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Abstract: Despite church bell ringing being directly influenced by purposive human action, often as
a liturgical function, it creates a community soundscape with ascribed heritage values. While general
heritage management processes and decisions are informed by heritage professionals with a broader
range of experience, we find that church bell ringing is contrary to this process. The COVID-19
pandemic has demonstrated how a stochastic disruptive event can dramatically alter soundscapes on
a community-wide scale. Here, the effective power over bell ringing often rested with the individual
clergy at the local level and is subject to that individual’s personal preferences. This has serious
implications to non-traditional forms of heritage, such as intangible sounds and soundscapes. In
realizing the value of sound signals and soundmarks, we highlight the need to formally recognize
these sounds of religious settings and consider them in heritage frameworks.
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1. Introduction

By their nature, religions and the beliefs that underpin them are intangible concepts
that are transmitted inter- and intra-generationally. As such then, they form part of the
intangible elements of humanity’s cultural heritage. Religions also manifest themselves
as material objects in tangible form, through symbols (e.g., cross, fish), ritual objects (e.g.,
incense burner, prayer wheels), structures (e.g., mosques, temples), written documents
(e.g., Torah, Koran), and communication devices (e.g., gongs, bells).

These tangible manifestations have attracted the attention of heritage management
professionals and are actively being curated in their object form in museums, libraries, and
archives and in their structural form through heritage listings and planning controls. In
addition to the spiritual concepts that define religions, their practice is often associated
with intangible aspects of ritual that can be experienced by participants irrespective of their
spiritual attachment. This includes the sensory perceptions of sight (e.g., candles), smell
(e.g., incense), sound (e.g., singing, bell ringing), touch (e.g., vibrations caused by organ
music), and taste (e.g., communion wine). While central to ritual practice, usually within
the confines of religious buildings, such multisensory experiences have only recently been
considered by heritage professionals [1–5].

There is another aspect of intangible cultural heritage that is directly associated with
religious material culture but that has community-wide relevance, irrespective of whether
community members engage with religious practice: the ringing of church bells, which
effects religious soundscapes in a community.

What follows is a conceptual paper that examines the nature of the soundscapes
generated by bell ringing and the role played by priests as ‘managers’ of this aspect of
cultural heritage. It will show that the effective power over church bell ringing and therefore
over the resultant soundscapes rests with individual clergy at the local level.
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As such then, this paper does not follow the standard IMRAD pattern of research
papers, but will first discuss the nature of spiritual soundscapes in the community and then,
using a case study in New South Wales (Australia), will describe the effects of COVID-19
on silencing these soundscapes. Following a description of the Heritage Management
Process in NSW, this paper will examine the nature of decision-making with regard to bell
ringing within the denominations and will assess the decisions taken by churches in this
state during the recent COVID-19 pandemic. In doing so, we will briefly look at the effect
of the pandemic on soundscapes and explore how the decisions undertaken during this
event operated dissimilarly to standard heritage management processes. It will conclude
with a discussion of the implications of the power of individual clergy figures on shaping
the audible manifestations of the heritage of their communities beyond the confines of their
spiritual domain and then highlight implications for future management.

2. Spiritual Community Soundscapes

Living in villages, towns, and cities, people are immersed in acoustic environments
comprising sounds that may be ancillary, i.e., derive from activities (e.g., factory sounds,
sounds emerging from traffic) [6–8], or intentional, i.e., sounds designed to alert the pub-
lic to dangers (e.g., car horns or sirens) or as public notifications [9,10]. The resulting
soundscapes are perceived and experienced by individuals and groups within social con-
texts [11,12]. Previous research has investigated sounds and soundscapes associated with
religious spaces, including churches, mosques, and temples, from a diversity of religious
faiths [13–18]. A theoretical exploration of sounds and soundscapes and their general role
in cultural heritage had been presented elsewhere [19,20] and need not be repeated here.

Examples of intentional notification sounds are bells, be they ships’ bells ringing the
time or bells rung in a church tower calling the faithful to attend religious services [10,21,22].
Soundscapes are dynamic and undergo changes concurrent with technological advance-
ments and patterns of the underlying human activity alongside societal changes (e.g., noise
pollution ordinances) [20,23].

Unlike soundscapes that are a by-product of human activity and that are thus sensitive
to technological changes [19], church bell ringing creates a soundscape that is directly
influenced by purposive human action. Elsewhere, the authors have shown the myriad of
values imparted by society on church bell ringing in NSW, being both religious and secular
in origin [24]. These include values attributed to the tradition and sacred embodiment of
bell ringing in liturgical function; as a memory trigger of significant events from a person’s
individual history such as the end of World Wars, royal coronations, births, deaths, and
marriages; and community heritage values based on the historical ringing of church bells
within a certain parish or town. While church bells were ubiquitous until the mid-twentieth
century and could be found in many Christian churches if the congregational finances
allowed it, societal change in the post-World War II era has seen a decline in bell use and
bell installation in recently consecrated churches [21].

