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SEX, DRUGS 
and
KIRTAN

m
olecules and m

antras
by dave stringer & dearbhla kelly 



sex drugs & kirtan
Kirtan, the call and response practice of chanting 
Sanskrit m

antras, is usually associated w
ith the 

devotional path of Bhakti Yoga. Experience, 
how

ever, show
s that it’s not necessary to know

 
anything about the m

antras or Yoga philosophy 
to have a deeply transform

ative experience at a 
Kirtan. Ecstatic bliss is frequently a byproduct of 
singing, but m

ost people don’t think about sex and 
drugs - typical w

ays that hum
ans pursue an ecstatic 

state - in the sam
e category as chanting m

antras 
for spiritual purposes. 

W
e are not m

ost people. 

D
earbhla often begins yoga w

orkshops sharing 
her youthful experience of taking Ecstasy (M

D
M

A) 
in nightclubs in D

ublin and London. She draw
s 

parallels betw
een the ecstatic transcendence 

she experienced under the infl
uence of E and the 

feeling of blissful union she discovered chanting 
kirtan. 

D
ave w

as once invited to leave an ashram
 after 

m
aking the statem

ent that Kirtan w
as really all 

about sex, drugs and rock &
 roll. G

iven the context 
in w

hich he m
ade his rem

arks, his w
ord choice m

ay 
have been ill-advised, but upon deeper refl

ection 
his statem

ent is less outlandish than it m
ay at first 

seem
.

Let’s break this dow
n. 

Sex is fundam
entally about the search for 

ecstatic union, and so is Kirtan. 
Interestingly, the neurological pathw

ays 
that are stim

ulated in orgasm
 are also 

active w
hen w

e experience a sense of 
union w

ith the D
ivine. Singing together 

is a w
ay w

e often experience this 
connection on a m

ass level; it frequently 
dim

inishes our feelings of separation 
from

 others, and enhances group 
cohesion and bonding.

W
e are alw

ays on D
rugs, because our em

otional 
lives (including our feelings of bliss and 
transcendence) are the surface layer of a com

plex 
dance of biochem

icals that the body generates and 
is constantly m

odifying. V
iew

ed through this lens, 
singing is a practice of self-m

edication. Regulation 
of the breath and rhythm

ic entrainm
ent naturally 

increase the production of certain chem
icals, and 

depress the production of others. The result is a 
shift in both m

ood and aw
areness.

 Rock &
 Roll and the Bhakti m

ovem
ent can be 

equally iconoclastic and joyful; both urge people 
to rethink the relationship of the individual to the 
w

orld. N
either Bhakti nor Rock &

 Roll have any use 
for orthodoxy. The individual-dissolving Eastern 
tradition of Kirtan and the individual-expressing 
W

estern traditions of Rock &
 Roll and Jazz both 
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O
ver the previous issues of Sage M

agazine, w
e have investigated kirtan and m

antras, looking into areas 
like M

antras and Children; the Love of Bhakti and the Rise of Conscious M
usic; so w

e w
ere thrilled to 

discuss a story idea w
ith popular kirtan artist D

ave Stringer w
ho, along w

ith his partner D
earbhla Kelly, 

delve into the w
orld of science and m

usic during their w
orkshops around the w

orld.

The concept of M
olecules and M

antras interested us as w
e hear so m

any stories of people’s lives 
that are transform

ed through the pow
er of positive affi

rm
ation. W

hat if the sam
e pow

er resides in 
the m

usic w
e listen to. W

hat if the sounds w
e feed our ears, not only touch our souls, but can also 

transform
 us on a m

olecular level. 

Launching his new
 album

 w
ith D

onna D
eLory this m

onth, based on the Radiance Sutras, D
ave has fi

rst 
hand know

ledge of m
usic’s transform

ative pow
er. H

is partner D
earbhla is an expert in Yoga studies 

of A
shtanga, Forrest Yoga, Yin Yoga, V

inyasa fl
ow

, Yoga N
idra and Bhakti Yoga.  Together they have 

developed a full study into the sym
biotic relationship betw

een m
antras and m

olecules.

sex, drugs & kirtan
”...Sex is fundamentally   
 

 
about the search for  

 
ecstatic union, and 

 
 

 
 

so is kirtan...”

D
ave Stringer playing dulcim

er 
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often experience this as post orgasm
ic bliss, or the 

feeling of being deeply rested after yoga practice.  

