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The Banaras conference ventured an innovative approach within the field of Indol-
ogy and the study of religions by requesting the contributors to present not only their
recent research, but also share personal views on how their stay in Varanasi was
formative for their research, including methodology and method. In my case it was
indeed formative, in fact from the first day onwards. It was in the early 1990s when
I had a scholarship at the Banaras Hindu University (BHU)' that was my first time
in India. Luckily I found myself at a pleasant guesthouse at Asst Ghat where I spent
a week or two before moving to a Brahmin family at Asst. The first week of my stay
was already a kind of initiation — a revelation of the rich performance culture of In-
dia and its sensory aesthetics. My days started with hearing loud chanting from the
loudspeakers of a nearby ashram, which penetrated to the very marrow. I did little
more than sit on the balcony of the guesthouse, partly because I was scared of the
crowded roads, but primarily because I was so overwhelmed, confused, and fasci-
nated by the many sights, sounds, colors, and smells at Asst Ghat. I remember well
early in the morning of the second day watching women do their pija at the different
shrines, taking out petals and powders from their plastic baskets, lighting camphor
and waving incense sticks in front of the icon, and moving quickly to the next way-
side shrine to repeat their worship. It appeared to me their actions were a natural
part of their daily routine, like brushing their teeth or buying vegetables, and it was
a religious style completely different from that of the Advaita Vedanta bhdsyas of
Sankara which I had studied exhaustively up to this point and which had shaped my
mental map of India.

At that time, I did not yet know the profound changes in my research that the
stay in Banaras would trigger off — with regard to both contents and methods. My
initial plan to study the apocryphal Sankara tradition for a doctoral thesis turned

1 I am grateful to the Government of India for having granted the scholarship (Reciprocal
Scholarship Scheme) during the years 1991 -2 and also to the society of Swiss female aca-
demics for extra allowance. I want to thank Prof. Mishra, my supervisor at the BHU, for his
ever helpful support, and also Prof. Tripathi who introduced me into texts of the non-dual
Kashmir Saivism. Moreover, I had the great chance to study with Pandit Hemendra Chakra-
varti part of Laksmidhara’s famous commentary of the Saundaryalahart (a goddess hymn
of the SrTvidyﬁ lore ascribed to Saﬁkara) and Sankara’s commentary on the Lalitatrisati.
[ express my particular gratitude to him.
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into various post-doctoral projects that extend to the present day. Little was I aware
initially how far my stay would lead me into the devotional stotra and sahasrandama
traditions, goddess worship and Tantric studies, particularly the Srividya — the right-
handed and later the left-handed one, both of which left traces in Varanasi. Various
forms of goddess worship occupied my academic attention from the first days in the
city onwards. When arriving 1 was annoyed to find the doors of the BHU closed and
nobody working, but I indeed rejoiced in the reason: it was holiday time because of
Durgapuja. I watched the quiet preparations of installing colorful pandals, the lonely
mantra consecrations of the clay images, the reading of the Durga myth in goddess
temples, and the swelling crowds and dense festival atmosphere during the last three
nights with continuous worship, prayer, song, and dance. Later on, the more tradi-
tional way to celebrate Navaratr1 in Varanasi by visiting a specific Devi temple on
each of the nine days became a research topic (Wilke 2006).

To cut a long story short: the two years of scholarship in Varanast and the suc-
ceeding fieldwork in the city and beyond (particularly in Tamil Nadu) expanded and
changed my whole approach to the study of Hinduism — and religion in general.
I made a move from mere textual studies and Advaita Vedanta philosophy to ritual
studies, Tantra, and fieldwork in the living popular religion, in particular goddess
worship. It also impacted on my approach to method and theory and sharpened my
sense for the necessity of cultural hermeneutics, i.e. looking at the whole of culture
and not forgetting the material and sensory expressions of religion, and instead of
merely studying texts and teachings being open to vastly different ways of living
and understanding the world. Increasingly, ‘ethno-Indology’ became a favored re-
search method, a combination (and comparison) of text-based philological-historical
research and fieldwork studies, and participant observation of present-day religious
life. In the last decade also the ‘aesthetics of religion’ have become a prominent
research area. This approach emerged in the late 1990s in Germany among a group
of scholars of religion as a powerful new paradigm by which to analyze religions.”
It is concerned with everything about religion that can be perceived by the senses
as well as the whole range of religious media and symbolic representation, focusing
on spaces of perception, the sensory mediation of religious ideas, and the cultural
hierarchies of perception.

Hindu traditions are particularly rich in multi-sensory representation and the
synaesthetic experience of religion. My first days in Banaras made me very aware
of this fact and set the track for my future studies. Diane Eck’s Darsan (1981) and
Bandras — City of Light (1982) focused primarily on visual culture. However, it was
not only visuality and synaesthetics which 1 found very pronounced, but also the
spoken word and how it sounds. The dominance of phonocentric communication
systems and sonic perception spaces has a long history. A rich ritual and textual