Historically, the use of bell ringing has had some sort of backlash presented against
it [10], and judging by media reports, there is a continued discontent among residents
living near religious premises, with noise complaints about bell ringing on record, inter
alia, from places as diverse as England, France, South Africa, and the USA. Some of these
complaints have led to the silencing of bells via local ordinances or court decisions, such as
in England, Ireland, and Italy [24]. In the Australian, setting this has occurred in Brisbane
(Qld) [25] and Sydney [26]. The way that organizations respond to conflict issues such
as discontent could therefore be important if sounds such as these are deemed to have
heritage importance to some part of the community.

3. COVID-19 and Spiritual Soundscapes

Soon after its existence became public in late January 2020, COVID-19, the disease
caused by the severe acute respiratory syndrome coronavirus 2 (SARS-CoV-2) [27], rapidly
developed into a global pandemic. At each national level, government reactions to curb
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or slow the progress of COVID-19 have involved, to various degrees and durations, the
limitation of international arrivals to repatriation flights, limitations to domestic travel, the
temporary shut-down of non-essential businesses, and the restriction of human movement
during periods of ‘lockdown’ [28–30].

The COVID-19 pandemic has demonstrated how a stochastic disruptive event can
dramatically alter soundscapes on a community-wide scale. Following the first case of
community transmission in Australia on 2 March 2020, the NSW State Government began
to implement staged, community-wide public health control plans, placing restrictions
on gathering and movement [31,32]. By 23 March, all churches were closed, and effective
31 March 2020, all of NSW was under Stage 3 lockdown, with public gatherings limited
to two persons, and people were not permitted to leave their place of residence without
reasonable excuse [33]. With the reduction in ambient transportation noises due to the
reduction in human activity during the lockdown period, primarily a reduction in aircraft,
vehicular traffic, and construction sounds [34], any ringing of church bells created a stronger
audible presence than otherwise. In other cases, the termination of church bell sounds
made the COVID-19 silence even more pronounced [35].

With reference to altered church bell ringing during the pandemic, similar decisions
restricting bell ringing frequency and intensity due to noise complaints are usually Local
Government planning determinations; they are not ad hoc but are instead based on ex-
tended community consultation. Given that soundscapes are one of the manifestations of a
community’s cultural heritage [36–39], we have to ask who had the authority to make these
decisions altering the church bell ringing occurrence during the COVID-19 lockdown pe-
riod and on which basis they were made. Firstly, however, we will present a brief overview
of current heritage management processes operating in NSW before exploring the actual
decision-making that occurred during the pandemic.

4. The Heritage Management Process in NSW

As in other jurisdictions in Australia [40,41] and beyond [42,43], the management
of cultural heritage places and assets in NSW is highly regulated through formal pro-
cesses governing nomination and heritage listing as well as modification or destruction
(Figure 1). The NSW Heritage Office has published a number of guidelines under the
Heritage Act 1977 [44] governing the research, assessment, nomination, and listing of her-
itage places [45–51]. The nomination and listing process is commonly carried out through
community-based heritage studies [52], which have their own problems in the composi-
tion of community heritage panels and inter-generational memory effects [53]. While all
heritage assets have site management plans in theory, this is rarely the case, particularly
when disaster management plans are concerned, and often, asset protection plans are
formulaic with the uncritical copying of content [54]. Where heritage-listed places are to be
substantially altered or demolished beyond actions covered by standard exemptions [55],
the Local Government Authority (LGA), as the permitting body, commonly seeks external
advice, requesting that heritage studies and impact assessments be prepared [56,57], which
are often associated with further documentation prior to and during demolition. This
formal process applies to all heritage assets listed in the compiled Local Environmental
Plan and is subject to the provisions of the Environmental Planning and Assessment Act
(1979) [58] (Figure 1).

While the above relates to NSW, similar processes exist in all jurisdictions that main-
tain heritage registers or heritage lists. Of critical significance in this process is the fact
that all decisions, while informed by heritage professionals in their advisory or project
management capacity, are based on review, commonly by committees with a broader range
of experience [53]. By and large, this dilutes the decision-making power of individuals and
ensures that a greater range of views is heard and informs the decisions.
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5. Bell Ringing Decision-Making within Major Denominations of Australia

The ringing of church bells falls into two categories, which are subject to different
decision-making processes and authorities: bells being rung for liturgical reasons and bells
being rung as community service, e.g., to audibly commemorate specific events (such as
ANZAC Day). In both the Anglican and the Roman Catholic churches, decision-making
is a largely hierarchical process, whereas among Presbyterian and Uniting Churches, the
individual pastors have more autonomy over the more ‘ornamental’ aspects of the church.