The hypothalam
ic pituitary adrenal axis (H

PA
 

axis) is a com
plicated set of interactions betw

een 
the hypothalam

us (part of the lim
bic / em

otional 
brain), the pituitary (m

aster) gland and the adrenal 
glands. These com

m
unications take the form

 of a 
tw

o-w
ay feedback loop that links the sym

pathetic 
and parasym

pathetic nervous system
s w

ith 
the endocrine (horm

onal) system
. The H

PA axis 
ensures that the right chem

icals (drugs) get to the 
right areas of the body (the im

m
une, digestive and 

respiratory system
s) via the orchestrations of the 

SN
S and PN

S. H
ow

 w
e feel w

hen either the arousal 
or quiescent system

 is dom
inant is a direct result of 

these chem
icals. 

how kirtan w
orks

You m
ay have never previously thought about w

hat 
chanting O

m
 N

am
ah Shivaya has to do w

ith the 
body’s endocrine and nervous system

s, but both 
the SN

S and PN
S are aff

ected by the repetitions 
and rhythm

ic progression of Kirtan. This is w
hy the 

kirtan experience is so irreducibly visceral. Because 
w

e regulate our breathing and elicit shifts in our 
internal hom

eostasis w
hen w

e sing, w
e eff

ectively 
shift our inner environm

ent. 

Consider the arc of a typical 20-30 m
inute 

kirtan progression. At the beginning of a chant, 
participants m

ust inhale deeply in order to sustain 
the long notes of a m

usical phrase at a slow
 

tem
po. This m

easured breathing stim
ulates the 

Parasym
pathetic N

ervous System
, and the chanters 

begin to feel relaxed, entering into an expansive, 
calm

 state of aw
areness.

Eventually, as the singers continue to repeat 
the m

elody (usually consisting of tw
o or three 

prim
ary phrases or m

otives), the rhythm
 begins 

to accelerate. As the speed continues to build, a 
certain tension is introduced. The Sym

pathetic 
N

ervous System
 kicks in, and participants begin to 

feel a sense of anticipation and excitem
ent as the 

chant progresses tow
ard a fast, pulsing peak.

The brain and body are constantly trying to 
m

aintain equilibrium
. Excitem

ent gives w
ay to 

tranquility, and w
hen things becom

e too slow
, 

then brain and body w
ant stim

ulation. U
nder 

norm
al circum

stances, the Sym
pathetic and 

Parasym
pathetic N

ervous System
s alternate 

dom
inance, but under certain conditions they can 

be triggered to operate sim
ultaneously. 

In a kirtan, as the singers continue to breathe 
together in a deep and m

easured w
ay, the relaxing 

actions of the PN
S continue to be sustained, 

even as the SN
S is stim

ulated by the accelerating 
rhythm

s.  Instead of oscillating betw
een calm

 
and excitem

ent, the chanter experiences a union 
of both, as the PN

S and SN
S are concurrently 

firing. The eff
ect is a kind of spiritual speedball, 

sim
ultaneously tranquilizing and exhilarating. 

At the m
om

ent of orgasm
, w

e also experience 
m

axim
um

 arousal concurrent w
ith m

axim
um

 
relaxation. G

iven the necessity of orgasm
 for the 

species to continue, this has adaptive utility. The 
quest for connection and orgasm

 leads to the 
form

ation of relationships, the basic building 
blocks of society. 

N
ature is very practical, seldom

 building tw
o 

system
s w

hen one w
ill do. M

arvelously, w
e use 

exactly the sam
e physiological system

s w
hen 

w
e engage in spiritual rituals as w

e do w
hen w

e 
m

ake love. M
aking love helps to create bonds on 

an individual level, and spiritual ritual helps us to 
create bonds on a collective level.

good sex, good kirtan
Indeed, a typical kirtan progression m

irrors a 
typical lovem

aking session. It oftens begins w
ith 

an alap, an exploration of m
elodic them

e w
ithout 

a clearly defined rhythm
, w

hich establishes a 
relaxing m

ood, and constitutes a kind of foreplay. 
At this point there’s little, if any, synchronicity 
betw

een people’s breathing in the room
, and the 

dance tow
ards union is just beginning. 

Typically the drum
m

er then begins to establish a 
slow

, spacious and seductive groove. As people 
sing along, their breathing starts to deepen and 
synchronize. The leader calls out the m

antra and 
the m

elody, and the group responds; a dynam
ic 

process alternating betw
een singing and listening. 

