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Abstract
This thesis depicts the cultural transformation of Australia’s Gold Coast over the last
decade. Informed by my own professional experience in the arts community, I present
qualitative research conducted with artists, youth, cultural policymakers and industry
leaders from 2010-2011 at a time when the city was on the cusp of cultural change. This is
accompanied by my own autoethnographic observations and reflections since the data was
collected, affording me a wide lens through which to contextualise the study. Drawing on
the voices of artists and cultural practitioners, I describe how the discourse of paradise—
‘sun, sand, surf and sex’—positioned the Gold Coast as a ‘cultural desert’ in the Australian
imaginary. More broadly, I discuss the spatial politics of paradise within the context of
global place competition, hyperneoliberal development and urban cultural policy. I draw
on the concept of the cultural cringe to illustrate how artists and cultural practitioners
worked to resist and dismantle the paradise apparatus with the aim of realigning the Gold
Coast’s cultural landscape. By adopting entanglement theory and transdisciplinarity
alongside an historical approach to conversation, this thesis documents the emergence of a
cultural voice. At a point in time when the cultural cringe was endemic and cultural
governance was limited, this thesis shows how artists and cultural practitioners were at the
forefront of advocating for better cultural policy and infrastructure. In doing so, it
highlights the cultural politics of paradise across four milieus: community, youth, industry
and policy. In my own observations, I reflect on the erosion of the cultural cringe as the
city embraces arts and culture in an attempt to reposition itself as a cultural oasis. The
findings have wide-ranging implications for cultural policy and planning on the Gold Coast
as well as other paradise destinations more globally.

v

Contents
Statement of Originality ................................................................................................................................ ii
Publications arising from this thesis .......................................................................................................... iii
Ethical clearance .......................................................................................................................................... iv
Abstract .......................................................................................................................................................... v
Acknowledgments ........................................................................................................................................ xi
Chapter 1: Introduction: Cultural desert ................................................................................................... 14
Cultural cringe ......................................................................................................................................................... 15
Dream worlds ........................................................................................................................................................... 16
Selling the dream of paradise ................................................................................................................................ 18
The case of the Gold Coast .................................................................................................................................... 20
Surfers Paradox / Surface Parasites / Surfers Paradise ...................................................................................... 25
Research problem and question ............................................................................................................................ 27
Definitions ................................................................................................................................................................ 29
An entangled approach ........................................................................................................................................... 30
Conversation as method and as organising principle of the thesis ................................................................... 32
Outline of thesis ...................................................................................................................................................... 33

Chapter 2: Mess and method ...................................................................................................................... 37
Genesis ..................................................................................................................................................................... 37
Conversation ............................................................................................................................................................ 39
Scope and recruitment ............................................................................................................................................ 42
Strategies ................................................................................................................................................................. 44
Autoethnography .................................................................................................................................................. 44
Creative connections: A conversation for emerging artists .................................................................................. 46
Small focus groups ............................................................................................................................................... 50
Interviews ............................................................................................................................................................. 51
Industry leaders conversation .............................................................................................................................. 53

vi

Challenges, opportunities and analysis ................................................................................................................ 54
Transdisciplinarity and method assemblage ........................................................................................................ 56

Chapter 3: The paradise apparatus ............................................................................................................ 61
The apparatus .......................................................................................................................................................... 61
Paradise discourse .................................................................................................................................................. 63
Paradise sold........................................................................................................................................................ 64
Place competition in context .................................................................................................................................. 67
The spatial politics of place .................................................................................................................................. 68
Urban paradise landscapes.................................................................................................................................. 69
World cities and neoliberalism.............................................................................................................................. 71
Consumption, conflict and paradise city ............................................................................................................... 73
Making place, creating paradise ............................................................................................................................ 77
Creative cities ....................................................................................................................................................... 77
Cultural tourism .................................................................................................................................................... 80
Marketing paradise ............................................................................................................................................... 84
Mega events in paradise ...................................................................................................................................... 86
Place, history and belonging ................................................................................................................................ 88
Cultural cringe and resisting paradise .................................................................................................................. 89

Chapter 4: Creative connections ................................................................................................................ 92
Spaces for art: DIY music cultures ........................................................................................................................ 93
Artist self-exploitation ........................................................................................................................................... 96
Popular music histories ........................................................................................................................................ 98
Histori(city), community and linear multi-nodality ............................................................................................... 99
Alternative culture or hyperneoliberal future? ................................................................................................... 102
Creative entrepreneurialism, arts funding and philanthropy ............................................................................ 105
Artist mobilities, borders and cringe ................................................................................................................... 110
Changing perceptions of the cultural cringe ...................................................................................................... 116

Chapter 5: Young artists ........................................................................................................................... 120
The Gold Coast as Teenager ................................................................................................................................ 122
Growing up: the CBD ......................................................................................................................................... 126

vii

Youth cultural identities ........................................................................................................................................ 127
Identity, consumption and heritage ..................................................................................................................... 130
Hyperneoliberal architectures of consumption ................................................................................................... 131
History repeating and cultural sustainability ...................................................................................................... 133
Cultural networks, collaboration and competition ............................................................................................... 134
Art as public, art as politics .................................................................................................................................. 136
Agency, subjectivity and cultural change ........................................................................................................... 137
Artist wages, self-exploitation and spirituality ................................................................................................... 140
Political apathy and consumer culture ................................................................................................................ 143
Sites of resistance ................................................................................................................................................. 145
Belonging in paradise ........................................................................................................................................... 148

Chapter 6: The arts industry ..................................................................................................................... 150
Media and public perception ................................................................................................................................ 152
Arts ecologies and infrastructure ........................................................................................................................ 157
Cultural tourism ..................................................................................................................................................... 158
Beyond the Chardonnay Set: Satellites, hubs and precincts ............................................................................. 159
Nurturing young and emerging artists ................................................................................................................ 162
The gap in arts funding: Industry leaders subsidising the arts ........................................................................... 164
Creative enterprise, philanthropy and grant writing .......................................................................................... 167
Risk, fear, resilience and collaboration ............................................................................................................... 169
The issue of cultural sustainability ...................................................................................................................... 172
The cultural politics of working with Council ..................................................................................................... 174
Political transparency and cultural policy ........................................................................................................... 177
Economic development and cultural development: the elephant in the room .................................................... 178
Political courage, political casualties: resistance and cultural change ........................................................... 179
Activating the arts community ............................................................................................................................ 181

Chapter 7: Cultural policy ......................................................................................................................... 183
The local government context .............................................................................................................................. 184
National governance: A brief overview ............................................................................................................... 184
Local governance: Personality politics and growth ............................................................................................ 186

viii

Sex, media, crime and the city’s cultural offer ................................................................................................... 187
Arts invisibility, ‘tribal’ city and public transport ............................................................................................... 189
Consumption, shopkeepers and exploitation ..................................................................................................... 190
Shifting sands: Mobilities, ‘linear’ biographies and the ‘creative underbelly’................................................. 191
The dearth of spaces for art ................................................................................................................................. 193
Arts precincts, the ‘Bilbao effect’ and community consultation....................................................................... 197
Arts funding and the role of cultural development ............................................................................................ 201
Local arts funding: The beginnings of RADF...................................................................................................... 202
State funding: Arts Queensland ......................................................................................................................... 203
Sustainability and funding artist-run initiatives ................................................................................................... 205
The issue of cultural governance......................................................................................................................... 206
Navigating bureaucracy and getting things done for the arts ............................................................................. 208
Models of cultural policy: Creative city and cultural welfare ............................................................................ 211
The ontological constraints of cultural policy ...................................................................................................... 213
‘Islands in the sand’: Exclusive leadership and sacrificial lambs .................................................................... 217

Chapter 8. Conclusion: Towards a cultural oasis? ................................................................................ 220
The emergent cultural voice ................................................................................................................................. 221
Activating the cultural voice: Sold Coast ............................................................................................................ 222
Principal findings and reflection .......................................................................................................................... 225
City-ness, transience and ‘string-of-pearls’ geography ...................................................................................... 226
Cultural cringe/cultural desert............................................................................................................................. 227
Paradise discourse ............................................................................................................................................. 229
Cultural infrastructure and spaces for art ........................................................................................................... 232
Built cultural heritage .......................................................................................................................................... 234
Gaps in arts funding ........................................................................................................................................... 235
The cultural politics of policymaking ................................................................................................................... 237
Growth coalition and personality politics ............................................................................................................ 238
Artists entrepreneurialism, exploitation and burnout .......................................................................................... 239
De-historicisation and culture of irresponsibility ................................................................................................. 240
Creative mobilities .............................................................................................................................................. 240
Creative underbelly ............................................................................................................................................ 241
Conclusion ............................................................................................................................................................. 242

ix

Bibliography ............................................................................................................................................... 244
Appendix A: Participant schedule ........................................................................................................... 263

x

Acknowledgments
Please note: an editor has not been used in the construction of this thesis.
I would like to acknowledge and pay my respects to the traditional custodians of the land
on which I conducted this research, namely the Yugambeh/Kombumerri peoples, whose
ancestral lands Griffith University is built upon. I pay respect to Elders, past, present and
emerging, and extend this respect to other Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander peoples.
Throughout my PhD, I’ve had the honour of working with exceptional mentors, colleagues
and friends to whom I would like to express my utmost gratitude. The completion of this
thesis would not have been possible without the guidance, love and support I received from
several very special people.
I am forever indebted to my ‘dream team’ supervisors, Professor Sarah Baker and
Associate Professor Pat Wise, for their unwavering encouragement, direction and advice.
I sincerely thank both supervisors for the countless hours and energy they have generously
provided in supporting me to achieve my academic endeavours. Both Pat and Sarah have
been a continuous source of positivity and inspiration since the beginning of my
candidature. I cannot thank them enough for taking me under their wings and teaching me
the secrets of the academic trade. Under their leadership, I honed my academic writing,
presentation and research skills, and this afforded me many opportunities to teach, to travel
to international conferences, to write scholarly publications and to pursue an academic
career. Sarah and Pat have been exemplary role models in every respect. Without question,
I have grown both professionally and personally as a direct result of their mentoring and
friendship.
Special mention must be made to Associate Professor Kerrie Foxwell-Norton, who came
on as a third supervisor for a time during my candidature. Kerrie has been a wonderful
friend and colleague and I thank her for her valuable advice, teaching opportunities and
support over the years.

xi

Beyond my supervisory team, there are many other colleagues in the School of Humanities,
Languages and Social Science, past and present, who have shaped me and contributed to
my academic success. I must thank Professor Andy Bennett for his encouragement and
belief in my work and for supporting my community projects. Andy played a huge part in
opening up important research, travel and publication opportunities for me and I will
always be thankful for his generosity and kind support.
Special thanks to Professor Ian Woodward for his thoughtful advice and mentoring. Thanks
also to Dr Peter Denney and Malcolm Alexander for their suggestions in relation to my
methodology. Thank you to all of my colleagues across the university who provided me
with teaching opportunities and contributed to my research events in the community.
Special mention to Dr David Baker and Dr Christine Feldman for their collegiality and
advice.
I must thank the Griffith Centre for Cultural Research for the financial and professional
support that enabled me to travel, present at international conferences and create
community projects on the Gold Coast. I would also like to thank the School of Humanities
for their financial support for various aspects of my PhD candidature. Thanks also to the
City of Gold Coast and the Queensland College of Art for financially supporting my
academic events in the community.
To my fellow PhD peers, thank you for all of your helpful advice and collegiality. In
particular, Anne, with whom I shared an office for a long time, was a close companion and
mentor to me during some of the most difficult days. I am forever grateful for Anne’s
friendship and support. To the original crew: Brady, Raphael, Adele, Patrick and Bob. And
to later comrades: Dan, Tristan, Belinda, Laura, Kristy, Hyacinth, Ben, Chantelle, Rob,
Veronika and all the rest.
For supporting me through the final leg of my PhD, I thank my colleagues for the support
I have received at Griffith College. A huge thank you to all who have provided advice, in
particular the PC team and my wonderful teaching teams.

xii

Finally, I must thank my family for their years of counsel, support and care. To Deon,
Jenny, Troy and Lisa, Aunty Jill, Kate and Todd. Your support, particularly over the last
couple of years, has been monumental. I know Mum and Dad would be extremely proud
to see how everyone has continued their efforts in supporting me to complete my PhD. I
feel truly blessed to have such an extraordinary family.
Lucky last, my dearest husband, Dean. In the space of the last few years, Dean has remained
my rock during marriage, starting a full-time academic job, caring for and losing both of
my parents, and now the final thesis submission! It cannot be underestimated how much
his love, support and counsel has meant to me.
To all of my close friends who’ve encouraged and comforted me along the way, I thank
you from the bottom of my heart.

xiii

Chapter 1: Introduction: Cultural desert
In Australia at the turn of the twentieth century, what came to be regarded as ‘a cultural
desert’ was created. The Gold Coast—built on the dreams of developers—articulated the
desires of a post-industrial society. Created from ground up, the Gold Coast put down its
roots in the early days. In fact, many doubt that it ever had roots. Although nature provided
the backdrop, the Gold Coast was a man-made project of desire. Marked by a voracious
appetite for new beginnings, the Gold Coast worshipped contemporaneity, occluding
history. The coastal city emulated other dream worlds. In the spirit of ‘Manhattanization’
(see Zukin 2010) it copied and pasted from other cities and nations. It appropriated western
beaches and paradise destinations. In the hopes of attracting wealth, it borrowed from best
practice cases. It imitated American street names, and suburbs: from Miami to Palm Beach
to Florida Keys. Crucially, it imported and projected American ideologies. For the great
Australian Dream was also the great American dream: white picket fence, summer beach
vacation. And the Gold Coast could do both. Skyscrapers fast became sites for the sacred
as monumental offerings to the gods of commodification. The White Shoe Brigade 1
manicured the swampy coastal land into a labyrinth of stencilled canals greater than Venice
and Amsterdam. Spaces on the outskirts became themed worlds—Seaworld, Movie World,
Wet ‘n’ Wild and Dreamworld. Strip clubs and nightlife sprung up in Surfers Paradise.
Hedonism had found a home. Sun, sand, surf and sex became trademarks of the city. The
Gold Coast promised escape from the drudgery of the working class. Its mantra: to sell the
dream of paradise. But for many, it seems it sold itself short. Perhaps the Gold Coast was
culture-less from the start 2 . In what follows, this thesis will explore how the paradise
apparatus has impacted the production of arts and culture on the Gold Coast. In doing so it
will champion artists by documenting the emergence of a ‘cultural voice’ (Freire 2005
[1970]) during a period of great cultural transformation.

1
2

A term used to describe a group of developers ‘with shady reputations’ (Dedekorkut & Bosman 2011)
This introduction was inspired by Zukin’s (2010) depiction of New York as a place that lost its soul.
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Cultural cringe
It is commonly understood that cultural cringe is a thing of the past in Australia. Indeed,
the cultural shame that once plagued the nation has been replaced with patriotism in the
context of globalisation. The inferiority complex and cultural alienation that once shaped
the Australian psyche has eroded with the tide of neoliberalism. Australian culture by and
large has been legitimised by global standards in light of what some theorists have called
‘cultural creep’ (see Bryant 2012). Australians are now key producers of what A. A. Philips
described as ‘high culture’ (1950), exporting world class quality art and verifiable talent.
And yet, this national success has not been evenly distributed or felt across the nation. The
national as an imagined sense of community (Anderson 1983) occludes heterogeneous
narratives after all. I argue here that another kind of place-based cultural cringe has
emerged in contemporary Australia, one that is marked by a local sense of place.
Some Australian places have more cultural clout than others. Some cities are more widely
celebrated for their artistic talent than others are. Some towns are considered more refined
and more sophisticated than others. Some places are more creative than others. Conversely,
those other places are often described as tacky, culturally deficient, unrefined,
unsophisticated, ‘bogan 3 ’, uncreative, and lacking in artistic talent. Commonly, these
unfavourable stereotypes amount to depictions of places as ‘cultural wastelands’ or
‘cultural deserts’. The cultural cringe is indeed a part of the ‘spatial politics of inclusion
and exclusion’ (Pini, McDonald & Mayes 2012). People in places associated with the
cultural cringe are arguably prone to the same kinds of inferiority complexes and cultural
alienation described over half a century ago in the context of the nation. Australian places
form part of an imagined cultural hierarchy, with Melbourne as the pinnacle of
sophistication and other major cities following suit. As Breen acknowledges, ‘[t]he rivalry
between Sydney and Melbourne is legendary; neither would ever consider the Gold Coast
as worthy of debate’ (2018). It goes to show that smaller, regional and rural areas often

3

The ‘bogan’ is a derogatory term to describe the working-class people in Australia and in particular those
who are uneducated and uncultured (Gibson 2013). Analysis of its contemporary use will be explored in
chapter 5.
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find themselves inevitably at the bottom of the pile. The Gold Coast, on the cusp of
maturing into a ‘cultured’ city, is thus an appropriate site for analysis of the cultural cringe.
Thus, the cultural cringe lives on in the form of cities, regions, neighbourhoods and towns.
Paradise destinations are particularly at risk of cultural cringe, not to be taken seriously via
neo-colonial discourses of cultural legitimacy (Nixon 2015).

