From Patronage to Platforms: The Structural Evolution of the Indian Classical Music Ecosystem
Imagine a 19th-century royal court.
An ustad unfolds a vilambit khayal without the pressure of time. The patron listens in attentive silence. The audience is small, discerning, and deeply engaged. Livelihood is secured through patronage. Artistic depth is valued over speed.
Now move to the early 20th century.
A musician sits before a microphone at All India Radio. Duration is fixed. Presentation must align with broadcast norms. Reach expands across the nation, but institutional grading and audition systems emerge as new gatekeepers.
Then comes the recording era.
Gramophone records, LPs, and later cassette culture transform music into a reproducible commodity. The concert circuit expands. Festivals and sabhas introduce ticketed economies, sponsorships, and structured programming. Branding and geography begin influencing recognition.
And now—
A classical artist uploads a 45-minute raga performance on YouTube or Spotify. Visibility depends not on patronage or institutional endorsement, but on algorithmic recommendation. Revenue is calculated per stream. Attention becomes measurable data.
This is not merely technological change.
It is ecosystem transformation.
An ecosystem can be understood through four practical questions:
· How does the artist earn a livelihood?
· Who decides visibility and opportunity?
· How does the music reach the listener?
· And how much artistic freedom does the musician truly have?
In the Darbar Ecosystem, livelihood came from patronage. Visibility depended on royal favour. Access was limited, but artistic exploration was deep.
In the Broadcast Ecosystem, reach expanded nationwide. Institutions determined standards and duration. Recognition became structured and regulated.
In the Concert Ecosystem, organizers and sponsors shaped opportunity. Ticket sales and urban networks influenced sustainability.
In the Platform Ecosystem, digital infrastructure mediates discovery. Algorithms influence visibility. Monetization follows platform policies. The listener is global, but attention is fragmented.
For the first time in history, the ecosystem is largely system-driven rather than person-driven.
We now approach the Data and AI phase, where structured metadata, digital rights frameworks, and machine learning systems may influence how ragas are discovered, categorized, and valued.
Understanding this evolution is not nostalgia.
It is necessary cultural foresight.
If Darbar defined depth,
Radio defined reach,
Concert circuits defined scale,
Platforms define visibility.
The next question is inevitable:
Who will shape the Digital Ecosystem of Indian Classical Music —
the musician, the institution, or the algorithm?
In the next article, we will examine the streaming ecosystem and analyse whether increased accessibility has translated into meaningful sustainability for Indian Classical musicians in the digital age.

