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Introduction

As a child, I was brought up with the belief thag¢ best way to connect with
one’s culture was by participating in the artsetided to start learning Carnatic music
lessons in order to relate to my South Indian hget This South Indian musical style is
primarily taught as an oral tradition, where pedplan songs by listening and repeating
(Garland Encyclopedia, 868). While | was takingefé@ face lessons, | was also taking a
course on musical cultures and | decided to wrigdimal paper on Carnatic music. |
asked my music teacher if she knew of anyone inated area, of Albany, New York,
whom | could interview for my project. She mentidrteat a Carnatic teacher, Vidya
Subramanian, used to give lessons in Albany, Nevk Yefore she returned to her home
in India. My teacher told me that Vidya was still@to give lessons to her students in
the United States through skype. | was intriguedhiigynew type of teaching and decided
to contact Vidya. After interviews with her and Istudents, taking lessons from her, and
observing audio lessons on skype, | found that 8lkaffected the pedagogical, or
teaching, practices of Carnatic music in negative positive ways. It appeared that
audio skype lessons were better suited for advasitelnts than for beginner students,
because the advanced students had enough expeaogmeetice Carnatic techniques
without the assistance of visual aid. At the saime tbeginner students who found ways
to expose themselves to face to face lessonsyepérformances, were able to still
benefit from audio skype lessons. Perhaps the foofrskype, in spite of so many setting

changes, is best suited for teaching Carnatic tessbecause the heart of this pedagogical



practice lies in the fact that it is an oral tramitcommunicated through sound and not
primarily through visual text.

Data and Methods

Before interviewing the participants of this stutlgecided to become more
familiar with the skype environment. After contactiVidya, | acquired a skype account.
| wanted to take audio skype lessons and obsefew essons, one hour at a time,
before | asked the musicians any questions abeutdRkperiences. | was able to contact
the musicians through email and receive their aonfeems to participate in the study.
After having one failed recording with the GaraganB program on my computer, |
chose to record everything with an external mp&aligecorder. While observing or
participating | would take notes in a notepad andide of my computer. In order to not
create distracting noise while observing skypedesthad to place my skype webpage
on “mute”; that way | could hear the singers, gyt could not hear the rustling of my
note pages (figure 1).

While taking lessons and observing lessons, | lisga@dture that discussed how
teachers incorporated the Internet into their legdans. The internet has allowed people
to easily access music from all around the worlddivorth, 157). People can become
more engaged in learning about a new artform bgrliag to the music that is available
to the general public online (Campbell, 92). Awaf¢he new medias that exist, teachers
are now exposing their students to a wider rangaudical examples to learn from. For
example, Youtube.com has an abundant amount ob vetleordings of musical
performances and musical demonstrations (Biam@dde, Teachers have also turned to

podcasting, posting lessons online, to provide mms&uction on musical practices for



the public. A person could subscribe to the podaadthave access to a set of
informational sessions on their computer (Richangd4d.2). For example, | found that
Vidya had established a podcast, and that studentd learn about Carnatic music by
subscribing online for free (Subramanian). Aftéew weeks of book research, | started
to formulate questions for my interviewees. Thearigj of my questions focused on
learning about the new ways teachers were helputgats learn about Carnatic music
through face to face lessons and online lessons.

| interviewed eight skype lesson participantsiudimg Vidya. Four of the
participants were not only students but teachersedis | had to consider the factor that
we all lived in different time zones. Vidya was ébed in India, and three of her fellow
teachers lived in the United Kingdom. The four otbidents were located in Germany,
New Zealand, Texas, and Troy, New York. Aside frafew scheduling conflicts, | was
able to contact and interview all the participamsskype.

Another limiting factor that may have affected mgthodology is the fact that |
did not know any South Indian dialects, such asildwas able to communicate with
all of the participants in English. However, whilbserving lessons | was not able to
understand some of the comments, or vocabularystegiven in Tamil or sanskrit. | was
able to play parts of the recordings for my motkdro is fluent in Tamil, and she
translated the phrases for me.