Dream worlds
As a ten-year-old girl, I sang Somewhere Over the Rainbow in karaoke bars around the
Gold Coast. Dad was a karaoke king and even well into his seventies he could still belt out
The House of the Rising Sun. In 1995 on a Thursday night, my parents would drive us 45
minutes down the motorway from Logan to the little restaurant on Chevron Island or maybe
a hotel somewhere in Surfers Paradise. I fondly recall the candy-coloured neons—mint
green and coral—and the sweet smell of sticky beer-stained carpet. I’d sing The
Locomotion or something from the Carpenters and old men would give me single red roses.
When Mum and Dad bought a studio apartment at Club Surfers, we came down on long
weekends. We’d play $1 Putt Putt on the rooftop of the Oasis shopping centre and catch
the free monorail across to the casino. On rare occasions we’d go to a theme park. I’d invite
a girlfriend along and we’d share the foldout sofa. We’d spend the days in our togs lapping
up the sun. These vacations to the coast made up for the fact that we lived in Logan. I
relished these memories of sun, sand and surf when I felt trapped in suburbia.
‘Logan is full of bogans’, or so the saying goes. By grade five, I’d heard this phrase enough
times already in my life. My friends and I had all listened to the quips and catchcries, and
this language had inevitably shaped us. Despite my parents’ best attempts to persuade me
that Logan was a wonderful place, and against my better judgement, I felt some shame. My
stomach would turn whenever I had to tell people where I was from and sometimes I would
say I was from Brisbane. I’d even write Brisbane as the return address on the back of
envelopes. In hindsight, there was much to celebrate about Logan: cultural diversity,
beautiful bushland, friendly and relaxed neighbourhoods, proximity to the city and the
coast. My childhood was rich and colourful. Yet, the inferiority complex ran deep. I had
understood from a young age that Logan was not the place for anyone with artistic
16

aspirations. I’d understood that Logan was not the place for chasing dreams and I longed
to experience life beyond the suburbs. So, I followed others to the place where dreams were
made: Surfers Paradise.
In western society, dreams drive realities; elusive desires propel material worlds. For most
people, their dreams are perhaps unattainable, but the sheer ability to dream is enough to
propel their reality. Late modern theorists (e.g. Giddens 1991) have suggested that while
there appears to be much choice for young people to carve out their own destinies, this is
somewhat of an illusion. In terms of career opportunities, socio-economic mobility is
limited for many people beyond their familial circumstances. Our biographies are greatly
shaped by our surroundings and are firmly rooted in place which is why the dream is so
important. As Bégout notes, even people from low socioeconomic backgrounds rest their
laurels on their dreams: ‘their real wealth is merely the idea of wealth’ (2003, p. 90). In his
depictions of city scenes from Las Vegas, Bégout describes America’s internalisation of
the success of the dream, that is, the idea that dreaming in itself already constitutes success
(2003, p. 90):
Deep down everyone knows this, the dream long glimpsed by everyone will only
really come true for some, and worse still for those who perhaps deserve it the least;
but every individual, be they winner or loser, already has within them the reality of
the dream. (original emphasis, Bégout 2003, p. 90)

In this sense, for many the dream is the final destination. Nevertheless, it is this very dream
that propels western society forward and reproduces inequalities that extend to the far
corners of the globe. In this way, dreams power inequalities and unsustainabilities, as much
as they give people hope and escape routes from the drudgery of their lives. Dreams are
both enabling and limiting, channels of consumption and structures of constraint. As Miles
notes,
The foundations of the post-industrial society are perhaps best understood as being
constructed through a model in which the dreams of the individual are filtrated through
the market and in doing so become by default the dreams of both the people whilst
playing out those dreams through the spaces of consumption they occupy. (2010, p.
34)
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The crucial point here in the filtration of individual dreams is the marketplace, which is
often described as global but is of course located in place. The selling of place is an
important part of selling the dream of paradise.

Selling the dream of paradise
Places have meanings that are in large measure created for consumption by individuals in
communities; it is in consuming the meaning of a place that the individual is linked
historically and immediately to the material and social worlds in which they are embedded.
Places communicate knowledges, ideas, ideologies, histories, cartographies and
geographies, through lines of demarcation that separate one place from another. And places
are produced in relation to the market: in contemporary society cities are commodities (Hall
1997; Wright 1985; Ward 2007). Recent surges in place competition are propelled by
notions of the entrepreneurial city (Harvey 1989a) and the creative city (Florida 2002,
2005; Landry 2000), which depict a place with untapped possibilities for creativity. The
practice of selling places has become natural to cities and regions alike. Miles notes that in
the case of post-industrial cities, ‘[t]here is no choice but to compete, but this
choicelessness creates a city driven by marketing needs rather than one driven by the needs
of its residents’ (Miles 2010, p. 166). Human geographers have explained how this practice
of commodifying place has emerged from ‘the postmodern condition’ in which neoliberal
doctrines have been glorified as a ‘guide for all human action’ (see Harvey 1989b). While
industrial societies once traded on mechanisation, post-industrial societies routinely trade
on place. But the trading of place is an exclusive game. Rural places are disadvantaged;
regional places are ‘on the map’; urban places have a shot at the world stage; and tourist
destinations must play the game. Commodified places adopt homogenous urban branding,
marketing and place promotion strategies in order to recalibrate their image. This
hegemonic branding, which is part of formal and informal processes of placemaking, does
not often account for a multiplicity of narratives about place nor does it reflect complex
identity projects particular to contemporary society. While the commodification of place
can arguably be liberating for individuals, it is also constraining in terms of the production
of culture, and for many it is a point of contention and resistance.
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Tourist destinations are subject to the same conditions as other places; present and future
places are the product of the political negotiations of past places. How we recreate and
represent the histories and the stories of places impacts the identities associated with them
and informs their current practices. These representations determine who does, or does not
belong, whose voices are privileged and whose are pacified. Symbolic representations of
place regulate which culture does or does not belong, which realities are or are not
validated. Placemaking is contested, inherently political terrain, a process of perpetually
negotiating values of ‘authenticity’ and ‘new beginnings’ (Zukin 2010); of geographies,
histories and sociologies; of the past, the future and the present. For those economies built
on tourism, place becomes a singular, commodified product, firmly bound and sold to the
world. Rather than places surviving to provide communities with basic needs, places are
now subject to the condition of producing compelling narratives in order to thrive in an
increasingly globalized market (Levine, Britt & Delle 2005). One such compelling
narrative of place is the narrative of paradise.
Paradise is a compelling narrative that tourism destinations rely on to market and sell place
(Skelton 2004; Skelton & Mains 2009; Feldman 2011; Nixon 2015). In his analysis of the
concept of what he calls ‘paradisal discourse’(1998), Costa maps the origin of paradise as
producing the Other: ‘The Western earthly paradise contains the elements of beauty,
liminality, isolation, climatic warmth, unfettered sexuality, bountiful environment, leisured
pace, and the exotic, unusual, and different’ (Costa 1998, p. 317). Costa describes how
paradise was allegedly first found on Earth with Cook’s discovery of the Hawaiian Islands,
and how Hawaii as paradise became an ‘object of consumption’ (Costa 1998, p. 323). In
this way, Hawaii has come to represent paradise on Earth, as the original site of hedonistic
pleasure. This has enabled the reproduction of spaces for the consumption of paradise, as
Edenic landscapes divorced from everyday life. ‘In the Western paradise, rules and
obligations are largely suspended, resources are abundant, and hardships associated with
quotidian earthly existence are lacking’ (Costa 1998, p. 317). Costa describes how places
come to view themselves as Other through paradisal discourse: ‘In the end, the host culture
may define itself primarily in terms of the perceptions of the tourist’ (1998, pp. 339–340).
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Skelton’s research on the Pan-Caribbean demonstrates the disjunction between paradise
discourses and lived realities. Like Hawaii, the Caribbean suffers from reductive
representations: ‘The Caribbean struggles to resist external representations which reduce it
to sun, sand, surf and sex… The Caribbean is sold, marketed and stereotyped as a paradise
for play, an idyll of adventure and a construct of consumption’ (Skelton 2004, p. 9). Like
Hawaii and the Caribbean, the Gold Coast suffers from hegemonic representations that
have reduced it to sun, sand, surf and sex. This, in turn, has reproduced cultural cringe and
neo-colonial discourses of the Gold Coast as cultural desert.

The case of the Gold Coast
On 3 February 2015 the Gold Coast Mayor, Tom Tate, declared the Gold Coast Australia’s
new ‘culture capital’. Addressing a crowd of over 200 people at the Bleach* Festival
opening held at Rabbit + Cocoon creative precinct, Tate described the festival and local
arts scene as ‘world-class’, in line with the city’s strategic plan to become a ‘world-class
city’ (Council of the City of Gold Coast n.b.). This kind of statement was ambitious at the
time and it signalled a distinct shift in priorities for local government. In his address, Tate
cemented his commitment to supporting the cultural community, describing creative
people as ‘the energy that turns on our city’. Tate’s speech was underpinned by the desire
for the Gold Coast to gain global recognition as a cultural destination and to shine on the
world stage in light of the Gold Coast’s successful bid in late 2011 to host the XXI
Commonwealth Games in 2018. Notably, Tate’s comments were a departure from his
mayoral candidature platform earlier in 2011 which promised to make the Gold Coast the
‘boob job capital of Australia’. Tate’s rise to power has not been without controversy, and
his transition into politics has articulated the paradox at the heart of discourses about the
Gold Coast, ultimately mirroring a shift away from the city’s paradise representation and
cultural cringe towards a more positive, inclusive and diverse cultural identity, albeit one
still commodified for tourist consumption.
For many people, the Gold Coast does represent paradise on earth. Stretched along fiftyseven kilometres of pristine coastline in South-East Queensland, the Gold Coast is the sixth
most populated city in Australia with roughly 600,000 residents and is the largest non20

capital city. Renowned for its stunning beaches and moderate temperatures, the Gold Coast
has long drawn the ‘tourist gaze’ (Urry 2004[1990]). Since it was first described as a
‘surfer’s paradise’ in 1917 (Council of the City of Gold Coast n.b.), the region has lured
surfers and holiday-makers to its world-famous points and surf breaks. With 270 kilometres
of man-made navigable waterways and more canals than Venice, the Gold Coast presents
as an oasis for water-lovers of all kinds. Bushwalkers and nature-spectators are drawn to
the Gold Coast for its ‘100,000 hectares of world-heritage listed rainforest’ comprising ‘the
largest subtropical rainforest remnant in the world’ (Council of the City of Gold Coast
n.b.). Accordingly, the Gold Coast has long capitalised on its ‘sun and surf’ and other
natural assets (Stimson & Minnery 1998, p. 194). Iconic early images of bathing-capped
youth splashing in the sea with ladies in bikinis are etched into the nation’s psyche and
reproduced in physical spaces around the Gold Coast, such as the toilets in Pacific Fair
shopping centre. This vision of paradise continues to attract approximately 11 million
visitors annually (Tourism Research Australia 2019). But this has not come without a cost.
As ‘Australia’s premier tourist city’ (Hundloe & Page 2015, p. 1), the Gold Coast has long
been considered the nation’s hedonistic playground. With pervasive tourism campaigns
such as ‘Famous for fun’ produced by Tourism Queensland, the city’s identity has been
cemented as a ‘pleasure-dome’ (Moorhouse 2011, p. 29). Wise and Breen note that on the
Gold Coast ‘play is big business’ (2004, p. 167). The city is curated through playful
encounters; frivolity, buffoonery, novelty, kitsch and hanky-panky are all trademarks of
the city and its people. Disneyfied shopping malls and amusement parks draw the tourist
gaze, restaurants display indulgent menus, and businesses masquerade as leisure. Wise and
Breen note that this is because the Gold Coast was always designed to be ‘somewhere that
others came to enjoy, and leave’ (2004, p. 164). In every sense of the word, then, the Gold
Coast represents the opposite of ‘work’. Labour, drudgery, obligation, routine and duty are
the responsibility of other places. Armitage et al. note that ‘playfulness is part of the late
capitalist ideological hegemon where the desires of the individual are sovereign’ (2017, p.
269). Maintaining its position as the nation’s larrikin, the Gold Coast has arguably
circumvented various notions of responsibility, and Australians subsequently have come
to expect little more from the Gold Coast than ‘a good time’. Palmer notes that the Gold
Coast presents as a liminal space, ‘an amoral playground for self-expression’ and a place
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to test notions of adulthood (2018, p. 151). ‘As limbo, the Gold Coast is a space that is
morally fluid and illusory in that it seems less connected to the grounding temporality
associated with everyday life’ (2018, p. 151). This has had far-reaching consequences for
the Gold Coast’s identity and its people:
The Gold Coast’s civic identity is not shaped so much by the everyday engagement of
its citizens as by its addiction to the consumption of its inherited urban signifiers and
by its representation of itself. Just as Hollywood homogenized and exoticised different
versions of culture cinematically, Gold Coast imagineers sought to replicate these
images in the urban environment. (Wise & Breen 2004, p. 164)

The Gold Coast’s paradise identity has thus long been embellished by storytellers (Rigney
2018; Palmer 2018). The Gold Coast can usefully be understood as a ‘a narrative site—a
place that causes, invites or impels people to tell stories about and around it’ (Moorhouse
2011, p. 28). Nationally and regionally, sensationalised stories depicting glitz, glamour,
sleaze and crime contribute to the Gold Coast’s identity to such an extent that Moorhouse
claims that the Gold Coast is the only city in Australia, ‘that has captured the collective
imagination of writers, filmmakers and the Australian oral culture of told jokes and
anecdotes’ (2011, p. 28). Indeed, I would argue it has done so in a self-deprecating way
and has also borne the brunt of these jokes. Once hailed as the ‘Crime Capital of Australia’
by national media (Smail 2011), the Gold Coast’s underbelly has long been exaggerated in
local and international media. Baker, Bennett and Wise note, ‘the region’s newspapers
share a preoccupation with crime reporting, with the regional tabloid, The Gold Coast
Bulletin, using ‘big’ crime to portray the city as having a dark underbelly on par with big
cities like Melbourne’ (2012, p.11). Griffin’s claim twenty years ago that ‘we are
witnessing the emergence of a new paradigm of urban planning and symbol-making on the
Gold Coast’ that might negate ‘the construction of the Gold Coast as a “bad city”’ is
arguably only just beginning to materialise (1998, p. 290).
Described by Bosman and Dredge as a ‘hyper-neoliberal city’ (2011), the Gold Coast
presents as a space for consumption first and foremost. From its colonial genesis as a
timber-felling region in the 1840s, the Gold Coast rapidly morphed into a paradisal ‘tourist
mecca’ (Stimson & Minnery 1998, p. 194). This has resulted in an urban environment
which is characterised by a skyline of high-rises and luxurious beach houses along the
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coastline extending to a labyrinth of housing canal estates sprawling inland to more rural
farm properties on the periphery in the Gold Coast hinterland. In his aptly titled 1986 book,
A Sunny Place for Shady People, Allen Jones wrote that ‘developers elsewhere face far
more government control and delays than on the Gold Coast and this partly explains the
scale of Gold Coast development: money flows to where development is welcomed’ (1986,
p. 2). Developers have indeed driven the agenda that the city has followed:
The capitalist-government relationship on the Gold Coast gives the great advantage of
flexible and fast responses to changes in consumer fashion and tastes. The great highrise boom in the late 1970s and early 1980s showed the amazing speed and skill
through which government and the capitalists were able to build thousands of highrise units to capture some billions of dollars seeking speculative outlets at a time of
growing inflation and a dormant stock market. (Jones 1986, p. 4)

