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Abstract 
Music has the potential to stir strong emotions, particularly feelings of exhilaration and exuberance in 
religious contexts. However, for music to induce a religious experience, the listener must cognitively 
appraise the subjective experience as a religious experience. This understanding of music as a 
religious experience is typically learned through participation in religious rituals accompanied by 
music during religious services. Over time, music has become intertwined with the individual's mental 
depiction of these rituals, allowing them to recreate the emotional experiences associated with the 
rituals across different times and places. Music and religion are strongly linked in a variety of ways. 
Individuals solace in facing existential fears by aligning themselves with these two cultural symbols: 
music and religion. These symbols serve as extensions of their belief systems, offering a sense of 
continuity beyond their personal existence. It is through this idea that the study navigates and explores 
the idea of religion as sonic expression by re-looking at the religious spaces of Vrindavan and 
Mathura, two most sacred spaces for Hindus in the northern India. The method undertaken for this 
study is field study. Two places were considered for the study – Vrindavan and Mathura in Uttar 
Pradesh, India. The theoretical framework referred to here is the soundscape theory by R. Murray 
Schafer. n religious music and its influence on religious experience. Not much is explored in how 
secular music can trigger religious experience in secular individuals. This study investigates the 
incorporation of a more in-depth analysis of universally present musical elements such as monotony, 
repetition, and simplicity in the religious music of Vrindavan and Mathura, in Uttar Pradesh.  

Keywords: music, sonic spaces, Vrindavan, Mathura, religious experience 

Introduction 
How do sound break and reconnect in distinctive sonic spaces? Can we read sounds? What is sound? 
Sound is anything that makes us listen. Sounds carry meaning as much as words make meaning. While 
ocular is something that has always occupied the pivotal position, auditory sounds cannot be deemed 
as less crucial. The study here attempts to encapsulate the sonic spaces in relation to sonic rhythm and 
sonic culture and thereby drive home the point that an ethnographic ear is as crucial and as significant 
as visual observation that is considered as the backbone of cultural anthropology. The devaluation of 
sound within the academic examination of religion is associated with favoring sight over sound in 
Western modernity, which diminishes the spiritual significance of hearing (Chidester 1992; Schmidt 
2002). Listening is often regarded as the least active of the senses, and musical expression is seen as 
derivative rather than formative of culture (Chernoff 2002). Veit Erlmann questions the usefulness of 
continuing to connect modernity primarily with visual experiences (Erlmann 2004, 3–4), especially as 
contemporary technologies have led to a renewed emphasis on auditory experiences. However, he 
cautions against advocating for an overemphasis on hearing over sight, instead suggesting that 
understanding a "hearing culture" offers fresh perspectives on cultural understanding and social 
dynamics. 
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The study of religion has recently benefited significantly from a renewed focus on lived religion and 
materiality (Meyer et al., 2011). This shift urges us to consider how aesthetics play a role in 
interpreting religious experiences (Meyer, 2009), and it emphasizes the importance of moving beyond 
beliefs and texts to explore practices and sensory experiences, which in turn raises new questions 
about religious communication and mediation (Morgan, 2009). Despite the crucial role of sound and 
hearing in our lives, music and extramusical sound have not received adequate attention in religious 
studies, reflecting a broader neglect within the multidisciplinary field of sound studies (Keeling & 
Kun, 2011). 

The lack of emphasis on sound in religious studies can be attributed to the historical preference for 
sight over sound in Western modernity, leading to a devaluation of the auditory as a spiritual sense 
(Chidester, 1992; Schmidt, 2002). Additionally, listening is often seen as a passive sense, and musical 
expression is considered secondary rather than fundamental to cultural understanding (Chernoff, 
2002). Veit Erlmann challenges the continued association of modernity with visuality, particularly in 
an age where technological advancements have highlighted the importance of auditory experiences 
(Erlmann, 2004). However, he suggests moving beyond a complete reversal to an "ear monopoly" by 
exploring the concept of a "hearing culture," which offers novel perspectives on cultural knowledge 
and social relationships. While recent scholarship has begun to address the neglect of sound in 
religious studies, there remains a need for further exploration and integration of auditory perspectives 
to develop a more comprehensive understanding of religious experiences and expressions. 

Analyzing and describing sound—including its creation, perception, usage, and transmission—