In the Roman Catholic tradition, doctrine is determined by the Pope and is locally
enabled by the various Archdioceses in Australia, while liturgical practice as well as the
administration of the church is globally directed through the Canon Law [59] and regulated
through the Breviarium Romanum [60] and the Missale Romanum [61]. These only regulate
the ringing of the sanctus handbells during mass, but not the public ringing of tower bells.
The decision-making power of whether and how often bells are to be rung seems to rest
with the Parish priest, unless otherwise directed by the bishop.

In the Anglican tradition, doctrine is determined by the Archbishop of Canterbury
and locally enabled by the General Synod of Australia, while liturgical practice is largely
determined by the Diocese though the bishop and the General Synod of the Diocese [62].
The Diocese also regulates the administration of its constituent parishes through ordinances
(e.g., [63]). A perusal of the various guidelines and ordinances showed them to be silent
regarding the practice of bell ringing. Thus, the decision-making power of whether and
how often bells are to be rung seems to rest with the Parish priest, unless otherwise directed
by the bishop. While there are no universal directives that have been formally published
by the any of the Synods, for those dioceses practicing Anglicanism on the ‘higher’ end,
bell ringing is still directed by the 1662 Book of Common Prayer, which stipulates that ‘the
curate that ministreth in every parish church . . . shall cause a bell to be tolled there unto
a convenient time before he begin; that the people may come to hear God’s word, and to
pray with him’ [64].

In the Presbyterian tradition, doctrine is fundamentally determined by the respective
synod, which exercises doctrine and liturgical authority over the presbyteries, which
themselves are made over local churches. In terms of governance, local churches are
governed by a body of elected elders (‘session’), which, in turn, elects the leadership of
the respective presbytery, which, in turn, elects the synod. In Australia, the synods in
each of the various states form the respective state church, with the Presbyterian Church
of Australia being the peak body as a federation of State Presbyterian Churches formed
in 1901. The synods, through their state churches, have voluntarily ascribed the General
Assembly of the Presbyterian Church of Australia the authority to guard the doctrine of the
Church and its practice of Church worship and discipline. The use of bells is not specified
in the Book of Common Order of the Presbyterian Church of Australia [65].

The Uniting Church of Australia is derived from the 1977 union of the Congregational
Union of Australia, the Methodist Church of Australasia, and sections of the Presbyterian
Church of Australia. Consequently, its structure has much in common with its predecessors,
using congregations, bodies of elected elders, presbyteries, and synods [66]. The use of
bells is not specified in church directives for prayer and liturgy and seems to be at the
discretion of the individual pastors [67].

6. Decisions Taken under COVID-19 Conditions

The decision making to alter the sounds of church bells is unique, and the COVID-19-
induced changes to urban soundscapes have brought to the fore the role and power of the
individual priest and bell-ringer. Some clergy acquiesced to the situation and embraced
the physical shutting down of services as the new reality, pausing all church bell sounds in
the process. For others, however, COVID-19 enkindled a sense of defiance, whereby the
ringing of the bells was construed as a public signaling system to alert the community of
the continued presence of the church [35]. While decisions regarding church operations
during the pandemic reflected government directions as expected, the occasions whereby
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bell ringing procedures were altered as a result of decisions undertaken at the local or
diocesan church level are important to explore, as they highlight how the management of
certain types of intangible heritage diverge from the current management processes.

When, on 23 March 2020, all churches were closed as part the NSW government
response to contain the spread of COVID-19 [33], Roman Catholic church authorities
responded by developing or activating response plans [68] that reflected the changing
government provisions [69] as well as innovative solutions, such as preaching in the
open from the steps of the churches [70]. When the anticipated Stage 3 lockdown was
announced by the NSW government on 30 March 2020 [71], the Catholic Archdiocese of
Sydney activated its own response plan aimed at ensuring that liturgical services could be
provided during lockdown [72]. The diocese specifically directed that the bells be rung five
times each day at specific points in time, ‘calling on the faithful to unite in a prayer for an
end to the COVID-19 pandemic’ [73]. In particular, the Catholic Archbishop posited that
‘the ringing of the bells will remind the faithful of the importance of pausing and uniting
wherever they are in prayer for those suffering due to the coronavirus.’ The bells were to
be rung according to the following schedule:

9 am: Prayer for those infected with COVID-19 and all those who are sick.
12 pm: Angelus prayer for health professionals, clergy, and all those caring for the sick.

