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Lost in Translation: Reflections on Learning South Indian Music in Context 
 

Dr Georgina Barton, Education Queensland 
 

This paper outlines both the processes and personal journey experienced by the 
writer when learning South Indian music in Chennai, India and Brisbane, Australia.  
It is a reflective journey about being immersed in another culture.  When one is 
immersed in learning a music culture other than ‘one’s own’ one begins to 
understand the music teaching and learning process in much more depth (Blacking, 
1973).  As a result of this experience many changes have occurred to the author’s 
own teaching practice.  The paper will explain the background of the research 
presenting how the writer came to learn in a foreign setting and outline the learning 
journey experienced thus far.  It will also present both the challenges and benefits 
of learning music in a foreign setting focusing on problems encountered and how 
these were overcome.  The differences and similarities in learning modes and 
methods between both Indian and ‘western’ classical music as experienced by the 
author will be presented.  A discussion on the implications of these observations on 
the contemporary Australian music teaching and learning context will also take 
place.   

 
Introduction 

 
     The research paradigm of ethnomusicology has provided extensive knowledge on not only various 
muso-cultural practices but also on comparative studies carried out between non-western and western 
practices.  Many who have conducted fieldwork in diverse contexts have advocated such an experience 
as it has given them greater understanding not only about the ‘new’ culture in which they have been 
immersed but of their own ‘old’ culture.  Renowned ethnomusicologists such as John Blacking, Cath 
Ellis, Alan Merriam, and Bruno Nettl have all espoused, throughout their work, the importance of their 
diverse music experience and the impact that it has had on their own musical and teaching journeys.  
This sentiment has been confirmed through my own experience in learning Karnatic1 (South Indian) 
music. 
 

Background/Alapana 
 
     In January 1993 I left Melbourne for India.  I had been accepted to fill a position as a teacher with 
the Overseas Service Bureau’s volunteer program (now called Australian Volunteer International) in a 
rural village in the south of India about three hours from Chennai (then Madras).  I did not have much 
information about the placement except that it was in a place called Selaiyur (of which I could not find 
on any map in Australia) and that I would be working for an organisation called SUEB – the Society 
for the Upliftment of the Economically Backward.  As I had already completed a number of 
undergraduate subjects in ethnomusicology at the University of Queensland the only thing I was sure of 
was that I wanted to learn music while I was in India.  I therefore packed my favourite thing – my 
violin. 
 
     After I had arrived and settled into my new life I began to search for a music teacher.  The people 
with whom I worked knew a traditional Karnatic vocal music.  This teacher lived reasonably close 
(about half an hour’s walk).  I first met my vocal teacher – Parvathi - at a Matriculation school where 
she was the Principal.  She explained a little about the music that she taught and proceeded to sing a 
scale that used a sol-fa,2 which I was unfamiliar with.  Her voice was very beautiful and haunting.  I 
was hooked and wanted to start straight away.  I was told to come to her house the next day at 3 p.m.  I 
continued lessons with this teacher for six months attending at least two or three lessons a week (each 
lesson cost 20 rupees, approximately one Australian dollar). 
 
     In the learning context with my vocal teacher in India, my role was as a student in a small group 
situation and I was expected to behave in the way that other young Indian students would in a lesson. I 
attended many lessons where there were always different students in attendance, each usually at a 
                                                
1 Karnatic (Carnatic, Karnatak) music is defined here as pertaining to the classical music tradition of states in the 
South of India including Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Kerala (Viswanathan, 1977). 
 
2 Similar to the sol-fa used in Kodaly method Indian music uses a sol-fa system.  The notes in an eight note scale 
are: Sa, Ri, Ga, Ma, Pa, Da, Ni, Sa’. 
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different level in learning.  In each of the learning sessions with my vocal teacher, Tamil was the 
predominant language spoken.  Only occasionally would English be used when she addressed me or 
other students who also spoke another language – usually Hindi.  Many of the students were bi or 
multi-lingual, with English being one of their languages.  In addition, I participated in a number of 
concerts that were held at the school in which my teacher worked and I also accompanied her to many 
other concerts in the surrounding area.   
 