requires input from a range of disciplines spanning natural, social, and human sciences. Notably, 
ethnomusicologists, cultural anthropologists, and historians who have pioneered research on acoustic 
and auditory practices highlight the dangers of isolating specific sound elements from their cultural 
contexts or imposing Western music frameworks in cross-cultural settings. It's crucial to clarify that 
studying sound in the context of religious concepts and practices is not necessarily confined to music. 
Music is defined as culturally organized and meaningful sound or as having structured acoustic 
attributes (Chernoff 2002; Shelemay 2006; Ellingson 2005). Similarly, just as languages may lack 
direct equivalents for "music" as understood in Western contexts, they may prioritize other forms of 
vocalized expression, such as recitation in Islam or the use of instruments like drums in Siberian 
shamanic traditions. Thus, adopting a broader understanding of sound, as perceived and interpreted 
diversely, can provide insights into its role in mediating divine presence across cultures (Schulz 2008, 
172–3). The objective of this study is to emphasize the fact that auditory semiotics deserves as much 
attention as visual semiotics in a religious space. When examining sound in its diverse aspects 
including production, perception, usage, and transmission, a multidisciplinary approach is necessary, 
drawing from natural, social, and human sciences (Chernoff 2002; Shelemay 2006)). 
Ethnomusicologists, cultural anthropologists, and historians, in their pioneering work on acoustic and 
auditory practices, emphasize the dangers of isolating specific sound objects from their social contexts 
or imposing Western musical paradigms in cross-cultural contexts (Ellingson 2005). It is crucial to 
differentiate the study of sound in religious contexts from music per se; while music is typically 
defined as culturally organized and meaningful sound or sounds with specific acoustical patterns, not 
all cultures conceptualize sound in this way (Schulz 2008, 172–3). For instance, in certain traditions 
like Islam, vocalized expressions such as recitation hold more significance, while in Siberian shamanic 
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practices, instruments like drums may be more central than vocal elements (Schulz 2008, 172–3). 
Adopting a broader perspective on sound, encompassing its varied perceptions and conceptualizations 
in mediating divine presence, proves more fruitful in scholarly exploration (Schulz 2008, 172–3) in 
any academic discipline. 

Aim  
To reclaim the sounds of the religious spaces with specific references to Vrindavan and Mathura in 
Uttar Pradesh, India, whether as objective facts or as they were subjectively heard, interpreted, and 
imagined by the people in particular historical settings. Moreover, extraordinary and unusual sounds 
are more likely to be recorded, rather than the ordinary and mundane. Therefore, the study aims to 
analyze on the range of possible interrelationships between religion, sound, and music.  

Objectives 

• To explore how sounds, create human bonding and harmony through religious and cultural 
spaces. 

• To understand how sounds, help in recreating and affirming social values and bonding in the 
context of Vrindavan and Mathura in Northern India. 

Theoretical framework 
The soundscape theory developed by the Canadian composer R. Murray Schafer has been applied for 
this study. The theory examines the relationship between sound and environment and believes that 
sounds of a particular place can provide insight into the cultural and social values of the inhibited 
people. Schafer believes that the sounds of a particular place can provide insight into the cultural and 
social values of the people who inhabit that place. At the same time, the study is concerned with the 
relationship between sound and the environment. However, acoustic ecology focuses more on the 
impact of human activity on natural soundscapes, and the ways in which humans can create more 
harmonious sonic environments. The study of sonic rhythms of place has also been applied as part of 
this research work as it helps to explain why certain sounds might be perceived as soothing or 
disturbing and to examine the relationship between sound and geography. Sonic geographers study the 
ways in which the physical features of a place impact its sonic environment, and how people interact 
with sound in different geographic locations. It also examines the patterns of sound and silence in a 
particular place, and how those patterns create a sense of rhythm. This field of study explores the ways 
in which humans perceive and respond to sound.  

Review of Literature 
In the realm of religious studies, two scholars have made significant contributions to understanding the 
role of sound and hearing in religious experiences. Leigh Eric Schmidt’s book, Hearing Things: 

Religion, Illusion, and the American Enlightenment, delves into the history of auditory experiences 
and hallucinations within American religion during and after the Enlightenment (Schmidt 2002). He 
argues for a broader examination of the auditory landscape in religious contexts, including not just 
preaching and music but also the diverse range of sounds such as sobbing, psalms, and bells that 
contribute to the devotional experience (Schmidt 2002). Similarly, in the context of Hinduism, Guy 
Beck (1993) emphasizes the centrality of sound in Hindu theology and ritual practices, a dimension 
often overlooked by Western scholars who focus more on visual elements. Beck’s insider perspective, 
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gained through years of learning vocal classical music in India and subsequent academic studies in 
musicology and religious studies, allows him to explore the significance of sound in Hindu worship 
comprehensively (Beck 1993, 10–11). He highlights the rich sonic environment of Hindu worship, 
which includes various musical instruments and vocalizations, echoing the cosmological importance 
attributed to sound in Hindu scriptures like the Sabda-Brahman and Nada-Brahman across different 
Hindu traditions (Beck 1993). 

Both scholars underscore the need for a holistic understanding of religious experiences, incorporating 
auditory elements and sonic theology alongside traditional visual and textual analyses, enriching our 
comprehension of diverse religious practices and beliefs. 

Some scholars are shifting their focus from specific musical elements or performers to investigate 
broader acoustic environments known as "soundscapes" (Schulz 2008). These environments, such as 
the use of trumpet voluntaries in Christian services or conch-shell trumpet notes in Hindu rituals, play 
a significant role in structuring spaces and defining boundaries (Ellingson 2005, 6254). Alain Corbin’s 

exploration of how bells functioned as both auditory and defensive markers in nineteenth-century 
France is frequently referenced in this context. Anthropologist Dorothea Schulz contributes to this 
discussion by examining the urban soundscape of Mali, where local and national radio broadcasts 
shape the public arena (Lee 2006). 