3 pm:
Prayer for the unemployed, financially stressed, isolated, or lonely due
to COVID-19.

6 pm:
Prayer for the people of Australia and especially our political leaders and
health authorities.

9 pm: Prayer for those who have died from COVID-19 and their families [73].

Once church services gradually resumed, bell ringing was no longer mentioned in
the pastoral letters [74–76]; however, the physical activity of bell ringing continued to be
restricted/regulated from 1 July 2020 by the requirement of a COVID-19 safety plan [77,78].

As discussed earlier, in the case of the Catholic Church, bell ringing depends on the
personal interests and stance of the bishop, with most bishops being ‘somewhat detached
from such concrete realities’ [79]. In traditional country churches, bells are therefore rung at
the discretion of the parish priest, commonly at 6 am, 12 noon, and 6 pm, especially when
this can be automated [79], either through programmed mechanical ringing of the (main)
bell or via broadcasting a sound recording. The COVID-19 pandemic created an exception
for the Diocese of Sydney, with its mandatory bell ringing, but this did not translate to
action in other dioceses. Indeed, other Catholic congregations fell silent during lockdown.
Some Catholic churches, such as Albury [80] and Leeton [81], not only stopped calling mass
(as it was temporarily halted), but also stopped ringing the Angelus. Consequently, it was
noted that ‘[d]uring the lock-down, it was quiet and unusual’ [80].

Like in the Catholic tradition, Anglican bishops by and large do not involve themselves
in the operational management of local churches and thus leave decisions on the nature and
extent of bell ringing to the local priest. As one priest noted, ‘[t]he bishop only comments
when they ask for bells to ring normally at lunchtime to signify solidarity with refugees or
COVID or some other cause. Parish council is only involved if there is a letter of complaint
or a financial implication’ [82].

During the NSW lockdown period, the Anglican Diocese of Bathurst declared all
church properties out of bounds, which effectively silenced all bell ringing in that diocese
where bell-ringers operated the bells [83], while those that were automated or where a
priest lent an active hand, continued to ring their bells. This was the case in Mudgee, for
example, which rang its bells daily seven times at 7 pm [84]. This church also rang its
bells on special occasions, such as in support of frontline COVID workers and for ANZAC
Day [84]. In the Anglican Diocese of Armidale on the other hand, bell ringing was not
restricted, with some churches increasing their audible presence. Examples are the Anglican
churches in Moree [85] and Glen Innes, with the daily ringing at 9 am in an attempt to
comfort those confined to quarantine, before returning to the typical pattern of bell ringing
once restrictions lifted [86]. These examples show that despite the government directives
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to limit church operations during the pandemic, it was the power and the determination of
the priest that allowed the continuation of bell ringing.

For some churches (e.g., St Matthew’s Anglican church in Albury), the required social
distancing floor ratio of one person per four square metres [87] meant that the ringing
chamber in the tower was too small, which made the ringing of peals impossible, even after
the strict lockdown was lifted [88]. Manual ringing of the tenor bell remained possible but
was dependent on the availability and the personal commitment of the priest [82]. Other
churches with smaller crews could resume change ringing as soon as the strict lockdown
was lifted [89] as well as continue to toll a single bell each Sunday. As the tower captain for
St. John’s Anglican Church in Wagga Wagga noted, ‘[i]t broke my heart to think of the bells
going silent, hence my motivation to toll through the enforced silence . . . I have previously
rung for every conceivable celebration and the only times I know of bells being silenced
has been during war. Our clergy informed me that it meant a lot to hear the bells ringing
out, even through the shut down’ [89].

While most churches returned to normal bell ringing as soon as, or very soon after,
the lockdown was lifted, the silence remained prolonged in some instances. The Anglican
Church in Tamworth, for example, did not resume services and thus bell ringing until
mid-August 2020 (146 days of silence) [90]. For example, as a consequence of COVID-19,
the tenor bell of the Uniting Church in Albury, which until then had been rung every
Sunday, fell silent [91] and did not resume until mid-October 2020 [92].

