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Abstract
Dancers commit hours and substantial costs towards practice with 
the hope of  extracting large returns through performing and teaching 
their art. However, the pandemic was a game changer in terms of  
learning and training, forcing face-to-face classes to move online 
with virtual meetings providing the virtual learning. During these 
demanding times, a clear divide between those who were able embrace 
technology and those who could not emerged. Further, technological 
tools such as artificial intelligence and machine learning have silently 
and systematically worked on automating parts of  classical dance 
which were hitherto unimagined. Some interesting questions arise 
due to these which become relevant especially post the pandemic. How 
do we see the in-person learning experience undergoing a change in 
the future? What is the new role of  technology in teaching arts? 
How is the pedagogy going to change in terms of  interaction, the 
virtual, and the exploratory? This could have far-reaching effects 
geographically as well as on the need for a human teacher.  This 
article deals with a multitude of  new and interesting learnings and 
practices that have made inroads into performance arts and also 
highlights the significance of  these in a post-COVID regime. This 
article focuses on ways in which the technological leaps made will 
distinctly change the way classical Indian dance teachers operate and 
teach and concludes by suggesting a few policy changes.

 
INTRODUCTION
As a student who learnt classical dance in a very systematic, structured yet 
unquestioning mode, my teaching career has witnessed all the struggles a 
teacher would experience first-hand. My commentary is thus informed by 
personal experience of  the travails of  student management to real estate to 
balancing research and practice. Arts occupations tend to have low barriers 
to entry given that one can, in effect, call themselves an artist. Subsequent 
success or failure does not depend on professional qualification or degrees 
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(Madden, 2011). Rather, it is measured by talent or by the quality of  
art works. This is in direct contrast to other professions which have a 
prerequisite of  formal degrees or documentations. It is to be noted that 
these professions also boast of  higher pay. 

With a continuous need for teachers to train students in their pursuit 
of  arts, the field of  training and performing classical arts had reached 
unprecedented levels in the last few years by surviving the onslaught of  
interest in alternative art forms, relatively unchanged pedagogy, and cultural 
shifts. The spread of  teachers teaching dance outside India indicated a 
sustained, if  not growing, interest in the arts that were long suspected 
to be a dying form. This gave great impetus to spreading cultures and 
to increasing engagement and outreach by utilising any adaptations 
required to stay relevant. As more and more students preferred locally-
available teachers, the need for a trainer living within proximity to their 
home locations saw a spurt. Coupled with culture tourism, the local art 
and culture scene drew a steady stream of  enthusiastic visitors to learn 
from teachers (Richards, 2018). However, learning the dance form from 
local teachers often involved a few known teachers who either performed 
regularly or had advertised for classes, which meant that a wider pool of  
often struggling teachers was not tapped into.

The pandemic was a systemic shock to the dance ecosystem given the 
gradual reduction in audience and the severe unemployment of  art workers. 
Lockdown meant teachers could not travel and teach and that they could 
not congregate in any one closed location. Dancing with masks on was 
impractical while social distancing was a challenge in large classes or small 
spaces. Of  course, the ancillary fields such as make-up artists, singers, 
orchestra, lighting, and videography managers were equally affected by 
the sudden disruption in their economic sustainability, further making the 
ecosystem fragile. These economic setbacks coupled with an alarming rise 
in of  dancers affected by COVID-19 (around hundreds with a few deaths 
as well), magnified its devastating footprint. A wide range of  occupational 
challenges already existed and the chasm had only been deepened due to 
the pandemic. For instance, the working paper for the International Labour 
Organization which discusses the occupational characteristics of  cultural 
workers and their relationships and income, mentions the variable length 
of  contracts and commissions and hence income, seasonal employment 
and odd hours of  work as the many challenges faced by artists more so due 
to the pandemic (Liemt, 2014).

The detrimental outcomes among professional artists due to the 
lockdowns have been recorded with a large majority of  artists citing less 
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time to perform, teach and directing art works as the top three effects of  
the lockdown and its associated restrictions. Against this backdrop, the 
lockdown had multiple implications for those working in the performing 
arts, not to mention the social impact on professionals who were unable to 
meet and co-create their work in person.

While these were avenues to explore, most dancers were left to fend for 
themselves, hoping for better times. Existing policy support to the arts 
is by a handful of  organizations loosely structured under the umbrella 
of  the Ministry of  Culture. While scholarships and housing are offered, 
there are many dance teachers who are under the radar as far as state-
led support is concerned. The Centre for Cultural Resources and Training 
(CCRT) offers scholarships and has empanelled artists as well as training 
programs. However, the need for reaching out to a wider range of  artists in 
emergency situations is not factored into the schema of  the organization.