It is important to note that unlike most parts of Australia, local government areas in
Queensland are characteristically very large. The whole of the Gold Coast region from the
NSW border to the boundary of the next local government area to the south of Brisbane is
the purview of one local government encompassing the entire population of well over half
a million. That is, the region and the local government area are one and the same. This is
commonly the model in Queensland: even Brisbane City Council is vast by comparison to
the pattern of multiple local government areas in the cities of Sydney and Melbourne. Thus,
local government has an equivalently large budget and significant power in the lives of
citizens.
In public discourses about the Gold Coast, the emphasis has been on excess—such as
having ‘Australia’s Tallest Building’ (Q1 Resort and Spa 2008, p. 1). Situated in Surfers
Paradise, the Q1 Resort and Spa dominates the coastline, rising eighty levels and 322.5
metres above sea level. ‘Taller than the Eiffel Tower and Empire State Building, Q1 was
developed by the internationally acclaimed Sunland group’ who also contributed Circle on
Cavill and various other urban spaces of leisure in and outside of Surfers Paradise (Q1
Resort and Spa 2008, p. 1). But these resorts are multivalent. They are locally called ‘mixed
use developments’ because their diversity of apartments represents long-term ownerresidents, medium-term tenants, and short-term tourists. As well as being conceptually
difficult to pin down, the Gold Coast is geographically everted. These buildings mould
local life as well as tourist life through the elaborate entertainment, leisure and retail spaces
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created around their bases. As has been the trend on the Gold Coast, old buildings have
been perpetually replaced with the new in a continual process of reinvention. The Gold
Coast is an ‘exopolis’, to borrow Edward Soja’s (1990) term; an ‘inside out’ heterogeneous
city where multiple narratives play out. It’s decentred and missing the traditional
‘downtown’ or city hub, and lacking the concentric, centre-focused, formations of more
traditional cities. Wise and Breen discuss the role of desire in the city and how the
unrestrained pursuit of novelty has sculpted its tale.
With Hollywood as its superintendent the Gold Coast has never understood the notion
of restraint. It has exploded into hyperactive trails sparked by notions of dispersion,
Pacific, voyeur, celluloid, virtual, speculative, high life/life-on-high and sprawl,
refusing the models of density, trans-Atlantic, flaneur, sanctioned, centre, modernist
and foundation. (2004, p. 164)

As a result, communities now exist in villages along the linear strip of coast, extending out
westward. Public transport presents a conundrum for anyone wishing to travel beyond the
coastline. For this reason, residents tend to stay within clusters of suburbs and don’t tend
to venture far beyond their neighborhood. The recent advent of a light rail has provided
some relief for a select few residents on the northern coastline of the Gold Coast. Yet, for
many the Gold Coast’s public transport system falls short of meeting their needs. This is
just one reason that art and culture are most often produced locally in enclaves and has
long been unable to penetrate grand narratives of paradise.
In Wise and Breen’s terms the Gold Coast is ‘a dehistoricized place’ (2004, p. 163), where
‘spaces for consumption’ are preferred over markers of heritage, and where ‘new
beginnings’ are ideologically imposed in contradistinction to ‘origins’ (see Zukin 2010).
This is because the Gold Coast’s mandate has ‘been to give visitors respite from their own
historically located and determined lives … its project has been to be outside history’ (Wise
& Breen 2004, p. 164). This project has constructed the Gold Coast as the quintessential
ephemeral city, a place that continually forgets its own history. ‘Perpetually replacing
itself, the Gold Coast seems to ignore history, to play out its (by now) clichéd role as a
paradigmatically postmodern city, dipping into multiple “semblances” taken from other
cities to produce its next version of itself’ (Wise 2012, p.101). Griffin describes the Gold
Coast’s identity as embedded in a game of ‘discursive invention (or perhaps reinvention)’
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(1998, p. 290). Indeed, in my own experiences over the last decade, I can recall many
cultural events and community consultations that have explicitly focused on ‘re-imagining’
the Gold Coast. As Griffin notes, the Gold Coast Bulletin has further propelled this
discourse of reinvention:
Much of the rhetoric focuses on the Gold Coast's need to reinvent itself, not only to
attract new waves of tourists, investors and developers but also to differentiate and
defend itself from Brisbane, which threatens to claim the Coast as its own. (2002, p.
115)

More recently, Palmer suggests that ‘Gold Coast visitors and locals are represented as
undergoing a metamorphosis, experimenting with a new self’ (2018, p. 151). Indeed in
2018, Breen described the Gold Coast as currently engaged in a process of ‘reinvention’ in
yet another period of ‘cultural renaissance’ (2018).
The Gold Coast’s perpetual reinvention of itself and ‘dehistoricisation’ (Wise & Breen
2004) has occluded its roots and important pre-colonial history. ‘The Gold Coast
conurbation forms a part of what was once a large Aboriginal cultural region, broadly
described as Yugambeh-Bundjalung Country’ (Go-Sam 2018, p. 51). Hundloe (2015)
points to the immense Indigenous cultural losses since the time of European colonisation
of the Gold Coast. In recent times, Go-Sam describes the missed opportunities for
Indigenous placemaking on the Gold Coast in light of the XXI Commonwealth Games
(2018). Indeed, the problematics of event-based place selling (Rennen 2007) will be
discussed further in Chapter 3.
Surfers Paradox / Surface Parasites / Surfers Paradise
The Gold Coast has been so heavily reproduced as paradise, as ‘sun, sand, surf and sex’
that it’s hard to imagine the Gold Coast as anything other than this. As a by-product of its
relentless production as paradise, the Gold Coast has grappled with its alter ego: the cultural
desert, which is clearly connected to the promotion and production of the Gold Coast as a
paradisal pleasure playground. The cultural desert discourse and cultural cringe can easily
be illustrated by looking at the disjunction between tourist-centred spaces and local
perceptions of these places. Surfers Paradise, the Gold Coast’s heart of tourist
consumption, is not a part of the urban space that many Gold Coast locals choose to
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frequent. This is because the entire suburb has been produced primarily to function as a
space for the consumption of paradise and this sits uncomfortably with many locals who
question the authenticity of this space. In practice, some locals still de-identify with Surfers
Paradise altogether. And yet to holidaymakers, ‘Surfers’ is the first word that comes to
mind, so much so that the image and imagination of Surfers Paradise are almost analogous
with the national imaginary of the Gold Coast. As Jones noted in 1986,
Australians either love or hate Surfers Paradise. Some love the free market atmosphere
that contrasts with other Australian cities in which paternalistic bureaucrats, rather
than millionaires with powerful capitalist visions, dictate tastes. Others love the
natural physical beauty with the four major river systems feeding into the ocean that
is warmer in winter than the surf around Melbourne in summer. Surfers Paradise is
where Australian’s play out their dreams in a place that combines California’s free life
for young people, Miami’s aged population, Venice’s houses built within a canal
system and now Monaco or Las Vegas, because of the casino. Others hate the dollarworshipping ethic that places development above any other considerations. (p. 1)

This divide exists still today. Subsequently, among locals Surfers Paradise has earnt the
sometimes affectionate and sometimes derogatory nicknames of Surfers Parasites and
Surfers Paradox as offshoots of the discourses of cultural desert and cringe. These satiric
names articulate the schism between those who crave a more positive, inclusive cultural
identity and those seeking spaces beyond their everyday lives for play and pleasure.
Interestingly, the suburb of Southport became a tourism site for Brisbane much earlier than
the expansion across the water to what is now Surfers Paradise. In more recent times,
Southport has taken on a new identity as CBD and this will be discussed in Chapter 5.
The cultural cringe has had a profound impact on the production of arts and culture on the
Gold Coast. It has reproduced a kind of cultural inferiority complex and cultural alienation
that has inevitably shaped the cultural landscape. As Breen surmises:
Statements about art and arts practice on the Gold Coast and in other new frontier
territories continue to be viewed as paradoxical or oxymoronic by the majority of those
who comment on the validity of cultural product because these territories have such
powerfully pre-defined commercial purposes. (2004, p. 17)

While some artists and cultural practitioners have persevered with their practice under
challenging circumstances alongside a lack of cultural support and infrastructure, others
have found the difficulties insurmountable and have made escape routes to more ‘creative
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cities’ (Florida 2002, 2005; Landry 2000). The latter group have contributed to the
phenomenon of ‘creative mobilities’ (Hautala & Jauhiainen 2019), which sees young
people and emerging artists migrating to places with more cultural infrastructure. The
former group however have managed to survive despite immense cultural challenges
outlined in this thesis. Many of their successes have been recently documented by Rigney
(2018) who champions and foregrounds Gold Coast’s visual artists, such as John Gollings,
Scott Redford, Anna Carey, Abby McCulloch and Michael Zavros, through her exploration
of popular culture over the last decade. There is a third group of artists and cultural
practitioners who either returned or migrated to the Gold Coast in the midst of shifting
cultural sands. These artists managed to reap the benefits of good timing. Regardless of
their temporal investment in the arts on the Gold Coast, one thing is clear: all artists and
cultural practitioners have worked diligently to recalibrate the cultural identity of the Gold
Coast and create spaces for their work. This thesis attempts to chronicle their hard work
and resistance to paradise discourse within the context of broader cultural development and
change on the Gold Coast.

Research problem and question
There is a growing body of scholarly interest in the Gold Coast’s urban form and
transformation (for example, Griffin 1998; Wise & Breen 2004; Wise 2006; Hundloe,
McDougall & Page 2015; Bosman, Dedekorkut-Howes & Leach 2016; Potts, Gardiner &
Scott 2016; Cantillon 2018). Much of this research has focused on the city’s production as
an Americanised tourist destination, the disjunction between resident and tourist
perceptions, its symbolic positioning in the national imaginary, and the devastating
environmental effects of hyperneoliberal development. Few studies have focused on
specific, located aspects of arts and cultural life of the Gold Coast, such as the film industry
(Ward & O’Regan 2009), the Gold Coast’s representation on screen (Stockwell 2012), its
theatre ecology (Mitchell 2013), its youth culture and history (Baker, Bennett & Wise
2012; Ditton 2014, 2015; Barrett 2015) and more recently its live music scene (Bennett &
Green 2016) and visual arts and popular culture (Rigney 2018). Yet, to date there has been
no systematic study of the contexts and development of arts and culture more broadly on
the Gold Coast. Further, the Gold Coast has in fact witnessed something of a ‘cultural
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renaissance’ (Breen 2018) over the last decade and this cultural transformation has scarcely
been documented. This thesis aims to address this gap by contributing to knowledge on the
subjective experiences of artists and cultural practitioners on the Gold Coast within a period
of great cultural change.
The research problem this thesis explores is, put simply, the extent and nature of how the
commodification of paradise discourse affects the production of arts and culture. The
research questions this thesis addresses focus on the quality of subjective experiences
concerning place: what kinds of experiences do people have producing arts and culture on
the Gold Coast? What are the key challenges for artists, what have they achieved and what
are the opportunities for further cultural change? In responding to these questions, this
thesis presents an analysis of cultural politics and cultural experience on the Gold Coast. It
sketches insights from artists, youth, cultural practitioners, industry leaders and
policymakers to expose heterogeneous Gold Coasts wrestling with the one hegemonic
identity. This research unravels multiple realities of place, interrogating the entanglements
of power relations within them. Importantly, this thesis analyses the ways in which spaces
for the consumption of paradise are produced and how these form part of the larger space
for consumption: the place itself. It focuses on how the paradise apparatus, in turn, shapes,
constrains or delimits the production of arts and culture. Yet it also emphasises how all of
this creates fertile grounds for resistance through arts and cultural practices that challenge,
subvert and disrupt hegemonic discourses of paradise. In doing so, this thesis aims to turn
a spotlight on the occluded politics of culture, emphasising the hegemonic constraints or
entrapments imposed by the commodification of paradise discourse. By adopting an
entangled approach (Hodder 2012, 2016) and method assemblage (Law 2007) alongside
conversation as a methodological tool, this thesis documents artists and cultural
practitioners at a time when the city’s cultural landscape has been and continues to be
shifting dramatically. Finally, it aims to offer alternative frameworks that disrupt paradise
discourse and the cultural cringe. In doing so, it points to the emergence of a cultural voice
(Freire 2005 [1970]) that promises to agitate and subvert outmoded paradise ideals of the
Gold Coast. While this study is located in a specific place, its findings communicate
problems that many paradise landscapes deal with. Thus, the findings are relevant and
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applicable to any understanding of the challenges and opportunities for paradise places
more broadly.

Definitions
This thesis is a study of artists and cultural practitioners’ subjective experiences on
Australia’s Gold Coast. I have used these two terms ‘artist’ and ‘cultural practitioner’
interchangeably because they reflect the language of participants as they describe
themselves. An emphasis has been placed first and foremost on ‘the artist’ or ‘the arts’
rather than creative or cultural industries for several reasons. Firstly, I want to emphasise
the artist’s centrality in shaping the cultural identities of places; artists often work at the
coalface of cultural change and can be understood as active shapers of places. Secondly, I
want to focus on the arts as a subsidised sector of cultural life and to explore some of the
tensions inherent in this framework in local governance. Thirdly, the distinction between
creative and cultural industries is blurry and confusing for many and I wanted to avoid
misunderstandings in choosing the right terms to promote my research to the public; there
has been much written elsewhere about the ambiguities of the language of creative and
cultural industries (see especially O’Connor 2010). Fourthly, people in the arts and socalled cultural and creative industries all contribute greatly to the symbolic shaping of
places, and therefore are all worthy of inclusion in this research. I wanted to be inclusive
in my open call for participants and to gather a diverse range of voices. Finally, I did not
want to limit my research only to those who were paid for their art: in generating rich
conversations about culture, it was completely necessary to include young people and
emerging artists, not least because ‘emerging artist’ was a criterion for local arts grants at
the time the majority of the field research was conducted in 2011.
The term ‘cultural practitioner’ was included to account for all those who did not fit neatly
into the idea of ‘an artist’ but who supported the arts or artists through their work. For
instance, a festival director, architect or youth arts worker may not identify as an artist, but
the notion of a cultural practitioner broadly encompasses these slippery terms. I have used
the term ‘arts industry leaders’ with a focus on the arts for the same reasons as outlined
above, however there is a necessary focus on ‘industry’ here as this cohort of participants
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are all professionals at the forefront of their respective industry sectors, artforms and
disciplines. While I am aware of the problematics of youth discourses, ‘young people’ in
this study refers to participants who are under the age of 30 at the time of research. Chapter
5 presents research from a group of young people roughly in their mid-twenties. I have
used the broad term ‘cultural policymakers’ in this research to account for participants who,
at the time of research worked for local government on shaping or delivering cultural
initiatives. This encompasses people who worked with and for the Cultural Development
Unit (CDU) and Economic Development and Major Projects departments (EDMP) of the
Gold Coast City Council4 at the time of the field research. While not all participants wrote
policy for local government, they certainly contributed to shaping the conversation around
culture from a local government perspective. In presenting the ideas of all of these groups
of participants, I aim to present thick descriptions of conversations around key challenges
and opportunities for artists and cultural practitioners. This approach is constructed on an
understanding of the entanglement of humans and things.

An entangled approach
This thesis takes its point of departure from Ian Hodder’s work which makes the
assumption that ‘humans and things are relationally produced’ (Hodder 2014, p. 19). By
showing the ways in which humans and things are dependent on each other, Hodder
emphasises how people become ‘entrapped in their relations with things’ (2014, p. 19).
Hodder defines entanglement as the product of four types of relationships between humans
and things:
humans depend on things (HT), things depend on other things (TT), things depend on
humans (TH), humans depend on humans (HH). Thus entanglement = (HT) + (TT) +
(TH) + (HH). (2014, p. 19-20)

While in his earlier work, Hodder focuses on simple material objects, such as a tool or car,
his later work builds on this by emphasising the instrumentality of entanglement theory to
understand large scale human relations in institutions, nations and bureaucracies.

