plans will be able to rest upon the foundation Girish has laid with this book. In the meantime there are the simple joys of finding our voice and giving our word.


In closing, I would like to say that I have known Girish personally for almost a decade and enjoyed his work for much longer than that. Throughout this time he has been a role model of steadfastness and devotion to his teachers, their teachings, and his practice. The disciplines he is sharing in this book he wholeheartedly embodies every day. Demonstrating with his life how the practice forms a circle, the heart stirs the voice, and the voice stirs the heart.


—Rolf Gates, teacher and author of Meditations from the Mat and Meditations on Intention and Being





Mantra Chanting is . . .


A practice that allows anyone, including non-musicians,


to experience the many life-enhancing benefits of singing.


A way for us to connect with community,


to feel a part of a vital, larger whole.


A judgement-free space,


where we can come home to ourselves.


A powerful tool for self-exploration,


self-improvement, and conscious evolution.


An elevated space where we can activate


powerful energetic archetypes that serve us in our lives.


A way for us to get out of our heads,


to be liberated from the prison of thought.


An opportunity to connect with the power


of a living tradition that stretches back for thousands of years.


A means to directly experience ourselves


as vibrational, energetic beings.
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Demystifying Mantra: Basic Principles


The first time I ever remember hearing a mantra was back in 1990 when I picked up a recording of a Kundalini Yoga chant from a local bookshop in Knoxville, Tennessee. Something about the artwork on the cover of the CD and the description of the “powerful healing vibration” of the mantra spoke to me. I recall having two distinct experiences listening to that recording for the first time. One was the very visceral sense of enchantment with the vibrational quality of these sounds, the subtle thrill of opening my mind to the possibility that I was actually hearing some sort of mystical sound formula with transformational powers. Alongside my enthusiasm for this new and blissful experience, however, were the distinct protests coming from my left brain: What the heck are these people even saying? I couldn’t make heads or tails of the words I was hearing, much less understand what they meant.


But, here’s the amazing thing about this story. Just now, as I recall the experience of hearing this mantra for the first time, I can still hear the sounds and melody of this chant all these years later! Mind you, this is not a recording that became a long-term part of my music collection. I probably listened to it only a handful of times over the course of one year before moving on to other things. Somehow, in spite of the fact that I still have no actual understanding of the meaning of the mantra or even the exact words of the chant, the energetic experience of these sacred sounds is still very much alive in me. This is the inherent, magical property of mantra—the transformational energy that pulses through the vibrations of the chant. And from that first time my ears heard that CD, those healing vibrations imprinted themselves right into me, even though my conscious mind hadn’t really caught up to what was happening.


As we set out on our journey to explore the yoga of mantra and chanting, we can embrace the wisdom and the grace of a beginner’s mind, knowing that the mantras we chant—whether we understand exactly what they’re supposed to mean or whether we’re saying them exactly right—are always immensely powerful and effective. While it’s true that we can refine and improve our pronunciation of these ancient sound formulas over time just as we can also deepen our understanding of the meaning and mythology these mantras contain, none of these things are prerequisites for us to have a powerful and transformative experience with chanting. This is one of the most beautiful gifts of mantra practice, really. No special skill or understanding is required. The one and only essential quality needed to enliven and empower our mantra practice is simply this: a heartfelt calling out from within.


My friend and yoga-teacher extraordinaire Janet Stone expresses this wisdom brilliantly: “Thinking that we have to have exactly the correct pronunciation of these mantras to be heard by God or the Divine is like thinking that a baby must cry in just the right way to be heard by its mother. So, first, I would say, go easy on yourself. The calling out alone is enough.”



What Is Mantra?



When you hear the word mantra, what comes to mind? For some of us, that word might conjure up a mental image of monks clad in red and gold, swaying blissfully with eyes closed as they intone some enchanting mystical incantation. For others, the word evokes something much closer to home, firmly grounded in our own experience in practicing or at least listening to some of the world’s great mantras: Gayatri, Lokah Samasthah, Mahamrityunjaya, or countless other Sanskrit mantras that are chanted every day by millions of people around the world.


But, if we wanted to come up with our own simple, essential definition of what a mantra really is, we could start by looking at the literal meaning of the two Sanskrit root words, manas and tra, that combine to form the word mantra. Looking purely at those Sanskrit roots, the word mantra literally means “mind tool” or “mind liberator.”


