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'Te ac h ing Indian  m us ic  at  a dis t anc e : a pe rs pe c t ive  from  t he  UK',  

 

Mart in  Clayt on  (Ope n  Unive rs it y ) 

art ic le  for Journa l  of t h e  Ind ia n  Mus icolog ica l  S oc ie t y  

 

Th is  a r t icle des cr ibes  th e recen t  t rea tm en t  of In d ia n  cla s s ica l in  th e 

cu rr icu lu m  of th e (Br it is h ) Open  Un ivers ity in  recen t  yea rs  wh ich  h a s  

form ed  pa r t  of ou r  cu rr icu lu m . Th is  in clu des  a  m a jor  video-ba s ed  

p roject  a im ed  a t  in t rodu cin g th e ba s ics  of kh ya l perform a n ce, 

p rodu ced  in  colla bora t ion  with  Veen a  Sa h a s ra bu ddh e.  

 

In t roduc t ion  

Th e Open  Un ivers ity (OU) is  a  th e fru it  of u n com m on ly crea t ive a n d  

p rogres s ive th in k in g in  th e la te 1960s  - a n  in s t itu t ion  es ta b lis h ed  with  

th e bold  in ten t ion  of offer in g Un ivers ity level edu ca t ion  of th e very 

h igh es t  qu a lity to th os e wh o h a d  been  den ied  a cces s  to con ven t ion a l 

u n ivers it ies , wh ich  wou ld  u s e th e la tes t  in  tech n ology to m a ke 

'd is ta n ce lea rn in g' s om eth in g oth er  th a n  a  ch ea p  s u bs t itu te for  th e 

rea l th in g. (Th e OU n ow prefers  th e ta g 's u ppor ted  open  lea rn in g', 

s in ce ou r  n etwork  of loca l tu tors  a rou n d  th e UK a n d  Eu rope m a ke th e 

'd is ta n ce' la bel m is lea d in g.)  

 

Sin ce a dm it t in g its  fir s t  s tu den ts  in  1971 , th e OU h a s  grown  in to th e 

UK's  la rges t  u n ivers ity. For  th e la s t  30  yea rs  or  s o, th e OU h a s  offered  

a  wide va r iety of cou rs es : ea ch  cou rs e is  ba s ed  on  a  s et  of tea ch in g 
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texts  wh ich  th e s tu den ts  work  th rou gh  (gen era lly in  th eir  own  h om es ), 

u s u a lly t ied  in  with  TV progra m m es , a u d io or  video res ou rces , 'h om e 

exper im en t  k its ' (in  th e ca s e of s cien ce cou rs es ) a n d  s o on . Stu den ts  

a re expected  to a t ten d  a  n u m ber  of tu tor ia l s es s ion s  in  th eir  own  loca l 

a rea : th eir  a s s ign ed  tu tors  a ls o a s s es s  wr it ten  a s s ign m en ts . Som e 

cou rs es  a ls o offer  res iden t ia l s ch ools .  

 

From  th e begin n in g, m u s ic wa s  on e of th e s u b jects  th e OU ta u gh t  

with in  its  Ar ts  cu rr icu lu m  - a n d  on e wh ich  ra is ed  a  few eyeb rows , 

s in ce it  wa s  n ot  im m edia tely a ppa ren t  h ow on e cou ld  tea ch  m u s ic a t  a  

d is ta n ce! Th e dou b ters  h a ve lon g s in ce been  s ilen ced : th e OU Mu s ic 

Depa r tm en t  is  a m on gs t  th e very bes t  in  th e cou n try, a s  a s s es s ed  by 

govern m en t  bod ies  a u d it in g th e qu a lity of both  tea ch in g a n d  res ea rch . 

Wh a t  we h a ve fou n d , in  fa ct , is  th a t  a lth ou gh  we ca n n ot  tea ch  

p ra ct ica l m u s ica l s k ills , we m a y be a t  a n  a dva n ta ge in  s om e oth er  

a rea s .  