REAL ESTATE
Most dance classes happen in studios that are rented or in individual 
homes. For teachers, this involves a delicate balance between cost of  rental 
versus the demand for classes in that geographical area. Real estate has 
always been a critical indicator for parents to consider the dance class. 
Proximity and ease of  transport are important factors that determine 
how the demand and supply balance. With multiple teachers in each area 
offering dance classes within a stone’s throw of  each other, the presence 
of  a space adequate for dance classes does hold the parent’s attention. 
Unfortunately, rental spaces are not free. The typical demand curve, if  
extrapolated for dance as well, would show the quantity of  art demanded 
at each price level and would per usual slope downwards. Renting larger 
spaces would need to be offset either by quantity of  students or pricing per 
class. Income uncertainty and a gap between bid and ask are real challenges 
dance teachers face with few people willing to enrol in dance classes at 
higher prices and more people willing to enrol at lower prices. Moreover, 
spatial constraints hinder both the choreographic thought process and the 
use of  space in movement. The lockdowns necessitated closures of  many 
studios, galleries and schools which were the main venues for dance classes. 
While a few dancers managed to utilise parks and other open spaces, the 
need to travel distances as well as other logistical issues pose a barrier 
for many to adapt to different environs to showcase art. Yet only a few 
reports show the implication of  mega-events such as pandemics on real 
estate, particularly in the context of  the arts (OECD, 2020). While singers 
have the flexibility to practise and teach from their homes in a relatively 
undisturbed manner, dancers have keenly felt the lack of  open spaces due 
to the lockdowns. The pandemic has affected dance education globally, 
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especially for learning skills that require human interaction, common space 
and consistent supervised practice to achieve competency (Yang, 2021).

TECHNOLOGICAL CONSTRAINTS OR SOLUTIONS?
Most teachers embraced technology which provided them a tool to teach 
online. With the pandemic forcing families to stay indoors, platforms 
designed for professional meetings and information exchange have 
become a part of  mainstream art training. Various applications such as 
Skype and Zoom have now become standard tools for dance teachers. 
Given that instructions can be synchronous as well as asynchronous, dance 
teachers provide a combination of  both forms to maximize benefit from 
their classes (Simamora, 2020)

Figure 1. Training Instructions

With the advent of  social media platforms such as Youtube and Instagram 
providing an instantaneous audience, artists, especially Bharatanatyam 
dancers, saw an opportunity to present their work to a global, and not just 
national, audience. There no longer is the unspoken but understood pre-
requisite of  a certain number of  years of  training to ascend the stage or 
present a work. A good camera, lighting and music is all that is required, 
and a dancer is born. This spurt of  showcasing talent had another effect 
— the sudden availability of  a multitude of  teachers to teach this artform. 
With easy visibility and affordable marketing, dancers hitherto unknown 
could avail new opportunities for training students. Often reproached for 
lack of  transparency, opportunities, and fair platforms, classical dances 
have taken a turnaround and offered social media as an instrument to 
level the playing field. However, the cacophony of  multiple online events 
has resulted in a digital fatigue and the quality of  promised performances 
has not lived up to its mark. Critiques of  the lack of  any semblance of  
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accepted standards of  dance as well as the empowerment to criticise 
without constructive inputs have further driven wedges rather than bridge 
gaps. As with any occupation, cliques existed offline, and now they exist 
digitally. Refreshing change had already begun to take form in terms of  
pedagogy, new thought, and learning beyond the dance classes. Social 
media has only made these self-reflective voices louder and more accessible 
from any locality. Learning the historical, social and political milieu in 
which dance was taught and was propagated are actively addressed in 
multiple dance forums and teachings. In my course at the Indian Institute 
of  Technology, Hyderabad, I encourage students to not only understand 
the context specific environment of  traditional dancers but also explore 
how new age technologies like artificial intelligence are impacting the arts 
as we know it. This course deliberates on the new emerging aesthetics 
that technology brings to dance. It also explores rethinking the meaning 
of  a choreographer if  a machine can choreograph classical Indian dance 
units through machine learning and iterative processes. In cataloguing 
choreographic processes, students talk through copyright and intellectual 
property rights in the digital age as well.

The silver lining has been the reach of  local performances to a global 
audience and the curation of  unique concepts that have a wider assemblage 
due to the comfort of  both location and time.

