
  
 

 
Introduction 
 
This paper discusses the role of the live music environment in 
the development and sustaining of local music industries. In 
particular, it focuses on the experience of the members of the 
original indie pop/rock music industry in Perth, Western 
Australia. This analysis is contextualised within the 
frameworks of the music �‘scene�’, the music �‘community�’ and 
how this �‘community�’ facilitates networks of learning which 
result in a �‘community of practice�’. Changes due to business 
decisions and cultural renewal are also analysed in light of how 
they have influenced the functioning of the local live music 
industry. 

The findings presented here draw upon ongoing PhD 
research into the indie pop/rock music industry of Perth, 
Western Australia between the years 1998-2009. Semi-
structured research interviews have been undertaken with 
approximately 50 musicians and key music industry members. 
Of those interviewed, many have found success or recognition 
beyond Perth, touring nationally and even internationally with 
their bands or the artists they have worked with. In addition to 
these interviews, an archival investigation is being conducted 
using sources such as press releases, published interviews and 
reviews. Research interviews utilised in this paper have been 
undertaken with musicians, band managers, former record 
label executives, venue bookers and music website developers. 
Discussing such a cross section of interviews helps illustrate 
how critical the live music environment is to the development 
of the broader music industry. 
 
Live music as the foundation for a music-based career 
 
The live music industry is widely accepted as playing a crucial 
role in the development of musicians�’ careers. The live music 
environment is considered vitally important in facilitating 
relationships between musicians and audiences, and between 
musicians and those who work in industry roles. As Johnson 
and Homan (2003: 3) argue, the live music circuit is: 
 

Regarded as an �‘incubator�’ for artists seeking international 
success �… Musicians, managers and recording companies share 
the belief in the value of the �… live circuit in preparing artists 
for regional/ global success. 

 

 

 
Furthermore, live performances provide a crucial income 
source to artists (Johnson and Homan 2003) and, as triple j 
music director Richard Kingsmill explains, are �“a testing of 
the band by the audience and the audience by the band�” 
(Wide Open Road 2008). Previous research has also found 
that performing live aids in the creative development of 
music and the development of performance skills, while also 
playing a critical role in supporting local communities and in 
providing an excellent entertainment option for premises 
licensed to serve alcohol (Ballico 2009; Bennett 2010; Jacobs 
2008). 
 
An overview of the Perth music industry 
 
Located on the west coast of Australia, Perth is often 
labelled �‘the most isolated capital city in the world�’. Its 
closest neighbouring capital city, Adelaide in South 
Australia, is more than 2,000 kilometres away, and the 
distance between them is largely an arid desert (Brabazon 
2005: 1). Perth is not only geographically isolated from the 
rest of the country but also isolated within its own state. 
80% of Western Australia�’s (WA�’s) 2.2 million residents live 
in the metropolitan area, resulting in a sparsely populated 
non-metro hinterland with an absence of urban areas 
beyond the Perth-Fremantle nexus (ABC 2009). As such, the 
live music industry is concentrated in the metropolitan area, 
with most activity occurring in inner city Perth and 
surrounding suburbs, as well as in Fremantle, located some 
25km south of the central business district (CBD).  

Local indie pop/rock music is mainly performed in 
metro pubs and clubs, with larger scale events taking place at 
outdoor amphitheatres and sports arenas. Some regional 
touring does occur, largely in the state�’s comparatively 
populous south west (Ballico 2010). It�’s a three day drive 
from the south west to the north west and four days from 
the south west to the north east. The lack of a regional WA 
circuit makes the Perth-based live music industry even more 
important to the development of musicians�’ careers. This is 
because of the important role live music plays within the 
broader music industry, and the absence of alternatives to 
the live scene in Perth and Fremantle. 

