Pratibha SWAR SINDHU
( MMD (National Peer-Reviewed/Refereed Journal of Music)
% ISSN 2320-7175 (O) | Volume 13, Issue 02, July-December, 2025

STREAMING TRADITION: DIGITAL INFLUENCE ON HINDUSTANI
CLASSICAL MUSIC PEDAGOGY AND PERFORMANCE

Richa
Research Scholar, Faculty of Music and Fine Arts, University of Delhi, Delhi
ABSTRACT
This paper delves into the transformative impact of digital platforms such as YouTube, Zoom, and a variety of e-
learning tools on Hindustani classical music, focusing on both its pedagogical and performance aspects. The advent
of these technologies has opened up new dimensions for learning, practice, and performance, especially in an era
where internet connectivity has become integral to daily life. The COVID-19 pandemic, in particular, has accelerated
the shift towards digital modes of engagement, further highlighting the necessity and potential of online platforms in
keeping the classical tradition alive.
Traditionally, Hindustani classical music has thrived within a face-to-face, guru-shishya (teacher-student)
framework, where deep personal connections formed the cornerstone of musical education. However, with
technological advancements, these time-honoured practices are evolving. The rise of online classes, virtual
performances, and collaboration platforms is challenging and redefining the norms that once governed the
transmission of knowledge in classical music. In this rapidly changing landscape, we see musicians and educators
adopting new tools that enable global reach, broader access, and flexible learning methods, all while attempting to
preserve the spirit and intricacies of the classical tradition.
This paper not only reflects on the changes brought about by these technologies but also integrates real-life
experiences, anecdotal evidence, and examples from practitioners and learners. By analysing both the opportunities
and challenges presented by these digital transformations, the paper offers insights into how Hindustani classical
music is navigating its way through the digital era-embracing innovation while staying true to its timeless essence.
Through this exploration, the paper aims to provide a comprehensive view of the ways in which technology can both
complement and enhance the preservation and propagation of this ancient musical tradition.
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Introduction

Hindustani classical music has always been more than just a collection of notes, thythms, and melodies. It is an intricate system
of expression, history, and culture, passed down from generation to generation through a deeply rooted tradition. For centuries,
this knowledge has been transmitted within the sacred bond of guru and shishya (teacher and student). This guru-shishya
parampara, or teacher-student tradition, is not just an educational system; it represents a way of life. It is a spiritual and emotional
connection that goes beyond mere music theory. The relationship between the guru and the shishya is founded on trust, respect,
and a shared commitment to the music. It forms the core of the student’s discipline, philosophy, and understanding of life itself,
as music and personal growth were intertwined in this intimate, often years-long, journey.

In this traditional setting, music was taught face-to-face in a classroom-like environment, typically a small room, sometimes
under the guidance of an extended family, or in a community setting where multiple students would gather around the guru.
Through this immersive process, students not only learned the technical aspects of music but also the nuances of performance,
cultural context, and emotional expression. The physical presence of the guru was central, as it allowed students to feel the
energy and emotion embedded in the music, which is often lost in written or recorded form.

However, this deep connection between teacher and student is now facing unprecedented challenges, as digital technology
disrupts traditional learning and performance methods. The rise of smartphones, video calls, social media, and online streaming
platforms has redefined how music is taught, practised, and consumed. The traditional, often slow-paced process of learning,
where a student spends years learning directly from the guru in person, is being replaced by online platforms and virtual learning
tools that offer a new form of accessibility but also introduce new challenges.