     After about one month of vocal lessons I commenced Karnatic violin lessons with a different 
teacher, Maya.  She was recommended to me by a well-known music store in the middle of Chennai 
city.  She was the sister of one of south India’s famous violin performers.  One of my Indian friends 
agreed to take me to her house one Saturday.  The journey to my violin teacher’s house took about two 
hours.  First I had to catch a bus to a train station, then a train to a city station, then walk through a city 
slum for about ten minutes, then another bus, and then another fifteen-minute walk.  I always enjoyed 
this journey as I would get to see the real India – experience the smells, the colours, and the people.  I 
also used this time to memorise all my pieces before I played for my teacher. 
 
     I also attended violin lessons up to three times a week, including an all day session on Sundays (a 
day my teacher would not normally teach).  When I first met my violin teacher she indicated that she 
charged 50 rupees (about $2.50AU) a lesson, however if her students were unable to afford this she 
made a different arrangement.  I assumed that she would want payment every lesson, but she would 
always refuse and say to me “don’t worry about that now.”  I therefore had to keep a record of how 
many lessons I had and paid her a lump sum at the end of my stay in India. 
 
     In the context with my violin teacher I learnt as an individual student rather than in a group.  Maya 
explained that she never took more than thirty individual students so that she could teach every one 
with equal professionalism and concentration.  She continued to explain that most of her students learnt 
on an individual basis so they could achieve knowledge more quickly given they were often very busy 
with school or other study.  The learning in this environment was, I would say, more intense than my 
other learning situations.  My lessons would often be longer than an hour.  In a sense I was 
participating in a more ‘traditional’ way as a student.  The religious rituals and other aspects that were 
considered important in this context were expected of me and were considered an essential part of the 
learning process.  In this context I would participate in other ‘ritualistic’ aspects such as pooja 
(dedication to Hindu gods and goddesses), and cooking and cleaning.  I was considered ‘daughter’ and 
was treated as such.   
 
     Once I returned to Australia I was extremely keen to continue my study in the Karnatic tradition but 
I was also aware that it may be difficult to find a South Indian music teacher when most performers in 
other countries tend to focus on the North Indian tradition of Hindustani music (this is not unlike the 
food – most restaurants sell north Indian food).  I was very happy when I found a Karnatic vocal 
teacher in Brisbane through an organisation’s network of culturally diverse performers and artists.  
When I started to learn Karnatic music with Khali I learnt vocal music.  However, once she knew that I 
could play Karnatic violin I then shifted to learning more and more repertoire on the violin in order to 
accompany her other vocal students.  Most of the material taught in this context had been memorised 
by the teacher and as she sang them to me she would request me to write them in the traditional Indian 
sol-fa.  She had realised that I was good at dictation and my lessons began to be filled with more 
writing than playing.   
 
     I fulfilled a number of roles in this context, that of student, accompanist and transcriber.  These 
changed on a regular basis and affected any remuneration expected from me.  Initially when I was 
learning with this teacher I paid for the acquisition of this knowledge.  When I shifted, however, to 
transcriber or accompanist for her other music students, I was no longer expected to pay for these 
sessions.  I have since developed a very close relationship with my teacher here in Brisbane, having 
had various involvements in her music school over the past twelve years.   
 

Music Teaching and Learning in the Karnatic Context/Pallavi 
 
     My experiences with these three teachers were indeed varied.  Although each of them was teaching 
the same content, there were many differences within the processes, structures and contexts of 
teaching.  In my descriptive recount I have included parts of interviews that I conducted with these 
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three teachers.  In this sense oral/aural transmission of information is valued and contributes to the 
current discussion. 
 
Review of Literature 
 
     Traditionally, Karnatic music was taught in a system called gurukula (V.Shankar, 1983; 
Viswanathan, 1977).  In this system of learning students would leave their own family and live with 
their guru for the entire time of tutelage.  Part of this learning process included an holistic spiritual 
journey, which was made by the student – music and life were integrated.  “All our waking hours were 
spent in the lap of music, listening, learning, practising, in an atmosphere charged by the very presence 
of the guru” (Shankar, 1969, p. 14).   
 