My mother also helped me by paying for my skypsdes. She would send a
check of xxx for each lesson to Vidya’'s bank acd¢pand we would email Vidya a

record of the payment. | learned two new songs fiteerthree lessons | had with Vidya.



Once again, translation issues did not becomelagrobecause she emailed me the

lyrics for the two songs with the meanings in Esigli

Figure 1. This is a photographic caption of what$kype page looks like. The call is
on “mute”, there is a “Garage Band” recording devirt the background of my
computer. The word “host” appears next to the teesimame.

Discussion: What Has Been Modified?

| found that some of the methods for teaching Garmessons changed when

using skype sessions. All of the participants ¢miewed spoke of how the most difficult

technique to teach, or learn, was talam, or rhyttmmtenance, during audio lessons
(Allen and Viswanathan, 34). The rhythm for Caroatiusic is kept by tapping one’s
fingers on their lap in a specific pattern (Intewiwith Sweta, 2/21/2011). In a typical

face to face lesson, the teacher and student veoiubeh the floor, cross-legged, while

keeping the beat with their fingers (Beck, 135).aNusing skype, teachers and students

had to clap loudly in order to hear the beat.



Even if the student did keep the talam on theiy fap teacher would not be able
to make sure if they were doing it correctly. Sitloe vocalists found that it was a little
difficult to sit on the floor while using their cquater, they chose to sit on a chair instead.
If the skype video camera was used, both musiaankl see each other’s faces clearly,
but the quality of the sound would suffer (Intewiwith Soumya, 2/23/2011). There was
a time lag, which lead to an echoing sound on sk&pgea result, the musicians could not
sing together because the echo would overwhelm.tBamging one at a time, the
students using skype could not have the experiehsmging along with their teacher
(Soumya, 2/23/2011). When asked if he preferrepashgssons or face to face lessons,
one younger student replied, “I do prefer faceaieflessons sometimes though, because
your teacher can immediately react or catch theéakes in the talam. | am having face to
face lessons now, and my teacher can also cornepsture.” (Anuthum, 2/25/2011).

The teachers had to adjust the time and atmosppii¢ne skype lesson in order to
help their students stay confident in their appha@acthe music. One teacher decided to
shorten the lessons for her younger students frohoar, the typical length, to a half-
hour (Sweta, 2/21/2011). This way, the student didndd able to manage their energy in a
smaller time frame while taking weekly lessons. Tdachers also used visual aids, such
as the skype video chat, when they needed to t@autepts to a beginner or to a person
who plays a hand held instrument. One veena play®m | interviewed, said that she
had to use a stool for her computer so that hehtracould see how she was positioning
her fingers. The veena player also had the expaziehteaching beginner students face
to face. Reflecting on her own experiences, shelfat children especially needed direct

contact or they would lose their concentrationdiimew with Meena, 2/26/2011).



The other teachers felt the same way, and as tesaltto encourage the parents
to coordinate group lessons with the younger stisdéts a teacher, Vidya would ask a
parent to act as a teaching assistant and gasmakgroup, of two or three children,
around the computer. The parent had to monitoclhiidren’s behavior and make sure
they were all practicing the same talam with th@inds. The parent also had to make
sure the children did not sing out of turn or beeawstless (Interview with Vidya,
3/4/2011). Vidya could also see that by being graup, the children were more
motivated to learn because they were sharing tme seew experience. | could hear this
kind of interaction when | was observing one of ¥4 lessons. She was skype calling
two sisters, who were learning Carnatic music anwmited States. | could hear the two
sisters checking each other’s tempo, adjusting tiae pages and asking each other if
they were ready to continue on during the lessdisédved Lesson-1, 2/3/2011).