The concept of the soundscape originates from R. Murray Schafer’s work on sonic environments 

(Schafer 1993), and Emily Thompson defines it as a blend of physical space and cultural perception 
(2004, 1f.). Schulz (2008) extends this concept to emphasize the interplay between sound production, 
perception, and religious experience, highlighting how soundscapes create a sense of time, space, and 
embodiment crucial for religious communication (2008, 185). 

A burgeoning area of interest is archaeoacoustics or acoustic archaeology, which explores the acoustic 
effects of ancient monuments on religious experiences (Scarre & Lawson 2006). These sites, believed 
to induce altered states or replicate sacred sounds, are now visited by music therapists leading 
pilgrimages (Hale 2007). This interdisciplinary approach aligns with the spatial turn in religious 
studies, deepening our understanding of the interplay between sound, space, and spirituality 
throughout history. Two notable works delve into the experiential aspects of trance, broadening the 
discussion beyond mere altered states of consciousness. Deborah Kapchan's book Traveling Spirit 
Masters: Moroccan Gnawa Trance and Music in the Global Marketplace (2007) delves into how 
Gnawa trance music transforms musical and racial identities for the Moroccan people and their global 
collaborators. Kapchan’s analysis encompasses the aesthetic and emotional dimensions of Gnawa 

possession trance ceremonies, highlighting the transculturation of trance and sacred music more 
broadly. Ethnomusicologist Judith Becker's work, particularly her book Deep Listeners (Becker 2004), 
merges scientific and cultural perspectives on music and emotion, focusing on trance experiences. 
Becker proposes an emotion-based theory of trance, drawing from neuroscience and biology, and 
draws parallels between individuals experiencing deep emotions through music and those entering 
trance states during religious rituals. 

Recent studies, such as one by Joshua Penman and Judith Becker (2009), delve into physiological 
responses like galvanic skin response and heart rate among different groups experiencing trance-like 
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states, such as Pentecostal Ecstatics and Deep Listeners. Moving beyond trance, discussions on 
religious sounds and music often intersect with healing practices. Scholars like Penelope Gouk (2000) 
and Peregrine Hordern (2000) explore historical beliefs and practices regarding music's emotional and 
healing powers. Ethnographic studies, such as those by Barnes & Sered (2005) and Gioia (2006), 
focus on contemporary communities and their discourses on sonic effects in healing practices, often 
involving drumming, chanting, and shamanic elements. With the globalization of world musics and 
the rise of resources like radio programs and websites dedicated to "sound healing," scholars like 
Timothy Taylor (2007) examine how specific sounds in advertising music symbolize spiritual or 
mystical ideas, reflecting historical Western perceptions of spirituality in contrast to other cultures. 
These discussions highlight the multifaceted nature of religious sounds, from their roles in 
transformative experiences to their therapeutic and healing potentials in diverse cultural contexts. 

Research Method 
The method undertaken for this study is qualitative field study. Two places were considered for the 
study – Vrindavan and Mathura in Uttar Pradesh, India. Inside these two places, the following spaces 
were studied for this research – the locations were Prem Mandir  

ISKCON Temple, Kesi Ghat near the banks of the Yamuna River, Gopeshwar Mahadev Mandir, and 
Nand Gaon. A considerable amount of time was devoted after looking for books, articles, magazines, 
thesis and research in several libraries, bookstores and online libraries to study the history of 
Vrindavan and Mathura, with a focus on the temples and their respective devotional practices. 
Vrindavan, located in Uttar Pradesh, is renowned as a sacred city associated with Lord Krishna, and it 
enjoys direct road connectivity from Delhi to Agra via NH-2, approximately 145 kilometers south of 
Delhi. The revered Yamuna River, considered one of India's holiest rivers, flows through Vrindavan 
and Mathura. Notable ghats in Vrindavan, such as Keshi Ghat and Chir Ghat, showcase remarkable 
architectural features with their construction in yellow sandstone. The city attracts pilgrims throughout 
the year, serving as a significant pilgrimage site for both Indian and international visitors. Moreover, 
Vrindavan holds historical significance intertwined with neighboring places in the Braj region, 
including Mathura, Gokul, Barsana, Govardhan, and Nandgaon (U.P. Tourism Data, 2014). Mathura 
stands as one of the seven sacred cities for Hindus, alongside Haridwar, Varanasi, Ujjain, Kanchi, 
Puri, and Dwarka. Situated along the Yamuna River, Mathura holds deep-rooted traditions and 
historical significance related to the birth and life of Lord Krishna, a revered Hindu deity. It occupies a 
pivotal role in Brajbhoomi, which comprises two distinct regions divided by the Yamuna River: the 
eastern side encompassing Gokul, Mahavan, Baldeo, Mat, and Bajna, and the western side including 
Vrindavan, Govardhan, Barsana, and Nandgaon (Tandon and Sehgal, 2017). An ethnographic study 
was conducted in Mathura and Vrindavan exploring its streets, ghats, and temples while capturing 
sounds and videos for documentation purposes. The sound recordings were made during a day-long 
visit to Vrindavan were encapsulated in the form of a sound documentary project. In order to gain a 
comprehensive understanding of the city and its religious practices, extensive readings were consulted 
that delve into these topics in depth. The research also drew from secondary sources such as scholarly 
journals, newspaper articles, and reports from various organizations. A primary survey was conducted 
in different areas of the city to gather firsthand data. The research specifically focused on heritage 
conservation efforts in the region, utilizing secondary data alongside primary research methods. 
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Efforts were made to ensure the data collected represented diverse perspectives across caste and 
community lines among the participants in the region. 