Put very simply, a mantra is a sound vibration through which we mindfully focus our thoughts, our feelings, and our highest intentions. We can experience the sound vibration of mantra by singing it out loud—known as chanting—either alone or in a group; or we can experience it subtly within ourselves as we meditate on the healing energies of our chosen mantra resonating deeply within us.


Now, I’d like to point out that there’s nothing in the literal meaning of the word mantra that suggests you have to be fluent in Sanskrit or Latin or a certain sacred language, or vow to a life of celibacy and hide out in a cave in the Himalayas. It also doesn’t imply that mantra is something “exclusive,” a practice meant only for a special clique of yogis and saints who know a sort of “secret” language. On the contrary, I wholeheartedly endorse mantra as one of the most inclusive and egalitarian practices out there, one that serves anyone and anywhere. And, I’ll even go further to say that you don’t have to join a religion—religious faith is not required to gain the benefits of mantra. You could be a Christian, Buddhist, Muslim, Catholic, or an atheist—it’s not a prerequisite to learn and practice mantra. Like I said before, to enjoy the immense benefits of mantra practice, all you need to do is be present—heart and soul—with the mantra itself. The faith is in the practice.


Why Mindful Singing?


As you’ll see when you begin to make your way through the pages of this book, our journey together here starts with what I hope will be an inspiring invitation: to find and express your true voice through mindful singing. Even if up to this point in your life you’ve been someone who would feel quite shy about opening your mouth to sing a song (unless, of course, you happened to be alone in your car or in your shower), our first bold move together will be to tell our inner Simon Cowell to take a big flying leap so that we can feel free to sing—simply for the joy of it, without judgment—to express, heal, and celebrate our unique and beautiful selves.


As we learn to open and support our singing voice in Part One of this book, we are—at the very same time—opening and expressing ourselves, literally singing ourselves more fully into being. We’ll discover that our singing voice is a direct, living connection to the deepest parts of who we are, and that finding and opening that voice naturally heals, aligns, and empowers us.


By developing an awakened and powerful expression of our own voice through the practice of mindful singing, we’ll have a solid foundation upon which we can begin our exploration of mantra and chanting in the later two parts of the book. There, we’ll discover a rich and inspiring array of mantra practices, many of which will become powerful allies for us in our own lives as we embrace the yoga of chanting to cultivate greater health, happiness, peace, love, and wisdom.


As we’ll see, certain mantras are sung out loud—or chanted—while others are experienced inside ourselves, resonating as subtle healing vibrations within our own hearts and minds; still others are written out on a page as a kind of visual meditation upon the energy of the mantra. In any and all of the ways in which we will explore mantra in the later chapters of this book, the connection with our true voice that we’ve awakened through mindful singing will enliven and energize our experience in powerful ways.


Basic Principles


Whether you are coming to mantra as a first-timer or a seasoned practitioner, my hope is that what you don’t know or do know about this rich and beautiful practice becomes an altogether fresh and revitalized experience as you explore the chapters ahead. This book is about an inspiring new approach to mantra practice, one that links an ancient yogic tradition with the latest insights of modern science, revealing a contemporary understanding of how we can embrace the yoga of chanting to affect real, positive change in our daily lives.


Before we dive in, it’s important to point out that there is a rich and long history of mantra that goes back thousands of years. It’s a tradition with a legacy that has influenced many cultures and many millions of people, one that is far too expansive for me to fully capture in this one book. However, I do want to share a little of mantra’s history—to give you a taste of this perennial and evolving practice—a movement that you are now a part of.


A Little Mantra History


Human beings have been chanting mantras of countless varieties in spiritual and meditation traditions the world over for thousands and thousands of years. Consider the vintage of a mantra like the famous Gayatri, which hails from one of the oldest literary works known to man, India’s most ancient scripture, the Rig Veda. Scholars peg the first written appearance of the Gayatri to at least three thousand years ago, although its existence as an oral tradition likely preceded that by thousands of years more. Tallying all that up, we’re talking about a mantra that has been a part of the human experience for somewhere between four thousand and six thousand years. Looking back through the mists of time to merely the three-thousand-year mark still lands us squarely in a period in which the Egyptian empire was just hitting its stride with Ramses II sitting in the pharaoh’s chair while the Mayan empire was still just a twinkle in Central America’s eye.