Learners from all corners of the world now have the opportunity to take classes from maestros across the globe without having
to leave their homes. Online classes, e-learning modules, and recorded tutorials have made Hindustani classical music more
accessible than ever before. The traditional barriers of geography, financial constraints, and time limitations that once prevented
many from pursuing this art form are being slowly dismantled. What once was an experience of personal and deep mentorship
has now been opened up to a global audience, with students from different cultures and backgrounds engaging with the music
in various ways.
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Furthermore, the digitalisation of Hindustani classical music has also given rise to a global audience for concerts. Through
platforms like YouTube, Facebook, and Instagram, live performances are now broadcast to millions, allowing artists to reach
listeners who would never have had the chance to experience such performances in a traditional concert hall. This global reach
has allowed Hindustani classical music to expand its influence, introduce the art to newer generations, and garner international
recognition. Artists, who once relied on the patronage of local communities, now have the opportunity to earn income through
digital platforms such as Patreon, where they can connect with a global fanbase and monetise their performances.

However, these digital advances do not come without their trade-offs. The personal connection that once defined the guru-
shishya tradition is being replaced by a more transactional form of teaching. The physical presence of the teacher, the non-verbal
cues, the shared experiences, and the subtle energy exchange between the guru and shishya cannot be replicated through a screen.
The music that was once deeply felt and nurtured in a live, intimate setting may now sometimes feel distant, fragmented, and
mechanical through digital mediums. In some ways, the soul of the music its emotional depth, its cultural context, and the
personal bond with the teacher, might seem diluted in this virtual world.

Moreover, the sheer volume of content available online can overwhelm new learners. With countless instructional videos, music
tutorials, and performances available at their fingertips, students may find it difficult to discern quality from quantity. The
guidance of a personal teacher, who could provide feedback and ensure proper learning, is no longer guaranteed, leaving students
to navigate a maze of unverified and potentially misleading information.

Here we see a profound shift in how Hindustani classical music is taught, learned, and performed in the digital age. It examines
the implications of this transformation for the future of the art form, the relationships between teachers and students, and the
preservation of the music’s authenticity. What do we gain in terms of accessibility, flexibility, and global reach? And what do
we risk losing when the essence of the music is no longer conveyed in the same intimate, personalised, and culturally rich manner
as before? By looking at these questions, this paper aims to understand the balance between tradition and technology, and how
Hindustani classical music can adapt without losing its soul.

Learning Music in the Past

In the past, learning music, particularly Hindustani classical music, was a deeply personal and immersive experience. The process
was slow and methodical, grounded in a timeless tradition that prioritised quality, understanding, and emotional connection over
rapid acquisition of knowledge. The teacher, or guru, was not just an instructor but a mentor, guiding the student through an
intimate and spiritual journey that went far beyond the technicalities of music.

The relationship between the guru and the shishya (student) was rooted in respect, trust, and dedication. Students would often
live with their guru for extended periods, becoming part of the guru’s family, and fully absorbing not only musical knowledge
but also the cultural and spiritual philosophies that the guru embodied. These years of learning were not just about memorising
ragas or mastering compositions but also about fostering a deeper understanding of the nuances of sound, rhythm, and emotion.
The lessons took place in the quiet confines of the guru’s home or in secluded areas that allowed for focused, uninterrupted
learning. Music, in this context, became a way of life, a discipline that was woven into daily activities and interactions.

In this traditional system, there were no shortcuts. The learning process was painstakingly gradual, requiring years of practice
and continuous exposure. Students learned through repetition, often spending hours on a single note or a short phrase. They
would repeat a raga, piece by piece, under the watchful eyes of their guru, who would gently correct them when necessary,
guiding them towards perfection. This repetitive method not only ingrained the knowledge deeply into the student’s mind and
body but also instilled a sense of patience, humility, and perseverance. The music wasn’t just something to be learned; it was
something to be lived, experienced, and internalised.

The role of observation in learning was also significant. Students would often spend time watching their guru perform or practice,
absorbing the subtleties of breath control, the emotional expressiveness in their voice or fingers, and the body language that
came with the performance. This passive learning, coupled with active engagement, helped students understand the deeper
meanings behind the music. It was not enough to simply play the right notes; the student needed to understand the intent, the
mood, and the emotion behind the music, which could only be transmitted through a close, personal relationship with the teacher.

