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The city in the Spanish Colonial Americas served as an essential space for the embodiment of political life and the production of ideology. Plazas, streets, buildings, and their attendant imagery reified power and differentiated colonial subjects. While vision was important in this process, it coexisted and sometimes competed with other senses that conditioned colonial subjectivities, as they likewise became forms of subaltern agency. From the rhythmic beating of batá drums in the streets and plazas of Havana, Cuba, members of Afro-Atlantic cabildos de naciones appropriated urban spaces to construct their identities through sight as well as sound, particularly on the January 6th, “Day of Kings” celebrations. Cabildos crafted a space of audible alterity that placed them within the colonial social hierarchy from elite perspectives. Brazilian traveler, Mello Morales, described cabildo members “in feather dress, singing African chants and making a barbarous noise with their equally barbarous instruments.” As the city returned to its typical routines, nightly concerts on the Plaza de Armas reestablished normative sound for urban ears through dominant cultural discourses like European orchestral music. The plaza could alternatively serve as a stage for the reading of royal decrees in which the regimented sound of military bands structured urban attention. Corporeal punishment in the plaza comprised multisensory horrors conceived as strong deterrents of crime and disobedience. While this paper focuses primarily on sound, it also considers a broader colonial sensorium, a holistic realm of sensory experience within arenas of colonial power. 