 

For  in s ta n ce, wh en  I tea ch  a  cla s s  a t  a  con ven t ion a l u n ivers ity, I 

m igh t  des cr ibe a  pa r t icu la r  m u s ica l fea tu re, a n d  p la y a n  extra ct  from  

a  CD to illu s t ra te it : s om e s tu den ts  will get  th e poin t , oth ers  will n ot  

ca tch  it  fir s t  t im e, a n d  it  ca n  be d ifficu lt  for  m e a s  a  tea ch er  to ju dge 

wh eth er  I h a ve got  th e poin t  a cros s . In  a n  OU cou rs e I ca n  exp la in  in  

writ in g, a n d  in s t ru ct  th e s tu den t  in  th e text  to "Now lis ten  to CD3, 

t ra ck  4 , a n d  lis ten  for…": a  con s cien t iou s  s tu den t  will p la y th e t ra ck  

a s  m a n y t im es  a s  it  ta kes  to get  th e poin t . Th u s , a lth ou gh  th e qu a lity 
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of th e edu ca t ion a l exper ien ce clea r ly owes  a  lot  to th e s tu den t 's  

com m itm en t , OU cou rs es  offer  th e poten t ia l for  edu ca t ion  of th e very 

h igh es t  ca lib re. 

 

Un ivers ity m u s ic cu rr icu la  in  th e UK h a ve ch a n ged  s in ce th e 1970s  

h owever : on e of th e b ig ch a n ges  h a s  been  a  gra du a l wea r in g down  of 

th e exclu s ive a t ten t ion  given  to ca n on ica l works  of Wes tern  cla s s ica l 

m u s ic. Popu la r  m u s ic, a n d  m u s ic from  beyon d  Eu rope a n d  Nor th  

Am erica , a re in crea s in gly s een  a s  im por ta n t  a rea s  of s tu dy. By th e 

1990s , th e OU Mu s ic Depa r tm en t 's  exclu s ively Wes tern  ou tpu t  wa s  

look in g in crea s in gly a n a ch ron is t ic, a n d  th e decis ion  wa s  m a de to h ire 

a n  eth n om u s icologis t  - th e a u th or  of th is  es s a y. (In  ca s e th e rea der  

ob jects  to th e term  'eth n om u s icology', I s ym pa th is e: n on eth eles s , it  is  

a  t it le I h a ve in h er ited  a n d  h a ve to live with  for  t h e t im e bein g…)  

 

I wa s  a ppoin ted  in  1995  with  th e b r ief of expa n d in g th e cu ltu ra l 

b rea d th  of th e Mu s ic Depa r tm en t 's  offer in g, a n d  a s ked  to con tr ibu te 

to a  n ew cou rs e wh ich  h a d  been  p la n n ed . Th is  cou rs e wa s  en t it led  

"AA302 . From  com pos it ion  to perform a n ce: Mu s icia n s  a t  work". Th e 

cou rs e begin s  with  a  d is cu s s ion  of th e s ocia l ba ckgrou n d  to m u s ica l 

perform a n ce, before m ovin g on  to d is cu s s  com pos it ion  a n d  

im provis a t ion , n ota t ion  a n d  ed it in g, perform a n ce, a n d  fin a lly 

recep t ion  (th e s t ru ctu re, n eed les s  to s a y, r eflect in g a  pa r t icu la r ly 

Wes tern  con cep t ion  of m u s ica l p rodu ct ion  wh ich  I wa s  u n a b le to 

ch a llen ge).  
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My con tr ibu t ion  wa s  to fa ll in to th ree a rea s : a n  es s a y a t  th e begin n in g 

of th e cou rs e d is cu s s in g d ifferen t  wa ys  of con cep tu a lis in g th e 

rela t ion s h ip  of m u s icia n  to s ociety; a  s ect ion  in  th e m idd le on  th e 

con cep ts  of com pos it ion  a n d  im provis a t ion ; a n d  a  fin a l s ect ion  on  

recep t ion . Th e firs t  of th es e u s ed  a  va r iety of ca s e s tu d ies , la rgely 

d ra wn  from  th e eth n om u s icologica l litera tu re, from  Afr ica , Sou th  

Am erica  a n d  Sou th  As ia . Th e s econ d , on  com pos it ion  a n d  

im provis a t ion , u s ed  m a jor  ca s e s tu d ies  on  kh ya l a n d  on  Su n da n es e 

(Wes t  J a va n es e) ga m ela n  m u s ic; a n d  th e la s t  s ect ion  on  recep t ion  

in trodu ced  th e m odern  (a n d  con ten t iou s ) n ot ion  of 'World  Mu s ic', a n d  

of cros s -cu ltu ra l recep t ion  in  gen era l.  