D
uring this period of entrainm

ent the group begins 
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arise from
 the sam

e im
pulse tow

ard expressing 
w

hat is ecstatic and liberating and transcendent.

better living through chem
istry

Singing is a pow
erful and very eff

ective form
 

of pranayam
a (a yoga practice of conscious and 

regulated breathing). W
hen w

e breathe deeply 
and regularly w

e stim
ulate the periaqueductal 

gray (PAG
), a part of the m

id-brain that releases 
endogenous (m

ade in the body) drugs into the 
cerebrospinal fl

uid. From
 there, they diff

use to 
other areas of the body via an intricate system

 
of chem

ical com
m

unication in the endocrine 
(horm

one) and nervous system
s. 

The PAG
 is directly infl

uenced by rhythm
ic 

breathing, so w
hen w

e sing, w
e cause m

olecules 
of bliss in the form

 of chem
icals like serotonin 

and dopam
ine and oxytocin to diff

use throughout 
our bodies, spreading their gospel of joy and 
delight. Singing Sanskrit m

antras can bring about a 
chem

ical high as intoxicating as dancing to house 
m

usic under the infl
uence of ‘E’. Trippy indeed!

Enhanced physiological states like orgasm
 and 

drug highs arise from
 interactions of the brain, 

the Autonom
ic N

ervous System
 (AN

S) and the 
endocrine system

. The AN
S regulates essential 

functions such as heartrate, blood pressure, body 
tem

perature and digestion, and also has a role in 
m

odulating em
otions. It has tw

o parts, the arousal 
and quiescent system

s, know
n respectively as 

the Sym
pathetic N

ervous System
 (SN

S) and the 
Parasym

pathetic N
ervous System

 (PN
S). 

The arousal m
echanism

 (SN
S), also know

n as 
‘fight or fl

ight’, is the body’s response to stress, 
anticipation and excitem

ent. It’s characterized 
by accelerated heart rate; increased levels of 
adrenalin; shallow

, erratic breathing; increased 
perspiration and a heightened sense of aw

areness. 
This aroused state can be am

plified and given 
m

ore m
eaning by the intention of the participant 

and the context in w
hich it is experienced.

Q
uiesence (PN

S) is the relaxation response – how
 

w
e feel at the end of a chant or w

hen w
e’re fully 

absorbed in som
ething. It’s associated w

ith both 
deep rest and and the process of digestion. H

eart 
rate slow

s and blood pressure drops; breathing 
becom

es slow
er and m

ore even; brain w
aves shift 

from
 the beta-rhythm

 of alertness, to the alpha-
rhythm

 of repose. Calm
ing and stabilizing, w

e also 

D
earbhla Kelly
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A
bout D

ave Stringer

D
ave Stringer is profiled 

in publications w
orldw

ide 
as one of the m

ost 
innovative artists of the 
new

 kirtan m
ovem

ent. 
Stringer’s sound invokes 
the transcendent 
m

ysticism
 of traditional 

Indian instrum
ents w

ith 
the exuberant, groove-
oriented sensibility of Am

erican gospel and the ringing 
harm

onies of Appalachia. H
is w

ork translates the venerable 
traditions of kirtan and yoga into inspiring and thoroughly 
m

odern participatory theatre, open to a m
ultiplicity of 

interpretations, and accessible to all. D
ave and his band tour 

tirelessly, giving concerts, w
orkshops and retreats throughout 

N
orth and Central Am

erica, Europe, Asia and Australia.
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to cohere and the feeling in the room
 becom

es 
noticeably relaxed. 

Eventually the pulse begins to accelerate and 
anticipation builds. Because the group is singing 
as one, people’s breathing starts to synch up. This 
creates a feeling of unity, and as the pace increases, 
and people w

itness each other’s grow
ing excitem

ent, 
an electrifiying feeling of connection ripples through 
the room

. You start to get high on each other’s high, 
just as during lovem

aking, each partner’s state of 
arousal stim

ulates that of the other.

As the chant gets faster and faster, pressure and 
excitem

ent build, becom
ing alm

ost unbearable. 
W

hen holding this rhythm
 becom

es unsustainable, 
the drum

m
er cuts the rhythm

 exactly in half, opening 
the groove into feeling of great spaciousness and 
expansiveness. It’s at this point that som

e people 
shout or scream

, and others feel catapulted into a 
feeling of tim

elessness and unity that is both thrilling 
and relaxing.

From
 this point of sim

ultaneous m
axim

al excitem
ent 

and calm
, the kirtan begins to w

ind dow
n, slow

ly 
returning to a space of deep absorption. W

hen the 

last note rings out, m
any participants naturally fall 

into a profound silence characterized by a feeling of 
being incredibly present and aw

are, yet totally still. 