2 A primary research survey is to be found in Wilke 2008. See also Meyer and Verrips 2008,
who suggest sensory-aesthetic mediation to be the most fundamental issue in accessing
religion and religious experience.
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tradition reflecting this in ever new ways is found everywhere in India. I wish to pres-
ent some of the major theses and themes of my latest monograph Sound and Com-
munication: An Aesthetic Cultural History of Sanskrit Hinduism, co-authored by the
Sanskritist and musician Oliver Moebus.? In mapping Sanskrit Hinduism as a highly
sound-based culture, it was our hope to make a productive contribution to the under-
standing of other cultures and the mediating of Brahmanic Indian and Eurocentric
views of the world. Incidentally, my co-author was also living and studying for some
time in Varanasi, so it is not by chance that we start therefore with the mapping of the
soundscape of the sacred city — which in turn inspired the title of this article Bandras
— City of Sound. My major objectives, however, will be the methodology and method
and the presentation of some basic ideas in a book of more than a thousand pages,
which goes far beyond studies of Banaras. In this treatise on text, communication,
and sound we propose a new way of accessing Indian cultural history and an expand-
ed method of interpreting text. While doing so we exemplify the field of aesthetics
of religion and explore sonic perception in religious contexts and beyond. Thus the
condensed presentation in this article covers four parts and a summary:

the data: the sonic cosmos of Varanasi and Hinduism as a culture of sound;
the consequences: methodology and method of studying Sanskrit texts;

the theory: an applied aesthetics of religion;

an example of sonic worldviews: the mantra contemplation of the Srividya scholar
Bhaskararaya in seventeenth-century Banaras; and

5. asummary: eight theses for the study of Sanskrit Hinduism.
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The sonic cosmos of Varanast and Hinduism as a culture of sound

For many an age Banaras has been a cosmos of Indian religions — it owes its fame
as ‘the’ sacred city of Hinduism partly to this fact. The attraction for pilgrims,
tourists, and students of Hinduism is largely due to its traditionalism and legend-
ary holiness. However, they will probably all experience Varanasi also as a cosmos
of profane and sacred sounds as described in the initial paragraph of Sound and
Communication:

If you visit the holy city of Banaras you will not need an alarm clock to get up early
in the morning. It is quite sufficient to take a lodging close to the Mumukshu Bhavan,
between Assi Ghat and Lanka. At 5 a.m. precisely, any chance of sleep is dispelled by
the loud calls of ‘Ram Ram Ram’ emanating from the loudspeakers of the Ashram,
and for the next half hour a man’s voice enthusiastically sings God’s praise, while no-
one in the vicinity can possibly get away from the sound. Should you step out onto the
Lanka Road after breakfast, you will witness another pan-Hinduistic phenomenon.
Even if the roads are not completely blocked with the usual congestion, the cars drive
through the streets sounding their horns, and as for the numerous cyclists, you would

3 Wilke and Moebus 2011. Unfortunately, Moebus had to cease working on the project a few
years before the book took on its present form.
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be forgiven for thinking that Indian bicycles were powered solely by their bells. Even
Indian street life appears to prove the widespread Tantric philosopheme of the con-
nection between sound and cosmic Dynamis. In the alleys that have hitherto been
quiet in the district of Godawlia, the traders have now appeared. Just like birds in the
forest, they mark out their territories with long, drawn-out and piercing calls and try
to attract custom by means of constantly repeated calls such as ‘steceeel plate.” ...
Religious sounds, too, are not limited to the early morning, but also occur throughout
the day ... [I leave out the day] ... If finally you take a walk at dusk, when the streets
have become quieter again, to the ghats along the banks of the Ganges, or through
the narrow alleyways of the town center, it will not take long to find a temple, for
you will certainly hear one before you see it. The intense ringing of bells announces
the evening ritual and even more vigorous bell ringing, small gongs, hand-drums
and cymbals mark its climax. After sunset loudspeakers start to broadcast religious
singing, or else groups gather spontaneously in the temples to enthusiastically and
unceasingly intone ‘Rama Raja jay Sita Ram’ to a simple melody, accompanied by
the sounds of cymbals and a harmonium. At 10 p.m. quietness descends ... However,
it is quite possible that a pious neighbor will be fulfilling an oath by intoning the call
‘Ram Ram Siya Ram’ at regular intervals throughout the night ... A single day in
India illustrates just how much a cosmos of sounds pervades the whole of everyday
activity and religious life. (Wilke and Moebus, 2011: 1-2)

There is some justification in calling Hindu India a highly sound-based culture. And
this goes back to the Veda, which was transmitted merely as an oral canon through the
centuries, and has remained the very paradigm of sacred sound even in modern-day
Bollywood movies. But the high valuation put on the spoken and sounding word did
not stop with the Veda. It extended into post-Vedic sacred scriptures that were written
down. Hinduism — in all its manifold and diverse regional and ‘sectarian’ strands —
has always been a performance culture, where the holy literatures are ‘sounded out’
and embodied, i.e. recited, sung, staged, played, and danced. This feature had an
amazing constancy until the present day. Every Banaras scholar will concede that
the cult of Ram, so widespread in northern India, lives almost exclusively in sound
rituals, recitatives, and texts performed for the senses — from the uninterrupted rep-
etition of the god’s name, ‘Ram Ram,” to Ram songs (bhajan) in simple rhythms, to
public recitation and dramatic performances of the vernacular epic Ramecaritmanas
of Tulsidas. Above all, in the devotional traditions of bhakti (‘loving participation’)
with its emphasis on emotional religiosity, music plays a central role. These traditions
have often drawn on the vernacular and not standard Sanskrit. Sound and Communi-
cation deals only with Sanskrit culture and this is doubtless a restriction of the topic.
However, the restriction is well-founded, since it is precisely Sanskrit Hinduism that
provides the richest source of material on language and sound. We find a very exten-
sive spectrum of recited and sung sacred texts dating from earliest times.

It 1s important to be aware that both orality and sonality have enjoyed great
cultural significance and this has had a distinct influence on how people approach













