 

Khyal: A vide o  in t roduc t ion  

Th is , th en , wa s  th e con text  for  ou r  kh ya l p roject  - a  s ect ion  of a  m u ch  

la rger  cou rs e, s om eth in g wh ich  I des ign ed  s pecifica lly to h igh ligh t  

gen era l is s u es  of com pos it ion  a n d  im provis a t ion . Wh a t  goes  on  in  a  

(kh ya l) perform a n ce? If th e m u s ic is n 't  wr it ten  down , h ow is  it  lea rn ed  

a n d  rem em bered? If ea ch  perform a n ce is  d ifferen t , wh a t  rem a in s  th e 

s a m e? Th e qu es t ion s  a re obviou s ly a im ed  a t  th e m a jor ity of ou r  

s tu den ts  wh o wou ld  be fa m ilia r  with  Wes ter n  m u s ic, bu t  n ot  a t  a ll 

kn owledga b le a bou t  a n y va r iety of In d ia n  m u s ic (a lth ou gh  on e wou ld  

h a ve to h a ve lived  a  life of con s idera b le s eclu s ion  to h a ve a voided  

h ea r in g in s t ru m en ts  s u ch  a s  s ita r  a n d  ta b la , n a m es  s u ch  a s  Ra vi 
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Sh a n ka r , or  s n a tch es  of Hin d i film  s on gs , in  Br ita in  over  th e la s t  30  

yea rs ).  

 

Clea r ly, to a ddres s  th es e is s u es  I wou ld  h a ve to m a ke th e m a ter ia l 

a cces s ib le with  th e m in im u m  of tech n ica l voca bu la ry, a n d  com pletely 

a void  a rea s  (s u ch  a s  h is tory) wh ich  m a n y peop le wou ld  con s ider  

es s ea n t ia l to th e u n ders ta n d in g of In d ia n  cla s s ica l m u s ic. Th e bes t  

a pproa ch , I th ou gh t , wou ld  be to record  a  perform a n ce, a n d  th en  a n  

in terview a n d  dem on s tra t ion  with  a  top  perform er : I wou ld  th en  be 

a b le to cu t  th e d ifferen t  elem en ts  togeth er , in  order  to u s e th e 

perform er 's  com m en ta ry to cla r ify wh a t  wa s  goin g on  in  th e 

perform a n ce. Th e key th in g wa s  to get  th e r igh t  perform er , wh o m u s t  

be a pproa ch a b le a n d  a r t icu la te, a n d  s pea k  flu en t  En glis h , a n d  a ls o be 

in d is pu ta b ly a  m u s icia n  of th e h igh es t  ca lib re. I h a d  n o dou b t  th a t  

Veen a  Sa h a s ra bu ddh e wou ld  be th e idea l pers on  - exper ien ce h a d  

ta u gh t  m e th a t  s h e is  a  top -cla s s  perform er  with  a n  u n com m on  gift  for  

exp la in in g a s pects  of h er  a r t  in  words .  

 

Work in g with  a  s u perb  BBC produ cer , Rober t  Ph ilip , wh os e 

en th u s ia s m  a n d  ea gern es s  to lea rn  a bou t  th is  m u s ic wa s  a  grea t  

s u ppor t , we s et  a bou t  p la n n in g th e p roject . I con ta cted  Veen a , a n d  

wa s  deligh ted  th a t  s h e a greed  to pa r t icipa te, a n d  a ls o to h elp  a r ra n ge 

th e con cer t  perform a n ce wh ich  we wou ld  film  in  Pu n e. Rober t  a n d  th e 

BBC s et  u p  th e film in g crew a n d  a r ra n ged  th e logis t ics , a n d  we m a de 

th e film in g t r ip  in  Apr il 1996 . We s u rvived  on e con s idera b le d is a s ter , 
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in  th a t  ou r  con cer t  p rogra m m e h a d  been  a r ra n ged  ou t  of doors  a n d  

wa s  in ter ru p ted  by a n  u n s ea s on a l down pou r : for  a  wh ile t ota l d is a s ter  

loom ed , bu t  we were a b le to res ch edu le a n  ea r ly even in g perform a n ce 

a s  a  la te n igh t  even t , a n d  b r in g m u ch  of ou r  a u d ien ce ba ck . Veen a  

s u ffered  a s  m u ch  s t res s  a s  a n yon e, s in ce th e t im e ch a n ge 

n eces s ita ted  a  h a s ty ch a n ge of p rogra m m e (in  th e en d  s h e perform ed  

Ra ges h ree, wh ich  we u s ed  for  th e cou rs e, a n d  Ma dh u ka u n s , a s  th e 

m a jor  item s ). Th e followin g da y we film ed  a n  in terview with  Veen a  in  

h er  d in in g room , a n d  a n  exten s ive dem on s tra t ion  s es s ion  in  h er  

tea ch in g room , with  th e h elp  of a  cou p le of h er  s tu den ts . 