Reflecting its isolation, Perth�’s broader music industry is 
also highly concentrated and comparatively self-sufficient 
with its own band managers, venue bookers, festival 
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promoters, independent record labels and local music media 
(community radio and street press). Among the people who 
hold these positions, many do so concurrently or 
consecutively, making the pool of influencers and decision-
makers a small but exceedingly knowledgeable one. Local 
music activity also receives support from the West Australian 
Music Industry Association, a not-for-profit organisation that 
exists to promote WA music at a local, national and 
international level. Such support includes: workshops and 
festivals to promote local music to metropolitan and regional 
audiences across the state, and support for industry attendance 
at national and international trade fairs and music showcases. 
Despite this self-sufficiency, there are still strong links with the 
music industries on the east coast of Australia �– particularly 
Sydney and Melbourne. This is due to some Perth artists 
having management or recording contracts with companies in 
these cities along with the national media, major record labels 
and larger-scale festival promoters also being based in the east. 
Due to the highly concentrated nature of Perth�’s music 
industry coupled with an underdeveloped, unwieldy and 
extremely expensive regional touring circuit, the activity that 
occurs in the metropolitan area has fostered a unique scene, 
community and subsequent community of practice. 
 
Perth�’s live music industry as a scene 
 
Music scenes facilitate the production and consumption of 
music. Broadly speaking, the construction of a music scene is 
centered on three key factors: the culture, economy and 
geography of the place in which the scene exists (Johansson 
and Bell 2009: 220-1). As Johansson and Bell (2009: 221-3) 
explain, audiences are key to the functioning of local music 
scenes: 
 

A local audience exists in a dialectic relationship with local 
bands. A sophisticated audience creates fertile grounds 
for new musical expressions as well as impulses from the 
outside world via artists that are likely to schedule 
concerts there (emphasis in original). 

 
Further, in a linking of music to subcultures, one place can be 
home to a number of music �‘scenes�’ and these can be 
associated with certain genres and live music venues (Shuker 
2005: 238). Arguably, the most identifiable and tangible 
component to music scenes is the live music environment. 
Through contributing to and participating in live music 
activity, the broader local industry is developed and supported. 
Such developments support ranges from facilitating 
relationships between musicians and industry members to 
inspiring both musicians and industry members to start 
performing or undertaking industry roles within the local 
music industry. 
 

 

For example, End of Fashion was signed to a 
management contract and also received interest from record 
labels after performing alongside another local band, Little 
Birdy. As the band�’s vocalist Justin Burford recalls: 
 

It was an awesome show and there was basically�…anyone 
who was anyone, had flown to Perth to see the Little Birdy 
show and we caned it [sic] and people were just like �‘this is the 
band�’ (Burford 2010, pers. comm., 12 May).  

 
Similarly, Jebediah first signed with Heath Bradby who at 
the time worked as a booking agent, and would go on to 
become their manager, following a performance at the local 
National Campus Bands Competition. Soon after, they also 
started gaining interest from record labels. As bassist 
Vanessa Thornton (2011, pers. comm., 17 January) recalls: 
�“before we knew it Pete Carroll from Sony was like coming 
to check us out and just, [I] don�’t know it was a bit of a 
whirlwind�”. For Bradby, seeing a band�’s live performance 
often follows on from a previous acquaintance with their 
music and remains an important factor in choosing whether 
or not to work with them. As he explains: 
 

I�’ll hear something that I think is good, and then I�’ll go see the 
band a couple of times, and if they don�’t suck live, and if 
they�’re not dickheads, and I like the music and feel, there�’s a 
connection there, then maybe we�’ll do something (Bradby 
2010, pers. comm., 15 June). 

 
While such experiences are similar to those which have been 
found in previous research into the role of live music in the 
development of musicians�’ careers, the study discussed here 
has also found that the live music environment plays a 
crucial role in facilitating early engagement with local music 
activity. Such engagement acts as an introduction to local 
music production while also encouraging and facilitating 
those who work in industry roles to come do so. 

