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On a monsoon morning in 
Bengaluru, at an upmarket 
coffee house, vidwan 

M. Balamuralikrishna is deep in 
conversation. In his inimitable  
style – with a gentle smile, head  
turned to one side – he shares 
an anecdote about the raga 
Sankarabharanam. A click later, we 
have Abhishek Raghuram giving 
us a lecture on voice culture. That 
this is happening over a palm-sized 
gadget through an application (app) 
called Musiguru resonates a sense of 
wonder. The frothy cappuccino adds 
to the element of surrealism.

Aditya Shankar (the co-founder of 
Levitum, creators of the app) says 
that he and his team did not realise the 
unlimited reach and potential of the 
idea that was sparked during a casual 
dinner conversation. The common 
concern was that most of them did not 
have the time to pursue their interest 
in music. Like most urbanites, the 
factors hindering them were lack of 
time and the difficulty in accessing a 
guru. This led to a series of discussions 
and after coordinating with their 
team and engineers, the application 
was launched in December 2012 in 
Chennai during the music season.

Aditya explains how it works as he 
deftly navigates through the app. 
The Carnatic Application consists 
of a series of modules with varied  
thematic content. The Carnatic 
Learner’s pack takes you through 
the basics – from the varisais to 
varnams and compositions. Each 
lesson has four components:  
Instruct, Practice, Record and 
Review. Instruct presents a rendition 
of the complete composition. The 
Practice component has the musician 
singing the composition line by line 
with a chorus following the teaching. 
The Record and Review component 

is a feature that distinguishes it from 
most other online classes. It allows 
the learners to video their practice 
(through a karaoke feature, picture- 
in-picture, where you can record 
yourself while watching the lyrics)  
and send it to the guru of their own  
choice or to the panel of gurus on 
Musiguru for comprehensive video 
feedback.

The gurus in the panel include tabla 
artist Muthukumar (disciple of Alla 
Rakha and Zakir Hussain), Priya 
Kalyanpur for Hindustani vocal and 
bhajans, and Carnatic musician Padma 
Krishnaswamy. Another interesting 
feature is a raga based module where 
listeners can access compositions 
based on a raga, which includes 
renowned artists engaging listeners 
on a discourse on the composition.

The Carnatic component has 
been conceptualised by musician  
K.N. Shashikiran. Interested in 
marrying technology with the  
classical arts, he was attracted to this 
particular project by the enthusiasm 
of the team, their technological 
prowess and the vision to introduce 
this technology into a mobile app. 
“Looking at the scalability and 
accessibility of the app really excited 
me to work with this team. Quality 
of content is not compromised,” he 

asserts. The lessons are carefully 
planned so that the learners can move 
from the basics to more advanced 
levels of learning. Clear benchmarks 
are given to the learner so that they 
are able to track their own progress. 
The curriculum, he emphasises is, 
“practice-driven”.

A learning companion
To many of us, who have grown 
up  in a ‘paattu class’ milieu with a  
guru, this might seem like a  
replacement of the traditional notions 
of a guru. “Not at all, the idea is 
never to replace the guru. That 
would be impossible,” says Lavanya 
Gopakumar, a member of the team.

The app is devised as a learning 
companion. For many students 
living in urban cities in India or 
abroad, regular access to gurus is 
difficult. “A child can use the app to  
practice his lessons during free time,” 
adds Shashikiran. “As children these 
days are tech savvy and love to use 
gadgets, why not give them a tool  
to supplement their learning with 
a guru? Access to good music 
instruction is akin to learning the 
mother tongue.” 

The idea is persuasive as the team 
looks forward to working alongside 
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gurus to collaborate and work in sync 
with their ideas. “We are constantly 
evolving and we look forward to a 
synergy of ideas,” says Aditya. Many 
gurus and musicians are receptive 
enough to be part of the process. 
Shashikiran adds that during his 
travels abroad, apart from children 
and regular students of music, he 
meets many people working in  
MNCs who want to understand 
Carnatic music, not for performance 
but as a passion. The app could be 
useful in creating rasikas.

A practical application
In an innovative experiment, the use 
of the app as a means of performance 
was tested. About 120 children from 
across the United States were given 
a list of traditional compositions,  

and asked to rehearse them through 
the app. The group then met a few 
days before the programme for live 
rehearsals (see photo below) and 
they presented a symphony-style 
programme during the Cleveland 
Aradhana festival. Geetha Shankar, 
a parent, says her daughter (who was 
one of the youngest singers) loved 
using the app. “It was user friendly 
and she  enjoyed learning the songs. 
Her guru encouraged her to use this 
technology.”  Though the coordination 
and other aspects of performance 
were fine-tuned during rehearsals, 
the fact that traditional compositions 
were learned through this technology 
is amazing, recounts Shashikiran. 
“Performance is a great motivator  
and it was heartening to see the  
children enjoy the process.” Geetha 

is happy that the team at Levitum 
is constantly open to suggestions; 
their positive attitude, enthusiasm 
and instant feedback made it a 
pleasure to use the application. 
Shashikiran adds that he was 
impressed by the level of passion 
and motivation among the students. 

Weaving technology and traditional 
music, Musiguru takes the richness of 
music to a large number of learners 
and rasikas. It also provides exciting 
opportunities for gurus to reach  
more students and use technology 
to connect with learners on a global 
platform. Musiguru is currently 
working on a Hindustani module, in 
collaboration with a Mumbai based 
group called “Raga for You”. The  
team has been receiving enquiries 
to launch a similar app for 
Bharatanatyam. “Right now, our 
focus is on music and we want 
to concentrate on this, but who  
knows!” says Aditya with a twinkle 
in his eye.

I try my hand at recording a few lines 
of a composition in Abhogi. The  
20-year hiatus from music clearly 
shows, but somewhere the seed to 
continue learning is planted. While 
I search for a guru, Musiguru is 
certainly a good option. The website 
www.musiguru.in has information  
on subscription and other details. 

(The author is a freelance journalist) 


