
"SWARAM" - An Experimental Documentary
Film Exploring the Characteristics and
Significance of Ritualistic Soundscapes
Associated with Spiritual Transformation
and Trance states

Abstract
SWARAM is an experimental documentary film that
examines the ritualistic soundscapes of Kerala and
their role in inducing trance-like experiences. This
study integrates ethnographic fieldwork, high-fidelity
field recordings, and immersive filmmaking
techniques to analyse how sonic elements contribute
to cultural expressions of spirituality. 

SWARAM explores how sound is not merely an
artistic medium but a transformative force that shapes
human consciousness, evokes trance states, and serves
as a spiritual bridge between the earthly and the
divine. This work aims to contribute to the discourse
on sound studies, ethnomusicology, and documentary
film as a research method. By bridging academic
research with an artistic cinematic experience, the
film adopts the format of a visual academic paper,
with distinct sections such as Backdrop, Abstract,
Introduction, Case Studies, Conclusion, and expert
references. This unique approach seamlessly blends
research with cinematic storytelling, offering viewers
both an academic exploration and an immersive
cinematic experience.
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Inspiration:
My fascination with sound began in childhood,
surrounded by the hum of the radio, the echoes of
temple prayers, and the rhythmic beats of local
festivals. As I explored deeper into sound structures, I
noticed some striking similarities between the trance-
inducing nature of Kerala’s ritualistic music and
modern psychedelic trance music. This connection
sparked the idea for SWARAM. The documentary is
both a personal and professional journey and an
exploration of how auditory experiences influence
human perception across cultures and eras.
This understanding inspired me to document Kerala’s
ritualistic soundscapes, drawn by their deep, trance-
like qualities, which subtly resonate with specific
modern musical experiences. Through this
exploration, I seek to understand how sound shapes
human perception and emotions, making this project
both a personal and professional journey into the
power of sound in storytelling.

Understanding Rituals and Soundscapes

Kerala is home to many ritualistic traditions which use
sound as a medium for spiritual transformation. In
SWARAM, I focus on three primary rituals:
Pulluvan Pattu: A serpent-worship ritual where
rhythmic chanting and the resonant sounds of
the Pulluvan Veena induce trance-like states
among participants.

Kalamezhuthu Pattu: 
A visual and auditory performance where intricate
floor art meets hypnotic music, leading to possession
states.

Kalamezhuthu Pattu ritual 
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These rituals, deeply embedded in Kerala’s cultural
and spiritual landscape, showcase the transformative
role of sound. 

By meticulously recording and analysing their sonic
structures, I attempted to investigate any connections
between traditional and contemporary trance music.

Filmmaking as a Research Tool: Ethnography, Field
Recording, and Cinematography

Unlike conventional documentaries that rely heavily
on narration and structured storytelling, SWARAM
embraces an observational and immersive approach.

Thottam Pattu of Theyyam ritual: 
A powerful ritual in which the performer embodies a
deity, guided by intense drumming and melodic
recitations.

This project integrates research through documentary
filmmaking, employing the following approaches for
data collection, analysis, and a deeper understanding
of rituals and soundscapes:

Field recording: 
Capturing high-fidelity, on-location audio to ensure
authenticity.

Experimental sound design: 
Layering ritualistic sounds with contemporary synth
sound techniques to create an evocative auditory
experience.

Pulluvan Pattu ritual: A serpent-worship ritual where
rhythmic chanting and the resonant sounds of the
Pulluvan Veena induce trance-like states among
participants.
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Visual Ethnography: 
Handheld, unfiltered cinematography to immerse
viewers in the raw energy of these rituals.

Narrative fluidity: 
Allowing the story to evolve organically rather than
forcing a linear structure.

A research paper structure: Structuring the
documentary as an academic research paper,
including sections such as Abstract, Introduction, Case
Studies, and Conclusion, ensures scholarly rigour and
narrative depth.

Conclusion
SWARAM is more of an experiential and
experimental film. It highlights the universality of
sound as a tool for transformation, bridging ancient
rituals with contemporary music culture. Through
this film, I hope to inspire further research on how
sound can alter consciousness, influence emotions,
and connect humanity across time and tradition. The
film also contributes to ongoing academic discussions
on sound and spirituality, demonstrating how film
can serve as both a research method and an
artistic expression.

As I continue to expand this work, future research will
explore how immersive media technologies can
further enhance the study of ritualistic soundscapes
and altered states of consciousness. 

This documentary serves as a starting point for a
broader conversation that connects past and present
traditions, experimental filmmaking, research
methodologies, and artistic exploration.

The film has received four awards in the first quarter of this
year and has been in the official selection for several
upcoming national and international film festivals in
2025.Awards - New Delhi Film Festival – 4th Best
Documentary Film, Parai Musical International Awards –
Best Documentary Music Video, Rameshwaram
International Film Festival – Best Documentary Film,
Rohip International Film Festival – Best Documentary
Film
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