Attending local shows has been a predominant and 
significant early involvement in the local music industry. For 
example, bass player for the band Red Jezebel, Mark 
Cruickshank explains: 
 

I went to loads of gigs when I was a youngster, and sort of 
you know, just met people, out and about and then playing 
shows, it all seemed quite easy, �’cause friends would ask us to 
play, and we�’d play and then, [it] just kept snowballing�…it was 
all quite easy to be involved really (Cruickshank 2011, pers. 
comm., 1 June). 

 
Additionally attending live shows is cited by many as an 
additional involvement outside any official role held in the 
local music industry. For example, Stu McLeod, guitarist for 
Eskimo Joe, explains: 
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I must say I�’m not very proactive when it comes to going out 
and watching bands anymore�…There�’s enough hours in the day 
to get everything done and then relax in bed these days but, I 
look forward to a time when I do have more time and I can 
actually go and see more bands because every time you do go 
see a band you think �‘fuck this is great, haven�’t done this in a 
while�’ (McLeod 2010, pers. comm., 7 October). 

 
Similarly, Joel Quatermain, drummer of the band says that 
seeing live performances �“keeps you vital�… [and] keeps you 
on your toes�” (Quatermain 2010, pers. comm., 7 October). 
Further, attendance at shows has encouraged and facilitated 
those who work in industry roles to come to do so. For 
example, Scott Adam is a former band manager and current 
music business course co-ordinator at Central TAFE in Perth. 
Adam first got involved in managing artists through his 
attendance at a local show. As he explains:  
 

I was reviewing a cassette launch and [a band] approached me 
and started buying me beers and saying �“Do you want a beer? 
Do you want a beer?�”�…I suppose buttering me up for a good 
review and then [they] ended up asking me if I wanted to 
manage [them] (Quatermain 2010, pers. comm., 6 May). 

 
Another example can be found in the experience of Craig 
Harman, a website designer and developer. Harman was a fan 
of the band Jebediah in their early days and decided to start a 
fan site after seeing them perform. As he explains: �“I thought 
�‘wow these guys are great, I want to help them out somehow�’, 
and back in �’95 there was no-one doing websites, let alone 
bands having websites, so I started something up for them�” 
(Harman 2010, pers. comm., 22 April). 

Experiences such as those described by Adam and 
Harman demonstrate how an activity which is generally 
considered to be �‘just�’ part of music fandom can provide 
benefits to the industry beyond the attendance of shows. It is 
through such involvement in local music that a music 
community and community of practice is developed and 
sustained. 
 
Perth�’s live music industry as a community and 
community of practice 
 
As Cohen argues, there are two aspects to a �‘community�’. 
First, the members have something in common, and second, 
this commonality distinguishes them from the members of 
other communities. Importantly, it is the members�’ 
interactions which determine the boundaries of a community 
(1985: 12-13). The application of Cohen�’s (1985) theory about 
the structure of communities here is that musicians and music 
industry members form part of the Perth music community 
because of their commonality of working and performing in 
and from the urban space. The point of difference between 
themselves and the members of music communities in other 
locations is the specific dynamics of the city in which this 

activity occurs �– Perth. While this may be a somewhat 
simplistic use of this theory, it proves useful. This is due to 
the co-opting of geographically external players in the 
eastern states music industries through the strong links 
between the musicians and the people who work with them, 
such as in management roles. Importantly however, the 
scope of the Perth music community is not as simple as 
identifying the metropolitan boundary of the city. There are 
only pockets of activity which occur within the city and 
which are specifically linked to supportive live music venues 
and specific music genres. 