Data Collection 
During the fieldwork, several crucial steps were undertaken to gather data and insights for the 
documentation project focused on Vrindavan. Firstly, extensive readings on Devotion and Krishna 
Consciousness were conducted to establish a foundational understanding. Subsequently, visits were 
made to explore the urban reality of Vrindavan firsthand. This involved collecting documentation on 
the temples in Vrindavan and actively participating in conferences, events, and collective bhaktis to 
immerse in the local religious practices. 

A survey of the temples was conducted to understand their significance and layout within the city. 
Special attention was given to identifying unique elements of the surroundings that hold cultural or 
spiritual value. Interviews were also conducted with the local community residing and working near 
the temples to gain insights into their perspectives and to better comprehend the neighborhood 
dynamics. The research focused specifically on Vrindavan's cultural and spatial aspects, emphasizing 
city spaces within the temples. Rather than focusing solely on the grandeur of the temples, the goal 
was to map out the everyday cultural practices and usage of spaces by the general populace. This 
approach aimed to capture the spatial characteristics and their evolution over time, drawing from 
accounts and narratives shared by local devotees spanning from the past to the present. Furthermore, 
the research highlighted the significant role of sound in the process of creating meaning, particularly 
expanding beyond traditional visual semiotics, in the sacred context of Vrindavan, a revered Hindu 
site believed to be the birthplace of Lord Krishna. 

Data Analysis 
Our auditory sense does not get shut down even when we cover our ears or move our head in the 
opposite direction to the source of the sound in the way closing the eyes does for our sight. We 
become keenly aware of it when it comes to our preference for it and get frustrated in the presence of 
unwanted sounds. Even during our sleep our auditory system keeps working.  This tendency to be on 
constant alert brings its own merit. Our visual sight aids us in detecting an unknown, impending or 
invisible presence, or tracking and tracing an unknown one- it not gives us access to information 
provided by our visual sight but can be referred to as a highly accommodative function in its own 
right, an alert system we share with the higher form of animals. 

Common emphasis in their exploration of the diverse ways in which sound has been and continues to 
be crucial to the ideological construction of a unifying postcolonial Indian nation-state, as well as 
insistent articulations of communal difference and specificity from multiple publics. How is that sense 
of individual and group belonging—or unbelonging—mediated by the sounds of India, in India, and 
representing India—from the street to the festival ground to the cinema hall to the mobile phone? How 
do Indians generate, inhabit, and interact with the multiplicity of soundscapes through which they 
move? What is the aesthetic, pragmatic, and political choices that artists make when sonically 
representing Indian culture(s) and national identit(ies) through media? As a discipline, 
ethnomusicology has roots deeply embedded in the colonial imaginary. Like the colonial fascination 
with Indian languages, caste structures, and religions, “Indian music” and its exotic instrumentation 

and system of scales fascinated early travelers to and scholars of the subcontinent and gave way by the 
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early twentieth century to a late colonial and early Indian nationalist emphasis on the collection and 
preservation of “classical” Indian music. 

That sound or indeed noise is not experienced as a single event, isolated from social context, is a key 
insight that research participants shared in the sound experiment. Their recollections of the sound 
composition were accompanied by narratives that contextualized and enlivened their listening 
experience. The stories that they constructed, in tandem with listening to sounds, thus made them 
‘disturbed’, ‘happy’, ‘annoyed’, ‘scared’ even, ‘shaking’ and ‘feel like turning around’ as if ‘some of 

the things were happening right behind you’. 

When asked to share their experiences of the sound experiment, a participant depicted the physical 
settings where she located the sounds listened to. Rather than feeling enclosed and isolated inside the 
box, focusing on the sound allowed her to put together visual fragments of her everyday life in the city 
in what emerges as a detailed and fascinating narrative: 

It sounded like the day was starting. I heard birds chirping. It felt like I was on my 
balcony, seeing the sunrise, so it was quite pleasant. After that, screaming sounds 
[laughs]. The buses, the honking, the crowd. Then it felt like I had gone shopping. 
A Sunday is even more hectic than a working day. You are running around with 
your family. The hawkers are around, you know. The ladies are window shopping, 
their words are quite clear. 

Therefore, the communicative power of sounds appears to lend itself to an almost tangible physical 
quality that engendered emotional, visceral and bodily reactions among participants. 

