
Inner Speaker
Take a sonic ride into the sublime. In the realm 

of the sound bath the journey’s all yours.

Words Edwina Hagon

ou may be 20 desolate miles due north 
of California’s Joshua Tree and many, 

many thousands of miles from where you 
started out, but according to a sticker above 
a water carafe surrounded by perennial 
blue skies, palm trees and a smattering of 
hammocks, “You are exactly where you 
need to be.” Look up and you’ll find 38 feet 
of wood thrust equally in all directions – a 
parabolic vault constructed entirely of old-
growth Douglas fir rising up from the sands 
of the Mojave Desert like a repurposed UFO. 

This is the Integratron: an acoustically 
perfect sound chamber built in 1959 with a 
backstory so far out it would require a few 
extra pages to do it justice. Let’s just say 
extraterrestrials and high-speed time travel 

feature heavily. Step inside the construction 
and you’ll be following in the footsteps of 
thousands who make the pilgrimage each 
year, including musicians of the likes of 
Erykah Badu, Josh Homme of Queens of the 
Stone Age, Arcade Fire, the Arctic Monkeys 
and Robin Pecknold of Fleet Floxes who, 
after taking his band there for a treatment in 
2009, told Rolling Stone, “The notes sound 
like they’re coming from inside your mind 
… It was the closest thing to a psychedelic 
experience I’ve ever had.” 

They call them sound baths – the experience 
Pecknold spoke of that is, and for which the 
Integratron is these days perhaps best known. 
They’re called such because, like a bath, the 
experience is immersive, enveloping your 

whole body and mind as sonic waves wash 
over you from all directions, seeping deep 
into your skin and rinsing away the excess 
noise and stress and worry that accumulates 
throughout each day. 

And while the inside of this celestial 
destination is undoubtedly one of the more 
extraordinary places to engage in this 
holistic approach to healing, sound baths 
can be experienced anywhere. You don’t 
need to be a rock star, nor do you need to 
be a freewheeling, prayer bead-wearing 
beatnik for that matter. Sound meditation is 
for every person with aural perception and 
an open mind.

It is early afternoon when I arrive out 
of breath and just a minute or so behind 

schedule for my sound bath session with 
sound therapy practitioner Nate Martinez, 
the founder of NTM Sound Healing and one 
of the dynamic forces behind the sound bath 
boom currently happening in New York City. 
The room smells of freshly burnt palo santo 
wood: sweet notes of pine, mint and lemon 
that permeate the air. 

A collection of beautifully strange 
instruments is arranged on the floor – 
Himalayan singing bowls, crystal quartz 
bowls, tuning forks, various percussion 
instruments and a fine-looking handmade 
frame drum. Lying down with an eye mask 
on, I am instructed first to address my 
breathing – in through the nose, out through 
the mouth, in through the nose, out through 
the mouth. And with a slow, repetitive drum 
beat, so begins my journey inward. A journey 
that is at once a blissed out, sonic ride up into 
the sublime astral planes and an altogether 
deeply relaxing and grounding experience 
that will continue to evolve and unravel in 
the days to follow. 

“I think people are intrigued because 
they get to go into their own experience,” 
says Martinez of the increasing popularity 
of this healing modality. “It’s going to be 
totally different than your neighbour, it’s 
going to be entirely tailored to you because 
it’s your experience. And I think people are 
craving that right now because they’ve gone 
for long enough without it, and you realise 
if you continue that way then you’re most 
likely to continue to feel more lost and I 
think people want to find themselves. This 
is one stop on the path.” 

Akin to the way a mantra may help you 
to arrive at the still point of meditation, 
sound helps create a pathway to this place of 
stillness. According to Martinez, when you’re 
able to slow your brain waves down and 
get into a more introspective, relaxed state, 
you’re giving your body an opportunity to 
heal on its own terms. “People don’t know 
how to turn off anymore. The healing and 
the health really come when we are afforded 
the opportunity to get perspective. This is an 
environment that supports that,” he says. 

Well-versed in the art of sound and 
rhythm, Martinez is a professional musician 
who studied the medium and has been playing 
for some 26 years. It goes without saying that 
music has the ability to move us – conjuring 
feelings of excitement, nostalgia, melancholy 
and a whole corpus of other emotions. So 
what is it exactly that differentiates it from 
this alternative utilisation of sound? 

“Music is structured sound, it has all 
these raw materials, and through intention 
you come up with this end product that is 
packaged and we can consume it in whatever 
way,” Martinez explains. “And I don’t want 

to oversimplify it and say it’s just this material 
thing – it’s not. With this experience, when 
you remove the structure of music, which is 
melody, rhythm and arrangement, then you 
can get the raw materials again. It’s about 
removing some of those more structured 
elements as you would normally assume to 
be receiving them and provide it in a more 
open context.” 