Despite this mantra’s almost inconceivably distant heritage, during the very same day on which you read this sentence the Gayatri mantra will be chanted by millions of devoted Hindus as well as other enthusiastic mantra aficionados all around the world. In fact, the practice of mantra chanting is very much alive and well today not only in India, but on every continent on earth. Although the mantras we’ll explore together in this book arise from India’s Hindu tradition, nearly every one of the world’s other great spiritual traditions also embraces mantra and chanting practice in one form or another as a vital part of the path. Some of the most widely known examples from these other traditions include Buddhism’s Om Mani Padme Hum, Christianity’s Ave Maria, Judaism’s Nigun chants, Jainism’s Namokar mantra, Sufism’s La ilaha illAllah, and Sikhism’s Mool Mantar, among many others. The cultures represented by this widely diverse group of spiritual traditions span the globe, revealing the nearly universal appeal of this ancient practice.


So, we know from history that for thousands of years, human beings by the millions have turned to the practice of mantra as a means of cultivating harmony, wisdom, healing, peace, loving-kindness, personal growth, and self-discovery. Through all the seismic shifts that have transformed human culture over a vast period of time spanning from before the birth of written language during the Bronze Age in the fifteenth century BC all the way to the present day, mantra practice has been a constant staple of human life for millions of people around the globe. Why? Because it works. However, it’s only now, in the twenty-first century, that we’re able to pull back the curtain a little on this ancient practice to understand how and why mantra is so effective.


The book you now hold in your hands offers an opportunity to learn and experience the powerfully healing practice of mantra for yourself, to make it an inspiring and empowering part of your daily life. Over the course of these pages, we’ll discover that, although these practices emerged from one of the world’s great spiritual traditions, the practical benefits of mantra and chanting are very much grounded in the real world.



How to Best Use This Book



The three parts of this book—Mindful Singing, Music and Mantras, and Songbook for the Soul—are intentionally arranged and sequenced to guide and support you on a progressively deepening journey of self-discovery.


In Part One: Mindful Singing, we’ll learn about the amazing, life-enhancing benefits that singing has to offer each and every one of us, discovering how it can improve our physical, emotional, and psychological well-being. We’ll uncover and explore our own innate musical gifts that we may not have even known we had. Most importantly, we’ll discover a wealth of simple and effective vocal tools and practices through which we can easily find and express our own true voice—setting the stage for us to mindfully sing ourselves more fully into health, happiness, peace, and prosperity.


In Part Two: Music and Mantras, we’ll take our newfound connection with our voice and begin to explore the powerful transformational energies and archetypes of mantra chanting. We’ll discover how the latest insights of neuroscience can enliven and empower this ancient yogic practice in new and inspiring ways. We’ll be introduced to the three modes of mantra practice and learn the unique qualities and benefits of each, revealing a variety of accessible ways in which to experience this healing and life-changing practice for ourselves. We’ll begin this section with my own journey through music and mantra, an adventure that took me all the way from the smoky stage of a jazz club to the pristine, peaceful environment of a mountain ashram.


Part Three: Songbook for the Soul offers us an abundance of mantra and chanting practices of all kinds to explore, complete with links to audio recordings for us to follow along with and learn. We’ll get acquainted with the sacred, vibrational language of Sanskrit—the “language of the Gods”—perhaps finding that we have much more in common with this ancient language than we realized. We’ll dive into the radiant archetypes of the Deities—Ganesh, Lakshmi, Hanuman, Shakti, and Shiva—discovering how the inner meanings of their symbolism and the universal energies of love, peace, and wisdom that they embody can become our energetic allies in our own journey of healing and awakening.


Although the sections of this book are intended to be experienced in order, you may find yourself inspired to jump right into a mantra practice even as you’re still exploring Part One or Part Two. If so, feel free to skip ahead to Part Three: Songbook for the Soul to find a mantra practice that resonates with you. You can begin your new mantra practice and then simply return to where you left off earlier in the book, continuing your way through the chapters.