Parallels can be drawn with Rice's research into the impact of the acoustic dimension of hospitals on 
patients—an ‘active soundscape’ which is shown to be experienced with particular immediacy, thus 
rendering more acute the experience of other senses. Sounds evoked images and enabled participants 
to observe and describe them with intense curiosity—scenes from urban life and natural scenery. To 
use their own words, people were ‘transmuted’, ‘transported’, ‘alchemized’ in and out of the box, 

‘visualized’ waterfalls, rivers and mountains, and generally felt ‘interested’. The sonic dialectic's 
serendipitous discovery resonates effectively with Ralph Nicholas ''serendipitous discovery' of two 
opposing observances (Gajan and Durga puja) in the Bengali ritual calendar, which together construct 
a specific form of' regional culture in Indian civilization' (Nicholas 2008, p. 7; Nicholas 2013, pp. 41-
42). Through sacred sound production, this culture precisely mediates an orthodox and non-classical 
form of divinization. 

An understanding was made that these chants have distinctly different textural acoustics and rhythms, 
aligning with the differing moods of Krishna worship. In the former context, generally cognitively 
distracted audiences require fast-paced, striking rhythms and loud and high-pitched, imposing sounds 
to attract them to the pandals. 
 
Kirtan and the Power of Sound Vibration: Humans have a long history of engaging in group 
singing as a form of social bonding and as a way to represent and embody collective harmony and 
union. Because of sound’s ability to resonate within multiple people at once and elicit a sympathetic 
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response. Kirtan is an incredibly accessible way to tap into the power of group singing— for the 
power of the wider collective to be felt through music and then for that music to ripple out, 
reverberate, or echo back the power of the collective vibration as call-and-response. 

Bhakti Yoga as a movement emphasizes equality and harmony within the community as a path of 
socio-spiritual practice accessible to all and focused around collective participation. The community 
that takes part in the Kirtan Satsang is known as the Sangam or collective. Chanting is often 
accompanied by clapping and playing of musical instruments such as the harmonium, tanpura, drums 
or cymbals. The songs, chants, and mantras can be a simple name of an archetypal deity or the 
recitation of a devotional Sanskrit or vernacular phrase honoring or praising some aspect of the divine.  

Healing the Collective through Sound: Synchronizing consists of responding to the call and 
amplifying the response which is not only heard through the ear, but felt within the body. Feeling the 
collective pulse brings the mind’s attention to the moment, with heart open in receptivity, 

experiencing the full power of the grace of being in the here-and-now. This master pulse activates the 
subtle body at the heart chakra, the seat of divine love where one can experience the divine directly 
through personal relationship and emotional connection, if not by the union of hearts through the 
union of voices in harmony with each other. The pulsation of divine love is felt as a rippling force of 
purification, or shuddhi, within the soul of all being. 

Listening into listenings 
Passing hassles sounds like listening. Hearing is the hassle with the ubiquity and transience of 
soundscapes; while harkening is the passing of soundscapes, informed by one’s social, artistic and 
moral leanings. It's a matter of deliberation to draw this distinction between hail and listening. One can 
argue that it's between this hassle and experience that the politics of product, performance and 
articulation of sounds unfolds. While everyone translates the hassles with soundscapes, furthermore it 
argues that not all and everyone’s experiences– and, therefore, harkening(s) – accord legality to the 
organization of sounds similar to noise, music and silence. 

It's in asking questions, similar as the following, that these forms of politics can be teased out whose 
gests of soundscapes – that is, listening – are given preference and whose listening is not? how and 
where is similar harkening asked and demanded? how does the character of space, artistic surrounds, 
and soundscapes alter and transfigure with assessments of certain kinds of harkening? and what are the 
ways in which non-recognized listening(s) pollutants in and out of these soundscapes? Drawing upon 
ethnographic accouterments from my exploration in Vrindavan, this paper tries to unravel some of 
these politics, by pressing the social, artistic and moral positions which inform certain listening. 

The reflections are interesting as they illustrate a qualitative appreciation of associative recollections 
that come with sound, enabling communication with the city and its dwellers. In light of discussing 
sound as communication in this section, they describe a liveliness that imparts a sense that ‘the city is 

not empty,’ as another participant observed; ‘people talking around, life, people singing, street 
hawkers etc. A city without noises is not good’, she went on to explain. 
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This was an understanding shared by most participants, whose ideal city ‘would not be a noiseless’ 

city—'it's quite a comforting sound, that there are people around you', one expressed, thus, 
experiencing a sense of connection with people via sound. 

The above remark exemplifies Cain et al.'s holistic conceptualization of sounds as ‘meaningful events’ 

that create a set of expectations and understandings for individuals and communities. In this light, they 
contend, ‘simply removing negative sounds is not enough. The simple elimination of “noise” is not 

always appropriate and can create anxiety. Symbolisms and meanings were identified as being 
communicated by sounds—symbolisms that differed depending on a variety of factors. For example, 
when asked about their views on the intensity, loudness or calmness of sounds that participants had 
been exposed to, they often related these to religion and religious practices. Whilst several 
participants, for example, reported using meditation as a means of relaxation and retreat from the city 
hullabaloo or withdrawing to a temple in order to find acoustic peace, for the rest sound became a 
marker to identify and distinguish religions and their practices, for instance ‘The Sikh temple believes 

it has the right to be loud, Hindus believe they have the right to be loud. This is wrong'. 