Dr Helen Lavretsky, a psychiatry 
professor at the UCLA Semel Institute 
for Neuroscience and Human Behaviour 
and a Kundalini yoga instructor, has been 
practising sound meditation for more than 
a decade, employing it within her work as a 
researcher and clinician to “[reduce] stress 
in family dementia caregivers, help anxiety 
and depression, and to improve memory 
and cognition in older adults with mild 
cognitive impairment”.

She says even a 10 to 15-minute daily 
session spent surrendering to the sound of 
a gong, mantra or other source of soothing 
sound can have a vastly positive effect on 
an individual’s state of wellbeing. “This 
can improve one’s resilience to stress and 
improve your immune system functioning, 
improve sleep and mood. These simple, 
inexpensive practices can help balance 
mind-body and spirit and achieve peace 
that empowers millions to live to the highest 
human potential.”

While various cultures have utilised sound 
for thousands of years as a healing tool, this 
modality has gained momentum in more 
recent times – different in form yet with the 
same intention: to move us from a place 
of imbalance to a place of balance. Once 
found only at spiritual and New Age retreats 
or within the wood-carved belly of the 
white-domed Integratron, sound baths are 
becoming increasingly accessible with more 
and more venues bringing in sound healers as 
part of their fixed offering.

Among them is Brooklyn’s Maha Rose 
Centre for Healing, known for its mind-
body treatments and workshops. It is here 
I meet intuitive healing artist Debbie Attias. 
Like Martinez, Attias’s path to sound 
healing derived from a pre-existing musical 
backdrop that saw Attias tour the world as 
one half of the American electroclash duo 
Avenue D. While sipping on orange-infused 
rooibos tea, Attias asks if there is anything in 
particular that I would like to focus energy 
on today. I think for a moment. Fearlessness. 
And with that in mind, I lie down and the 
session begins. The treatment is both a 
passive and participatory experience, or as 
Attias describes it, “giving and receiving”. 
The participatory aspect in this instance is 
personalised to summon my inner courage 
through my own phonic sounds – sometimes 

mimicking Attias, other times leading the 
way with whatever murmur, chant or sing-
song-type sound comes forth. The idea 
is to depart from the fear of judgment, to 
unshackle those deep-rooted inhibitions 
and, above all else, to have fun. And I do. 

The passive component follows. 
Through breathing exercises I slow my 
heart rate and by doing so I prepare to 
become the receiver, allowing the sounds 
to tap into the boundless expanse of my 
subconscious. As Attias explains, “There 
are certain parts of your brain that you just 
can’t access with your rational mind but 
you can access them with music and art 
and cymbals. We’re getting beyond what 
you think you know and tapping into the 
deeper stuff that’s there.”

To break it down, when sound 
frequencies move through a space that we 
are a part of, our bodies have the ability to 
resonate with those different frequencies. 
These rhythms and frequencies are able 
to synchronise our fluctuating brainwaves 
by providing a pattern or stable frequency 
to which we can attune, not dissimilar to 
meditation. “Everything in your body is a 
vibration, so things can get out of tune just 
the same way an instrument can get out 
of tune. It’s all about bringing your body 
and bringing everything back to harmony, 
back to that peaceful place. When your 
body is in harmony, it knows what to do,” 
Attias explains.  

There is no denying that stress and 
anxiety are on the up, with more adults 
in the United States reporting extreme 
levels of stress in 2015 than ever before, 
as recorded in an annual nationwide 
survey commissioned by the American 
Psychological Association. Even more 
concerning are the results of a recent study 
led by the Rotman Research Institute at 
Toronto’s Baycrest Health Sciences, which 
warns that people need to find ways to 
reduce chronic stress and anxiety in their 
lives or they may be at risk of developing 
depression and even dementia. 

Fortunately, we can all learn how to use 
the power of sound to shift our brainwaves 
and enhance our state of wellbeing. After 
all, as Martinez explains, “Nobody’s healing 
anybody – you heal yourself. I can create 
an environment where you could have a 
healing experience but ultimately what’s 
going to happen is up to you.” In today’s 
fast-paced digital domain, we’re constantly 
overwhelmed with the self-imposed 
commitment to stay up to speed – whether 
it’s updating our social profile, our smart 
phone, our laptop. Perhaps it’s time to take 
the opportunity to clear our personal RAM 
and book in for a mind-body tune up. 
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