HOW CAN DANCERS KEEP UP WITH TECHNOLOGY AND 
CREATE AN INTERACTIVE ONLINE PRESENCE TO STAY 
RELEVANT? 
There are many challenges to teaching dance-based classes in the midst 
of  this new normal. Most dancers have limited financial and technical 
capabilities to utilise different platforms in reaching an audience. A possible 
solution would be for state and central dance agencies to earmark funds for 
training low-income dancers and to provide computers in case of  need. The 
Union Ministry of  Culture released Rs 5,462 lakhs to the Zonal Cultural 
Centers (ZCCs) in September 2020. Organizations like the Association of  
Bharatanatyam Artists of  India (ABHAI) collected funds from members 
both through donations as well as through ticketed workshops and managed 
to reach out to many deserving artists in need2. Nupura Dance School, 
Bengaluru hosted an online program where donors could donate to any one 
of  the listed charities that supported artists. Rangamandira Trust collected 
funds for many local artisans who still practise and perform both folk 
and classical arts in remote rural areas. The Whatsapp group, ‘Musicians 

2https://www.aninews.in/news/national/general-news/rs-5462-lakhs-released-under-central-
schemes-to-help-artists-during-covid-19-culture-ministry20200915084440/
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for Musicians’ created by Indrajit Basu and supported by West Bengal-
based artistes put together a fund for artistes in need. The ‘Unite for India 
Dance Marathon’ by Kalasagara, United Kingdom was another effort 
to bring together artists to perform for a societal cause. While these are 
artist-led societal causes, a nation-wide program can tap into philanthropist 
contributions and expand the reach of  support.

EDUCATIONAL PLATFORMISATION
Cultural tourism is one of  the innovative and context specific modes to 
draw a global audience to visit and appreciate a nation’s culture as well as to 
immerse themselves in it. These served as infrastructural substrates for art 
immersion for the tourists. The rich cultural milieu of  each state drew their 
audience, albeit in a haphazard and chaotic manner. Localized dance and 
music festivals timed to attract and retain the maximum tourist attention 
provided not only a platform for the artists to perform but also connect 
with possible students for long term interactions as well. The keen interest 
of  the tourists to learn about the art form they choose and the tapping of  
knowledge of  artists creates a sustainable framework and a demonstration 
of  cultural matrices. However, the spread of  the coronavirus was 
exponential throughout the world and extensive containment measures 
were taken. With lockdowns came a fundamental shift as footfalls receded 
and empty spaces reflected artist struggles. Complete closure of  borders 
and no-fly policies have led to large scale financial problems for organisers 
and artists and have placed a strain on the stakeholders of  the community. 
In the absence of  a physical co-presence, participants often struggle to 
evaluate and appreciate artworks let alone learn new artforms (Buchholz, 
2020). Many private dance schools and organizations were much quicker to 
rise to the occasion than established national cultural institutions in helping 
organize online workshops, performances, and talks by renowned and 
experienced gurus of  classical dance and music. In fact, a unique initiative 
by RMT Samskruti, a privately run organization, was the ‘Limited Spaces 
Limitless Hope series’ where dancers showcased their talent in performing 
in the limited spaces at their disposal along with a short message from 
people of  different spheres highlighting how art was important to them. 
This series was curated to spotlight the space constraints that dancers face 
during lockdowns.

WHAT ROLE CAN THE PANDEMIC PLAY IN INFORMING 
DANCE CULTURES?
Art and Culture agencies facilitated online series of  lectures and 
demonstrations which elucidated various art forms and their cultural cores 
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that can be accessed by the young as well as the old, although sporadically 
and individually. With technology constantly upgrading and re-inventing 
itself, performers of  art require upskilling and re-learning new tools 
that would aid them to widening their horizons. To a certain extent, art 
organizations, society-led initiatives and artist-curated series bridge this gap 
in technological know-how. Towards this, artists-led organizations like the 
RMT Samskruti curated and presented their Annual Festival online which 
paid young artists to perform. ABHAI organized the first ever Online 
Festival of  Natyam with a sponsorship from Sangam Festival, Princeton, 
New Jersey to pay dancers to perform under the ‘Artists for artists welfare 
fund’. State-led organizations were slow in creating the platforms for 
the artists. Sangeet NatakAcademi and SPIC MACAY organized a few 
concerts with member or senior artists although young fledgling artists 
were left without much help. Kalakshetra screened their old in-house 
productions and held their annual festival online during the lockdowns. 
The Indian Council for Cultural Relations (ICCR) had few and sporadic 
online engagements which were mainly driven by local artists.

One of  the biggest demographics visibly missing in art conversations 
are the senior citizens, a major reason being lack of  digital knowledge. 
Rare instances such as the ‘Samvadanam’ podcasts document and record 
podcasts with a wide range of  artists for posterity. In one such podcast, Smt. 
Hema Rajagopalan, a dancer who moved to the United States, mentioned 
how senior experienced dancers could be invited to give talks on specific 
topics or stylistic nuances that would be lost forever if  undocumented. 
It is crucial to consider access and connects with the broader citizenship, 
facilitated by specific programs by the governments for providing a peek 
into India’s rich cultural heritage. Inclusion of  artists whose ages do not 
permit active performance or teaching can be encouraged to share their in-
depth knowledge and years of  experience on a digital platform exclusively 
tailored to educate people about the arts. An unprecedented benefit would 
be the preservation and recording of  art history for future generations. 
Digital connectivity curated by the artists will ensure agency over what they 
provide and hence maintain a high level of  quality and accurate content. 