Also, if you happen to come across any new and unfamiliar words as your journey through Music and Mantras unfolds, you’ll find the Glossary at the end of the book to be a helpful resource you can refer to anytime you’d like. Similarly, the Recommended Resources Guide is another valuable reference you can turn to for further information on a wide variety of mantra- and chanting-related resources. And while you’re in the neighborhood, you can also learn all about the history of one the most popular musical instruments in the mantra and chanting community—the harmonium—in the appendix entitled “A Note on the Harmonium.”


Now, please join me on a journey of discovery to experience the joy of mindful singing, music, and mantras.
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PART ONE


[image: Images]


Mindful Singing





[image: Images]


Chapter 1


Discovering My Voice


Singing is the rawest thing. Having been naked in films or naked in photo shoots, it’s nothing compared to singing. It’s absolute nakedness. You are stripped bare! It’s very strange. Acting seems much easier, in fact, because you are putting on a costume—whereas here, you are taking everything off.


—Lou Doillon


I can speak from experience that our singing voice is deeply entwined with our core identities, a kind of shamanic tool that we can use to explore and heal the hidden parts of ourselves. Before I released my first album, Reveal, in 2004, I had never really shared my singing voice publicly. Singing for me had been a lifelong dream that, up to that point, had only found expression in the devotional chanting practices that were an essential part of my daily spiritual life. Chanting with the harmonium (Indian reed organ) in front of my home altar was and still is a deeply personal, intimate expression of singing. In that setting, it’s just you and Spirit; you can sing freely, just for the joy of it. However, singing like that in front of a room full of people was something altogether new and unfamiliar.


I knew I had a profound calling to sing and to share these songs that were coming forth like musical flowers from this living plant of daily chanting practice that I’d been nurturing for more than a decade. Just after returning to California after my second trip to India, at a time when I was making part of my living as a professional tabla (Indian hand drums) player and had just recorded Live on Earth with Krishna Das, I awoke to the sound of that calling loud and clear in the form of an inner voice that said, Unless you sing, you’ll never truly be happy. My mind did a quick fast-forward through a hypothetical version of my life that didn’t include singing, and I saw with utter clarity that, at the end, I would be filled with regret that I hadn’t taken this leap of faith to free my voice.


That day, I put aside the tablas I’d been practicing devotedly for three to four hours daily, resolved that I could still keep my drumming skills intact with just an hour a day or so. In their place, I began the journey of finding my voice—spending hours every day singing with my harmonium or guitar, practicing the Indian sargam vocal scales I had learned at the Ali Akbar College of Music, writing new mantra-based songs (beginning with the song Ma), and even taking a few voice lessons here and there to help guide me on my way. Most of all, I dove deeper and deeper into my daily chanting practice. That practice formed the foundation for the way I approached singing and fueled the inspiration for the songs that came through me.


When Reveal was released in 2004, the fifty-four minutes of music on that first album were the songs born from that period in my life. Even though I’d already been through the process of writing, recording, and producing at that point, until Reveal hit the streets, those songs and, more importantly, my singing voice, had so far existed solely in a kind of protective bubble into which only I, my family, and the musicians and singers who recorded with me had been allowed. As far as everyone else was concerned, I was still the little drummer boy who played tablas for kirtan (a form of call-and-response chanting) singers like Krishna Das or Wah. It was one thing to sing at home or even in the recording studio but, with the release of Reveal, it felt as if I was allowing my voice to be heard by anyone in the world who chose to listen. On one hand, I felt exuberant to finally be able to share this musical offering and to let the world know that the little drummer boy had found his voice. On the other hand, putting this music out for everyone to hear felt a bit like walking down Santa Monica Boulevard stark naked in broad daylight. You can see why the album title was an obvious choice.


The very same week that Reveal came out, I had another debut of sorts, this one in the form of a red rash that appeared suddenly all over my neck, chest, and back. A friend who saw me around that time took a look at my red, inflamed neck and said, “Oh, wow. You look like you could be a Cardassian from Star Trek. It’s kind of cool, actually.” Finding myself inexplicably covered in a red, itchy rash was definitely not cool, however, because just as this new phase of my musical life was getting under way, the discomfort of this bizarre skin issue had suddenly made my day-to-day reality a challenge. I found it hard to sleep at night and even the touch of a shirt against my chest was incredibly irritating. I was miserable.