Not all of the beginner Carnatic students weredrhit, however. One of the
students | interviewed, was an adult who had staddisten to this music only recently.
After attending one of Vidya’s concerts she wagiiresl to learn more about the music.
She listened to Vidya's podcasts on Carnatic mii&ory. She liked the balance of
listening to musical samples and hearing the teaadrapare Carnatic music to western
styled music (Interview with Akosua, 2/16/2011). &svesterner, who took lessons in
African drumming and classical guitar, she liked tlew style of learning as much as the
new musical style. She liked having skype less@taibse she could create a new
learning environment for herself. She would usaia @f headphones, with a microphone

built in, while taking vocal lessons. This new apgch made her feel more focused on



what she was hearing and less distracted by tlegrettworld (Interview with Akosua,
2/16/2011).

Another approach to managing her music lessongavagve more than one
teacher. The same western music student, thagrivietved, was taking lessons on theory
with Vidya, and lessons on musical practice witbther teacher who was located in
Texas (Interview with Akosua, 2/16/2011). In fadiglya spoke of how more students,
advanced as well as beginner, were starting to @eeleachers to learn specific aspects
of the music. In that sense, skype has made meginihg accessible to the point where
students can seek out teachers who can help thprovetheir singing on different
levels. A student, who is having trouble learningedain set of songs from a particular
raagam, or musical tone, could find a teacher erlriternet who possesses such skills
(Interview with Vidya, 3/4/2011).

Another student noticed a trend where more teachers being sought by
students on a global level; and that the teachbslived locally connected with more
students through skype than in person (Anuthung/2(1). | interviewed a few
teachers who were located in the United Kingdomd, they liked that distance did not
keep them from reaching out to students. One teaguoke of how her own skype
teacher lived in the United Kingdom, but they condd find time to drive to each other’s
house. With skype, they did not need to factohatime it took to travel (Interview with
Raji, 2/18/2011).

When preparing their students for recitals, thetiees would find ways of being
involved, even if they could not be physically pesduring the recital. Teachers would

email the lyrics of the songs with meanings attddioethem, in English, for their



students. The teachers would also email mp3 vessbthe songs to the students and
answer students questions through email. Studientsturn, would video record their
recitals and send a copy to their teachers (Irgarwith Soumya, 2/23/2011). Over time,
the skype teachers would eventually see how thedests were posturing themselves
while playing the music.

It was important for both teachers and studenestablish that they could keep in
touch with each other outside of skype. Sometirheskype calls would drop due to too
much sonic interference. One teacher had to resame of her lessons over the phone
to overcome the breaks during the skype call (Uneer with Sweta, 2/21/2011). All of
the interviewees agree though, that they woulderatlave breaks within the lesson, than
have breaks from learning the music itself. Witk students do not have to worry
about losing their teachers, who are constantiyetiag. One teacher spoke of how she
was able to give lessons through skype while spgnidine in India (Interview with
Soumya, 2/23/2011).

Discussion: What Has Remained the Same?

One aspect of learning that has remained the gathe teacher’s strict set of
rules for students to follow when taking lessonspite of being located half way across
the world, the teachers and the students havettiiegtreate the Carnatic lesson
atmosphere “to get things going” (Interview with &ta, 2/26/2011). When | was
interviewing one of the teachers, she spoke of hemskype teacher cared about
dressing properly for a music class. This teacbaldcsee through the video camera that
her student had come dressed in jeans for therleBgomally, students are encouraged

to wear sweatpants and comfortable clothes whétlegrare singing or playing an



instrument. The teacher said that she would dresklype call if her student continued to
dress improperly for lesson (Interview with Mee2&6/2011). Students are still
expected to practice their music as if they salll megular face to face lessons. One
teacher explained that if she detected that heestis understood the concepts but did
not practice their music, she would discontinueléssons with them, because they were
not making a full effort to learn the music (Intew with Sweta, 2/21/2011).