     It has been noted that students would spend hours learning from their guru as well as practising each 
day, all combined with worship of the Hindu religion (Interviews with Parvathi and Maya).  Payment 
for lessons would be through reciprocal duties such as house cleaning, cooking and showing dedication 
to learning through practise.  It was not necessary for students and their families to have money for this 
privilege (Shankar, 1969).  Prior to being accepted by a guru, the student would need to display 
commitment to learning and their family would also need to be in agreement.  Once the decision to 
learn music was made between the guru, the student and their family a ceremony would be held in a 
temple to consummate this decision: to make music a way of life (Broughton et. al., 1994; Shankar, 
1969). 
 
     The transmission of Indian music knowledge in the gurukula style is largely aural/oral (V.Shankar,  
1983, p. 171).  Consequently, the methods of rote learning and repetition are consistently used in the 
Karnatic music tradition (Campbell, 1991).   
 

For the first five or six years, the student relies completely on the guidance of his guru.  This is 
because the guru teaches everything to the shishya individually and directly, according to our 
ancient oral traditions. (Shankar, 1969, p. 13) 

 
     Although the gurukula way of teaching and learning is still practised (Pesch, 1999), it is now more 
common for students to attend weekly lessons and pay for this tuition in monetary terms (V.Shankar, 
1983, p. 172).  This current system could be attributed to the influence of the West where Indian 
students are now expected to attend school, making it impossible for the gurukula system to be as 
widespread as it once used to be (Joshi, 1963; Subrahmanya, 1985).  For L’Armand and L’Armand 
(1983, p. 413) the decrease in the practise of the traditional gurukula system of learning means 
“musical instruction is now available to a much wider circle of people.”   
 
     It is also evident that with the decrease in the practice of the intensive gurukula style of learning the 
use of written music has become prevalent (V.Shankar, 1983, p. 175).  Panchapakesa Iyer (1992) sees 
the introduction of visual representation systems as a benefit for the music culture in India, and 
believes that it assists in the preservation and maintenance of the tradition.  For some (V.Iyer, 1992; 
Sambamoorthy, 1992), the introduction of printed music has improved music education in India. 
 

Music education being associated with the sense of hearing has been traditionally orally taught, 
generally learnt sung and practised.  It may be said that after the availability of printing press 
facilities, music education has progressed.  Nowadays when the principle is to know easily and 
experience quickly, it is indispensable to publish books suitable to teach subjects quickly and by 
self learning. (V.Iyer, 1992, p. iv) 

 
     Consequently, written music has become integral to the teaching and learning process 
(Panchapakesa Iyer, 1992).  Rowell (1992, p. 7) says that, “the sole purpose of notation is to remind 
[the students] of what [they] have already learnt.”  It is important to note that although Indian songs are 
notated, this notation is not a complete representation of the notes sung or played in performance 
(Pesch, 1999, p. 5).  While the introduction of visual representation systems has assisted in the 
transmission of music knowledge, it has in no way ignored the importance of transmitting knowledge 
both aurally/orally (as in vocal teaching), and visually through demonstration (as in instrumental 
teaching) (Interviews with Parvathi and Maya).   
 
     Conversely, Shankar (1969, p. 13) believes that the introduction of written music has had a negative 
impact on the ancient system of gurukula and argues that every effort should be made to maintain 
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Indian music traditions.  Similarly, Parvathi, Maya and Khali believe that learning in the gurukula 
approach is more beneficial in terms of increased learning outcomes, and that their strong connection to 
their guru came from their intensive tutelage and interaction with their guru when they participated in 
the gurukula style of learning.  
 
     Despite the opinion that the gurukula tradition of learning is more effective, Viswanathan (1977, p. 
15) believes it “unwise for the student of music to commit so many years of his youth, when he cannot 
be certain of success in a music career.”  As a result, Viswanathan (1977) believes that teachers have 
had to devise new ways to teach so that more music knowledge can be learnt in less time.   
 
     Aside from this, the group context for learning is still prevalent in beginning learning stages in India 
(Campbell, 1991).  The configuration of groups depends on the progress of the students individually, as 
in traditional Balinese culture (McPhee, 1938).  Each group may slowly gradually change with 
additions or subtractions according to improvement in students themselves (Krishna, Interview, 11 
February 1997).  However, increasingly, tuition is presented on an individual basis as teachers are 
realising the benefit of intensive learning with the result of faster knowledge acquisition 
(Sambamoorthy, 1992, p. 2).   
 