Viewing the activity which occurs in Perth�’s live music 
industry as a community is useful due to the appropriation 
by interviewees of the notion of the scene, which for some 
results in an active rejection of the notion that they are part 
of a music scene. For example, one interviewee stated that 
they are not �“involved in any kind of scene stuff because I 
find that shit pretty painful�” while another was reluctant to 
use the term, saying: �“for want of a better word, �‘the scene�’�” 
when discussing how audiences get to know and hear local 
original music. In contrast to these concerns, many 
musicians are complimentary about the notion of Perth�’s 
music industry operating as a community, stating that by 
musicians working together, performing shows together and 
touring together the careers of many of the performers have 
been furthered. This communal and collaborative 
interaction, some have stated, is distinctly different to the 
activity which occurs in music communities based in Sydney 
and Melbourne. The reason for this, it has been suggested, 
lies in the lack of major label representation in Perth. As 
Rodney Aravena, guitarist for End of Fashion explains: 
  

When you�’re in Sydney all the record companies are there �– it 
kind of felt like you could [have] them at�… a certain arm�’s 
length. Not specifically because you wanted to, just because 
you could just write and play a gig you know, sometimes you 
could do a secret gig and play like the Hyde Park or 
something like that and not tell anyone, and it�’d just be fun 
(Aravena 2010, pers. comm., 12 May). 

 
It is through their interactions in creating, performing and 
promoting music from Perth that the members of the indie 
pop/rock music industry have constructed their own 
community. Through these interactions, this community has 
developed networks of learning and facilitated a community 
of practice. As Johansson and Bell (2009: 222) argue, one of 
the key components of localised music industries and scenes 
are �‘networks of learning�’ where: 
 

Local bands know each other, influence each other, even 
exchange members at times. This can foster musical 
coherence of a scene, but more frequently, perhaps, such 
interaction promotes other forms of learning, such as how to 
successfully manoeuvre the vagarities [sic] of the music 
industry, promote their music, or master the recording of 
music.
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Such networks of learning also contribute to the formation of 
a community of practice. As Wegner (2006) explains, a 
community of practice has three key elements. The first is a 
�‘domain�’ in which the members commit to a shared interest 
while valuing �“their collective competence and learn[ing] from 
each other.�” While this interest may occur at an individual 
level in the beginning, such as focusing on the development of 
one�’s own music, at some point the engagement starts to 
occur at a collective level. For example, when musicians start 
playing live shows, they do so alongside other local artists. 
Second, community members �“engage in joint activities and 
discussions, help each other, and share information.�” Daily 
interaction is not necessary; nevertheless a regular level of 
interaction is required. This learning can include how to 
perform live and how to book and promote performances. 
Last, there must be the �‘practice�’ itself, where through their 
interactions members develop a �“shared repertoire of 
resources�”.  By performing at local venues, the live music 
industry is supported and the opportunity for other artists is 
facilitated. Importantly however, such opportunities are at the 
mercy of business decisions of venue owners and managers, as 
well as ongoing cultural renewal. 
 
Business decisions and cultural renewal 
 
The business decisions of venue owners and venue managers 
can influence the amount of activity that occurs in the live 
music industry and the conditions under which live music 
communities operate. It is consequently of great concern to 
the local music industry when the ownership and/or 
management of live music venues change, as this can alter the 
culture of the venue and the ways in which live music activity 
occurs. Luke Rinaldi, a booking agent for several live music 
venues, explains that when one of the venues he books �– the 
Rosemount Hotel, located in North Perth, roughly 4.5 
kilometres out of the CDB �– changed ownership, it was 
looking �‘shaky�’ with regards to whether or not the venue 
would continue hosting original live music. He says the reason 
for this concern was that the venue changed management. The 
venue�’s previous manager had a solid history in supporting 
local original contemporary music, while the new manager did 
not. As Rinaldi explains, at the time it: 
 

felt like almost the owners [had] brought in someone specifically 
that was not to do with bands, that wouldn�’t be attached to the 
scene, wouldn�’t have any kind of like hard feelings of just 
canning it all together (Rinaldi 2010, pers. comm., 7 April). 