In the above examples, sound was used by participants to create distinctions between social status and 
religion, and identify ‘the noisy “other” [as a] consistent rhetoric' which marginalizes, politicizes and 
moralizes people's narratives and understandings of the self and other. 

Whether physical or symbolic, the qualities of sound appear to permeate participants' understandings 
of identity, their sense and experience of place. People's culture, status, religious orientation, 
emotional or psychological state and wellbeing, everyday experience of traffic, all permeate and are 
expressed by sound. This resonates with Chandola's understanding that: Sound is not just a moment of 
insular and individuated instance of utterance, but derives its momentum from the collisions with the 
multiplicities that abound these matrices: spatial, temporal, sonic, social, cultural, and political. A 
listener traverses through these matrices to ‘make sense’, to hear, to map not by accompanying each 
sound but by deliberately, unintentionally, and inadvertently leaving most un-listened in. All-
pervasive as it is, sound communicates city life, it expresses the ‘reactions of the city.’ Or one can say, 

‘Sound passes messages to us, almost subconsciously, without anyone's consent.’ 
 
Discussions 
On a personal observation, the soundscape of Vrindavan is a unique blend of religious chants, temple 
bells, and street sounds that create a vibrant atmosphere. 

The most prominent sound in Vrindavan is the chanting of "Hare Krishna" mantra, which can be heard 
throughout the city. It is common to see people walking around with prayer beads chanting the mantra. 
The sound of bells ringing in the numerous temples adds to the spiritual ambiance of the city. Apart 
from religious sounds, the streets of Vrindavan are filled with the sounds of vendors selling flowers, 
sweets, and souvenirs. The sound of rickshaws and motorbikes honking their way through the narrow 
lanes is a constant presence. There are also occasional sounds of cows mooing, as cows are considered 
sacred animals in Hinduism, and are a common sight on the streets of Vrindavan. During major 
festivals like Holi and Janmashtami, the soundscape of Vrindavan becomes even more vibrant. People 
play drums and other musical instruments, sing devotional songs, and dance in the streets. The sound 
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of firecrackers exploding in the sky adds to the festive atmosphere. In conclusion, the soundscape of 
Vrindavan is a unique blend of religious chants, temple bells, street sounds, and occasional festive 
music that creates a vibrant and spiritual atmosphere in the city. Since the Mantras is flexible in its 
practice and activation, it can be chanted at any speed, at any pitch, and either by being sung or 
hummed. During fast humming the consonants of the mantra disappear and only the vowels remain. 
Because of the meaning of the mantra, its cyclic effect, and its humming nature, the mantra revolves 
and resounds around and in our entire existence. In a colloquial manner, the mantra and its chanting as 
being like a cosmic accelerator with otherworldly implications; it takes off from the ground, revolves 
around the cosmos and then returns. The yogic and physiological effect of humming the Mantras can 
be compared to the practice of bhrāmari prāṇāyama (humming bee breath). The humming is created 

during this breath control practice, where the practitioner focuses on the sound vibration itself and on 
ajña chakra (the third eye point). The Bihar School of Yoga proposes “Bhramari relieves stress and 

cerebral tension, alleviating anger, anxiety and insomnia, and reducing blood pressure. It speeds up the 
healing of body tissue and may be practiced after operations. It strengthens and improves the voice 
and eliminates throat ailments.” 

Conclusion 
Writing a conclusion of such an intense experience is not such an easy task. Indeed, the work behind 
this documentary has been a professional experience full of human involvement. Exploring a reality 
like Vrindavan, was not simple. To those who think that there is no hope for Vrindavan, I will reply 
saying: “The beauty of the devotion of Vrindavan lies in its chaos. If you can’t see it, it is probably 

just behind a crumbling sign.” By deliberating on a distinction between hearing and listening, one 

could see the manner in which encounters with spaces, cultures and bodies translate into experiences 
informed by sensorial, social, cultural and moral backgrounds. The ears, they never close. And, thus, 
we are constantly surrounded by, and submerged in, soundscapes. They evoke different emotions, 
often helping us to find our bearings and, at other times, making us lose them. Sounds, in a somewhat 
crude articulation, allow us to make sense of ourselves and the spaces we occupy at the same time 
(Feld, 2005; Feld and Basso, 1996; Rice, 2003). We do not, however, interact with sounds in their 
measurable embodiment of decibel notes; rather, we interact with a plethora of notes, variously 
structured as quiet, music, or noise. 

Given the pervasive, albeit fleeting, experience of soundscapes, not only are the particularities and 
peculiarities of sounds organised as silence, music, and noise, but the preference for one kind of sound 
organisation over another is also reckoned to be a de facto reality, and thus considered apolitical. In 
non-Western societies, religious belief can be both scriptural (to classical deities) and more 
instantaneous and spontaneous (to non-classical gods). In both cases, these beliefs are formed and 
maintained through long-term habit patterns on the specific nature of devotions to these deities. 
Furthermore, when these devotional habits are intensely sensory in nature, they become more 
ingrained or sediment more effectively in cultures and bodies. Aurality and the body's sensitivities to 
sonic influence are crucial in this process. 
 