4

This is referred to as the Council of the City of Gold Coast as of 2018
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‘Entanglement can thus be defined as the dialectic of dependence and dependency’
(Hodder, 2012, p. 104). For the purposes of this research, I adopt an entangled approach to
place.
Places do not simply exist as humans want them to without constant maintenance by
humans. In short, a place needs to be constantly reproduced to continue being that place.
A place such as the Gold Coast does not have the capacity in and of itself to keep
perpetuating an image of paradise without constant upkeep by people. In turn, people
become dependent on maintaining a vision of paradise. And thus, the cycle continues until
there is little choice but to upkeep in order to exist. ‘[T]hings as we want them have limited
ability to reproduce themselves, so in our dependence on them we become entrapped in
their dependence on us’ (Hodder, 2012, p. 104). In the case of the Gold Coast, local
businesses and government become reliant on selling paradise and this perpetuates the
paradise apparatus. In Hodder’s terms:
There is thus a dialectic relationship between dependence, often productive and
enabling, and dependency, often constraining and limiting. Humans and things,
humans and humans, things and things depend on each other, they rely on each other,
produce each other. But that dependence is in continual tension with boundaries and
constraints as things and humans reach various limits (of resources, of material and
social possibility) that are overcome by, that demand, yet further dependence and
investment. (Hodder 2012 pp.88-89)

In the case of the Gold Coast, the successful bid for the XXI Commonwealth Games held
in 2018 necessitated that a stronger emphasis be placed on community and culture. This
spurred a groundswell of cultural activity and activated further investment in the arts.
Entanglement is particularly useful for the purposes of this research because it enables a
complex picture to emerge of power relations through the cultural politics of paradise. For
example, while a simplistic perspective might emphasise the urban bourgeoisie as wholly
responsible for a lack of cultural resources, an entangled approach emphasises the
entrapment of all parties in the commodification of paradise. As Hodder notes in his more
recent work:
Entanglement focuses on the ways in which people are entrapped, whether they are
elites or non-elites. Entanglement allows us to explore how both dominant and nondominant groups are entangled. It allows us to look at how elites also are entrapped,
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even if less so, or differently, than non-elites. It allows us to argue that there is more
to inequality than domination and power. (2016, pp. 66)

The notion that humans are all entrapped in some way, albeit some to a lesser extent, in the
way in which places are produced and consumed enables a messier description of relations
to be revealed. This is not to say that humans do not have agency: of course they do. But
an understanding of the embeddedness of humans in webs of dependency enables a richer
description of cultural politics. This in turn enables one to understand how
‘disentanglement’ may occur. To this end, this thesis attempts to describe the
disentanglement of paradise discourse and the disruption of cultural cringe on the Gold
Coast, particularly—though not exclusively—through the work of artists and cultural
practitioners.

Conversation as method and as organising principle of the thesis
The underlying methodological tool and concept deployed in this study is conversation,
drawing on Adam Smith’s understanding of the term. This is because, as Henry Clark
points out, in Adam Smith’s The Theory of Moral Sentiments, conversation is perhaps the
only way to ‘reconcile virtue and self-interest’ (Clark 1992, p. 186). As a methodological
device, conversation is grounded in the philosophy of politeness popularised in 17th century
England. John Brewer notes that ‘the proponents of politeness set out to create an
ecumenical, urbane community of those who shared a vision of the world … seeking not
to impose uniformity on society but to understand and celebrate its diversity’ (Brewer
1997, p. 103). The notion of politeness is valuable to this study because, as Smith notes,
‘frankness and openness conciliate confidence… [w]e trust the man [sic] who is willing to
trust us’ (Smith 1790, p. 398). Further, conversation understood in this way can be
considered a catalyst for a kind of cultural voice, as described by Freire (2005 [1970]).
The research for this thesis was conducted using a mixed methods approach with 60
participants and a total of 70 participant experiences5 which took place on the Gold Coast.

5

Some participants who were involved in focus groups were also separately interviewed, allowing for deeper
conversation and depth of analysis.
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The strategies included large focus groups with up to 40 participants, small focus groups
with up to 6 participants, and one-on-one interviews with young people and cultural
policymakers. By engaging in open conversation with participants about culture, the aim
was to provide the conditions for the articulation of a kind of community. While I
understood the cultural as occupying the space of the political, it was never expected that
the data would be overtly political. However, this is what inevitably transpired: accounts
of the politics of culture on the Gold Coast.

Outline of thesis
Chapter 2 provides an overview of the epistemological framework and methods I have
adopted throughout this thesis. It begins with autoethnographic detail of the critical
moments in my personal experience leading up to the formation of this project, and it
describes how the research problem emerged directly from my own transition experiences
as a young person participating in the arts on the Gold Coast. After laying the foundation
for the research, this chapter proceeds to unpack the research problem and question,
providing a rationale for the study. Conversation, as a methodological tool and organising
principle of the thesis, is then outlined, drawing on historical perspectives to illustrate the
instrumentality of this approach. Beyond this, I begin outlining the mixed methods
deployed in the study: autoethnography, large- and small-scale focus groups, and
interviews. Finally, this leads me to outline the epistemological framework underpinning
the methods used: transdisciplinarity. This chapter acknowledges the messiness of
qualitative research, and the challenges and limitations of such work, in order to frame the
context for the thesis.
Chapter 3 introduces the theoretical synthesis in order to anchor the data chapters. This
chapter begins by outlining what an apparatus is and problematises paradise discourse.
From there, it branches out to the key disciplinary terrains informing this research:
sociology, cultural studies and geography. The chapter scaffolds an approach to thinking
about the commodification of paradise as ‘sun, sand, surf and sex’ that takes us into
consideration of notions of creative placemaking. This is positioned in contrast to local
considerations of place as producing meaning and cultural identity. The chapter concludes
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with discussion of paradise as a compelling neo-colonial narrative of place in the context
of global place competition.
Chapter 4 introduces data from the first large scale research event and conversation with
forty people I held as part of this research, Creative Connections: A conversation for
emerging artists. At this public event, emerging artists were invited to discuss their
experiences of producing art and culture on the Gold Coast and connecting with the arts
community. The conversations from this event were focused on issues around the cultural
cringe, a lack of spaces for art, potentials and challenges for arts entrepreneurialism, and
the need for further provisions for cultural support. As this was the first research event for
this study, it opened up a dialogue for conversations that extended beyond the event and
became important threads throughout the remainder of the research.
Chapter 5 provides insight into the unique experiences of young artists on the Gold Coast.
This chapter presents data from one focus group with five young people from a range of
artistic areas with varying perspectives on and experiences of making art and culture on
the Gold Coast. This chapter focuses on conversations around the cultural cringe,
hyperneoliberal development, arts funding and support, and resistance to paradise
discourses. Throughout this chapter there is a focus on young people as engaged in political
processes of placemaking, as active agents of cultural change.
Chapter 6 delves into the complexities and challenges for arts industry leaders in producing
and supporting art and culture. This chapter provides an overview of a focus group with a
range of leaders in the arts sector who have made particularly valuable contributions to the
Gold Coast’s cultural landscape. These industry leaders cite a range of issues contributing
to cultural cringe, including media, development discourses and lack of connectivity.
Industry leaders discuss a lack of cultural infrastructure and spaces for art. There is a great
emphasis on the inadequacy of arts funding models within the arts ecology, in particular
there is a gap in provision for industry leaders to support emerging artists. Towards the end
of this chapter, the politics of cultural governance is highlighted as an inhibiting factor on
the Gold Coast. The chapter concludes with a discussion around the need for an arts
industry lobby group.
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Chapter 7 completes the data component with insight into the subjective experiences of
cultural policymakers. This chapter picks up on issues raised by industry leaders and young
artists and it triangulates this by presenting a snapshot of interviews from five cultural
policymakers. It begins with an overview of policymakers’ experiences of the challenges
for arts on the Gold Coast, such as political representation and media discourses. It then
explores some of the history of cultural development in local government to shed light on
the current contexts. This is situated within the theoretical terrain of cultural policy more
broadly. The chapter builds to describe some of the ontological challenges for
policymakers in making cultural policy. It concludes with some discussion on the politics
of local government.
Chapter 8 reviews the key findings, reflects on the changes since the data was collected
and suggests further directions for cultural change. It begins with an overview of findings
focused around the following themes: city-ness, cultural cringe, paradise discourse,
cultural infrastructure, built cultural heritage, arts funding, arts entrepreneurialism and
burnout, creative mobilities and the cultural politics of policymaking. Following the
findings is a discussion of key cultural initiatives emerging as a result of the research. The
research is positioned as contributing to the emergence of a cultural voice. This is
complemented by a reflection on the Gold Coast’s cultural transformation since the time
of field research, with updated commentary addressing each of the key findings.
This chapter has introduced the Gold Coast context and sought to capture the main
elements of the thesis in order to highlight the importance of the research and opportunities
to make a positive contribution. It has provided an overview of the issue of the cultural
cringe as a by-product of the commodification of paradise and has briefly described the
impacts of this on arts and culture. It has positioned this research within the literature
concerning the Gold Coast. Significantly, this chapter has described how the thesis
contributes to knowledge by documenting the subjective experiences of Gold Coast artists
and cultural practitioners and their resistance to paradise and its attendant discourses during
a period of great cultural transformation. It has also given an initial outline of the
methodological grounds for this research and an outline of the thesis structure. The
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following chapter will begin to unpack the methods deployed in this research and in doing
so provide a rationale for ‘messiness’.
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Chapter 2: Mess and method
History has not reached a stagnant end, nor is it triumphantly marching towards the
radiant future. It is being catapulted into an unknown adventure. (Morin 2008, p. vii)

I could say I knew exactly which methods and approaches I would adopt and perform at
the beginning of this research. But then I would never have needed to do the research. An
adventure requires an environment, or hinterland, as Law (2004) suggests, without which
it is not one. This chapter will embark on an adventure through the methodological terrain
of this research and lay the foundation for chapters to come. Since this research was borne
from my own experiences of cultural life on the Gold Coast, I will begin with the
germination of the idea a decade ago. I will then describe how conversation became a core
methodological tool and guiding principle for this thesis, drawing on historical analysis.
Following this, I will describe the scope, recruitment and strategies of ‘method
triangulation’ (Roulston & Choi 2018). Finally, I will outline the epistemological
framework underpinning this research, drawing on transdisciplinarity (Morin 2008) and
method assemblage (Law 2004). For now, I shall begin at the beginning.

Genesis
As a 22-year old, I’d lived on the Gold Coast for four years, having completed my
schooling in Logan, a lower socio-economic suburban area straddling an area between
Brisbane and the Gold Coast. I’d completed a Bachelor of Arts in Applied Theatre at
Griffith University, finishing this abroad in Ontario, Canada. I’d then spent a year
completing honours during which I directed a Canadian feminist theatre production back
on the Gold Coast and the project having been successful, I’d graduated. After sixteen
straight years of study I took a hiatus to have a backyard holiday as if I was a tourist. On
returning from my break, I endeavoured to embed myself in the cultural landscape of the
Gold Coast. When I began this process, like most people, I didn’t see much on the Gold
Coast. There was not much of a live music scene; there was definitely no theatre scene;
there weren’t many arts venues. There was a beach-based sculpture festival and a couple
of popular music festivals such as the Big Day Out, but that was all I could see at first
glance. I mined my contacts from university and fell down the excavations. Many had
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already followed the linear narrative and moved states or even nations. Such was the trend
for young people and creatives on the Gold Coast: grow up in the land of sun and surf, gain
an education with some emphasis on cultural work, then move to more ‘creative cities’
(Florida 2002, 2005), optionally moving back one day ‘for the lifestyle’. I, too, had decided
this was my path so I took to the task of finding the next destination. And then two things
happened. Both were creative interventions of sorts and I wish to emphasise their
instrumentality as ‘critical moments’ contributing to this thesis (Thomson et al. 2002).
On 4th December 2007, Youth Arts Queensland (YAQ) facilitated an arts business course
called Navigation at Griffith University on the Gold Coast. I’d responded to an email and
had received a bursary to attend. The course brought together fifteen young artists, most of
whom were already successfully carving out creative careers. For me, as someone who had
by that stage internalised the cultural cringe, this was a revelation of sorts. It was not the
content of the course that pricked my attention—it was the unearthing of a collective of
likeminded artists who I had thought non-existent. On 10th February 2008, only two
months after Navigation, I was invited to be part of a collaborative performance group with
twenty local performing artists in a weekend retreat, led by Dr Mike Foster and Associate
Professor Pat Wise, that took place near Uki (over the border in the Tweed Valley of
Northern NSW). In between the playmaking, the weekend resulted in two and a half days
of eager conversations about the challenges and possibilities of performing the Gold Coast.
And as I engaged with many talented, passionate artists, my understanding of the Gold
Coast as cultural desert slowly eroded. I learned, through these two encounters, that I was
not the only one struggling to make connections with likeminded artists. In fact, this
problem was shared by all artists with whom I came into contact. Each time the question
of Gold Coast culture emerged in conversation, artists would passionately defend their turf
and bemoan the hegemonic images of paradise that undermined their worth as artists. There
was no shortage of artists, yet there was certainly a perception problem and a lack of a
visible network. Needless to say, I stayed on the Gold Coast and made it my mission to
seek some answers. Importantly, these two ‘critical moments’ (Thomson et al. 2002),
Navigation and the Uki retreat, hinged on the power of connecting with and having
conversations with other artists.
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Conversation
Having been awarded a PhD scholarship, in light of the above experiences and through
designing the initial phase of my field research, the term ‘conversation’ emerged
organically as a useful starting point to engage people around questions of culture. After
some research, I discovered analysis of conversation as fostering an arts public in an
historical context in Britain (Brewer 1997) and I decided that conversation needed to
become embedded throughout my work as a means to create the conditions for the
articulation of community. Conversation inhabits the space between the communal and the
individual and as such it has the capacity to alter the fabric of our society. Conversation
thus became the underlying methodology of my research and the predominant mode of
enquiry as well as the structuring principle of my thesis.
The term ‘conversation’ is seldom used in a negative light, but it has what became an
occluded yet important history. By the late eighteenth-century there had been a clear turn
in England to public conversation about culture. The seventeenth century had seen political
and religious turmoil, and moralists and social commentators took on the task of resolving
these issues to ‘create cohesion and unity, in a society characterised by change and variety’
(Brewer 1997, p. 99). Their solution was found in ‘the notion of politeness’ (Brewer 1997,
p. 99). Prior to this time, culture was considered to be the appreciation of high arts by
aristocrats in elite settings. However, in the unfolding of the Enlightenment and then the
Romantic outlook, ‘polite’ culture made its way into the increasingly educated middle
class, the arts became more accessible and a cultural public formed (Brewer 1997). ‘Polite’
culture, in contrast to contemporary notions of politeness, was taken to be ‘the object of
taste’ in which ‘culture was defined in terms of the response it evoked in the audience’
(Brewer 1997, p. 87). Brewer suggests that during this time ‘taste was not a question for
the artist but for the public, the collective body of those who had taste’ (Brewer 1997, p.
92). While ‘the impulse to imagine an inclusive, open public was countered by a concern
for exclusiveness’ (Brewer 1997, p. 96) it was the artists who led the way in desiring a
public that would verify their own ‘status’ as artists (Brewer 1997, p. 97). Conversation
about the arts soon flourished among a growing educated public that consumed the arts.
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The defining characteristic of this public was politeness, which consisted of moderate (that
is, not heated) dialogue about culture.
Consequently, by the eighteenth century, politeness had taken on a new construction which
was widely promulgated through Joseph Addison and Richard Steele’s popular daily
periodical press The Spectator (1711-1712, and later thrice weekly during 1717). Collected
into volumes, these remained influential in the English speaking world for the rest of the
century and well into the nineteenth century.
Brewer notes that
Politeness embodied an idea of what the true gentleman and gentlewoman should be;
conversation was the means for its achievement and politeness the means by which
social improvement and refinement could be realised … And though it would be
wrong to claim that it succeeded in curing the ills it sought to relieve, it did provide a
new way of understanding and responding to the anxieties of the age. It placed culture
at the centre of its analysis. (Brewer 1997, p. 100)

Politeness became a complete system of philosophy, ‘a way of life, to which one committed
oneself, and the means to understand oneself and one’s place in the world’ (Brewer 1997,
p. 101). Brewer states:
The aim of politeness was to reach an accommodation with the complexities of
modern life and to replace political zeal and religious bigotry with mutual tolerance
and understanding. The means of achieving this was a manner of conversing and
dealing with people which, by teaching one to regulate one’s passions and to cultivate
good taste, would enable a person to realise what was in the public interest and for the
general good. It involved both learning a technique of self-discipline and adopting the
values of a refined, moderate sociability. (1997, p. 102)