     The traditional gurukula system has diminished over time.  This has been perceived to have both 
positive and negative impacts on the teaching and learning of Karnatic music.  The advent of print has 
enabled a greater number of students to access and participate in the learning of Karnatic music.  With 
the exception of some minor adaptation due to the introduction of printed learning materials, the 
processes for conveying music knowledge between teacher and students in the Karnatic tradition have 
remained largely intact.  The literature has identified the teacher/student relationship as an essential 
source of meaning within the systems of learning Karnatic music. 
 
Personal Experience 
 
     In each of these contexts a set progression of music material was taught from beginner to more 
advanced level.  This was consistent across the three contexts.  Each of the teachers taught most songs 
by breaking down the music content into small sections that fit the tala cycle, emphasising the 
importance of ‘flow’ in Indian music.  After the teacher played each pattern, I was expected to play it 
for the teacher in exactly the same manner.  If an error occurred then the teacher would repeat that 
particular pattern until I played it correctly.  The patterns would then be played in totality without any 
stopping in between.   
 
     Through the observation of these teaching and learning environments the most striking feature in 
regard to teaching was the reliance on aural/oral means of communication.  Campbell describes this 
further: “Karnatic music has been compared to learning a verbal language in that it is learned best 
through an oral tradition” (1991, p. 130). 
 
All the teachers in this context stated at the beginning of learning that their music tradition was an 
aural/oral tradition and has been so for a long time. 

 
     In addition, repetition and rote learning were methods used consistently by each of the teachers.  
This could be attributed to what V.Shankar (1983) illustrates in saying that the actual construction of 
Karnatic music lends itself to repetitive rote learning as the pieces can be easily broken down into 
smaller sections, which are expected to be memorised.  Through the observation of the Karnatic 
teachers aural/oral means of communicating music knowledge was consistent as well as demonstration 
by the teacher and then observation and copying by the student.  This observation is also supported by 
Campbell (1991, pp. 131-132).  Khali said that repetition secured the song, and more importantly the 
raga, in her mind. 
 
     Despite the claim that the Karnatic music tradition is an aural/oral tradition by the Karnatic teachers, 
written forms of the South Indian music material were used in each of the teaching situations (See 
appendix J). 
 

Ganamrutha bodhini makes the whole thing easy.  It has set notes, the tala notations everything.  
You just read the book and it takes you from the beginning lesson to intermediate.  The second 
book takes you from intermediate to advanced level.  When I reached Keertanam level I did have 
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my own booklet where my guru used to write his own songs the ones he thought I could cope with 
– it was at the discretion of the teacher. (Parvathi) 

 
     The notated forms of music however are only a basic representation of the melody was given.  The 
ornamentation called gamaka, was not notated as it was understood that the teacher themselves 
interpreted the raga in their own unique way.  It was also very difficult to notate gamaka, therefore the 
students were just expected to replicate the ornamentation in the way their own teacher sung or played 
it (see maha). 
 
     An integral process used in the aural/oral approach adopted by these teachers is the use of 
memorisation.  Memorising the musical material was an expectation of each of the teachers within this 
context apart from Khali.  For Parvathi and Maya memorisation of musical material by the students 
enabled them to focus purely on performance rather than being distracted by text.  Similarly, Parvathi 
and Maya would not allow students to continue learning new material unless the previous lesson’s 
material was memorised.   
 
     The Karnatic music teachers believed that memorisation contributed to the students’ spiritual 
journey, a process entwined in learning Karnatic music.  More specifically, it was seen that 
memorisation of melodic material particularly, assisted the performer to get immersed in the music 
itself enabling freedom to experience higher spiritual feeling associated with enlightenment.  Worship 
of gurus, gods and ancestors are all combined into this journey when learning Karnatic music for these 
teachers. 
 
     With Khali, who taught Karnatic music in Australia, however, her students – both Indian and non-
Indian - were not expected to memorise the melodic material learnt.  This was due, in part, to the 
function of this particular context, which was usually in preparation for an upcoming concert.  
Therefore for Khali it was vital that practise towards the performance was consistent whether 
memorised or not.  Her students tended to rely more on written text despite this not being the case with 
the Karnatic teachers in India.  She explained that given the number of performances that she does with 
her students it is necessary to learn new material quickly therefore students usually have a written form 
of the music in front of them on stage.  V.Shankar (1983, p. 175) agrees that “[m]any aids have been 
resorted to in modern methods of teaching.  Amongst these, notation has come to play an important 
part.” 
 