Another example of how the teacher and studeatiogiship has not changed is
how teachers set up the skype appointments withgh&lents. Aware that they she and
her students live in different time zones, onelteaavill email the student the times she
is available for lessons during the student’s tmoee (Interview with Soumya,
2/23/2011). When observing and taking lessons titré&kype, Vidya would always
initiate the call with her students as well as nify€en the skype screen the word “host”
appeared next to her name because she had masle/geecall to the other participants.
As a student, | was reminded of how teachers hest students for face to face lessons.
If there is a teacher living near by, the studeotlld traditionally be invited into their
home to learn the music.

While taking lessons and observing lessons, |falsod that there were other
sounds, other than the music, that could transperto the space the teacher inhabited.
While taking a lesson with Vidya, | could hear & lsarn from her skype call. The little
car sounds reminded me of the atmosphere in lagigce that is known for having
heavy traffic (Lesson-3, 2/25/2011). Also, whileserving a lesson, | could hear Vidya’s
child’s voices in the background (Observed Lesso?P0/2011). This reminded me of

how our teachers work full time whether they aising a family, are having a career, or



both. Many adult students and teachers supporxidheept of skype lessons because they
all understand how busy they have become in tlesgnal and professional lives.

Another mutual understanding, between teachestardent, that has remained
unchanged, is the importance of practicing onstetiing skills. Teachers will encourage
their students to attend live concerts or find eples of Carnatic singing on
Youtube.com (Interview with Vidya, 3/4/2011). Thepess of training one’s ear to
recognize different raagas is just as importarthasct of learning how to sing the raagas
(Subramanian). In that sense, Carnatic music dhnat be self-taught. Even after
having access to so many audible recordings, theamuas still need to listen and
respond to the musical tones conveyed by theiheraar by other fellow students during
a session. Even after having access to a set gflgoos, mp3 recordings of the song and
a shruti box (to maintain pitch), | still could nearn my songs on my own. | was only
able to truly learn the songs during my skype dadlsause | needed to train my ear to
catch the technique of oscillating the notes (Les3d?/11/2011). This is a technique that
can be better understood through audible examipssthrough written explanation.

The ability to relate to others allows teachers stadients to communicate their
strengths and struggles when learning the musier&lyit seemed that the teachers and
students could still understand one another’s pafintew, even if they could not always
read each other’s facial expressions. The aduthera remembered how restless they
felt as children and could understand how theimgau students could become restless as
well. Students could see how the teachers werg/iggjoheir progress, and as a result
found the process of learning enjoyable as welé Students also felt that once they had

learned enough of the musical practice, they wékidto become teachers (Interview

10



with Akhila, 2/20/2011). Many of the students beédhat the practice of teaching will
remind them and help them relearn concepts bed¢hagevill have to find ways to
communicate their knowledge to their future studéhtterview with Vidya, 3/4/2011).

The very steps of teaching a song to a student hatveeen affected by skype.
When learning a song, all the teachers would giegstale, followed by the notes, and
then the lyrics (Interview with Akhila, 2/20/201Zhe students will repeat what they
hear, and if they are having trouble with a phrése teacher will slow down. The
tradition of teaching Carnatic music through oaal well as aural, techniques has
remained unchanged and skype is perhaps more datedss vocal artists for this
reason. Other traditional arts that place emplasisual examples, such as dance,
could not be taught through skype because the stsigdould need to use the video
camera more than the audio function of their compand internet connection.
Conclusion

Although skype has altered the pedagogical prestof Carnatic teachers, the
actual components of a Carnatic musical piece tifibea taught in a skype lesson,
whether the student is advanced or just beginflihg.tala, or rhythm is not always easy
to capture for beginner students in particular,thay are able to grasp this technique
overtime. Overall Carnatic musicians can use skigpeause their art is passed down
orally through listening and repetition. In thisidy, | have found that teachers and
students have had to rearrange their physicalipnsithen engaging in an online lesson.
However, skype has the ability to capture sounad,smmetimes images, from the
musicians’ environments, which allows them to fe®if they are physically close to one

another. If | had to take this study in a new dimeg | would start to look at whether or
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how skype has affected the actual musical piecdsiahjust the teaching and learning of

this South Indian art.
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