Not only was politeness a means of moderate social interaction and a philosophy in its own
right, but it became an effort to create community, a community that celebrated a degree
of diversity. Brewer notes that ‘the proponents of politeness set out to create an ecumenical,
urbane community of those who shared a vision of the world’ (1997, p. 103). In this way,
the goal of politeness was not to stamp out individuality but to ‘understand and celebrate
its diversity’ (1997, p. 103).
To more fully understand this notion of politeness, and consequently the importance of
conversation in this research, I turn briefly to moral philosopher and economist, Adam
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Smith, and his system of moral-psychological philosophy as explained in The Theory of
Moral Sentiments (1790). In this acclaimed book Smith explains the necessity of
conversation in the formation of morals. He explains that by sympathising with others, and
by placing ourselves in their situation, we are able to understand what is wrong and right.
He further argues that only by conversing with one another can we place ourselves in
another’s shoes, and ultimately understand our morality in order to make choices about our
lives. He writes, in regard to conversation, that:
The great pleasure of conversation and society, besides, arises from a certain
correspondence of sentiments and opinions, from a certain harmony of minds, which
like so many musical instruments, coincide and keep time with one another. But this
most delightful harmony cannot be obtained unless there is free communication of
sentiments and opinions. (Smith 1790, p. 398)

By inviting participants in my field research to converse with me and with each other in a
moderate way in amenable conditions, we entered into spaces where empathy and
sympathy were ignited. According to Smith, sympathy is the source of a ‘fellow-feeling
for the misery of others, that it is by changing places in fancy with the sufferer, that we
come either to conceive or to be affected by what he [sic] feels’ (1790, p. 14). Subsequently,
this fellow-feeling or sympathy does not only apply to ‘those circumstances… which create
pain or sorrow’, but to the passions of happiness and joy, for example (Smith 1790, p. 14).
He extends this by explaining that by sympathising with others’ joy and elation we derive
real pleasure. Clark maintains that the significance of conversation ‘is that it taps the
wellsprings of sympathy in the first place, moderates both our passions and our virtues,
and teaches us to reconcile the interests of others with our own’ (Clark 1992, p. 187). And,
as Clark points out, conversation enables this reconciliation through ‘persuasion rather than
force… the resort to persuasion itself being an implicit acknowledgement of a right to a
certain liberty’ (1992, p. 194). So, if one takes heed of Clark’s interpretation of Smith, one
must acknowledge that conversation—through sympathising with others—is the surest
way for us to develop and define our morals. Taking account of these arguments, then, it
can be concluded that conversation is integral to any process that endeavours to provide
conditions for the articulation of community, as this study aimed to do.
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In her book Wild Dog Dreaming: Love and Extinction, Rose describes ecological
existentialism as drawing together ‘two major shifts in worldview: the end of certainty and
the end of atomism’ (2011, p. 2). Rose writes: ‘[f]rom certainty the shift is to uncertainty.
From atomism the shift is to connectivity’ (2011, p. 3). In this way, Rose suggests the
significance of the unravelling of absolute truths towards precarious positions, and she
emphasises the coalescing of conversation to celebrate the plurality of histories and
realities. Conversation, Rose notes, is central to these shifts:
From our current position it becomes possible to open new conversations with people
whose histories are completely different, but whose worldviews work with uncertainty
and connectivity. This is a moment for new conversations and new synergies. The
question of finding our way into new ways of understanding and acting is addressed
through dialogue. Stories encounter each other and become entangled. They stick in
unexpected places and spark up new thoughts. (2011, p. 3)

So, by creating conversations about culture on the Gold Coast, I aimed to raise a sort of
consciousness about culture in the participants, which I consider here to be the articulation
of community. In doing so, it was expected that these conversations would have
ramifications into the wider locale and in turn inspire new conversations in the community.

Scope and recruitment
At the beginning of this research, I had intended to limit research participants in this study
to young people. This was due to my own experiences and the trend in ‘creative mobilities’
(Hautala & Jauhiainen 2019) for young people to leave the Gold Coast after school and
university to pursue ‘more creative’ lives elsewhere. And yet, with my personal knowledge
of the intricate workings of culture on the Gold Coast, I felt that this research needed to
capture a wider cross-section of participants. I also decided that the study needed to move
beyond artistic fields because the problem did not discriminate between artforms. Indeed,
many different types of artists and cultural practitioners were negatively affected and
motivated by the cultural cringe and all described the same sets of challenges of making
art in paradise. So, the participant base needed to reflect this diversity. I also wanted to
describe the issue as it played out within various levels of cultural production in order to
depict a rich picture of the intricacies of cultural life. I began recruiting emerging artists
and cultural practitioners, extending this to industry leaders and cultural policymakers and
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occasionally extending this further to others who didn’t fit neatly into any these categories
but whose voices were important to listen to. Participants were not limited to those who
undertook paid work in the creative or cultural industries. Most importantly, as explained
in Chapter 1, I wanted to use the language that people working in the arts on the Gold Coast
used to describe themselves: artist and cultural practitioner. I also deliberately chose to
highlight the importance of artists and indeed the arts in processes of placemaking.
With such an expansive participant range, it was determined that participants would be
recruited initially via my personal contacts and then via a snowballing technique. However,
since the first research event, a large-scale focus group/symposium entitled Creative
Connections, was open to the public I publicised the event by handing out flyers and I also
drew on my personal network to promote it further. Suggestions were then made by the
people who attended Creative Connections regarding further potential participants as part
of the project’s snowballing strategy. ‘With snowballing, the sample emerges through a
process of reference from one person to the next’ (Denscombe 2007[1988], p. 17). As
Morgan and Hoffman note, ‘individual interviews can be a useful follow-up to focus
groups, giving more opportunities to hear from participants whose thoughts and
experiences are worth pursuing further’ (2017, p. 4). As my research progressed, it became
clear that the project would involve various recruitment methods—some formal, some
informal, some serendipitous. These ranged from public advertisements to targeted
invitations to chance encounters, capturing a broad pool of participants. One of the most
fortunate encounters I had with a participant was hatched from an unfortunate and
unforeseen experience when my car broke down on the way to work and I had a chance
meeting with a taxi driver. It turned out that the taxi driver once led a council initiative
called the Gold Coast Youth Commitment which produced a series of zines written for and
by young people. While this participant interview was not included in this thesis, I have
written about the Gold Coast Youth Commitment’s important work elsewhere (Ditton
2013).
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Strategies
The research involved ‘methodological triangulation’ of several methods (Roulston & Choi
2018). Drawing on the notion of conversation as described above, strategies included largeand small-scale focus groups and interviews with surveys6 and also autoethnography. The
large-scale focus groups produced two very different scenarios: a conversation with forty
emerging artists; and a more intimate conversation with thirteen industry leaders.
Alongside these were two smaller focus groups with young artists, one of which is detailed
in Chapter 4. Finally, interviews were organised with key leaders in the arts community to
gain more individual perspectives. Of course, my own status as a researcher inextricably
linked to my research focus is equally important to mention. In the light of my status as an
insider researcher I deployed the strategy of autoethnography in order to provide a rich,
reflexive account alongside that of my participants, acquaintances and friends.
Autoethnography
Autoethnography refers to ethnographic research, writing, story, and method that connect
the autobiographical and personal to the cultural, social, and political. In autoethnography,
the life of the researcher becomes a conscious part of what is studied (Ellis 2008, p. 48).
More specifically, within the field of autoethnography, it is important to be reflexive:
Reflexive or narrative ethnographies focus primarily on another culture or subculture,
while authors use their own experiences in the culture reflexively to bend back on self
and look more deeply at self-other interactions. The researchers' personal experiences
become important primarily in how they illuminate the culture under study. (Ellis
2008, p. 50)

There was never any doubt that my research would be autoethnographic. Firstly, the
research problem was drawn from my own experiences, and secondly, I was inescapably
embedded in the communities I was researching; I was an ‘intimate insider’ (Taylor 2011).
Following Taylor, ‘I use the term ‘intimate insider’ primarily in relation to researchers
whose pre-existing friendships (close, distant, casual or otherwise) evolve into informant

6

Surveys were used to gather preliminary data and snowballing participants but do not form part of the final
data for analysis.
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relationships—friend-informants—as opposed to the majority of existing work that deals
with informant-friendships’ (2011, p. 8). While there are obvious benefits to this kind of
research such as thick description and comfortability, navigating professional roles and
friendships within and beyond the research events through to the writing up and publishing
can be more difficult (Taylor 2011). My status as intimate insider has, in turn, impacted on
my sense of self. At the beginning of this research, I was very much on the periphery of
arts practices on the Gold Coast. I considered myself an artist, but I was not embedded in
the arts scene as other artists were, some of whom were participants in my research.
Through the process of undertaking this research, I quickly became enveloped in the arts
community. Very early in my PhD candidature, I was elected as committee member of the
Regional Arts Development Fund (RADF), a partnership funding program between state
and local governments. I later became chair of RADF and from there I was elected or
invited onto various local arts boards. I became involved in Gold Spaces, a council-driven
project that aimed to activate shopfronts with artists, similar to the Renew Newcastle model
(Westbury 2015). I was involved in the Gold Coast Arts Network, another project driven
by Council that aimed to connect artists. I joined the Rabbit + Cocoon board which, at that
time, was the Gold Coast’s first independent and industrial creative precinct. As a result of
my research, I formed Sold Coast, a collective of young artists and scientists working
towards cultural change on the Gold Coast (detailed in Chapter 8). And finally, I joined
The Walls Art Space where I have continued on the board until the time of writing in 2019
and I currently hold the position of President. All of these experiences serving on arts
boards have inevitably shaped me and enriched my role in the arts community on the Gold
Coast. Clearly, I’ve had to take this into consideration in negotiating research engagements
along the way. The challenges associated with this are detailed further below, in the section
‘Challenges’.
Beyond my roles in the arts and cultural community, my perspective has shifted alongside
my research in the decade since the idea for this thesis was born. In a way, the
autoethnographic aspect of this thesis is a reflexive account of my own youth transition
within the context of a paradise city on the cusp of cultural change. Timing, as it turns out,
is important. I am privileged to have witnessed a tipping point on the Gold Coast and to
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have been here to document it. This has had a very significant effect on my sense of self
throughout this time. My research gave me status, authority and knowledge within the arts
community. It gave me solace and hope as artists and cultural practitioners banded together
in the face of hegemonic narratives of place. It threw up challenges as I was faced with
how to negotiate complex political engagements and friendships. And it gave me relief as
the cultural cringe slowly faded, and artists and cultural life were foregrounded. Finally, it
emboldened me to embrace cultural change on the Gold Coast with others who shared my
hopes and dreams for a better world and a better city region. Alongside the powerful tool
of autoethnography, I employed a number of strategies and approaches to engage in
conversation with others about culture. All participants read and signed ethical declarations
before engaging in recorded dialogue. Further, all participants have been de-identified in
this thesis and provided with pseudonyms in order to maintain their privacy.
Creative connections: A conversation for emerging artists
‘Focus groups have become sites of and for collective struggle and social transformation’
(Kamberelis & Dimitradis 2011, p. 550) and for this reason focus groups were particularly
suited to my research. The first research event I designed and hosted, Creative
Connections, was a large-scale public focus group with round tables and dinner. Because
the research was as much about articulating community as it was about understanding
culture, I wanted to encourage conversation between participants to promote multiple
dialogues about art and culture. Success hinged on one main thread of conversation around
which other conversations could take place. Kamberelis and Dimitriadis note that focus
groups ‘operate locally to identify, interrogate and change specific lived contradictions that
have been rendered invisible by hegemonic power and knowledge regimes’ (2011, p. 550).
Focus groups allow
for both a collective articulation of particular subject positions ... while opening them
up to contestation. In other words, focus groups allow people to speak in both
collective and individual voices—creating space for traditionally marginalised groups
to articulate their particular experience while allowing people to argue and disagree.
(Kamberelis & Dimitradis 2011, p. 552)

It will help here to flesh out the set-up of the research event because the configuration and
‘transcription devices’ produce the reality (Law 2004).
46

The Creative Connections event was held on 12th August 2010 in a large activity room at
Griffith University, Gold Coast campus. Within the room there were six round tables, each
with ten places, near a small stage with lectern and PowerPoint projector. Near the entry
there was a bar and beside the bar, trundle tables to serve a buffet dinner. Each table had
an inconspicuous, battery-operated zoom microphone in the centre, which recorded onto
SD cards for the duration of the event. There was a roving microphone, which was initially
placed on a stand with the lectern on the stage. At the entry and on the edge of the stage,
miscellaneous unplugged side-table and standard lamps were positioned—a metaphor for
creating connections, which had also characterised promotional material for the event. The
event was designed to attract a range of people from the community. To do this, I employed
a few important terms in the promotional material. The first term was ‘emerging artist’. At
the time of event, ‘emerging professional artist’ was the category applicants were required
to tick in order to secure RADF funding. A problematic term, it is one that was and arguably
still is constantly wrestled with, in funding circles and within the broader community. At
the time this research was conducted the term often came up in community forums on the
Gold Coast, and indeed it has been challenged by artists on several occasions that I can
recall. This is why I found it to be a perfect term to start my recruiting. It was ambiguous
enough to attract a broad participant base, and yet specific enough to encourage young
people and other artists and cultural practitioners.
Participants were sourced for this phase of the research primarily using promotional
material distributed to the public, starting with my own contact base. Because of the
dispersed urban geography of the Gold Coast, and due to the lack of connectivity
characteristic of cultural life on the Gold Coast at that time, the recruitment methods needed
to be far reaching. My first thought was to individually invite participants, but this proved
immensely time-consuming. While I did distribute promotional material to well-known art
cafe hangouts and cultural places, it was not feasible to distribute material to every cultural
site, given the time frame. I did, however, cover a reasonable geographical span of the Gold
Coast, from the north end out to the hinterland and down to the southern border with NSW,
from suburbia to seaside. The promotional material read: ‘If you consider yourself an
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emerging artist, you are invited to join a conversation about how creative networks 7
function on the Gold Coast. Food and light refreshments will be provided’. To clarify what
creative forms were, I included a range of key terms as an indicator: music, design, theatre,
digital art, performance, visual art, cultural work. To complement this, I created a Facebook
page, blog and Twitter displaying further information.
Forty people participated in the event, including five volunteers; they took seats around
five of the six tables. I ended up with an extraordinary range of participants: some who’d
been ‘emerging’ artists for at least twenty years; others who were involved in cultural
development activity and who’d been working really hard to provide pathways for local
artists; and still others who weren’t what some people might consider an artist or cultural
practitioner at all, but were nonetheless critical contributors to the conversation. I took a
‘dual moderator’ approach (Morgan & Hoffman 2018) with one of my supervisors coleading the conversation with me and also acting as participant. After formal introductions,
I prompted participants with a set of four open questions to think about and discuss over
dinner. These were designed as starting points for further conversation and were projected
onto a PowerPoint:
1.

What arts and cultural activities do you engage in on the Gold Coast?

2.

What cultural projects are you currently engaged in?

3.

What are the positives about being a creative practitioner on the Gold
Coast?

4.

What are some of the biggest challenges working as a creative
practitioner on the Gold Coast?

As participants helped themselves to dinner and drinks, a range of conversations took place,
and these were recorded via the on-table microphones. After dinner I raised each of the
above questions individually and facilitated a collective conversation with all participants

7

At this early stage in the research, I had anticipated that the lack of connectivity between artists due to the
Gold Coast’s dispersed geography would be a major factor in responses about arts and culture. While this
was an aspect of the challenges of producing art and culture on the Gold Coast, this was overshadowed by
the cultural politics of the Gold Coast, which subsequently came through in the process of doing the research.
Thus, the focus of later interviews and focus groups shifted.
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in the room. The microphone was passed around to anyone who wanted to speak so that it
could be efficiently recorded.
Initially, the typical Gold Coast rhetoric concerning a lack of suitable spaces for arts, public
transport and infrastructure emerged as the largest concerns for participants. But these
stories were countered by those who had succeeded in creative pursuits, and who were
living proof that persistence and creative entrepreneurialism (discussed in Chapter 3)
actually worked on the Gold Coast. As Morgan and Hoffman note, focus groups provide
opportunities for comparisons that highlight similarities and differences:
On the one hand, the process of sharing includes discussions of the ways that
participants feel similar to each other; on the other hand, comparing gets at the
differences between participants. (2018, p. 2)

This point of comparison provided important insights, discussed in Chapter 4. After a short
break, another set of questions were presented, although they overlapped with many
dialogues already in motion by that stage. The second set of questions focused on creative
networks and community:
1.