     Khali also tried to make her music school practice more contemporary by including different 
instrumentation such as clarinet, flute and keyboard as she had students who also learnt these 
instruments in the Western music tradition.  She believed that parents appreciated this in an 
Australian/Indian context.  The students also seemed to enjoy the opportunity to play traditional Indian 
music on these instruments.  
 
     Unlike vocal and instrumental lessons that I have experienced in the Western context, there was no 
mention of specific technique desired when performing Karnatic music such as vibrato or tone quality.  
For example, in my experience in learning vocal music the most noticeable difference between 
Karnatic vocal music and Western vocal music is the ‘nasal’ timbre of Karnatic music.  I found myself 
often trying to copy the sound produced by not only the teacher but by the other students.  No obvious 
mention to me was made in regard to the quality of sound expected when singing traditional Karnatic 
vocal music.  The timbre was to my ‘Western-trained’ ears different, and I felt that my smooth 
sounding voice was extremely obvious.  So gradually from lesson to lesson I would increase the 
amount of ‘nasalness’ in my voice until I thought I was replicating the sound of most of the other 
students.   
 
     Further, it is interesting to note that each of the teachers viewed their own gurus in high regard, and 
the teachers in the main valued the way they were taught and did not consciously change these 
methods.  Similarly, the teachers equated their own gurus to higher beings associated with the Hindu 
religion.  In this sense their own gurus were worshipped in the same way as the Hindu gods and 
goddesses.  In the Australian/Indian context, performance practice changed slightly - reflecting the 
nature of the ‘multicultural’ constitution of the environment.   
 
     Therefore, there were a number of methods used in Karnatic learning environment as experienced 
by the author (see diagram 1).  Despite any differences evident in the teaching methods and processes 
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used, it is undeniable that, in the Karnatic music context, culture is an integral part of the teaching 
environment.   
 

Challenges and Achievements/Anupallavi 
 
     When one embarks on any research endeavour, personal, social and cultural biases are brought to 
bear (Barton, 2003).  The research process will always be laden with information that has been 
informed and affected by previous experiences.  Conducting research therefore presents challenges in 
separating the researcher’s perspective and experience from that of the research subject. Gourlay (1978, 
p. 2) for example, states that previous experiences are “constraints” and that in the field of 
ethnomusicology researchers hold with them personal, situational and universal constraints.  Though 
these may not necessarily have to be viewed as constraints but rather as implications, their recognition 
for the purposes of this research is important.  
 
     With particular reference to this paper, information on South Indian instrumental music and its 
practices are to be drawn only from my learning experiences in India as well as continuing experiences 
in Australia.  These experiences although brief have broadened my knowledge base about not only 
Karnatic music and its associated teaching styles but my own previous musical experience in Australia.  
Caution must be exercised however, in that these experiences are not continually referenced to my 
longer experience of learning and teaching Western Art instrumental music in Queensland, Australia.   
 
     The challenges that I perceived in these learning contexts, and that are also evident in the 
ethnomusicological literature (see Merriam, 1964) include: 
 
• musical 
• cultural 
• personal. 
 
Musical Challenges 
 
     Although Karnatic music may sound very different to the music culture that I had spent most of my 
life learning, I had little difficulty in translating the musical language of the Karnatic tradition or more 
accurately, relating the musical language to what I was already familiar.  Therefore the challenges were 
those aspects to which I could not make a distinct comparison to my prior knowledge.  Oku (1994) 
agrees by stating that “we tend to understand unknown music by means of the concepts of our familiar 
music” (p. 120).   
 
     The major musical challenges for me were two aspects integral to the learning of Karnatic music – 
1) the importance of memorisation, and 2) gamaka (the ornamentation used in Karnatic music). 
 
