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From Fear to Fun
Richard Freeman, the director of the Yoga Workshop 
in Boulder, Colorado, shares his thoughts on humor 

in practice, yoga and family life, and moving past fear
By Sara Stover
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T
he first time I met

Richard Freeman,

director of the Yoga

Workshop in

Boulder, Colorado, was dur-

ing the overture to the

Primary Series (Ashtanga’s

classic postures):  Sun

Salutation number seven

out of 10 on my first visit to

his studio. Heeding the

warnings about the crowds at

his Sunday 3 p.m. Mysore class,

I arrived cautiously early to

claim a space. A good thing:

By 2:55 the room buzzed with

breath. At 2:59, Richard had

not yet arrived. Uncertain of

the protocol, I stood, pulse

quickening, toes gripping my

mat. I followed the cue of my classmates and began to

practice. Somewhere between 3 and 3:10, Richard must

have slipped in undetected—I was startled to see his

bare feet glide past the top of my mat as I sailed from

Chaturanga to Upward Facing Dog. As my widened

eyes traveled up from his feet to his bemused face, I

couldn’t help but smile to myself at the ordinariness

of our first encounter.

Richard Freeman, a student

of yoga since 1968, has spent

nearly nine years in Asia study-

ing various traditions, which he

incorporates into the Ashtanga

yoga practice taught by his prin-

cipal teacher, K. Pattabhi Jois of

Mysore, India. His background

includes Zen and Vipassana

Buddhist practice, Bhakti and

traditional Hatha Yoga in India,

Sufism in Iran and, starting in 1974, an in-depth study

of Iyengar Yoga. An avid student of both Western and

Eastern philosophy, as well as Sanskrit, his ability to

juxtapose various viewpoints, without losing the depth

and integrity of each, has helped Richard develop a

unique, metaphorical teaching style. 

On my

subsequent

visits to Richard’s

classes at the Yoga

Workshop, I continue to be

inspired by his humble, sincere, and

often silly demeanor. To me, the pres-

ence of these qualities indicates that

one’s practice is working. 

On a sunny afternoon in

Massachusetts’s Berkshire Mountains, 

I had the opportunity to talk with

Richard for Fit Yoga.

Fit Yoga: Your teaching style is very

light, even when you are present-

ing concepts that may be complex.

What do you feel is the relationship

between seriousness and humor in one’s practice?

Richard Freeman: Well, humor is like comic relief.

And humor is the ability to laugh at oneself, or to see

the paradox, the absurdity of a situation. Humor is

really helpful when dealing with very heavy subjects,

because, as delightful as it is, you can’t get much

heavier than yoga. It’s dealing with death, it’s deal-

ing with life, it’s dealing with the big questions; and

it exposes our true situation in

the world, which is (laughs), not

much of a situation at all since

we’re crumbling. Our bodies,

our whole world, our whole

planet, is just very temporary

fizz on top of a flux of energy.

It’s very scary from certain

points of view. 

Humor is the best way to

deliver such heavy topics,

because, ultimately, the experi-

ence of yoga is that the very thing that is the most

depressing, and the very thing that no self-image

would like to face, is the most delightful thing that

could be. Impermanence, that thing which is the

most joyous—that feeling of release and expanse—is

that very thing that was the most frightening aspect

Humor is 
really helpful 

when dealing with 
very heavy subjects,

because, as delightful 
as it is, you can’t 
get much heavier 

than yoga.
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of existence. And so in yoga, there’s always the

resistance that occurs when people start to go deep

into it, when it starts to work, called abhinivesa,

translated as fear of death, or clinging to life. 

It’s really fear of the vibratory nature of life, 

fear of dissolution. 

We can experience it in yoga class when you

actually get good alignment, and the bandhas and

mudras start to form. The mind usually finds an

excuse not to go on then and there, not to just sit

there with it or to open to it. It finds an excuse not

to be there. So many practitioners have fear of yoga. 

FY: What advice can you offer people to work

through such fear?

RF: Well, practice. Basically, practice is to stick with

it. Do something to shift your perspective on the

feelings that are coming up so you can look at them

without immediately identifying them as the black

death, when, in fact, death is just a concept. You

have to be sharp enough, or present enough, to

experience the overlaying of the concept onto the

sensation so you can still distinguish between the

two. And that will make you laugh—or cry! Cry,

because all of this suffering isn’t necessary. 

And, of course, the fear of dissolution is gradually

overcome by balancing the different aspects of

practice. This particular type of practice is called

Ashtanga yoga. This means that there are eight dif-

ferent ways of practicing, eight different aspects of

practice, which are designed to include every

aspect of your life—everything you do, everything

you think internally, all of your tendencies. All of

your experiences are somehow part of that prac-

tice—particularly the important things, like how

you relate to other people, the level of compassion

you have, how you function in terms of relation-

ship even to the environment, your intellectual

understanding and ideas, and then there’s actual

meditation and yoga practice. 

And so, oftentimes, if we get stuck in one branch

of practice, like we can’t sit anymore or we can’t do

any more pranayama, we’ve come to a point in

some other aspect of our lives where evolution is

about to occur. For instance, if we experience kind-

ness or forgiveness, all of a sudden our pranayama

Continued on page 86