 

Ba ck  h om e, ed it in g wen t  rou gh ly a ccord in g to p la n . Des p ite th e h elp  

of BBC s ta ff in  com pilin g a  rou gh  t ra n s cr ip t ion  of ou r  in terviews  th e 

job  fell m a in ly to m e. In  m ore fa m ilia r  con texts , BBC s ta ff wou ld  h a ve 

com piled  deta iled  s h ot lis ts  (ch a r ts  of wh a t  h a ppen s  in  th e ru s h es  

wh en ): in  th is  ca s e, n o-on e ba r  m e kn ew wh a t  wa s  goin g on , wh ich  

m ea n t  I h a d  to dea l with  th a t  job  too, a n d  d irect  th e ed it in g p roces s  in  

grea t  deta il, with  th e h elp  of th e t im e code wh ich  h a d  been  overp r in ted  

on  m y copy of th e ru s h es . Als o a t  th is  poin t , I des ign ed  s u b t it les  to 

cla r ify cer ta in  poin ts  in  th e p roces s , a n d  a ls o des ign ed  a n  on -s creen  

'clock ' to s h ow th e p rogres s  of th e ta l for  a  lit t le wh ile (m y a im  wa s  n ot  

to tea ch  ta l in  deta il, s o m u ch  a s  to dem on s tra te th e  exis ten ce of s u ch  

a  tem pora l fra m ework).  
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Fin a lly, with  Rober t  Ph ilip 's  in pu t , a n d  con s tru ct ive cr it icis m  from  

collea gu es  a n d  from  ou r  ed itor , th e m a ter ia l s a w th e ligh t  of s a y, a n d  

wa s  s tu d ied  by m ore th a n  700  s tu den ts  in  its  fir s t  yea r  of 

p res en ta t ion , 1997 . By th e en d  of its  life, th is  cou rs e will h a ve been  

s tu d ied  by m ore th a n  5 ,000  s tu den ts  - th is  pos s ib ility to rea ch  la rge 

n u m bers  of s tu den ts  is  on e of th e grea t  a t t ra ct ion s  of th e job . 

Feedba ck  we h a ve received  h a s  been  en t irely pos it ive - it  s eem s  th a t  

m os t  of th e s tu den ts  fin d  th is  a  welcom e a n d  refres h in g ch a n ge, a n d  

th a t  a n y in it ia l worr ies  a bou t  s tu dyin g s om eth in g s o 'foreign ' a re 

d is pelled  by th e a cces s ib ility of th e m a ter ia l. A grea t  ben efit  h ere is  

Veen a  h ers elf, wh o com es  a cros s  a s  a  pers on  of grea t  ch a rm  a n d  

wa rm th  (wh ich , in deed , s h e is ). Wh en  I h a ve u s ed  th is  m a ter ia l in  

con ven t ion a l tea ch in g s itu a t ion s , m y Brit is h  a n d  Am erica n  s tu den ts  

frequ en t ly expres s  th eir  a dm ira t ion  for  h er  a wes om e ta len t  - 

s om eth in g th e video s eem s  to con vey well, s in ce th is  rea ct ion  is  m u ch  

les s  com m on  wh en  I u s e on ly a u d io exa m ples .  

 

Su bs equ en t ly, we h a ve a r ra n ged  a  vers ion  of th e kh ya l p roject  - a  

video, with  a n  a ccom pa n yin g book let  com pris in g m y or igin a l tea ch in g 

text  a n d  a  n ewly-com m is s ion ed  es s a y by Veen a  - wh ich  is  s old  

s epa ra tely a s  a  s ta n d -a lon e p rodu ct . Alth ou gh  th e OU h a s  n ot  

m a n a ged  to m a ke th is  a va ila b le a t  a  p r ice wh ich  m a n y in d ividu a ls  ca n  

a fford , it  h a s  been  pu rch a s ed  by a  n u m ber  of u n ivers ity lib ra r ies  a n d  

is  bein g u s ed  for  tea ch in g in  con ven t ion a l con texts . Th is  is  n ot  

u n com m on : th e n a tu re of d is ta n ce tea ch in g is  th a t  it  forces  th e 
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a ca dem ic (in  th is  ca s e m e) to th in k  th rou gh  th e p roject  in  grea t  deta il, 

work in g ou t  exa ct ly wh a t  it  is  th a t  m u s t  be ta u gh t  a n d  delibera t in g 

over  th e bes t  peda gogica l s t ra t egy. On ce th a t  is  don e, it  is  n o s u rp r is e 

th a t  th e res u lt in g m a ter ia ls  ca n  be a da p ted  for  u s e in  m ore t ra d it ion a l 

s et t in gs . 