  



ISSN-2231-2498                                                                                                                                    Vol.- 14, Issue 3 & 4                             January - June - 2024 

 

67 International Journal of Communication Development          www.communicationijcd.com 

             (A UGC Enlisted-2017 & 18, Journal No.-49378, Peer Reviewed (refereed) Research Journal) 

References: 
• Ahmad, Z. (2013). Marginal occupations and modernising cities: Muslim butchers in urban 

India. Economic and Political Weekly, 48(32), 121-131. 
• Alberts, H. C., & Hazen, H. D. (2010). Maintaining authenticity and integrity at cultural world 

heritage sites. Geographical Review, 100, 56-73. 
• Asher, C. B. (1995). The new Cambridge history of India I:4, Architecture of Mughal India. 

Cambridge University Press. 
• Asher, C. B. (1995). Architecture of Mughal India (pp. 194-196). Cambridge University Press. 
• Attali, J. (1985). Noise: The political economy of music (B. Massumi, Trans.). University of 

Minnesota Press. 
• Anjaria, J., & McFarlane, C. (2011). Urban navigations. Routledge. 
• Bailey, P. (1998). Popular culture and performance in the Victorian city. Cambridge University 

Press. 
• Baviskar, A. (2006). Demolishing Delhi: world-class city in the making. Mute, 2, 88-95. 
• Baviskar, A. (2011). Spectacular events, city spaces and citizenship: the Commonwealth 

Games in Delhi. In J. Anjaria & C. McFarlane (Eds.), Urban navigations (pp. 138-161). 
Routledge. 

• Blake, S. P. (1992). Shahjahanabad, The Sovereign City of Mughal India, 1639-1739. 
Cambridge. 

• Blake, S. P. (1986). Cityscape of an Imperial Capital, Shahjahanabad in 1739. In R. E. 
Frykenberg (Ed.), Delhi Through The Ages. Delhi.Stoller, P. (1997). Sensuous Scholarship. 
Philadelphia, PA: University of Pennsylvania Press. 

• Bernier, F. (1999). Travels in the Mughal Empire, AD 1656-1668 (A. Constable, Trans. & 
Annotated). Delhi. 

• Bhan, G. (2009). "This is no longer the city I once knew": Evictions, the urban poor, and the 
right to the city in millennial Delhi. Environment and Urbanization, 21, 127-142. 

• Bull, M. (2000). Sounding out the city: Personal stereos and the management of everyday life. 
Berg. 

• Bull, M., Gilroy, P., Howes, D., & Kahn, D. (Eds.). (2006). The senses and society. Berg. 
• Bunnell, T. (2004). Malaysia, modernity and the multimedia super corridor: A critical 

geography of intelligent landscapes. Routledge 
• Carr, S. (1876). Archaeology and monumental remains of Delhi. Simla. 
• Chenoy, S. M. (1998). Shahjahanabad, A City of Delhi 1638-1857. Delhi. 
• Cowan, A., & Steward, J. (2007). The city and the senses: Urban culture since 1500. Ashgate. 
• Chandola, T. (2010). Listening into others: in-between noise and silence (Unpublished thesis). 

Queensland University of Technology. 
• Chandola, T. (2012). Listening into water-routes: Soundscapes as cultural systems. 

International Journal of Cultural Studies. [Forthcoming]. 
• Chaudhuri, K. N. (1978). Some reflections on town and country in Mughal India. Modern 

Asian Studies, 12(1), 862. 
• Classen, C. (Ed.). (1993). Worlds of sense: Exploring the senses in history and across cultures. 

Routledge. 
• Diaconu, M., Heuberger, E., & Mateus-Berr, R. (Eds.). (2011). Senses and the city: An 

interdisciplinary approach to urban sensescapes. LIT Verlag Reihe. 
• Dupont, V. (Ed.). (2000). Delhi. Urban space and human destinies. Manohar. 
• Dupont, V. (2004). Socio-spatial differentiation and residential segregation in Delhi: A 

question of scale? Geoforum, 35(2), 157-175. 



January - June – 2024                          Vol.- 14, Issue 3 & 4                              ISSN-2231-2498                                                                                                       

 

www.communicationijcd.com            International Journal of Communication Development 68 

     (A UGC Enlisted-2017 & 18, Journal No.-49378, Peer Reviewed (refereed) Research Journal) 

• Dupont, V. (2005). The idea of a new chic Delhi through publicity hype. In R. Koshla (Ed.), 
The Idea of Delhi (pp. 78-93). Mumbai: Marg. 

• Dupont, V. (2008). Slum demolition in Delhi since the 1990s: An appraisal. Economic and 
Political Weekly, 43, 79-87. 

• Dupont, V. (2011). The dream of Delhi as a global city. International Journal of Urban and 
Regional Research, 35, 533-554. 

• Ghertner, A. (2011). Gentrifying the state, gentrifying participation: Elite governance 
programs in Delhi. International Journal of Urban and Regional Research, 35, 504-532. 

