
It’s better if  you don’t have any expectations,” says a 
woman sitting next to me, whose tousled blonde hair 
holds within it innumerable feathers and beads affixed 
by mysterious means. “I could tell you what it’s like, but 
then it wouldn’t be your journey.”  

My journey has brought me to Maha Rose North, 
an endearing cabin turned wellness center in the 
Catskills, where I’m seated cross-legged in a large, 

light-colored room that smells faintly of sage and lavender and 
something else I can only describe as “drowsy.” There are antlers 
on the windowsills, and everywhere you look there’s a crystal. For 
the past 30 minutes, 20 or so guests have filtered in, and now we’re 
all draping ourselves over Persian rugs and heart-shaped pillows, 
stretching and getting comfortable. In front of us sits an array of 
different-size bowls cast in brass and luminous white crystal, silver 
utensils, and an inscrutable wooden box. I stare at the instruments 
and, as instructed, have no idea what to expect.

I’ve driven two and a half  hours beyond New York City’s 
limits to experience a sound bath, a type of 
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VIEWED BY MANY AS A FAST TRACK TO MEDITATION, SOUND THERAPY 

IS ONE WAY TO CUT THROUGH THE WHITE NOISE OF MODERN LIFE. 
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Sound bathing, 
a mindfulness 
practice with 
roots in ancient 
traditions, is 
striking a chord  
in the mainstream 
among health-
seekers looking  
to disconnect. 
By Alexandra 
Kleeman. 
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meditation–slash–aural massage that has 
deep roots in spiritual traditions, but is only 
recently finding its way into mainstream 
wellness routines. Practitioners claim that 
sound bathing—which typically does not 
involve any water whatsoever—can reduce 
stress, release emotional tension, and evoke 
intense multifaceted healing; some bathers 
even report visions and out-of-body expe-
riences, a sort of substance-free shamanic 
quest. “I leave feeling wonderfully relaxed, 
and over the next few days, there’s a shift in 
something that may have been bothering 
me or blocking me,” confirms Amy Lind-
wall, a 34-year-old Bloomville, New York–
based aromatherapist I’m introduced to, 
who took her first bath three years ago and 
now indulges every six weeks.  

For me, the allure is simple: Here’s some-
thing that promises to make me feel physi-
cally and mentally better without changing 
the way I eat, sleep, or exercise. But I’m 
fairly skeptical that I’ll reap the purported 
benefits, as my brain views peace and quiet 
as the perfect opportunity to obsess over my 
earthly problems. I’ve never met a yoga pose 
I couldn’t mess up. I’ve even been corrected 
in savasana, the final and most basic pose, 
where you just lie facing up with your eyes 
closed. So when the lights dim in the room, 
I imagine another long, stressful hour try-
ing and failing to breathe at the same rate 
as everyone else.

But now, as the first tones begin, my usu-
al mental chatter moves to the back of my 
mind. Instead I’m just noticing the sounds 
around me: first, the shiny peal of single 
chimes; next, a fuzzy thrumming that seems 
to move in circles, making the inside of my 
head feel like it’s being scrubbed with a soft 
brush while the instructor’s fingers inter-
mittently massage my scalp. I don’t even 
remember to ask myself whether it’s work-
ing, and soon my thoughts seem simulta-
neously distinct and blurry. Then comes 
chanting and percussion and drone, and 
though at one point I’m jarred out of my 
pleasant waking dream by the sensation of 
air flapping against my skin and someone 
tickling my face with what I’m pretty sure 
is a large feather, for the most part I’m more 
at ease than I have been in a month that has 
included getting married, getting a dog, 
and getting a mortgage. An hour and a half  
later, the lights come back on and we sit up. 
My neighbor with the bedazzled hair asks 

me whether I liked it: All I can do is mumble 
something about feeling “wow,” and want-
ing to do another.

To better understand why that sound 
bath felt so right, I turn to Nate Martinez, 
a young and gifted practitioner whose work 
at hip New York venues like Sky Ting Yoga 
and Brooklyn Zen Center have made him a 
central figure in the growing sound-healing 
movement. This summer, Six Senses luxury 
resorts—with exotic properties in locales 
like Thailand, Oman, Vietnam, and the 
Maldives—announced Martinez as a visit-
ing therapist for 2017, inviting him to offer 
his services among more conventional spa 
treatments. Even the runways are not im-
mune to sound baths’ mind-altering appeal: 
Iris van Herpen’s fall couture show was in-
spired by cymatic visualizations of sound, 
and featured models who strode through 
the Eglise Réformée de l’Oratoire du Louvre 
to the tune of a live Zen-bowl performance.  