Concerts in the past were intimate affairs, often held in the quiet corners of homes, small temples, or in cosy cultural spaces.
There were no grand arenas or thousands of attendees. Instead, these performances were meant for a select few, a small audience
of music connoisseurs, family members, or close-knit communities. The artist and the audience shared an emotional connection
that was unique to these settings. The artist, with their mastery of ragas, would often improvise in ways that were deeply
connected to the moment and the energy of the audience. There was a fluidity and spontaneity in these performances, where the
musician could read the room and adjust their playing based on the emotional response from the audience. The audience, in turn,
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felt an immediate, personal connection with the performer. The shared silence, the way listeners would close their eyes, lost in
the music, or even the small gestures of appreciation—such as a slight nod or a soft murmur—were all part of a symbiotic
exchange of emotions.

This intimate setting allowed the music to flow unfiltered, raw, and unmediated. The emotions of the performer were not masked
by the distractions of a large stage or multiple camera angles, and the audience was not bombarded by the visual and technical
elements that sometimes accompany large-scale performances. The music itself was at the forefront, deeply personal and full of
soul. The rawness of the sound, the imperfections in the performance, and the emotional depth behind each note all contributed
to an experience that felt uniquely human and deeply connected to tradition. These performances were not just about impressing
the audience with technical skill; they were about sharing a journey, telling a story, and expressing something that words alone
could not capture.

In this time-honoured system, both the learning process and the concert experience were about more than the music itself. They
were about creating an environment where the student could immerse themselves in the art form, and the listener could connect
with the artist on a deeply personal level. The music was not just entertainment; it was a spiritual, emotional, and cultural
experience that brought people together in ways that went beyond the auditory realm.

In a world where technology had yet to enter the picture, this system of learning and performing preserved the deep, intricate
traditions of Hindustani classical music. The focus was on the purity of the music, uncontaminated by mass commercialisation
or the pressures of external validation. The artistry was an expression of the human spirit, not just a commodity to be consumed.
The sacred connection between guru and shishya, along with the close, intimate nature of performances, ensured that the music
remained deeply rooted in its cultural and emotional essence.

Enter the Digital Age

Today, everything has changed. The digital revolution has touched nearly every part of our lives, and music is no exception.
With widespread internet access and smartphones becoming almost universal, digital tools and platforms have become deeply
integrated into music education and performance.

YouTube, for instance, has become a global archive and stage, where countless concerts, lessons, and lectures are available at
the click of a button. It serves as both a learning resource and a discovery platform for new audiences. Zoom, Skype, Google
Meet, and similar video conferencing tools have made it possible for students and gurus to interact in real-time, despite being
geographically separated. What was once unthinkable, learning a raga from a teacher across the world, is now routine.

Mobile apps like Riyaz are helping students practice on their own. These tools provide real-time feedback on pitch, rhythm, and
voice modulation, functioning almost like digital companions during riyaaz sessions. Students can rehearse specific alankaars,
swaras, or compositions at their own pace, and even track their progress over time.

Significantly, many respected musicians and institutions have embraced this shift. Several music academies now offer structured
online courses. These often combine live interactive sessions with pre-recorded modules, ensuring flexibility without completely
giving up the personal touch of live teaching. Online gurukuls, digital classrooms, and virtual music retreats are becoming more
common, marking a major transformation in how knowledge is passed on.

In short, the traditional method of oral transmission is now being supplemented with modern digital tools. It’s a whole new way
of sharing and preserving knowledge. While this transformation brings new opportunities for both teachers and students, it also
raises important questions about authenticity, connection, and the future of this age-old tradition.

How Online Tools Are Changing Learning

Making Learning More Accessible: One of the most powerful effects of online platforms is how they have democratized
access to music education. Students living in remote towns or outside India now have the opportunity to learn directly from
renowned musicians, something that was nearly impossible before. Instead of having to relocate or wait for workshops, learners
can now log into online classrooms from wherever they are. Recorded lessons make it possible to review concepts repeatedly—
an immense advantage for mastering difficult techniques or refining subtle aspects of performance. This kind of flexible
repetition was rarely possible in traditional face-to-face instruction.

