Interview Yoga Mates Californien mit AGK 31.03.2009

AL GROMER KHAN

YM: When did music first become integrated into your life?
 
AGK:  As a child you develop spiritual inclinations more or less automatically, according to the karmic structure that you brought with you at birth. In my case it was SOUND rather than music that held a fascination. I was brought up in a small village at the Alpine foothills. There were hardly any motor driven machines in those days, and fewer inhabitants. There was space – and the sounds of the village that constituted the “music” for me as a small boy: a small religious choire practising songs of an evening time, the clang of the anvill, the churchbell announcing the hour, the occasional dog barking, the wind, thunder, rain, the whining of the telephone-wires in the depth of winter. There was one tree, a Douglasia, in particular, situated at a certain “strategically” ideal place on top of smal hill near a pine forest.  I used to climb into it to be able to see the snow-capped mountain in the distance and in order to listen to the wind in its branches. There was so much space in those days – psychic and otherwise – and you could go and dwell in it and connect with your soul.
 
 
YM: What did your training look and sound like?
 
AGK:  As a teenager at boarding school I was fascinated by what was the pop music of those days: Country, Skiffle, Cool Jazz. So you learn to play the guitar and go with those fashions to a degree. However, the impressions with abstract and nature sound during childhood were too strong to seriously side-trap me. The fascination of sound itself, one you can actually percieve inside when utterly relaxed – know as Naad – never completely left me. You keep looking for that kind of experience and try to produce a type of music which resembles it - evokes it, in fact. Later in life I was very happy that high quality electronic sampling came along, because with it came the possibility to manipulate sound according to your intuitive vision.
It was with the influence of Ustad Vilayat Khan, the Indian sitar-master, that my musical training actually started in a serious way. I had the great advantage of learning from wonderful Indian sitar masters such as Roshan Jamal Bhartiya, Rais Khan and Imrat Khan, who himself has become a legend in his own time. During a ceremony called “Gandha-band” he initiated me into his illustrious family tradition. The teacher tells you to “play this phrase till your arm falls off, and when your arm has fallen off continue for half an hour more” or “play this subject even if it makes no sense whatsoever, play it simply because your guru says so and you will get certain benefits”. So I did and I reaped the benefits. At the same time I have always been quite wary of virtuosity as a technical display in all music, not only Indian, because this serves only the ego and not the soul. That which Stephen Hill calls “The Tour de Force” aspect of Indian music has become something like an Olympic discipline nowadays, “how fast can you play this subject?” – a headache. But the daily practice discipline is wonderful, refreshing, like a breath of fresh air – wouldn´t want to miss it for anything in the world. Oh, by the way, I can also play fast...
 
 
 
YM:  What do you believe in?
 
AGK: Ah, that´s a tricky one.  Alright - I believe in the female aspect of God. OK?  
 
 
YM: In this world, what is music?
 
AGK: What can I say to you? That 95 percent of all produced music is load of noise that gives me ear-ache– vain, philistine and boring, there to be ignored by people who lead boring useless lives? If you are interested in the truth, that´s it. But it´s not the only truth. There´s music out there that represents a challenge for you to find. A music that works in the context of silence and leads you to silence by making silence attractive – that´s if you´ve been born with some kind of soul, one that... When I say to you that music is my religion, my yoga than you´ll probably think I´m repeating cliches. I can only say that I am a great fan...
 
 
 
 
YM: You call your style of music Paisley Music. Please explain.
 
AGK: The Paisley floral design – typical for Casmere shawls - originated in India. In nineteenth century Europe there was a fashion of this design of colourful drop-like shapes and tendrills, representing the female whomb. Soon the textiles were being manufactured in Europe, in Paisley, Scottland and someplace in France. 
My musical style was first called “Paisley” by a friend of mine in the early nineteen-eighties because we were cultivating a life-style of gentle nostalgic Orientalia as an antidote to the gross materialistic “faster, bigger, higher, farther” tendencies that were commencing with the yuppies in society in those days. And since my friend were “tastemakers”, it was only a matter of time till the term “Paisley Music”. The rest, as they say, is history. However, there are, like, other aspects of “Paisley Music” ones that I would prefer to leave in the realm of poetic ambiguity. You percieve it intuitively. If I come out with an explanation, one that makes it clear for the ego-mind, then it is actually lost. Let me just say that it has to do with the highest common denominator of Indian and Western musical traditions. OK?
 
 
 
YM: What does your spiritual practice look and sound like?
 
AGK: I do a daily puja. Half an hour of chanting from the Upanishads, the Bhagavat Gita and Skanda Puranas. Plus some rounds of japa with Rudraksha beads. Been doing every day this since 1972, unless I was on the road or ill. After that I practise sitar for one hour. Up to five years ago it was two hours, now it is only one hour. After that I have lunch. After lunch I walk to the forest for one hour. Then tea. After tea I switch on the studio or write. I am working on a new novel about music. Writing, by the way, I find very spiritual, because in the process of integrating it in a manuscript, it forces you to make conscious each and everything you experience. First you have to make certain experiences, then make them conscious, as Paul Theroux says: “You get a second chance”. After that you “create” reality by telling a tale. Since spiritual truths are simple, people have tried to appear “spiritual” by repeating spiritual cliches. The opposite is the truth. Only by polishing the mind can it be put in its place, that of the tool - and not by letting the intellect become lazy. That, I think, is very important – to me anyway.
 
 
 
YM: Describe your music. 
 
AGK: I think I have already made my point.
 
 
 
YM: How do you “seduce your listeners”?
 
AGK:  Listeners can´t be seduced. And I doubt I if they would like to be. Me, I do what I´ve always done. I do what I feel like. These days even more so. Apparently there are a number of listeners out there who apreciate the outcome...  If you want to know the peculuarity of my person then you must know that I have not come into this life to fulfil demands and expectations. Businessmen do this: a perfect system to gain money and power - you look what´s on demand and then you supply that.  It´s fine for business people, but an artist should not do this, an artist should do what he fancies. Even in concert I don´t think, how can I seduce? That would be awful. No, no, no - you just do your work. What I´ve practised in forty years, in forty thousand hours of practice, carries me. I sit on the stage and begin, after some time something happens... I listen to my own music, it carries me. Vilayat Khan pointed this phenomenon out to me one day and I found this to be exactly the case - you start listening and enjoying your own music. This is the only way to touch the listeners – for me anyway. YOU start enjoying. You can´t really pretend. I pity those who try. Listeners are not THAT stupid - if YOU enjoy, they feel it.  Same in the studio – I start something with an intention, but then something else starts developing of its own will, begins to fascinate me and I submit to it, it becomes my guruji. Theres absolutely no need to pretend or to manipulate. It would disgust me if there was.
 
YM: In your opinion, why are we on this earth? 
   
AGK: There´s no “we”!  
I don´t know why other people are here - to make experiences? I am here to worship my wife, who´s absolutely divine.
 
 
YM: Do you practice Yoga?
 
AGK:  Tapasvibhyo dhiko yogi jnaanibhiyo pi mato dhikah karmibhyas caadhiko yogi tasmaad yogi bhavarjuna
 

YM:  This was taken from one of your writings.
Please answer your own question. 
“Can one set a spiritual reality against Californian style capitalism, taking into account the 'total love of Allah' that is called for by the Sufis, and not end up feeling like a hypocrite?”
 
AGK: Can be done – but only by keeping very, very  cool about it.
 
 
YM: Thank you for joining us! Where can we find out more about you?
 
AGK: 
Website. Thank YOU. If I knew more of who YOU are... Thanks - and bless you. 