     Karnatic music has customarily been considered an aural/oral tradition (Interviews with Parvathi 
and Maya).  In this way much of the focus in learning the music is on the memorisation of it as there 
may not be text present by which to refer to.  Nowadays, students will often have some form of written 
material to assist them in the learning process but these are by no means completely relied upon for 
recall (as is usually the case in Western art music contexts).  When I initially started learning vocal 
music I had no text to refer to.  I was expected to memorise all that I had learnt in my lesson and until it 
was completely memorised I was unable to move on to the next lesson.  This was something that I was 
certainly not used to in my previous music learning experiences as a singer and violinist.  I eventually 
purchased some books that assisted other students in the learning process but I was still expected to 
have memorised all the material.  My memory skill increased greatly but I did, however, have the 
capacity and time to devote to learning the tradition.  I was committed to making my teacher proud so I 
worked very hard, as I did not want to let her down. 
 
     The other large challenge for me was mastering gamaka. Gamaka is a highly developed microtonal 
ornamentation that distinguishes Indian music.  It is what makes the horizontal melodic line in Indian 
music so complex.  It can involve melodic movements such as slides, dips, turns, the approach and/or 
retraction to and from a note may be different to any other within a song (see Viswanathan, 1977 – 
appendix 1).  Performers may have also developed their own technique of which their students copy.  
As my ear was completely used to a tempered western scale it was difficult for me to “play out of tune” 
and also grasp the technique required to master this skill. 



AARME           Proceedings of the XXVIIth Annual Conference 24 – 27 September 2005 
 

 31 

 
     Like any technical difficulty when learning a musical instrument though, the more you practise the 
better you get.  My vocal teacher never explained gamaka to me, in fact no specific technique was.  I 
therefore had to carefully copy her and the more advanced students singing to try and imitate the sound 
perfectly.  There was rarely any comments made as to my progress but I do remember her noting my 
tone once I had begun to sing more nasally.  With my violin teacher gamaka was considered extremely 
important – the way in which you employed this was seen as your fingerprint/personal identity touch.  
Being a professional performer this guru took it very seriously.  To assist in my understanding and 
ability to play gamaka correctly my guru provided me with many exercises/equivalent to technical 
exercises. 
 
     Therefore, the more familiar I became with these aspects the more I was able to accept them as part 
of me and my new musical knowledge.  
 
Cultural Challenges 
 
     I would not necessarily say that there were any major impacting cultural challenges for me.  I had 
already settled into my new cultural surroundings before learning music and was familiar with various 
Hindu rituals that were an integral part of the learning process.  This association was of course different 
to what I had experienced in learning violin in a Western context.  I was not used to further cultural 
aspects that were considered integral to learning such as: dedication to gods/goddesses, strong lineage, 
and underlying spiritual meaning of lyrics and compositions.  However, these did not affect my 
learning in a negative sense. 
 
     I have always remembered my experience and time in India as exciting and enriching.  I believe that 
I did not really experience ‘culture shock’ while living in India – I was like a sponge absorbing all that 
was new.  In fact, all the aspects that surprised me about the country in the beginning were the things I 
missed the most when I left.  Culture shock hit when I returned to a more developed country.  The 
experience in India has most definitely enabled me to understand our own culture more in depth.  The 
opportunity to make comparative distinctions, I believe is necessary for this type of understanding to 
occur. 
 
     Another issue that arose was one concerning gender.  Giving worked in a number of villages with 
women’s groups I became aware of a number of cultural expectations present in India.  Concerns such 
as the dowry system, arranged marriages and widow burning were facing me everyday.  Although I 
came to realise that there was not much I could do about these practices I realised that they also 
affected my teachers.  Parvathi once explained to me that before she was married she performed the 
traditional dance form of Bharata Natyam professionally but could not continue to do so once she was 
married.  Similarly, Maya commented on the fact that her family delegated her to teaching the violin as 
they did not want her to restrict her brother’s performance opportunity.  She therefore had to decide to 
perform against her family’s wishes. 
 
     In addition, with Khali in Australia, my experience and feelings have been very different than those 
with Parvathi and Maya.  As I have stated previously, I wanted to continue my studies in Karnatic 
music upon my return to Australia.  With this desire I had also expected to learn in the same manner to 
which I learnt in India, but this was not the case.  Therefore, in this situation there were very different 
cultural challenges that I had not expected.  Such experiences have also been experienced by a number 
of other authors (Lamasisi, 1992; McAllester, 1984). 
 