The Gold Coast has been described as ‘lacking connectivity’. Do you
agree or disagree and why?

2.

What does ‘community’ mean on the Gold Coast?

3.

What do your creative networks look like on the Gold Coast?

4.

Do you use social media/the internet/social network sites to engage
in arts business/networking on the Gold Coast?

As the night wore on, participants relaxed and became more confident in raising their ideas
to the collective, and conversation flowed.
Within the pool of participants there was a broad spectrum of perceived ‘successes’ and
‘failures’ of Gold Coast creative projects, which led to robust conversation about why
certain types of projects did and didn’t work. This was perhaps one of the most important
functions of the evening for participants as it enabled those who had succeeded to share
their knowledge, previous failures and advice with those who were struggling to get their
art off the ground. And so, in Smith’s (1790) terms, participants were able to sympathise
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with each other, in order to determine their own understanding of what culture is and could
look like on the Gold Coast. Participants were also given space to problematise their arts
and cultural practice on the Gold Coast and share different interpretations of some of their
main concerns, as well as to navigate potential solutions collectively. The evening ended
before some had a chance to voice their concerns and so participants loitered well after
close. Participants were interested in continuing further dialogue and many felt the
conclusion of the conversation premature—even though it was 9:30 pm on a week night.
In fact, some participants stayed until they were ushered out at 10:30 pm. It was clear that
the conversation wouldn’t end here.
Small focus groups
Shortly after the Creative Connections event, I facilitated small-group conversations to
follow up on the event and generate further ideas about key themes that had emerged. I
have already outlined my reasons for using focus groups in this study, but the aim of these
smaller focus groups was to encourage further depth of conversation and collect more
intimate ideas and responses (Morgan & Hoffman 2018), particularly from one cohort:
young artists. The focus groups involved some people who hadn’t attended the initial
conversation but who were interested in participating in the small-group conversations. I
held a conversation at one participant’s house on a Tuesday afternoon. The conversation,
which went for five hours with five participants in between dinner and a few drinks, is a
great example of how conversation is integral to my research process. Although I did know
two of the participants, the other three were strangers to me, and only two of the five had
attended Creative Connections. Although I had another discreet microphone, in a homely
setting participants talked freely about their experiences, stories and understandings of
culture on the Gold Coast. In between conversation, one participant would retreat to the
kitchen in regular intervals to create a specialty pizza, before presenting it to the group,
giving it a name and an imaginative back-story. And so, between talking about culture on
the Gold Coast, we devoured homemade pizza and I gained insights into how, for some
young people on the Gold Coast, art is a way of life.
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Interviews
Beyond focus groups, I used interviews to gain insight into the subjective experiences of
policymakers and other arts and cultural practitioners who were not able to be involved in
the focus groups. The form of interview I deployed was the hermeneutic interview:
Here researchers and participants as co-inquirers engage in a shared dialog that
evolves through questions and responses. The dialog focuses on reflections of both
researchers and participants as they share ideas and reflect together. Interpretation is
seen as an essential part of the interview process itself, rather than an isolated phase
that occurs after the completion of the interview. (Roulston & Choi 2018, p. 4)

Interviews were established with sixteen people, drawn largely from suggestions of
previous participants, to gain deeper subjective perspectives. The interviews ranged from
emerging artists to established cultural producers, across community and local council.
One interview participant had attended the Creative Connections conversation as she was
an integral node in the cultural scene who had also worked across council, so it was
important to interview her as well. All other interview participants had not previously been
involved in my research. Interviews ranged from forty minutes to two hours in duration,
with the average length being approximately one hour. Conversations were double
recorded with a Zoom microphone as well as an iPhone to negate the loss of data.
Interviews were always held in public places such as cafés and restaurants, although on
occasion they were held in an office at Griffith University for convenience.
I adopted an unstructured style of interviewing alongside my approach to conversation.
This enabled interviewees to choose their thematic terrains as they desired, and it also
allowed me to focus on any particularly interesting comments made by interviewees.
Fontana and Frey note that unstructured interviews necessitate open-ended questions and
an informal approach to interviewing, and ‘they can provide greater depth’ than other forms
(2005, p. 706). Like Malinowski, I committed what structured researchers might see as
‘capital offences’ (Fontana & Frey 2005, p. 706). I answered interviewees’ questions and
I also let my feelings influence me as part of the autoethnographic aspect of my work as an
‘intimate insider’ (Taylor 2011). Further, I was transparent with my reasons for conducting
the research from the beginning. This is because I understand that interviewing ‘is
inextricably linked and unavoidably historically, politically, and contextually bound. This
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boundedness refutes the whole tradition of the interview of gathering objective data for
scientific purposes’ (Fontana & Frey 2005, p. 695). This personal transparency and
acknowledgement of scholarly boundedness, alongside my embeddedness in the
community, proved useful in gaining trust with my participants, and therefore, rich data.
In the interviews, conversation was again my objective. Fontana and Frey note that ‘by
knowing others, we come to know “ourselves”’ (Fontana & Frey 2005, p. 697).
‘Increasingly’ they further observe, ‘qualitative researchers are realising that interviews are
not neutral tools of data gathering but rather active interactions between two (or more)
people’ (Fontana & Frey 2005, p. 698). To encourage greater comfort levels for
participants, I began interviews with a disclaimer about my expectations of the interview:
I don’t expect to run this like a typical media interview; I don’t have preconceived
ideas about what you might like to talk about. I do have themes that I’m interested in
and general questions that will hopefully lead us somewhere else altogether. This is
just a conversation so feel free to wander off topic or talk about anything you feel is
relevant for the purposes of this research. (field notes extract, 2011)

After a brief introduction to my research topic I then usually told participants an abridged
version of my own reasons for undertaking the research, and how the research was borne
from my own experience. Of course, it must be noted that my experience framed my
participants’ responses and in this way I might be seen as leading certain outcomes.
However, I maintained an open dialogue and keen interest in the natural flow of
conversation. This meant that no two interviews were the same, or even similar. Often, we
would travel to completely different landscapes. This allowed participants to flesh out their
ideas colourfully, without my preconceived ideas of their world structuring their responses.
I did prompt participants along the way when my thinking overlapped with or contradicted
theirs. So not only were participants able to describe their worlds to me in depth, but
because of the occasional prompts, they were invited to react to action in my worlds. It was
the intimate one-on-one conversations that provided some of the richest material because
of the unstructured, improvised character of the conversation. The interview schedule has
been included in Appendix A.
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Industry leaders conversation
Up until the final phase of my research, I had been primarily focused on young people,
emerging artists, and policymakers. In order to ensure a cross-section of arts and cultural
practice, it was critical to include a range of industry leaders. I set about inviting key artists
and cultural practitioners on the Gold Coast to a focus group dinner. I selected participants
based on recommendations from the Creative Connections survey as well as from my own
observations. Given its role in funding and policy, I didn’t invite council representatives to
this event in order to create an open atmosphere and to encourage frank discussion. Industry
leaders represented a broad range of key cultural institutions and arts organisations on the
Gold Coast. The participants ranged from university lecturers and arts administrators to
festival directors and professional curators. They were all people who had been identified
as having had a significant impact on the local arts sector. Participants’ cultural work
covered many artistic fields: music, visual art, curating, creative direction, theatre
programming, public art, Aboriginal art and history, photography, film, festival directing,
creative writing, and research. Similar to the Creative Connections event, this dinner took
place at the university, but this time at the Griffith Chancellery with wine and canapés for
a more relaxed and intimate atmosphere. Again, I took a ‘dual moderator’ approach
(Morgan & Hoffman 2018) with one of my supervisors co-leading the conversation with
me and also acting as participant. The skeleton structure of the Industry Leaders’ focus
group was based on the previous structure of focus groups, with a slightly modified survey,
and conversation around several themes. This time the conversation was structured in five
sections, carried out during dinner and drinks:
1. Cultural history of the Gold Coast
•

What does culture mean to you on the Gold Coast?

2. Connectivity and Cultural Networks
•

How do you describe connectivity between cultural workers and artists on the
Gold Coast?

3. Cultural Policy
•

Does cultural development policy cater for your needs as an artist or cultural
worker?
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4. Communication technologies
•

Do you use social media to network on the Gold Coast?

5. Future connections
•

What suggestions would you like to make about improving connections
between cultural practitioners?

This conversation flowed effortlessly and for the most part participants set their own
agendas. The participants already knew what they wanted to talk most about: cultural
policy and lack of good cultural governance. The event was dramatic and momentous, and
it really demonstrated the strength of moderated conversation to articulate community.

Challenges, opportunities and analysis
Due to the messy nature of qualitative processes (Law 2004), this research did not always
go exactly as I intended. In practice, there were various challenges, obstacles and
opportunities discovered in the course of the research that went beyond my initial
expectations. It must be acknowledged that my research direction shifted quite early in the
field work. Initially, I had envisaged the research problem to be more about the Gold
Coast’s dispersed urban geography, its lack of transport infrastructure and its lack of
connectivity between artists: I had thought that these were the obstacles preventing the
Gold Coast arts community from realising its potential. To this end, I had been focusing a
lot of my research questions around the notion of ‘creative networks’. I had even deployed
social network analysis very early on in the field research but quickly realised this was not
the way forward. I had not, however, prepared myself for the cultural politics of the Gold
Coast to become the main focus of my fieldwork. When this happened for the first time I
was genuinely surprised by the frustration of participants in their responses. Then, time and
time again participants vented their feelings about cultural governance to me and to others
in focus groups. I, too, increasingly gained firsthand knowledge of this through my
interactions with council and community in various roles. When industry leaders suggested
the formation of a lobby group, I knew that the cultural politics of the Gold Coast needed
to become the crux of my research. As I became further embedded in RADF and in the arts
community, I certainly faced some complexities with field research.
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One of the main issues occurred halfway through my field research when I was elected
Chair of RADF. While being a RADF committee member afforded me insight into council
processes, I worked much more closely with council in my role as Chair. I found this
change in role politically challenging as I was given much more responsibility and a deeper
insight into the politics of cultural policy. Beyond this point, it became somewhat difficult
to remain impartial in my interviews because I was privy to the inner workings of council
processes. I found it challenging at times to maintain open, honest, conversation, as I have
described it in this chapter, in a couple of instances because some participants had very
different perspectives to me. In a few instances, when participants described starkly
conflicting perspectives to my own I remained empathetic or at least neutral in my
response. Roulston and Choi (2018) note that neutrality and empathy are common
strategies used to counter challenging perspectives in the interview process. The other issue
to take into consideration was how my role as Chair of RADF may or may not have
influenced the recruitment of participants, and therefore participants’ responses to
questions. While I would argue here that it is probably impossible to negate all influence,
and I would also question why one would want to, I would say that I took precautions to
minimise inauthentic responses through my presentation of self as approachable and
respectful in conversation. For instance, if a participant stated that they thought the Gold
Coast’s image was negatively impacting artists, and I agreed, I would wholeheartedly agree
with them. And then we would share alternative perspectives and suggestions about what
could be done differently. For these reasons and many others, it was imperative that I was
reflexive in writing up.
I transcribed selected events, thematically analysed them using NVivo in combination with
Microsoft Word and I proceeded to write up the findings. Further issues arose in writing
up the research, however. I found it daunting to write up research that critiqued local
cultural governance, particularly given my role as ‘intimate insider’ (Taylor 2011). I had
found that particular research events spoke clearly to the issue of cultural politics and I
wanted to capture these events in their entirety in order to produce a complete picture across
different parts of the arts sector and community. To this end, I selected three focus groups
and five interviews for inclusion in this thesis. Conversation became the hinge, again, for
structuring the thesis according to three research events and one set of interviews: the
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Creative Connections focus group; the first young artists’ focus group; the industry leaders
focus group; and interviews with cultural policymakers. This means that while I did
conduct other research beyond these events, including for example another focus group
with young people and various other interviews, these have been omitted from this thesis.
While not included here, some other participants have been referred to in published journal
articles and book chapters, and I intend to share further insights in more research papers in
the future. In writing up the study, I set out to bring the research to life. As Law
acknowledges, ‘realities are produced along with the statements that report them’ (2004, p.
38).

Transdisciplinarity and method assemblage
I will now attempt to sketch out an epistemology, which aligns itself with ‘method
assemblage’ (Law 2004) and draws on both complexity theory and entanglement.
Consistent with the rest of my approach as outlined, the underlying element of this
methodology is transdisciplinarity. Morin’s work is significant here because of his
development of ‘a particularly generative way of approaching the subject matter’: the issue,
as echoed by Montuori, is pre-methodological (Montuori 2008, p. xxv). That method is not
something we can comprehend prior to doing is logical to me. Morin’s work is of particular
importance as it expresses the limitations of disciplinary thinking (Montuori 2008, pp.
xxvi–xxvii). As Montuori notes, none of the sciences have the capacity to integrate vast
knowledges and information across disciplines and subdisciplines (2008, p. xxvii). Morin
remarks that,
the cosmos is not a perfect machine, but a process of simultaneous organisation and
disorganization. Finally, it appears that life is not a substance but a phenomenon of
ordinarily complex self-eco-organization that produces autonomy. (Morin 2008, p. 6)

Autonomy, here, is both organised and disorganised; or rather organisation emerges out of
disorganisation. So in order for there to be change, there must be disorganisation. Montuori
suggests there are two reasons for the necessity of transdisciplinary thinking: one is that
‘the “big questions” are simply not asked and addressed anymore’; and the second is that
‘action in the world cannot be confined to knowledge from one discipline’ (2008, p. xxvii)
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[F]ostering creativity and innovation in organisations cannot simply be confined to
giving individuals ‘creativity tools’. The process needs to be systemic, and more than
cross-disciplinary, it should be transdisciplinary, in order to, among other things,
include the inquirer in the inquiry, and the innovator in the innovation (Montuori 2008,
p. xxxvi)

The notion of including the inquirer in the inquiry or, the researcher in the research sits at
the heart of this methodology, and this thesis. Other elements of transdisciplinary thinking
are important to elaborate on here.
Drawing on Morin’s work, as well as his own, Montuori (2005) summarises
transdisciplinarity as requiring:
1.
A focus that is inquiry-driven, rather than disciplinary driven. This in no
way involves a rejection of disciplinary knowledge, but the development of
knowledge that is pertinent to the enquiry for the purposes of action in the world.
2.
A stress on the construction of knowledge through an appreciation of the
meta-paradigmatic dimension—in other words, the underlying assumptions that form
the paradigm through which disciplines and perspectives construct knowledge.
Disciplinary knowledge generally does not question its paradigmatic assumptions.
3.
An understanding of the organization of knowledge, isomorphic at the
cognitive level and the institutional level, the history of reduction and disjunction
(what Morin calls “simple thought”), and the importance and contextualisation and
connection (or “complex thought”).
4.
The integration of the knower in the process of enquiry, which means that
rather than attempting to eliminate the knower, the effort becomes one of
acknowledging and making transparent the knower’s assumptions and the process
through which s/he constructs knowledge. (original emphasis, Montuori 2008, p.
xxvii)

This study was inquiry-driven and dips into several disciplines; it questions its
paradigmatic assumptions; it acknowledges the importance of complex thought; and as
already demonstrated, it situates the researcher in the research.
Importantly, Morin reminds us that as human beings we are all vulnerable to ‘episodes of
madness’ (2008, p. x). A very careful and precise critique of reductionism can be found in
Morin’s work. And this stems from his experience as a Jewish resistance fighter ‘who lived
in mortal danger during the war years’ (Montuori 2008, p. ix). ‘Morin reminds us that the
dualism of “good” versus “evil” all too easily leads us to believe that “they” are “evil” and
“we” are by definition “good,” and therefore anything “we” do is also by definition good
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and legitimate’ (Montuori 2008, p. x). In the following, Morin perfectly encapsulates his
beliefs drawn from his experience:
I strongly believe that the less a thought is mutilating, the less it will mutilate human
beings. We must remember the ravages that simplifying visions have caused, not only
in the intellectual world, but in life. Much of the suffering of millions of beings results
from the effects of fragmented and one-dimensional thought. (Morin 2008, p. 57)

So, it is with a significant degree of seriousness that I reflect on my research and my
approaches. The political is always the place of community, and so conflict is present in
the everyday. It would seem at this point useful to pause to weave in insights from method
assemblage in order to flesh out the scope of my methodological thinking.
While early on in my candidature I was initially concerned with constructing a seamless
methodology, I became more interested with the undoing or rearranging of one. As Law
notes:
Reality is neither independent nor anterior to its apparatus of production. Neither is it
definite and singular until the apparatus is in place. Realities are made. They are effects
of the apparatuses of inscription. (Law 2004, p. 32)