More Flexibility: In today’s fast-paced world, students and even teachers juggle multiple responsibilities. Online learning brings
unmatched flexibility. A student in Delhi can now take classes from a guru in Mumbai, or even New York, all from the comfort
of home. Lessons can be scheduled around work or school hours, and recordings can fill in when live attendance isn’t possible.
This has allowed many adult learners—who might have given up their musical dreams due to time constraints, to return to
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learning. For teachers, it expands their reach to a global audience, helping preserve and spread their gharana's traditions far
beyond geographical borders.

But Something Gets Lost: Despite these advancements, many musicians and students feel a sense of loss. The deep, personal
connection that develops when teacher and student sit together in the same room is hard to replicate online. Much of what is
communicated in music comes through body language, subtle gestures, energy exchanges, and even silence—all of which can
feel muted through a screen. The spontaneous correction, the unspoken encouragement, and the emotional bonding that comes
from physically sharing a space are often missing in virtual settings.

Uneven Content Quality: Another challenge is the flood of online content ranging from excellent to extremely poor. While
some YouTube videos and online tutorials are created by experienced artists or institutions, many lack structure or authenticity.
For beginners without a strong foundation, navigating this sea of content can be overwhelming. They may end up following
incorrect practices or develop bad habits that are difficult to unlearn. This highlights the need for guidance, curation, and
mentorship even in digital learning environments.

Technical Hurdles: Online classes come with their own set of technological issues. Unstable internet connections, poor audio
or video quality, and time delays can disrupt the learning experience. Unlike in-person lessons where a guru can correct a shruti
or a mispronounced phrase immediately, digital lags can blur these details. Microtonal inflexions, subtle glides, or the emotional
weight of a particular raga may be flattened or missed entirely due to compression or poor sound equipment. These technical
barriers can be frustrating, especially in a genre like Hindustani classical music that relies so much on nuance and feeling.

Together, these changes have created a new ecosystem for learning music one filled with opportunity, but also new
responsibilities for students and teachers alike. Balancing accessibility with depth, and flexibility with authenticity, is the
challenge of the digital age.

How Performances Are Evolving

Global Reach: In the pre-digital era, artists often relied on invitations to festivals, sabhas, or radio broadcasts to reach listeners.
Today, however, musicians can build their own audiences simply by uploading videos or streaming performances on platforms
like YouTube, Facebook Live, or Instagram. This has made it possible for talent from smaller towns or lesser-known gharanas
to be discovered by global audiences. A vocalist from a remote village in Maharashtra or a young tabla player in Canada can
now showcase their art to the world, breaking barriers of geography and exposure.

New Income Avenues: Digital platforms have also opened up alternative ways of earning for artists. YouTube monetisation,
Patreon subscriptions, and ticketed online concerts have created new revenue streams. During the COVID-19 pandemic, when
physical concerts came to a halt, these tools proved to be a lifeline for many musicians. Some artists began offering paid
workshops or exclusive content to their subscribers, while others turned to crowdfunding to support their musical projects. This
financial model is still evolving, but it provides more control and independence to artists than traditional concert circuits did.

Changing the Performance Style: Online concerts differ significantly from live ones, not just in format, but also in aesthetic
and delivery. Digital performances are often shorter, segmented, and designed with visual appeal in mind. Camera angles,
lighting, backgrounds, and sound engineering now play a crucial role in shaping how a performance is received. While this adds
a new layer of creativity, it also changes the essence of classical music performances, which traditionally emphasised
spontaneity, emotional depth, and interaction over production quality. There’s a risk that visual polish may overshadow musical
purity.