7. Conclusions

As has become clear in the previous discussion, despite the obvious termination of
church services due to government directives, the effective power over religious sound-
scapes generated by the church bells often rests with the individual clergy at the local level.
Fundamentally, whether bells are rung or not is subject to both the community-political
and spiritual position of the individual member of the clergy unless specifically overridden
by the bishop (in the Catholic and Anglican churches) or the body of elected elders (in
the Presbyterian and Uniting churches). Clearly, individual clergy make specific choices.
As Parker and Spennemann [24] have shown, some priests tend to second-guess how the
bell ringing might be perceived by the surrounding community and, for fear of avoiding
noise complaints, unilaterally reduce the number of occasions and the duration of bells
being rung. The view of individuals can be quite opinionated and often with disparate
attitudes on the action of bell ringing, and significantly, bell ringing practice can alter with
the installation of a new priest [24]. A survey of bell ringing practices in New South Wales
found that, overall, Anglican, Uniting, and Presbyterian clergy tend to attribute a lower
significance to bell ringing than wardens, the church council, or the congregation [21]. Only
among Roman Catholic clergy does bell ringing hold a considerable level of significance.
Thus, if the authority for bell ringing rests with the clergy, then these personal values
and the personal levels of significance attributed to ringing will make themselves, quite
literally, heard.

COVID-19 brought this issue to the fore, when normal practices were disrupted by
government lockdown stipulations. In many cases, it was solely the agency of individual
clergy, or the commitment of lay bell-ringers, that determined whether the soundscapes
were maintained, enhanced, or silenced. Added to this, the fact that the human activity
sounds were reduced due to lower levels of traffic and construction activity made the
presence or absence of religious bell sounds even more pronounced [35].

That the effective power over soundscapes generated by the church bells rests with
the individual clergy at the local level has serious implications well beyond the individual
congregation. Without doubt, the ringing of church bells contributes to the soundscape of a
community and thus should be regarded as part of a community’s cultural heritage [19,21].
Unlike with other cultural heritage assets, where there is a formal multi-layered process to
assess the adverse impact of any proposed activity (see Figure 1), it is the power of a single
clergy, who are untrained in issues of heritage management, that can make these decisions.
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Moreover, these decisions are made primarily with liturgical, spiritual, and community
relationship considerations in mind. While many priests recognize the value of church bell
ringing to heritage and often regard the significance to heritage higher than the significance
to liturgy or the congregation [24], that does not tend to figure in the personal decision-
making framework. In situations where individual clergy are ambivalent or prevaricating,
bell-ringers and vergers may take unilateral action and keep bells ringing, but again, their
decision making is personally motivated without formal training in heritage issues.

Much of the heritage profession, in particular its practitioners, is focused on the
tangible manifestations of heritage. Thus, much thought is given to the preservation and
conservation of religious structures as well as objects associated with religious ritual. More
generically, bells as objects of material culture have been the focus of attention, largely
because they are imbued with symbolism, for example, as defining entities of ships or as
political statements. Examples for the latter are the Liberty Bell in Philadelphia and its
association with the founding of the American Republic [93] or the Freiheitsglocke (Freedom
Bell) of West Berlin, being an audible symbol in the struggle between the capitalist, ‘free’
West and a communist, ‘oppressed’ East [94]. Many communities experienced a profound
loss when the bells of their churches were requisitioned for their metal value during World
War I and World War II.

Bell ringing in its liturgical and spiritual setting is a good example that demonstrates
that cultural heritage cannot be reduced exclusively to the material object without incurring
a loss. Indeed, setting aside campanologists and other aficionados, the materiality of the
bell does not matter to the general public. The overwhelming majority of church bells are
placed inside belltowers to be heard, not seen. For the communities that lost their bells, it
was not the loss of the material object of a bell that was mourned, but the loss of what the
bell provided: the familiar soundscape of community life. Throughout history, there are
ample examples where the political powers of the day prohibited bell ringing and thus
literally and symbolically silenced undesirable voices in the community. By the same token,
bell ringing became a symbol of resistance, and its formal resumption a symbolism of
regained freedoms.

At this point in time, there is no community consultation as to whether bells are rung
or not. As noted, decisions are made by individuals, primarily with liturgical, spiritual, and
community placation (response to noise complaints) considerations in mind. For clergy,
there is no requirement to engage with their own congregation let alone with the wider
community as to the benefits derived from the soundscape. Clearly, there is need to engage
in wider community debate, which will need to occur on a parish-by-parish basis.

In the longer term, consideration should be given to formally recognize the com-
munity value of religious bell ringing as signal sounds or soundmarks in urban areas
and include them in formal heritage frameworks. The theoretical discussion of this has
commenced [19,20] but has not yet permeated into formal assessment procedures. In
the meantime, there is an urgent need to include the various church hierarchies in that
debate as well to ensure that individual clergy are cognizant of the community soundscape
implications of their decisions concurrent with liturgical function and practice.
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