 
Rinaldi goes on to explain, however, that over time the change 
of ownership led to upgrades to the venue which proved 
beneficial to its ability to host live music. These changes 
included the provision of food, and the establishment of a 
function room: 
  

[The venue] has just gone from strength to strength�… They�’re 
making money from functions, they�’re making money from 
food �– you know all those things that takes the pressure off 
the room inside �– once the pressure gets taken off, I don�’t 
have to look like a beggar, you know, �‘oh please play at this 
room�’. Then it takes the pressure off me whilst the room still 
gets more people in it. So it�’s really good at the moment, and 
feels like it�’s there to stay, and that manager has been really 
instrumental in that happening�… He�’s right into it (Rinaldi 
2010, pers. comm., 7 April). 

 
Rinaldi compares this positive situation with the one which 
followed on from a change in ownership at another venue 
he books, the Hyde Park Hotel. On this occasion, the 
cultural output of the venue changed dramatically and 
negatively, as far as live music was concerned. The Hyde 
Park went from being family owned to corporately owned in 
late 2006 following its sale to Australian Liquor and 
Hospitality (ALH). As he explains, the venue: 
 

Never really had the heart you know. And that�’s not ALH�’s 
fault�…no-one forced the Higgins to sell the pub or anything 
like that, and it�’s not ALH�’s job to try and install heart into 
every venue (Rinaldi 2010, pers. comm., 7 April). 

 
The venue underwent renovations throughout 2010 and 
2011, during which time it was unclear what role live music 
would play in its future operations. As Rinaldi explained at 
the time of the renovations:  
 

As far as I know [live music will] be back�…Who knows, they 
say they�’ll have bands�… [and] I think they will have bands, it 
just depends what bands�” (Rinaldi 2010, pers. comm., 7 April). 

 
These business decisions have clearly influenced the cultural 
output of the venues. However, another factor influencing 
this is the change in musical styles and the amount of 
musical activity. Leaving aside a very strong argument about 
whether or not people go to see local live music in the 
numbers that they used to, and the changes in music culture 
and the consumption of live performances, the type of 
music which is performed and consumed locally has 
changed. When asked how they have seen local music 
change, the most prominent theme to emerge from 
interviewees was regarding the types of music that was being 
performed and the locations. While there has been some 
discussion over the volume of live music being performed, it 
has been argued that the music being performed is more 
hybrid �– perhaps in line with global trends �– as is the variety 
of music offered by the venues which welcome live 
musicians. Despite these changes, the live music industry has 
continued to function due to its ability to adapt. 

The ability for the live music industry to adapt is 
arguably facilitated and supported by the local music 
community. Such adaptability is supported through the 
changes which have occurred in the genres of music being
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performed as well as the recognition of the importance of the 
live music environment in the development and sustaining of 
local music activity. 
 
Conclusion 
 
In conclusion, the live music environment is important to the 
development and sustaining of local music industries. 
Attendance at local music shows not only encourages 
relationships between musicians, audiences and industry 
members, but also facilitates early and ongoing engagement 
with local music activity. Such attendance often provides an 
introduction to local artists and their music. This attendance 
also encourages and supports musicians and industry members 
to become involved in the local music industry. 

As a key component to the functioning of local music 
scenes, interaction in the live music environment also helps 
foster and support a music community. Through creating, 
performing and promoting local music, networks of learning 
are developed. These networks in turn create a community of 
practice which supports local music activity in three ways. 
First, it encourages and supports artists to perform alongside 
one another. Second, it allows artists to learn how to book and 
promote local shows. Third, through such encouragement and 
learning, the opportunity for new artists to perform is 
supported and encouraged. 

Despite its varied and important role, the local live music 
environment is required to constantly adapt. Such adaptation 
is necessary due to ongoing cultural renewal and the business 
decisions of venue owners and venue managers. Cultural 
renewal influences the genres of music performed and in what 
amount, while the business decisions of local venue owners 
and venue managers influence the number of local live shows 
which take place as well as in which venues. However, due to 
its important role in the development and sustaining of local 
music industries, scenes and communities, the local music 
environment is able to continue to exist and thrive in the face 
of such ongoing changes. 
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