Personal Challenges 
 
     In regard to personal challenges the aspect most prominent is the relationships that I had with my 
teachers.  The relationship that one has with one’s mentors highly influences the experiences that one 
has.  I was always so eager to please both my Indian based teachers and therefore worked very hard to 
memorise all material and perform it ‘correctly’.  I considered them my gurus and highly regarded their 
opinion.  It seemed I was able to immerse myself in this new culture and benefit from this experience.  
This was not unlike the relationships that that teachers themselves had with their own teachers.  
 
     With my Karnatic teacher in Australia however, the situation was different.  I did not have the same 
amount of time to commit to learning here as I was working more regularly and had a child to look 
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after.  Regularly I would grapple with my relationship with this teacher as my desire was to continue 
learning the Karnatic tradition the way I had in India not to spend most of my contact with her 
transcribing songs.  Upon reflection of this context however, I have grown to realise that my repertoire 
of Karnatic songs had extensively increased and that I have continued to learn Karnatic music, albeit in 
a different context and manner to how I had learnt in India. 
 

Comparison Between Learning Karnatic and Western Music 
 
     Through a comparison between my experience in learning Karnatic music and my previous 
experiences in Western music learning I came to understand that there were not only many differences 
but also many similarities between the two contexts (Barton, 2004).  A number of strategies used in 
both Western and Karnatic music contexts are common.  Rote learning, repetition and demonstration 
were observed in the teaching methods of all teachers in the study.  Further to this, the teaching of new 
music material was similar in both contexts.  Music content was typically taught phrase by phrase with 
the breakdown of a musical work.  This may suggest that there are generic strategies which could be 
applied in different cultural contexts of teaching.  
 
     In contrast, cultural specificity can be seen in the way these generic strategies are applied to music 
content, which is inherently Karnatic or Western.  Thus, cultural influence does not rest with these 
generic methods of teaching per se`, but with the song structure to which they are applied.  Repetition 
of small passages of raga and gamaka (ornamentation) are clear cases in point within the Karnatic 
context.  The data also highlighted that there is also a direct relationship in each context between song 
structure or musical form, and lesson format.  In particular, the study showed that the construction of 
lessons was different in each context.  
 
     Some of the instrumental music teachers demonstrated a willingness to innovate and use methods 
which were not necessarily traditional.  The data confirmed that Karnatic teaching processes have 
changed quite markedly over time.  Increasing economic pressures have led to the use of individual 
lesson formats for advanced students over traditional group learning methods.  The changes in teaching 
method demonstrated by Karnatic teachers in Queensland may correlate with demands other than 
cultural influence such as social demand. 
 
     In the same way, Western teaching methods have also been subjected to change over time with the 
increasing use of non-traditional methods such as Kodaly, Suzuki and Orff.  Music content in the 
Western context has also expanded to encompass a wider repertoire including music considered folk, 
popular or from other music cultures.  While these styles were evident in the data the jazz genre and 
forms of improvisation were not taught in these situations and it is noted that for further research 
investigating this area would present new perspectives on the data.  Within this research however, the 
Western teachers generally taught Western Art music repertoire. 
 
     Some further notable distinctions were recorded in each of the teaching contexts including a major 
philosophical difference in the interrelationships between music theory and its application to teaching, 
and ultimately, performance.  Teaching practices in the Queensland instrumental music context for 
example, make a delineation between theory, practical skills and aural proficiency whereas Karnatic 
teachers present these aspects as an integrated whole.  In addition, the study illustrated that (with the 
exception of percussion learning in the Karnatic context) teachers in the Western context generally 
placed stronger emphasis on the development of instrument specific technique.  

 
     With reference to these common teaching strategies, it is important to acknowledge the subtle 
differences that occur between different teachers, their experiences of learning and exposure to 
training, and the contexts of instrumental music teaching.  The various ways in which teaching 
strategies are adopted and applied, as a result and as a response to the interplay between the preceding 
factors and the modes of communication used by the teacher are critical to this summation.  The 
findings of this research demonstrate that this interplay is at the heart of cultural influence within 
instrumental music teaching processes and the modes of communication used by teachers.  
Understanding the difference that exists between usage of aural/oral and written modes of 
communication within music cultures and students’ needs and preferences to learning styles is integral 
in developing instrumental music programs in formal contexts. 
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     The multiple ways culture manifests within the processes of instrumental music teaching in the 
Karnatic and Western contexts studied provides evidence of culture’s pervasive influence.  At the same 
time, it is also important to note that no single aspect of a teacher’s practice is likely to give rise to a 
definitive picture of cultural influence, but rather it is the complete system of methods, strategies and 
techniques which constitute a teacher’s framework for teaching. 
 