 

Th e key peda gogica l s t ra tegy h ere wa s  on e of en ga gem en t  - a s  is  th e 

ca s e with  m os t  OU m a ter ia l. Ra th er  th a n  s a yin g, in  effect , "th is  is  

wh a t  you  m u s t  kn ow, n ow go a wa y a n d  lea rn  it", we a s k  s tu den ts  to 

en ga ge with  th e tea ch in g m a ter ia ls  in  a n  a ct ive wa y. To give a  fla vou r  

of th e tea ch in g s tyle, for  exa m ple, on e of m y key a ct ivit ies  rea ds  a s  

follows : 

 

Ac t ivit y  

In  a  m om en t  I s h a ll a s k  you  to wa tch  th e fir s t  s ect ion  of th e video [in  wh ich  

Veen a 's  exp la n a t ion s  a re in tercu t  with  s ect ion s  of th e live per form a n ce]. 

Below is  a  lis t  of th e tech n ica l term s  th a t  a re u s ed  a n d  expla in ed  in  th e 

video, la id  ou t  in  th e ord er  in  wh ich  th ey occu r , s o th a t  you  ca n  fin d  th em  

ea s ily. For  s om e I h a ve a dd ed  expla n a t ion s , wh ich  m a y in clu de a dd it ion a l 

in form a t ion  n ot  on  th e video. […] 

As  you  wa tch  th e vid eo, I wa n t  you  to u s e th e lis t  of term s  for  two a ct ivit ies .  

1 . Lis ten  ou t  for  m en t ion  of th e term s  lis ted . Pa u s e th e video a n d  rea d  m y 

n otes  a s  ea ch  term  is  m en t ion ed , to en s u re you  u n ders ta n d  th e term  a n d  

h ow it  is  u s ed .  

2 . In  th e p la ces  wh ere I h a ve not s u p plied  n otes  a b ou t  th e s ta ges  lis ted , 

lis ten  to th e exp la n a t ion  th a t  is  given  on  th e video, a n d  th en  pa u s e  th e vid eo 
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a n d  m a ke you r  own  n otes  ba s ed  on  th e in form a t ion  you  h a ve h ea rd , 

a n s wer in g th e followin g qu es t ion s  in  ea ch  ca s e.  

(a ) In  th is  s ta ge s u n g with , or  with ou t , d ru m  a ccom pa n im en t?  

(b ) Is  it  s u n g to a  p a r t icu la r  text , or  if n ot  h ow is  it  voca lized?  

(c) How wou ld  you  d es cr ibe th e rh yth m ic a n d  m elod ic s tyle (i.e. fa s t  or  s low, 

free or  s t r ict , flowin g or  b roken , etc.)?  

 

On ce th e s tu den t  h a s  com pleted  th e exercis e, I p rovide m y own  

a n s wers  for  com pa r is on : in  p ra ct ice of cou rs e, s om e s tu den ts  will rea d  

m y a n s wers  before wa tch in g th e video, bu t  th is  does  n ot  s er iou s ly 

u n derm in e th e tea ch in g m eth odology.  

 

Th u s , th e s tu den ts  a re n ot  a s ked  to m em oris e fa cts  a bou t  In d ia n  

m u s ic - wh a t  fa cts  cou ld  th ey lea rn  wh ich  wou ld  be of a n y u s e to 

th em ? Th ey a re expected  to in volve th em s elves  in  a  (p roba b ly 

u n fa m ilia r ) perform a n ce a n d  fin is h  th e cou rs e with , h opefu lly, a  m u ch  

deeper  u n ders ta n d in g of th e n a tu re of m u s ica l perform a n ce in  

gen era l, n ot  ju s t  a n  a pprecia t ion  of Veen a  Sa h a s ra bu ddh e's  Ra g 

Ra ges h ree in  pa r t icu la r .  

 

It  is  n ot  pos s ib le to t ra in  s om ebody to perform  m u s ic u s in g d is ta n ce 

tea ch in g m eth ods . It  is , h owever , pos s ib le to tea ch  a  grea t  dea l abou t 

m u s ic. Th ere is , in  m y op in ion , n o grea t  s ecret  - s im ply, a s  with  a n y 

tea ch in g, on e n eeds  a  clea r  u n ders ta n d in g of w hat is  to be ta u gh t , 

a n d  to th in k  th rou gh  a  clea r  peda gogica l s t ra tegy. Th is  will, of cou rs e, 
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d iffer  a ccord in g to th e m ed ia  a va ila b le. I look  forwa rd  to h ea r in g of 

m ore s u ch  p rojects , from  a rou n d  th e wor ld , in  yea rs  to com e.  

 

Public at ions  
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