Missing the Audience Energy: Despite the global exposure, many artists express a deep longing for live audience interaction.
Indian classical music thrives on the subtle exchanges between artist and listener, the appreciative nods, the spontaneous applause
at a beautiful taan, or the collective silence during a poignant alap. This shared energy forms an unspoken dialogue that feeds
the performance itself. In online concerts, performers often sing or play to a camera in an empty room, missing that emotional
feedback. For many, this lack of real-time connection with rasikas remains a major drawback of digital concerts.

Real-Life Examples

Riyaz App: The Riyaz app is an example of how technology is being tailored to classical music practice. It allows learners to
work on pitch, rhythm, and musical exercises with real-time feedback. The app provides structured lessons and tracking tools
that help users monitor their progress. For many beginners or returning students, it functions as a motivational aid and a
supplement to their regular training. However, while it supports daily practice and reinforces technical accuracy, it cannot replace
the mentorship and emotional guidance of a real guru. Expression, depth, and feeling—essential parts of Indian classical music—
still require human transmission.
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Darbar Festival: The Darbar Festival, known for showcasing top classical musicians, has expanded its reach significantly
through YouTube. Their channel features high-quality recordings of concerts, lecture-demonstrations, and interviews. This
digital archive not only preserves rare performances but also introduces new audiences to the richness of Hindustani classical
music. Young listeners who might never attend a live mehfil can now explore and fall in love with ragas and talas through
beautifully produced videos. For many, Darbar's content serves as both education and inspiration, bridging the traditional with
the contemporary.

Online Gurukuls: Artists like Kaushiki Chakraborty have pioneered structured online academies, sometimes referred to as
"digital gurukuls." These platforms combine the traditional rigour of classical training with the flexibility of digital education.
Students enrol in graded courses, attend live sessions, and submit recordings for feedback. Though not the same as living with
a guruy, these programs try to retain the ethos of discipline, regularity, and personal attention. They serve a wide range of learners,
from complete beginners to advanced students and reflect an important step in preserving pedagogy while embracing technology.

What Students Are Saying: Students who have experienced online music education express a range of emotions. Many are
grateful for the access and continuity that virtual learning provided, especially during the isolation of the pandemic. Learning
from home meant fewer barriers and more comfort. However, several also speak of challenges—Ilike audio delays, feeling
disconnected from their teacher, or missing the motivation that comes from sitting in front of a guru. Some say they’ve learned
theory and compositions well, but struggle with the emotional side of performance. These mixed experiences highlight the
strengths and limitations of digital learning in classical music.

Challenges We Must Face

Copying Without Consent: The digital world makes it incredibly easy to copy and redistribute content. For musicians who
spend years perfecting a composition or a lesson plan, this can be disheartening. Once a video is uploaded, it can be downloaded,
re-uploaded, or misused without the creator's permission. Some artists have found their material being circulated under different
names or used commercially without credit. This issue of copyright violation and content theft is a serious concern, particularly
in a tradition where respect for intellectual and artistic labour has always been sacred.

Too Much Content, Not Enough Guidance: While it may seem like a good thing that so much learning material is available
online, it can actually become overwhelming for many students. Not every video or tutorial is created with pedagogical intent.
Some lack depth; others are aimed more at entertainment than education. In the absence of a guiding teacher, students may not
know which resources are reliable. They may pick up improper techniques, misunderstand concepts, or become discouraged by
the sheer volume of information. Mentorship and curation are essential to help navigate this digital maze.

Not Everyone Has Access: Though the internet has made many things possible, it also exposes a stark digital divide. Students
in rural areas, or those from economically disadvantaged backgrounds, may not have access to smartphones, computers, or high-
speed internet. This leaves them excluded from the opportunities that urban or privileged learners now take for granted. In a
country as diverse as India, the promise of digital learning will only be fulfilled when access becomes truly universal and
infrastructural challenges are addressed.

Balancing Art and Commerce: With views, likes, and subscriber counts becoming the new currency of success, there is a real
danger that musicians may start tailoring their art to suit popular demand rather than staying true to the classical tradition. While
it's not wrong to adapt or innovate, the pressure to go viral can sometimes lead to a dilution of depth. For example, artists may
shorten ragas, simplify complex compositions, or add visual effects to attract attention. This risks turning a deeply meditative
and intricate art form into mere content. The challenge lies in using digital tools without compromising artistic integrity.