After a couple of visits to Western doctors, it became clear that the only strategy they were really offering was to suppress the rash temporarily with steroids—not a long-term solution. So, I set about looking for a more holistic approach that held out the possibility of real healing. I found a great acupuncturist/herbalist in Los Angeles and went in for the initial consultation. She examined me and listened sympathetically as I rattled off my litany of symptoms for her. At the end of that very first session, she reassured me and said she was confident that we could resolve whatever was creating this imbalance in my body through herbs, acupuncture, and dietary changes. I felt the first glimmer of hope that I might finally get some relief from the suffering I’d been going through. That’s when she dropped a bit of holistic jujitsu on me: “You know, in Chinese medicine, we like to say that an illness is the body’s way of asking you a question. Maybe your question is, ‘Are you comfortable in your own skin?’ ”


Those words landed like a big stone in the middle of a lake, sending ripples out in every direction. It suddenly dawned on me that what was going on with my skin could be a kind of dramatic externalization of an underlying psychological or energetic blockage that was just coming to the surface—literally—to be healed. I felt daunted at the prospect that my healing from this uncomfortable condition wouldn’t come in the form of a quick-fix prescription but, instead, would require me to evolve somehow, to embody myself more fully. Even so, I felt a sense of confidence and strength begin to come over me because I knew that I had a powerful ally to help me through the process: my singing and chanting practice.


Over the next nine months, with Reveal starting to find its way into the iPods and ears of people all around California and then beyond, I began playing my first concerts as a singer, still contending with the discomfort of the rash. At first, singing in front of an audience felt strange and a little intimidating, but the more I tried to cultivate the same feeling I would have chanting alone in front of my altar, the more natural and comfortable it felt. I began to notice that, while I was deeply in that sacred space of chanting, all the discomfort from the rash would vanish. At the end of those nine months, during a kirtan on the Big Island of Hawaii, the redness and irritation that had been my constant companion and fierce teacher for the better part of a year finally disappeared from my body.


Finding Your Voice


At this point I feel like I should insert one of those caveats you see at the end of those stock market trading services commercials with the message, “These results are not typical. Actual results will vary.” Just to put your mind at ease, among the thousands of people I’ve encountered who’ve taken the journey to find their true voice, so far I’m the only one whose process included a temporary Cardassian neck tattoo. What finding our voice does give each and every one of us, though, is an opportunity to know ourselves more fully. Through the physical aspect of learning how to sing, we become more deeply aware of this physical instrument of our body; we begin to tune in to the deeper patterns of thought and feeling within us, and how those patterns are showing up in our body. By tuning into ourselves in this way through singing, we have a place from which we start expressing and releasing things. It’s simple and direct.


The powerful transformative effect of releasing our voice is familiar territory for music therapists like Daniel Comstock, the director for the Center for Attitudinal Healing & the Arts in Montana. He describes the process of singing in a safe, judgment-free environment as an opportunity for our mind, body, and emotions to join, to come into alignment, which allows for healing. “If I’m aware that I’m using my body to express my emotions, then it’s easier to let those emotions out. Well, if I’m singing a good piece of music or singing a chant that resonates with me, then those feelings start flowing through me. They stop being blocked. They stop being held. A good song along with a good sense of being fully in your body will start that process because you’re connecting with yourself. By connecting with yourself, the truth of you—which is love—is going to be experienced and manifested. For me, my relationship to God and to the Universe is found through these actual concrete experiences of breathing and healing and singing and being and loving.”1


As we embark on this healing journey to connect with our own singing voice, we’ll begin with some amazing and inspiring insights about the power of singing. We’ll discover how it’s possible for the heartbeats of a group of singers to actually sync up to the same cardiovascular rhythm. We’ll learn whether or not amateur singers can reap the same or even greater benefits from singing than professionals. And we’ll see what an ancient Buddhist mantra has in common with the Christian Ave Maria prayer. In the next chapter, we’ll explore together exactly how singing, chanting, and mantra affect our physical, emotional, and psychological well-being, our adaptability and longevity, and how we can cultivate and boost those life-enhancing properties of these fun and functional practices.





Music expresses that which cannot be put into words and that which cannot remain silent.