I realised that I’d not been stitching together a methodology of holes, but rather doing a
‘method assemblage’ (Law 2004, p. 38). Method assemblage is a term coined by Law
which in effect inverts method. Crucial to all method assemblage is the need to distinguish
signals from noise and so to create silences (Law 2004, p. 116), that is, in Morin’s terms,
not to be blinded by the ‘paradigm of simplification’ (Morin 2008, p. 3). Method
assemblage aligns with the theory of entanglement outlined earlier in the introduction
because it seeks to generate patterns out of messiness, to disentangle rather than put back
together neatly. As Hodder notes,
…in the end perhaps the main attraction of entanglement, ironically, its main neatness,
is its messiness. Entanglement is about being caught up in real things in specific
conjunctural ways that come about through complex interactions. It is not bounded,
schematic, theoretical. It describes the ways in which we live our lives struggling
between webs of demand and potential, making do, working it out, unclear what is
happening much of the time, not knowing the results of our actions or why. We can
never mop up all of this mess.(Hodder, 2012, p. 246)

Accordingly, there are several reasons why I adopted method assemblage as part of my
approach.
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Firstly, in my field research I was not initially concerned about placing participants into
categories: instead I’d been doing what Latour calls a ‘sociology of associations’ (Latour
2005, p. 9). My desire was to study a more complex scope of participants. As Latour
observes, ‘relating one group to another is an on-going process made up of uncertain
fragile, controversial and ever-shifting ties’ (2005, p. 28). On this tack, Latour discusses
some problems with grouping participants:
Whereas for sociologists the first problem seems to settle on one privileged grouping,
our most common experience, if we are faithful to it, tells us that there are lots of
contradictory group formations, group enrolment—activity to which social scientists
are obviously crucial contributors. The choice is thus clear: either we follow social
theorists and begin our travel by setting up at the start which kind of group and level
of analysis we will focus on, or we follow the actors’ own ways and begin our travels
by the traces left behind by their activity of forming and dismantling groups. (2005, p.
29)

This is in line with Hodder’s argument for the entanglement of power relations.
Secondly, with the goal of relating multiple Gold Coasts enacted by participants, it was
logical that I account for heterogeneous narratives by describing multiplicities instead of
trying to provide exhaustive explanations. Latour notes that ‘sticking to description
protects against the transmission of explanations’ (2005, p. 137). In trying to trace
participants’ associations, I had settled for the closest tools that I could find, when in fact
I, too, had started in ‘the middle of things, in medias res’ (Latour 2005, p. 123). For this
reason, I made an attempt to use the language of my participants where possible. Latour
notes, ‘We have to resist pretending that actors have only a language while the analyst
possesses the metalanguage in which the first is “embedded”’ (Latour 2005, p. 49). Thirdly,
reflexivity had been imperative to my research, not least because I was embedded in the
communities with which I was working. Latour notes that ‘as a rule, it’s much better to set
up as the default position that the inquirer is always one reflexive loop behind those they
study’ (Latour 2005, p. 33).
In thinking through this chapter, it seems best to summarise my methodological processes
by observing that I adopted a messy method assemblage using an entangled approach
embedded in an epistemology of transdisciplinarity. Specific strategies include
autoethnography, large- and small-scale focus groups, and interviews. In an iterative,
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bower-birding process, I gathered largely qualitative data that enabled me to sketch
multiple narratives of the Gold Coast and juxtapose these alongside my own story, creating
patterns out of complexity. And in moments of reflexivity, I carved, through my writing
and conversations, another kind of reality. The following chapter will introduce the
conceptual framework for the remainder of this thesis.
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Chapter 3: The paradise apparatus
While the previous chapter sought to outline the mess and methods underpinning this
research, this chapter explores the conceptual themes emerging throughout the research.
At the crux of this research is the phenomenon of the paradise apparatus which will be
described throughout this chapter. The notion of apparatus I draw on in the first instance
comes from Agamben’s (2009) work, but I also draw on Hodder’s (2012, 2016) ideas in
my conceptualisation of humans and things to complement this. In doing so, I aim to
present a picture of a heterogenous entanglement (Hodder 2012, 2016) or network
(Agamben 2009) of discourses, processes, practices and power relations found in paradise
places that, taken together as a sticky web or net, have the capacity to capture or entangle
humans and things. My argument in this chapter is that the paradise apparatus—in this case
made up of the discourse of paradise, the commodification of paradise, and the cultural
cringe—captures humans and things in the reproduction of itself. This paradise apparatus
ultimately propels lived realities on the Gold Coast and is a site for contestation and
resistance. In order to explicate something of the intricate workings of the paradise
apparatus, I will begin by first looking at the concept of the apparatus in the context of
humans and things. I will then introduce paradise discourse as it has emerged in
contemporary society, and I will describe how processes of placemaking in the context of
global place competition has produced and commodified paradise as a space for (tourist)
consumption. I will focus here on models of creative placemaking and compelling
narratives of paradise. Finally, I will briefly point to the cultural cringe characteristic of
paradise as animated via notions of the ‘cultural desert’. First, it is important to understand
what I mean in using the term ‘apparatus’.

The apparatus
According to Agamben in What is an apparatus? And other essays, an apparatus in its
broadest sense is ‘literally anything that has in some way the capacity to capture, orient,
determine, intercept, model, control, or secure the gestures, behaviours, opinions, or
discourses of living beings’ (2009, p. 14). This passage is an important starting point for
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my discussion of the apparatus as it emphasises subjectification (Agamben 2009). An
additional argument that could be made here, and one that I subscribe to, is that apparatuses
also entrap non-living things into their equation (Hodder 2012, 2016). Agamben
summarises his thinking on the apparatus as follows:
a. It is a heterogenous set that includes virtually anything, linguistic and nonlinguistic, under the same heading: discourses, institutions, buildings, laws, police
measures, philosophical propositions, and so on. The apparatus itself is the
network that is established between these elements.
b. The apparatus always has a concrete strategic function and is always located in a
power relation.
c. As such, it appears at the intersection of power relations and relations of
knowledge. (2009, pp. 2-3)

I will briefly respond to each of the three points above in relation to my own work. In the
first instance, the paradise apparatus is made up of discourses, processes of placemaking,
and the cultural politics of place. In the second instance, the strategic function of the
paradise apparatus is to maintain structures of hyperneoliberalism and spaces for
consumption in the context of global place competition. In the third instance, the paradise
apparatus sits at the intersection of cultural politics, policies and knowledges. Importantly,
the paradise apparatus is a product of desire. For Agamben:
At the root of each apparatus lies an all-too-human desire for happiness. The capture
and subjectification of this desire in a separate sphere constitutes the specific power
of the apparatus. (Agamben 2009, p. 17)

In this way, the paradise apparatus plays on desire in its reproduction and subsequent
capture of humans and things. At the core of the paradise apparatus is the human desire to
escape the mundane and the routine to an Edenic place beyond the realm of the everyday.
This sits in conflict with the mundane realities of the people and things that literally make
and re-make paradise every day. As Armitage et al. note,
…the objective of cultural politics is concerned with embracing the shift from the
individual to the wider political frame, but at the same time remaining critical of the
empirical turn that takes representations for facts and facts for imperatives to action
and reifies difference to ensure a truly cultural understanding of the political field
sensitive to the way meaning is made. (2017, p. 273)
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For this reason and for those mentioned above, the apparatus is a useful vehicle for
exploring the cultural politics of paradise. Next I will discuss the extent of paradise
discourse as woven into the cultural fabric of places.

Paradise discourse
The discourse of paradise as we know it today has its roots in the European search for the
earthly site of the Garden of Eden. Up until at least the 6th century, paradise mostly referred
to an enclosed garden where water flowed and nature was abundant as described in
Genesis. Throughout the Medieval period the search for earthly paradise was compelling,
and although this paradise was the realm of the gods, mortals still believed they could
discover it. Medieval writers varied the location of paradise: for some, it was on top of a
mountain away from the floods and for others it was to be found at the highest point on
earth, while for others again it was in a fertile valley. While the earthly place of paradise
was vividly depicted, there also existed a ‘primordial paradise that was characterised by
perfection, freedom, peace, happiness, abundance, and the absence of duress, tensions and
conflicts’ (Delumeau 1995, p. 6). In this utopia, humans and animals were linked to the
divine world and all lived in peace and harmony. This belief conjured ‘nostalgia for the
lost but not forgotten paradise and a strong desire to recover it’ (Delumeau 1995, p. 6). The
Greeks navigated the seas in their search for paradise, thus the ocean became an important
part of the early concept of paradise. Paradisal themes of garden and seaside melded
together to form an ‘ideal landscape’ and a locus amoenus (a place of charm and beauty)
(Delumeau 1995, p. 10). Over time, the Pagan golden age narrative eventually united with
the Christian Garden of Eden story to produce a vision of a garden with abundant water
and a perpetual spring climate. With the Enlightenment and the arrival of science, paradise
as an earthly place dropped away from the collective psyche.
However, a mythical geography of paradise emerged in Greco-Roman antiquity that
endures to the present day. As Davison notes, ‘[m]yth uses exotic places and peoples as
representations of what it is like to be ‘not us’ as a way of clarifying by contrast who and
what ‘we’ are’ (Davison 1991, p. 49). Davison discusses how, from a Greek point of view,
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paradise and barbarism were constructed in antithesis to civilisation. That is, he points to
how both lay outside the construct of everyday life in the polis.
In numerous ancient Greek myths, wandering figures traverse the “savage” spaces—
inhabited by “others”—in journeys that culminate in the foundation of a civilised
centre. Such myths demarcate the world, defining what is beyond the mythmaking
centre and also thereby assuring that the centre is indeed the centre. Regions and
peoples on the outer edges of the world are polarly opposed to the centre qualitatively
as well as spatially … Furthermore, civilising feats are accomplished by local heroes
from a polis as a centre … Such myths buttress the claims of a polis to territorial
dominion and power. (Davison 1991, p. 49)

Inequality stems from the centre outward in Ancient Greece, and indeed, this parallel can
be drawn in more contemporary societies, which will be discussed later in this chapter. The
major distinction between civilization and barbarism, Davison contends, is that the former
was more permanent and the latter was nomadic; further, permanent populations laid claim
to autochthony (Davison 1991, p. 60). Understanding barbarism as peripheral, Greeks were
able to differentiate themselves, affirming their centrality in Mediterranean life. ‘The
peculiarity and exotic nature of other areas, combined with an internal cohesion provided
by extended genealogies, made the Greeks conscious of their own singularities’ (Davison
1991, p. 63). Thus, the search for paradise was underpinned by an ethnocentrism that can
be understood in part to inspire colonisation. Christopher Columbus, for one, had been
searching for the Garden of Eden in his voyages but had come to realise the futility of such
a pursuit (Delumeau 1995). In these ways, the earthly search for paradise has played an
important part in colonisation and, subsequently, the production of global inequalities.
Paradise sold
The search for paradise has had consequences for those whose lives are bound to paradise
found. In his analysis of the concept of what he calls ‘paradisal discourse’ (1998), Costa
discusses the production of the paradise experience in the context of Hawaii, the original
site of earthly paradise:
Potential visitors were invited to consume the experience of paradise by visiting the
islands, entering into sexual relations (real or fantastical) with the native inhabitants,
participating in the creation and re-creation of paradise in Hawaii through the
consumption of visual images and vistas. However, from the perspective of these
Western consumers, consumption of Other often meant marginalization of Other.
Through the constructed realities of consumers and marketers, the warm, tropical
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islands of Hawaii continue to be seen as paradise on earth and as Other, exotic and
primitive. (Costa 1998, p. 323)

This perspective has liberated consumers from their lived reality and instead promoted a
different kind of engagement with place. As Costa notes, ‘[t]he overall effect of this
abundance was to place humans in a state free from responsibilities and difficulties’ (1998,
p. 322) thus creating a ripe space for unfettered hedonistic consumption.
Paradise discourse, then, has consequences for local inhabitants of places.
The paradisal tourist site and its residents are subordinate, inhabitants of a peripheral
time and space construed as existing primarily for the consumption experience of
others, known and represented by the West, to be gazed upon and consumed, objects
for commodification and consumption, dependent upon the economic whims of the
“dominant” tourist, to be penetrated and controlled, backward, natural and lush,
lacking in human presence, characterized by an uncontrolled sexuality, primitive,
resident in a liminal space and living at a leisured pace. (Costa 1998, p. 339)

In relation to contemporary paradise, Costa describes how local peoples often come to view
themselves as Other through the paradisal discourse. This complex double mirror propels
a singular image of a culture and has the potential to flatten people’s humanity. Later in
this chapter I will refer to this issue in an Australian context as ‘cultural cringe’ (Philips
1950).
Research on the Pan-Caribbean further clarifies the disjunction between paradise imagery
and lived realities (Skelton 2004; Skelton & Mains 2009; Feldman 2011; Nixon 2015).
Like Hawaii, the Caribbean suffers from hegemonic representations. Skelton articulates
the tension between representation and lived realities, acknowledging that while
stereotypes are not the whole picture they do often actually reflect the lived realities of
some local people.
While parts of the Caribbean are indeed extremely beautiful and there are stunning
beaches, this is not all that constitutes the Caribbean. It is essential not to perpetuate
the persistent and uni-dimensional stereotypes of the Pan-Caribbean, but it is also
important to remember why places are so loved, enjoyed and admired by the people
who reside there and people who are privileged enough to visit. (2004, p. 9)

It is certainly crucial to acknowledge, as Skelton does, that paradise discourses are not
necessarily inherently negative; indeed, they are often indicators of a healthy and vibrant
coastal community.
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In more recent times, new forms of cultural commodification have emerged in relation to
paradise discourse. Feldman (2011) problematises the impact of producing and consuming
forms of cultural tourism in the context of Tobago, the last ‘unspoilt’ paradise of the
Caribbean. Feldman observes that ‘as Caribbean paradise discourse blends people and
culture into a self-generating touristic landscape, and unspoilt Tobago portrays the island’s
culture as an at-risk finite resource, the production of local culture becomes conceptualized
as a smooth evolutionary process’ (2011, p. 59). In the case of either paradise tourism or
cultural tourism within the context of paradise, it is vital to analyse how paradise discourses
become entrenched in place, trapping people and things. We must strive to understand the
implications of these discourses for local cultures and tourists alike. It is critical to note
that paradise discourses are hegemonically reproduced, and while they may contain a
kernel of truth, they are not and cannot be indicative of the whole picture, if indeed such a
thing exists. Reductionist perspectives of places and the people who identify with those
places have the potential to dehumanise. Sun, sand, surf and sex underpin the cultural
politics of paradise because these things are privileged as dominant markers of place and
cultural identity by those who do not necessarily live in that paradise.
Alexeyeff and McDonnell analyse the relationship between paradise, colonialism and
global capitalism in the Pacific (2018, p. 273). They write,
[f]rom early European exploration, to colonial invasion and settlement, to the
continuing economic and leisure imperialism of former colonies through global capital
and tourism, paradise discourse has been repeatedly deployed to mask capitalist modes
of wealth extraction, exploitation of human and environmental resources, and capital
accumulation. (2018, p. 275)

Indeed, as Alexeyeff and McDonnell (2018) explain, European imaginaries of paradise
have had devastating effects on postcolonial peoples. While paradise is appropriated and
reclaimed by ‘locals’ and tourists in various ways, it nonetheless remains a powerful
vehicle for neocolonialism (Nixon 2015). ‘Tourism, as a form of hedonistic imperialism,
replicates colonial processes of conquest, commodification, and exploitation’ (Alexeyeff
& McDonnell 2018, p. 276). Alexeyeff and McDonnell discuss how Pacific tourism
commodifies ‘Edenic lifestyles, beauty and bounty’ (2018, p. 276) however in this sense
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‘paradise is not an inert commodity but rather has its own social life; paradise is an object
that circulates through particular social and cultural settings’ (2018, p. 280).
Like other islands in the Pacific, paradise has also been commodified in the case of
Australia. In his semiotic analysis of tourism advertising from 1992 in Australia, Wait
(1997) notes that the Australian landscape was commodified to meet tourists’ desires of
adventure and paradise, providing visitors with an escape from the city and civilisation.
Within Queensland, the ‘Sunshine State’, the Gold Coast has carried the greatest national
and international weight of paradise discourse in contemporary settings. While Australia
as a whole is still marketed as a paradise and adventure playground (see the Tourism
Australia Superbowl ad with Chris Hemsworth), this is arguably supplemented by more
complex and sophisticated images of its cities. The Gold Coast, on the other hand, has
remained uncomplex, reduced and flat and little more than ‘sun, sand surf and sex’ in the
popular imaginary. For this reason, it is important to disrupt and dismantle the paradise
apparatus of the Gold Coast. Alexeyeff and McDonnell have some thoughts on how to go
about doing this, posing important questions around structural inequality and paradise:
Whose interests does paradise serve? How is the discourse of paradise mobilized,
commodified and purchased? And whose paradise is reflected in these ideas and
images? (2018, p. 283)

It is these questions that I aim to address in my description of the workings of the paradise
apparatus in the context of the Gold Coast in the remainder of this chapter, describing the
commodification of paradise and then discussing the cultural politics of paradise.