SPACES THAT DANCE
National cultural festivals and government-curated national festivals 
augmented with privately-run festivals provided plenty of  opportunities 
for dancers to showcase their talents. Year-long festivals and dance 
programs ensured a hectic schedule of  performances and plenty of  
possibilities for young as well as experienced dancers who have now had 
to contend with the pandemic’s swift and savage closure of  spaces. With 
overnight cancellations of  concerts and festivals in India and overseas; 
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weeks stretched into months of  awaiting normalcy. A lack of  clarity on 
when the days of  live performances will resume left artists depressed and 
anxious as to their futures. Further, most festivals are held in often large 
historical and remote locations of  cultural and historic importance. With 
closures resulting in heritage sites being inaccessible, many dance platforms 
were closed with no clear indication of  when they would resume. Ancillary 
travel, tourist, lighting and videography streams were also affected and saw 
revenues dwindling.

WHAT ELEMENTS OF VIRTUAL AND AUGMENTED 
REALITY CAN HELP FESTIVALS OF THE FUTURE?
The pandemic served as a wake-up call for many organisers who were either 
unprepared or underprepared for digital services. Given the current wake of  
immobility due to an unforeseen cause, it would help to create a structure 
and put guidelines in place as an anticipatory solution to future challenges. 
Virtual streaming of  events would enable artists the world over to participate 
and not require a physical presence. It will also encourage newer artists to 
perform and ensure the infusion of  new talent instead of  the same roster 
year after year. Digital platforms also enable unique ideas to be explored 
and performed which might not be possible in a physical space. Virtually-
held events or virtual streaming of  events from these heritage sites and 
creating festivals at smaller heritage sites will not only drive interest towards 
lesser-known sites that require the attention of  authorities but  also promote 
local festivals under the aegis of  state governments that can help boost 
local economic activity. This further helps decentralize the system through 
multiple platforms instead of  funnelling it through one. This inadvertently 
aids in upkeep and better infrastructure development around these sites. 

Beyond these simple local-centric strategies, a range of  coalitions and 
networks between various cultural entities, both private and public, can 
further promote online performances not only as a short-term response 
to the pandemic but as a long-term plan of  action as well. Through 
collaborations, policy-influencing organizations can enable private 
platforms providers to extend their reach into previously unattainable 
territories and spaces.

The Ministry of  Culture has signed multiple wide-ranging MOUs with 
universities and organizations to promote art and culture in different 
localities. However, inviting young artists to bring new ideas and experienced 
artists to provide a historic perspective can enliven local traditions for 
posterity. Information-rich documentaries with local artists can preserve 
thoughts and ideas that should become syllabi for art students. The 
knowledge of  what we had is the way we understand what we have lost.
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Another anticipatory solution to future mobility challenges could be in 
the form of  courses informed by better faculty and aided by technology 
that should be made available to a global audience. This will further aid in 
increasing methodological research into various facets of  Indian culture 
and pedagogy.

DISCUSSION
The pandemic has changed the way artists appreciate and practice art 
due to a very different year than expected . A year busy with programs, 
performances and teaching began well enough with distant rumblings of  a 
possible fast-spreading virus and quickly culminated into a great challenge 
for artists. As the potential for disease transmission was high as also 
the associated costs of  contracting the disease, dancers had little choice 
but to accept the lack of  a steady stream of  performance opportunities 
and in some cases, the possibility of  earning through these. Prevention, 
while being the biggest regimen followed, has stretched the very limits of  
resilience of  an already fragile art ecosystem by systematically eliminating 
collaborations and creative spaces. The ever-enterprising artists and art 
organisers recouped and acknowledged the new normal. With multiple 
independent online platforms taking the lead in ensuring that the show 
goes on, returning to classes and continuing learning online have been 
more feasible. The move to online platforms has encouraged younger and 
older dancers to showcase their talents and expertise in ways never before. 
Undoubtedly, this has proved to be a way to sustain the livelihoods of  a 
few in the arts field but has failed many more. 

Collaborative efforts and public partnerships can reinforce, develop, 
and grow sustainable art practices keeping the artists as the focus of  
the initiative. This requires active, evidence-based policy changes backed 
by an empathetic desire to preserve the health of  art forms and their 
practitioners. Needless to say, this in turn impacts the health of  the society 
as well. Further, the expansion and embedding of  digital technologies in art 
pedagogies globally need not be unique to the pandemic and can be more 
acutely and accurately leveraged for long-term education. A supportive 
and well-equipped ecosystem would be critical for the adoption of  and 
adaptation to newer demands and newer environs. This global pivot to 
digitally mediated, remote, and distance art education is by no means a hasty 
band-aid but an opportunity for critical reflection and policy cognition.
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