With a background in jazz and other 
musical genres, Martinez is as adept at talk-
ing about shamanic trances and somatic 
healing as he is at deciphering what these 
terms mean for spiritual Luddites like me, 
who believe that healing happens basically 
by sleeping and taking ibuprofen. “It’s just 
in our nature to be transformed by what 
we hear,” he says, explaining that sound 
baths move brainwaves from more active 
states to relaxed states that resemble sleep, 
to give our whole being “the opportunity to 
process, detox, and rebalance.” 

Though the exact mechanisms by which 
meditation—sound or otherwise—acts to 
reduce anxiety, depression, and pain are 
not fully understood, Sonal Singh, M.D., a 
medical researcher and doctor at the Johns 
Hopkins Hospital, says that clinical and 
neuroimaging data are beginning to shed 
light on how our mood and thinking change 
when we practice these techniques. “Because 
of studies like these,” says B E A U T Y > 6 0 2
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What comes next is startling: 
Although there’s been no  
physical contact, I sense a quiet 
pressure against my skin  
as the vibration of the singing  
bowl tingles across my body
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Singh, “the medical community is becoming gradually more aware 
that there may be advantages to meditation programs”—like step-
ping away from what Daniel J. Levitin, Ph.D., calls the “overcaf-
feinated, stressed-out Internet addiction” of modern-day life and 
slipping into “daydreaming mode,” which, he explains, is controlled 
by a part of the brain called the insula. A McGill University profes-
sor of psychology and music who studies the cognitive effects of 
sound, Levitin says that the benefits of this mental shift are real: “It 
boosts the immune system; it enhances creativity.”

My hour-long private session at Martinez’s Brooklyn apartment 
begins in a minimalistic way. There’s no incense, no scented oils, 
no crystals hanging in front of the windows. Instead, I lie on his 
living-room floor as he coaches me in a calm voice to relax my legs, 
my hands, my shoulders. What comes next is startling: Although 
there’s been no physical contact, I sense a quiet pressure against my 
skin as the vibration of the singing bowl, throbbing and metallic, 

tingles across my body. I feel sturdy and light, like a cross between 
an eagle and a toy boat, as a blissed-out high exiles any disruptive 
thoughts into the void where all of my other worries are currently 
taking a much-needed break.  

When I sit up and reenter the real world, I’m peacefully and 
profoundly alert. I step out onto the street and hear a dozen noises, 
each one distinct and compelling. Even the burrito I eat afterward 
feels significant. Lettuce is so beautiful, I think to myself, admiring 
how mindful I am being. I inhale deeply and remember how good 
it feels to breathe with intention. Then I pull the smartphone out 
of my duffel, and before I know it, I’ve checked Facebook three 
times and liked a heap of photos on Instagram, demolishing the 
clear head space I just spent an hour crafting. But as I descend the 
subway-station stairs and stand at the edge of the platform listening 
to the train rattle by, it sounds real and messy—and more wonder-
ful than I had remembered. @ 

1 This month, Villa Lena, the artists’ colony in 
Tuscany, plays host to the globe-trotting Secret 
Yoga Club. Along with daily asanas, there will be 
sound therapy (vocal toning, Himalayan singing 
bowls) with the multidisciplinary practitioner 
Lani Rocillo, and farm-to-table cuisine from the 
property’s groves and vineyards. secretyogaclub 
.co.uk. 2 South Beach’s pulsing beat takes a 
restorative turn at The Standard Spa, Miami 
Beach, where vibrating crystal bowls accompany a 
massage for a deeper sense of mind-body balance. 
Upcoming events include a full-moon kundalini-
yoga celebration with an immersive sound bath. 
standardhotels.com/miami. 3 London-based 
mindfulness group Fresh Perception heads to 
England’s verdant Lake District this month for a 
sound-bath retreat held at a bucolic Georgian-era 
farmhouse. Hungarian Szilvia Gardian will lead 
sessions with gongs and singing bowls, after which 
you can chase the calm with a hike to nearby 
rocky beaches. freshperception.com. 4 Chablé, 
a collection of luxury villas opening next month in 
Mexico’s Yucatan Peninsula, weaves indigenous 
traditions into its spa treatments; for the Maya 
Rebirth, vibrations of the conch shell—long used 
in the local culture—set the tone for the herbal 
body brushing and muscle kneading that follow. 
chableresort.com. 5 Home to dreamlike overwater 
huts, Six Senses Laamu, in the Maldives, takes  
an island-inflected approach to wellness, with fresh 
coconut-oil treatments and Balinese bodywork. 
Next month, visiting practitioner Khun Sommai 
and his Tibetan singing bowls begin a six-week 
beachfront residency. sixsenses.com/laamu.—L.R.

HEAR and There
Make the most of your fall getaway with these destination sound-healing escapes.
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