     It could be argued that there are a finite range of strategies that ultimately can be used to teach 
instrumental music.  As such, one could expect to see particular strategies in operation across many 
music cultures, which in essence form a set of ‘common’ strategies.  This may mean that it is not 
possible to discern cultural influence through the use of a single strategy or method of teaching.  
Instead a broader sample of teaching practice is required to make an accurate judgement on the 
influence of culture.  

 
Implications for the Contemporary Australian Music Education Context/Charanam 

 
     A comparison between western and non-western music practices undoubtedly provides broader 
implications for the development of contemporary music teaching and learning practices.  Some 
positive implications include: providing insight into the way culture potentially influences how 
instrumental music is taught in other contexts and situations such as classroom music; enabling 
teachers to reflect on their instrumental music teaching practice and place it within a broader social and 
cultural context; providing teachers with a basis for a way of assessing and responding to cultural 
influence in instrumental teaching processes and practices; providing greater opportunities for teachers 
of instrumental music to utilise traditions other than their own to teach musical concepts – ‘teaching 
music culturally’; and, providing teachers with a greater repertoire of skills and techniques to work 
more flexibly with the cultural backgrounds and experiences of learners in their tutelage (Barton, 
2004).   
 
     For these reasons, it is highly recommended that teachers in the Australian context have access to 
learning music from another culture.  My teaching practice has undoubtedly changed and evolved since 
these experiences.  I base a lot of my students’ work on aural practice and require them to sing what 
they are playing.  Memorisation and more thorough understanding of repertoire is also encouraged.   
 
     Within the school context it is important to note that knowledge including music knowledge can be 
demonstrated, recorded and assessed in various ways.  Many of these processes are integral to music 
teaching and learning practices in a number of cultural contexts.  In formal music education contexts 
teaching practices may overlook the importance of culture as non-western musics are often interpreted 
from a west-centric perspective (Barton, 2004).  This kind of approach has the capacity to not cater to 
students whose cultural and social experience rests outside the narrow boundaries of Western Art 
music. 
 
     Being able to accept differences in the transmission and acquisition of music in various learning 
environments, as well as expanding the opportunities available for students to acquire music literacy 
skills in the Western Art music tradition are seen as necessary prerequisites for improving music 
education practices.  This approach would respond to the unique interplay between culture and music 
as well as the requirement for monitoring, reporting and measurement of performance in the 
instrumental music context.  In this way perhaps a more ‘culturally-responsive’ approach to the 
teaching and learning of music is made more possible. 
 

Reflective Conclusion 
 
     Without the experience of learning Karnatic music I believe that my musical journey/knowledge 
would not be as rich.  I am indebted to the teachers that I have had the opportunity to meet and feel 
privileged to be their student.  I also believe that these experiences have contributed to developing my 
musical skills, particularly my aural and memorisation skills.  I have also learnt more about my own 
music culture of which I have spent most of my life learning through understanding the processes used 
both past and present and what people’s intended purpose is.  As stated previously, others such as John 
Blacking and Catherine Ellis have also noted this.  It is through the processes of reflection and 
comparison that more in-depth knowledge is possible. 
 



AARME           Proceedings of the XXVIIth Annual Conference 24 – 27 September 2005 
 

 34 

     It has been advocated that experience in other music cultures undoubtedly offers opportunities for 
teachers of music to present not only the musical content/material of these culture but also utilise the 
modes of communication and methods of teaching embraced by other teachers of music in cultural 
context.  It is important to recognise these diverse ways of learning, particularly given the multi-
cultural make-up of Australian classrooms. 
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Diagram 1 
 

Ways of Presenting Music Material in South Indian Music Learning 
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Appendix 1 
 

Explanation of Gamaka – Viswanathan (1977) The Analysis of Raga Alapana in South Indian 
Music, Journal of the Society for Asian Music, pp. 33-34. 

 

 