• Ghertner, A. (2011b). The nuisance of slums: Environmental law and the production of slum 
illegality in India. In J. Anjaria & C. McFarlane (Eds.), Urban Navigations (pp. 23-49). New 
Delhi and London: Routledge. 

• Hegarty, P. (2007). Noise/Music. New York, NY: Continuum. 
• Howes, D. (Ed.). (1991). The Varieties of Sensory Experience: A Sourcebook in the 

Anthropology of the Senses. Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 
• Howes, D. (2003). Sensual Relations: Engaging the Senses in Culture and Social Theory. Ann 

Arbor, MI: University of Michigan Press. 
• Howes, D. (Ed.). (2004). Empire of the Senses: The Sensual Culture Reader. Oxford: Berg. 
• Koch, E. (1982). The Baluster Column: A European Motif in Mughal Architecture and Its 

Meaning. Journal of the Warburg and Courtauld Institutes, 45(1982), 251-262. 
• Koch, E. (2013). The hierarchical principles of Shahjahani paintings. In Mughal Art and 

Imperial Ideology: Collected Essays (Vol. 30, p. 369). 
• Kambo, M. S. (1939). Amal-i-Salih (G. S. Yazdani, Ed.). Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal, 

Calcutta (Vol. 3, p. 26). 
• Kundu, A. (2004). Land tenure and property rights. Habitat International, 28, 167-179. 
• Lefebvre, H. (1974). The Production of Space. Oxford: Blackwell. 
• Low, K. (2009). Scents and Scent-sibilities: Smell and Everyday Life Experiences. Newcastle 

upon Tyne: Cambridge Scholars Publishing. 
• Moin, A. (2012). The millennial sovereign: Sacred kingship and sainthood in Islam. South 

Asia Across the Disciplines. New York: Columbia University Press. 
• Nandy, A. (2010). Slums as self-confrontation. Down to Earth, April 2010. 
• Okada, A. (1992). Indian Miniatures of the Mughal Court. New York. 
• Ramanathan, U. (1996). Displacement and the law. Economic & Political Weekly, 31, 1486-

1491. 
• Ramanathan, U. (2004). Illegality and exclusion: Law in the lives of slum dwellers (Working 

Paper No. 2). Geneva: International Environmental Law Research Centre. 
• Ramanathan, U. (2005). Demolition drive. Economic & Political Weekly, 40, 2908-2912. 
• Ramanathan, U. (2006). Illegality and the urban poor. Economic & Political Weekly, 41, 3193-

3197. 
• Rice, T. (2003). Soundselves: An acoustemology of sound and self in the Edinburgh Royal 

Infirmary. Anthropology Today, 19, 4-9. 
• Roy, A. (2005). Urban informality: Toward an epistemology of planning. Journal of the 

American Planning Association, 71, 147-158. 
• Saksena, R. C. (Ed.). (n.d.). Chahar Gulshan (Chander Shekhar, Ed., pp. 78-79). 
• Saida-i-Gilani, cited in H. Hasan. (n.d.). Mughal Poetry: Its Cultural and Historical Value, 60. 
• Salih Kambo, M. (1939). Amal-i-Salih, 3 (G. S. Yazdani, Ed., p. 28). Royal Asiatic Society of 

Bengal, Calcutta. 
• Schaffer, M. R. (1994). The Soundscape: Our Sonic Environment and the Tuning of the World. 

Rochester: Destiny Books. 



ISSN-2231-2498                                                                                                                                    Vol.- 14, Issue 3 & 4                             January - June - 2024 

 

69 International Journal of Communication Development          www.communicationijcd.com 

             (A UGC Enlisted-2017 & 18, Journal No.-49378, Peer Reviewed (refereed) Research Journal) 

• Schaffer, M. R. (2003). Open ears. In M. Bull & L. Back (Eds.), The Auditory Culture Reader 
(pp. 21-39). Oxford: Berg. 

• Sen, J. (1976). The unintended city. Life and Living, April 1976. 
• Sharma, K. (2005). Urban reporting: Citizens and "others." In N. Rajan (Ed.), Practicing 

Journalism: Values, Constraints, Implications (pp. 148-154). London: Sage. 
• Smith, M. M. (Ed.). (2004). Hearing History: A Reader. London: University of Georgia Press. 
• Smith, M. M. (2008). Sensing the Past: Seeing, Hearing, Smelling, Tasting, and Touching in 

History. Berkeley: University of California Press. 
• Srivastav, S. (2009). Urban spaces, Disney-divinity, and moral middle classes in Delhi. 

Economic and Political Weekly, 14, 338-345. 
• Tandon, M., Sehgal, V.(2017) Traditional Indian religious streets: A spatial study of the streets 

of Mathura, Frontiers of Architectural Research. Higher Education Press, 4, 469-479. 
• Whyte, W. (1993). Street Corner Society: The Social Structure Of an Italian Slum (4th edn.), 

Chicago, IL, University of Chicago Press. 
• Yamane, S., Funo, S., & Ikejiri, T. (2008). Space formation and transformation of the urban 

tissue of old Delhi, India. Journal of Asian Architecture and Building Engineering, 7(2), 217- 
224. 
 
 

 