Modern problems need modern solutions

As we stand at the intersection of tradition and technology, the future of Hindustani classical music depends on the choices we
make today. Digital tools are here to stay, but how they are used will determine whether they serve as bridges or barriers. To
preserve the essence of this art form while embracing modern platforms, several steps must be taken:

Build Trusted Online Libraries with Quality Teaching: There is an urgent need for curated digital repositories that offer
high-quality, authentic content. These libraries could be created through collaborations between senior musicians, musicologists,
and cultural institutions. They should include well-structured lessons, archival recordings, critical commentaries, and
explanatory materials, ideally available in multiple Indian languages. Verified, peer-reviewed content would help learners avoid
misinformation and offer teachers reliable references. These platforms could function like digital gurukuls, preserving tradition
while making it accessible in a modern format.
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Encourage Blended Learning—Part Online, Part In-Person: A hybrid model that combines digital convenience with in-
person depth may offer the best of both worlds. Students could attend live workshops or retreats to complement their online
lessons, giving them the chance to experience the physical presence, energy, and immediacy of a traditional guru-shishya setting.
Regular in-person interactions, even if infrequent, would reinforce the discipline, subtlety, and personal mentorship that digital
platforms cannot fully replicate.

Help Teachers Use Digital Tools Effectively: While many musicians are masters of their art, they may not be equally
comfortable with digital tools. Training programs, workshops, or resource guides should be developed to help teachers use
platforms like Zoom, audio editing software, or learning management systems efficiently. This includes improving sound quality
for online lessons, understanding how to structure digital courses, and learning to engage students virtually. Empowering
teachers in this way will greatly enhance the effectiveness of online learning.

Raise Awareness About Copyright and Fair Use: Artists must be educated about their digital rights. Similarly, audiences and
students need to understand the importance of ethical sharing. Copyright workshops, legal support, and public campaigns can
help foster a culture of respect around content creation. Platforms must also take responsibility for protecting creators—by
offering better content tracking tools, takedown mechanisms, and verification badges for original artists.

Ensure Internet and Devices Are Affordable So No One Is Left Behind: If digital learning is to be inclusive, infrastructure
must keep pace. Policymakers, non-profits, and the private sector need to work together to expand affordable internet access and
provide devices to underserved communities. Music institutions can also consider offering scholarships, loaner equipment, or
localized learning hubs where students without resources can participate. Without such efforts, the digital divide will continue
to exclude talented students simply because of where they live or what they can afford.

Conclusion

Digital platforms are not here to replace our traditions; they are here to support, preserve, and expand them. The journey of
Hindustani classical music has always been one of adaptation, resilience, and reinvention. From royal courts and temple
courtyards to radio stations and now online streaming platforms, the art form has travelled across time, responding to each new
era while holding on to its spiritual and aesthetic roots.

What we are witnessing today is not the decline of tradition but its evolution. The guru-shishya parampara, once limited by
physical proximity, is now finding new expressions across screens and time zones. Performances that once reached a few
hundred can now touch the hearts of thousands across continents. Practice apps, online classes, digital concerts, and social media
all these tools offer incredible opportunities to spread the richness of Hindustani classical music to newer generations and
geographies.

Yet, with this great power comes equal responsibility. We must be careful not to let convenience override depth, or popularity
overshadow authenticity. Technology should be a tool, not a substitute for the warmth of a guru’s glance, the nuance in a live
alap, or the magic of a shared silence between artist and listener. As we build the future, we must ensure that the soul of the
music remains intact.

In embracing digital innovation, we have the chance not only to preserve but to reimagine the legacy of Hindustani classical
music. If used with care, respect, and creativity, technology can help this timeless art form thrive in a world that is constantly
changing.
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