D
uring lovem

aking and m
any ecstatic rituals like 

Kirtan and dancing, m
any people experience a 

softening of the boundaries betw
een them

selves 
and others, along w

ith a sense of oneness w
ith the 

w
orld around them

. This dim
inishm

ent of feeling 
separate can also be observed in dim

inished activity 
in the brain’s O

ccipital Parietal Lobe w
hich is 

thought to be responsible for our sense of self and 
body im

age; of w
here our body ends, and the w

orld 
beyond it begins. 

In Yoga philosophy, this state is referred to as 
Satchitananda: being, consciousness and bliss. 
Vedanta describes this as the state of absorption 
in Brahm

an, the form
less ground of being that 

gives rise to all form
 and is suprem

e consciousness 
itself. M

ore poetically, the Bhakti poet Kabir w
rote 

of the drop m
erging into the ocean, and the ocean 

sim
ultaneously m

erging into the drop. 

From
 a scientific perspective, w

e can say that both 
the Sym

pathetic and Parasym
pathetic N

ervous 

A
bout D

earbhla Kelly 

D
earbhla Kelly is a Los 

Angeles-based w
riter and 

yoga teacher w
ith a 

particular interest in 
neuroscience and 
philosophy. She began 
her academ

ic training in 
Am

sterdam
 and received 

degrees in philosophy in 
D

ublin and Chicago. H
er 

w
riting has been published in Yoga Journal, H

uffi
ngton Post, 

Elephant Journal, Yoga Chicago and O
rigin M

agazine. 

For m
ore inform

ation on D
earbhla Kelly visit her w

ebsite 
w

w
w

. durgayoga.com

Photo ©
 G

alio

And to find out m
ore about kirtan visit D

ave Stringer’s 
w

ebsite - http://davestringer.com
/

System
s are operating together to create a unified 

state encom
passing both peak arousal and profound 

relaxation. And the brain’s executive com
m

and 
creates a set of conditions that dissolves the feeling 
of boundaries betw

een ourselves and others. 

m
usic, science and social revolution

M
usic has alw

ays served to facillitate the feeling 
of unity and sense of purpose and focus that has 
enabled social m

ovem
ents. The Bhakti m

ovem
ent of 

15th century India introduced Kirtan and the ecstatic 
ritual of singing together to a m

ass audience. The 
Bhaktas w

rote ecstatic love poem
s to the divine, 

and w
ent around singing all the tim

e. They taught 
m

antras and spread ideas that had been previously 
been the exclusive know

ledge of the priestly class 
to the com

m
on people. Their m

essage w
as sim

ple: 
Cultivate joy. See the divine in one another. In the 
eyes of Love, w

e are all the sam
e. This w

as, and still 
is, a radical m

essage, and it began the process of 
both upending the caste system

 and transm
itting 

the ideas of Yoga philosophy to the w
orld.

In the W
estern w

orld of the 20th century, Rock and 
Roll and Jazz also rebelled against a sclerotic system

 
of cultural elitism

, uniting the voices and traditions 
of black and w

hite people, and breaking dow
n the 

barriers betw
een so-called high and low

 culture. 
As a potent voice for the expression of unity and 
the necessity of equal rights, these new

 form
s of 

m
usic com

bined the traditional and m
odern in new

 
and exciting w

ays. They also gave young people a 
vehicle to ask questions about society and their role 
in it, transcending race, class, gender and ethnicity. 
Like the Bhaktas, this cultural m

ovem
ent also held 

that the individual w
as linked directly to the divine, 

and that m
usic w

as a m
eans to liberation.

Rock and Roll provided a vehicle through w
hich 

the ideas of Yoga gained entrance and traction in 
W

estern culture. Yoga teachers and philosophers 
and sw

am
is began to appear regularly in the W

est, 
often in the com

pany of m
usicians, and the m

usic 
these m

usicians m
ade also began to transm

it the 
ideas and m

odalities of Yoga. The directive of Yoga 
has alw

ays been to inquire and experience, not to 
believe w

ithout question. This suited the m
indset of 

Rock and Roll and Jazz perfectly.

The discoveries of Science have also upended and 
transform

ed culture and our relationships. Inquiring 
into the nature of ourselves and our universe, both 
the W

estern discipline of Science and the Eastern 
discipline of Yoga have arrived at the obstacles of 
the heart and m

ind. H
ow

 can w
e transcend their 

lim
its, live fully and thrive? Is it all just a m

atter of 
chem

istry? Even if it is, doesn’t that deepen the 
m

ystery in unexpected new
 directions? Singing, w

e 
m

ove ourselves into a field out beyond questions 
and answ

ers. Experiencing bliss, the heart becom
es 

unbounded in a feeling of unity, and the m
ind is still.
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