—VICTOR HUGO
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Chapter 2


The Science of Singing


Healing is communication; and music, in its universal nature, is total communication. In the deepest mysteries of music are the inspirations, the pathways, and the healing which lead to oneness and unity.


—Olivea Dewhurst-Maddock


One of the most powerful qualities of mantra and chanting practice is that it opens the door into singing and musical experience for everyone, regardless of whether or not we bring any musical training or background to the table. This fact alone demonstrates chanting’s immense value as a powerful tool to cultivate well-being and happiness. I like to think of chanting as a means of attuning our individual Self to the universal energy of life, like a violinist adjusting her instrument to be in tune with the orchestra. To carry that metaphor further, we could see the challenges in our lives as a kind of musical dissonance, a note that’s a little (or a lot) off pitch and just needs some tuning up in the instrument of our physical, mental, emotional, or energetic bodies.


If we listen for it, we can hear this musical sensibility in common, everyday phrases. We say of a wise friend, “She’s really tuned in.” When we’re feeling down we might say, “I’ve got the blues.” If we’re getting along well with someone, we might say, “We have a harmonious relationship.” If someone insists on doing things his way, we might say, “He marches to the beat of a different drummer.” And how could Austin Powers appropriately express his enthusiastic approval without his ever-present catchphrase, “Groovy, baby!”


Beyond these common expressions, it’s easy to see that music is woven into the very fabric of our lives and memories. You only have to recall that favorite tune you loved as a child, or the love song that became the soundtrack for your first high school romance, or the music you chose to celebrate your first dance at your wedding. We each have a list of songs that pack a lot of joyful, happy memories, as well as songs that mark a sad or heartbreaking moment. Songs have the power to express what we feel inside, giving words and tone to our experience when we might find it difficult to communicate otherwise. We sing to mark occasions and celebrations, like birthdays and holidays. We sing in the shower, in our cars, to serenade our beloved; and parents all over the world know the power of singing to their babies—lullabies that soothe and comfort.


These musical expressions and experiences are a testament to the fact that music permeates life, not just as the soundtrack playing in the background but as an integral part of the human experience that’s literally woven into our very biology. Each and every one of us, whether we know it yet or not, is a deeply musical being. My hope is that, even if we haven’t discovered the musical side of ourselves yet, by the time we’ve finished this chapter we’ll be fully convinced that it’s there and that we can benefit tremendously by nurturing it.



Tuning Up



Let’s take a moment to appreciate just how tuned in to music and sound the human organism really is. First, consider the sense of hearing itself, which is one of the first to develop in utero and the last to leave at the time of death. Now, consider the fact that these amazing ears of ours come standard with an intricately tuned pitch-recognition network within them called a tonotopic map (from the Greek, meaning “the place of tones”) that enables us to process and recognize specific sound frequencies, sending them on to different parts of the brain depending on their particular pitch. Then, to process that information, specific cells in the brain consistently light up in response to one particular frequency or a multiple of that frequency. Incredibly, human beings can process these tones with absolutely no musical training whatsoever! What’s more, for about one out of ten thousand people this ability is so pronounced that they can correctly identify the name of any frequency they hear. Someone with this gift of “perfect frequency” can hear a tone and, without any conscious thought, recognize it as middle C, for example, just like you and I might look at the grass and recognize that it’s green.


It’s inspiring to realize that this inborn musicality exists in all of us, whether or not we’re born with perfect pitch, as the neuroscientist Dr. Daniel Levitin discovered back in 1990. He took forty non-musicians and recorded them singing their favorite songs from memory. What he discovered was astounding. The majority of his subjects sang the songs at or close to the actual pitch of the original recorded version. Then, when he asked them to sing a second song, they did it again. Remember, these were all non-musicians.


The icing on the cake, though, was Dr. Levitin’s observation that these subjects not only replicated the correct pitch of the original recordings but were often able to replicate many of the little vocal nuances from their chosen songs as well (Michael Jackson’s falsetto “ee-hee” from his song “Billie Jean,” for instance). In his book This Is Your Brain on Music, he describes just how musical these “non-musicians” really were: “I created a tape that had the subjects’ productions on one channel of a stereo signal and the original recording on the other. It sounded as though the subjects were singing along with the record, but we hadn’t played the record to them, they were singing along with the memory representation in their head, and that memory representation was astonishingly accurate.”2
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