Place competition in context
In contemporary society, the paradise apparatus emerges in the context of global place
competition, framed by the rise of ‘the entrepreneurial city’ (Harvey 1989a) and ‘the
creative city’ (Landry 2000; Florida 2002, 2005). Paradise on earth as ‘sun, sand, surf and
sex’ is staged, performed and produced (Wise 2006) as a space for (tourist) consumption
(Miles 2010), propelled by neoliberalism and hyper-neoliberalism (Booth 2006; Bosman
& Dredge 2011). Paradise found is created and recreated through everyday processes of
place marketing, promotion and branding (Ashworth & Voogd 1988; Gold & Ward 1994;
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O’Connor 1998; Philo & Kearns 1993) in the race for ‘world city’ status (Massey 2007).
Compelling narratives of paradise shape cultural imaginaries of place, and this, in turn,
reproduces paradise discourse. In what follows, I will describe the spatial politics of place
and the rise of the entrepreneurial city and creative city. I will then focus on
hyperneoliberalism as the guiding principle underpinning spaces of consumption. Finally,
I will outline processes of place competition, such as marketing, promotion and branding,
focusing on compelling narratives of paradise.
The spatial politics of place
We have come to understand in the humanities and social sciences that space is relational.
Once theorised as a static geographical point or flat surface over which one travels, space
is now commonly viewed as an abstract dimension in its own right, a dynamic site of
‘stories-so-far’ and their power relations (see Massey 2005). From the spatial turn of the
1970s, the eminent geographer, Doreen Massey, acknowledged the trivialisation of space,
arguing instead that space matters. Massey argues that space has been neglected due to its
binary pairing with time and thus its conceptualisation as a flat and non-political entity.
Deconstructing the false binaries of place/space and time, Massey articulates the
motionlessness associated with space and place in contradistinction to time, which is so
often thought to not stand still. She argues that in fact space also does not stand still, and
that space is always ‘the product of interrelations’ and ‘the sphere therefore of coexisting
heterogeneity’ (2005, p. 1). Massey acknowledges that while ‘time’ is equated with
movement and progress, ‘space/place is equated with stasis and reaction’ (1994, p. 151).
Indeed, Massey states that space is never stable but ‘always in the process of being made’
(2005, p. 1). The problem with the geographical mapping of space, Massey contends, is
that it has reduced these complex networks of social relations to ‘completed horizontality’,
‘in which the disruptiveness of space is tamed’ (Anderson 2008, p. 227). On the contrary,
Massey argues that places are ‘not so much bounded areas as open and porous networks of
social relations’ (1994, p. 121). It is important to understand the spatial politics within this
conceptualisation of space.
Tearing apart the local/global binary is essential to understanding the politics of place. The
idea that the local is a product of the global has become common currency (and this is
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indeed one aspect of what must be addressed) but it is less often recognised that the global
is also, conversely, locally produced. ‘The global’ is too often imagined, implicitly, as
somehow always out there, or even up there, but as always somewhere else in its origins:
‘In such an imaginary the local is perpetually the victim of the global’ (Massey 2007, p.
21) when, ‘[i]n actuality it exists in very concrete terms in local places’ (Massey 2007, p.
16). Thus we can see how local places produce global ramifications and how, in turn, global
discourses produce local places. For the purposes of this thesis, I adopt Massey’s approach
to space and acknowledge the three foundational claims she makes in her introduction to
For Space:
Firstly, that we recognise space as a product of interrelations; as constituted through
interactions from the immensely global to the intimately tiny… Second, that we
understand space as the sphere of the possibility of the existence of multiplicity in the
sense of contemporaneous multiplicity; as the sphere in which distinct trajectories
coexist; as the sphere therefore of coexisting multiplicity… Third that we recognise
space as always under construction. (Massey 2005, p. 9)

It is this relational perspective of space that motivates and underpins my research into the
paradise apparatus. Paradise is relationally constituted by humans and things, and this has
political implications for how we negotiate it.
Urban paradise landscapes
In contemporary society, paradise on earth can be found in a range of geographic
formations from tiny islands in the Pacific and Caribbean to densely populated tourist cities
such as Rio de Janeiro and Miami. While paradise takes many guises and forms, the
blending of paradise with urban space is a paradoxical and contested urban form that I am
most interested in for the purposes of this thesis. Variously referred to as ‘coastal cities’
(Rodriguez & Brebbia 2015), ‘resort cities’ (Moehring 2000) and ‘coastal tourism resorts’
(Agarwal & Shaw 2007), urban ‘paradise landscapes’ (Alexeyeff & McDonnell 2018) are
assemblages of ‘sun, sand, surf, and sex’ and the everyday lived realities of local
inhabitants and tourists. They are at once an escape from the drudgery of working life in
‘the city’ and at the same time they exist in and consist of mundane, routine and everyday
lives of urban and suburban people. Urban paradise landscapes are contradictory spaces,
not quite traditional European cities nor sleepy seaside towns: they are suspended in a
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liminal space in between the town and the country. Within the context of global place
competition, urban paradise places, such as Australia’s Gold Coast, strive to remake
themselves as they compete with other tourist places for ‘world city’ status (Massey 2007).
In order to better understand this shift, I will focus on emergent tensions between notions
of the city and the town.
Contemporary cities are global nodes of wealth creation, and many theorists claim that
cities have now become more significant than nation-states (for example Landry 2008, p.
xvii; Massey 2007). Sassen (2001) emphasises the centrality of cities in processes of
globalisation where the new spatial order is characterised by a global hierarchy of cities.
Massey describes global cities as seats of power and centres for proponents of
neoliberalism (2007). While the nation-state has long held a powerful position in
consolidating individual concerns with a sense of national belonging (Morin & Kern 1999),
the city has risen to prominence as a critical player in the global economy. While some
globalisation theorists still emphasise the role of transnational actors and corporations in
the contemporary environment, there is much to be said for the power of cities in the
reproduction of neoliberal values and thus of inequalities (Massey 2007).
The urban/rural contention can be traced back to Marx and Engels (1888) who first noted
the antagonism between town and country in their analysis of the shift towards national
identity with the rise of the nation-state. As the focus on towns became increasingly
important, the country as a site of production dropped out of the dominant frame.
Importantly, as the town assumed its right as the place for politics, it acquired a privileged
position: the country remained on the outskirts of political life and therefore became
obscured by the town. The country of course remained an important site of food production.
Agricultural labour in the countryside produced the food for urban dwellers, and this is still
accurate today, albeit in a globalised sense. Philo and Kearns discuss this tension between
rural and urban life, noting the disparity between producers of food and those in urban
centres who systematically depended upon a food surplus (Philo & Kearns 1993, p. 7).
While this division of class and labour has paved the way for more pronounced inequalities,
it has also opened up new possibilities. In these ways, the city became a cog in the
exploitation of country, and, at the same time, a cultural portal offering new alternatives to
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people, producing unprecedented choice beyond agricultural life. Necessarily, the urban
elite soon regulated and controlled the new cultural space of the city, and this regulation
characterises the cultural landscape of many cities today. Now, this regulation extends
beyond state sanctions, manifesting in the Global North via neoliberalism. Of course, this
is a simplistic picture since in reality the city is made up of diverse and heterogenous
ideologies, discourses and practices. Nonetheless, it is worth mentioning the history that
underpins divisions between rural and city life.
Adopting a Marxist approach, Philo and Kearns acknowledge the class divisions produced
through urban culture. They are quick to discuss gender divisions propelled through notions
of public and private space, but they also extend their concerns to ethnic divisions in the
‘colonial city’, attending to all marginalised others (1993, p. 13). For Philo and Kearns, the
other peoples of the city are marginalised by hegemonic processes that prioritise the
dominant cultural values over all other values and processes. In this way they explain
cultural antagonisms in the contemporary city. Through their historical analysis, they argue
that the contemporary city is dictated by an urban bourgeoisie which controls the city’s
resources and regulates marginalised ‘others’. As Philo and Kearns note, ‘[t]he city is hence
to be seen as a focus of power exerted by an urban elite over the peoples of surrounding
territories’ (1993, p. 11). Philo and Kearns show how cities have come to represent the
values of the urban bourgeoisie, that is, how they have come to stand for and reproduce
hegemonic values.
World cities and neoliberalism
According to Massey, contemporary cities are powerful engines of neoliberalism. In her
book World City, she reminds us that cities are seats of power extending far beyond their
geographical boundaries. She refers to London as a ‘world city’, a place that claims to be
‘the whole world in one city’ (Livingstone in Massey 2007, p. 4). This kind of language
suggests that everything one needs can be found within the city. However, Massey notes
that the framing of London as a world city is ‘focused on the internal, on people arriving
(the world coming to it)’ but that this is only part of the picture (2007, p. 7). Cities
invariably have external connections and flow-on effects felt in other parts of the world.
‘World cities, as indeed all places, also have lines that run out from them: trade routes,
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investments, political and cultural influences, the outward connections of the internal
multiplicity itself’ (Massey 2007, p. 7). Here, Massey paints a dynamic picture of the
multiplicity of connections—both material and non-material—that world cities share with
other parts of the earth. She describes how these outward ‘tentacles’ of ‘the external
geography’ are significant because of the effects places like London have ‘even in the
remotest corner of the globe’ (2007, p. 7). Massey articulates the complex power relations
extending from local places to the global sphere: ‘[s]ome local places are the seat of global
forces. And in such a situation, it may be the local place itself—what it stands for, what its
identity depends upon—that must be challenged’ (Massey 2007, p. 21). This can be applied
to the Gold Coast which aspires to be a world city yet has long promoted a culture of
unfettered hedonism, masquerading as a paradise free from responsibility.
Neoliberalism is an important mechanism driving places, such as the Gold Coast, to
become world cities. As Brenner and Theodore (2002) remark, ‘the linchpin of neoliberal
ideology is the belief that open, competitive, and unregulated markets, liberated from all
forms of state interference, represent the optimal mechanism for economic development’
(Brenner & Theodore 2002, p. 350). In short, neoliberalism can be surmised as the
mobilisation of ‘a range of policies intended to extend market discipline, competition, and
commodification throughout all sectors of society’ (Brenner & Theodore 2002, p. 350).
This is in contrast with policies that favour welfare state intervention and compassionate
forms of wealth distribution. Of course, it’s simply too reductionist to blame problems of
contemporary culture on neoliberalism in and of itself. Neoliberalism takes on complex
forms and lived realities, and it is implemented in various ways, however, it must be
acknowledged as the prevailing hegemonic discourse in Western society. Neoliberalism
has come to be understood as the ‘dominant political and ideological form of capitalist
globalization’ (Brenner & Theodore 2002, p. 350).
Arguably, neoliberal doctrines serve to further social and cultural inequalities by favouring
those with wealth, power and prestige. Brenner and Theodore argue that in contrast to the
popular notion of neoliberal development, ‘actually existing neoliberalism’ in the ‘ongoing
processes of urban restructuring’ tells a tale of destruction. According to Brenner and
Theodore, actually existing processes of neoliberalisation contribute ‘ongoing creative
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destruction of political-economic space’ (2002, p. 351). That is, the notion of freeing up
the markets for competition and the rhetoric of the invisible hand render invisible the
increased surveillance and commodification of everyday life. Brenner and Theodore argue
that there is
…a rather blatant disjuncture between the ideology of neoliberalism and its everyday
political operations and societal effects. On the one hand, while neoliberalism aspires
to create a “utopia” of free markets liberated from all forms of state interference, it has
in practice entailed a dramatic intensification of coercive, disciplinary forms of state
intervention in order to impose market rule upon all aspects of social life. (2002, p.
352).

More recently, there is a growing understanding that urban tourist destinations have
become spaces for hyperneoliberal development (Bosman & Dredge 2011; Amore & Hall
2017) Drawing on Booth’s (2006) work, Bosman and Dredge describe the Gold Coast as a
hyperneoliberal space:
hyper-neoliberalism emerges when neoliberalism and its companions, globalisation,
competition and consumption, are taken to the extreme. Hyper-neoliberalism is
defined by a sustained downsizing of Government in many areas of traditional
involvement and an increasing reliance on private enterprise and not for profit
organizations to deliver goods and services once provided by Government. (2011, p.1)

The paradoxical nature of hyperneoliberalism is unearthed through analyses of everyday
lived realities in a paradise city. Hyperneoliberalism certainly provides possibilities for
community and a sense of belonging. However, it also occludes the dark side of production
and consumption in the city, and this has far reaching consequences for people’s lived
realities in paradise.
Consumption, conflict and paradise city
Consumption is a critical phenomenon to discuss in the context of the urban space because
it articulates the link between society and the singularity. Consumption is a net that weaves
individuals together in an ensemble of shared meanings and practices, and for this reason
it can tell us a lot about contemporary society and change. As Miles famously
acknowledged,
[o]ne of the reasons that consumption has developed into such a prolific arena for
academic discourse is that it is located right in the forecourt of social change. It is the
very expression of cultural change at the individual level. In addition, it is the arena in
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which socio-economic and cultural change impinges on the everyday experience of
the individual. (Miles 1998, p. 151, original emphasis removed)

As well as providing insight into social and cultural change, consumption is an active
component of city life as it manifests in and through place. ‘Consumption’ Miles writes
elsewhere, ‘is significant because it provides a bridge between the communal and the
individual, and the city represents the most visible and revealing expression of this process’
(2010, p. 4). Consumption is important to analyse, then, in the context of urban space
because it points to how sustainable or unsustainable a society is.
In his book Spaces for Consumption, Miles suggests that consumption is now a central
tenet around which city life is organised. He describes ‘our’ cities as ‘dream worlds’, citing
Horkheimer and Adorno (1973) and their concept of city boosterism. For Miles, ‘[t]he city
is no longer simply an expression of who or what we are, but no more or less than a venue
for consumption experiences; experiences that tie us to the capitalist priorities than
underpin our social norms’ (Miles 2010, p. 7). He suggests that if the defining factor of
post-industrial society is a tendency toward individualisation (Bauman 2001), where the
individual assumes responsibility to construct their ‘reflexive projects of self’ (Giddens
1991), then consumption offers unity (Miles 2010; 1996). He suggests further that
individuals are now united in their ‘complicit consumption’ and uses the term ‘complicit
consumer’ to describe the structural conditions of consumption (2010), arguing that people
are willing participants in their consumption which is further complicated by the centrality
of the consumer in everyday life. Beyond the individual, governments have come to
prioritise consumption over other forms of cultural life, and indeed, as Warde
acknowledges, the consumer has been elevated to a position above the individual citizen
in some instances. ‘Governments have begun to claim more frequently to speak and act on
behalf of “consumers”, rather than say, classes, the nation, or citizens’ (Warde 2005, p.
57).
For Harvey, the city is now, in a sense, a shallow space, a façade for the ongoing
fictionalisation and superficialisation of place. The entrepreneurial city stands ‘for
ephemerality and eclecticism of fashion and style rather than the search for enduring
values, for quotation and fiction rather than invention and function, and, finally, for
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medium over message and image over substance’ (Harvey 1989a, p. 13). In line with this
thinking, Miles points to lived experiences beyond the façade of the city and questions their
authenticity in the city’s story. For him, ‘the entrepreneurial city is grounded in a sense of
place built upon image rather than what is likely to be a more uncomfortable reality that
lies beneath’ (Miles 2010, p. 39). ‘Lived social relations’ he suggests, ‘are not a priority in
an entrepreneurial city in which image perception is the primary indicator of quality’ (Miles
2010, p. 54). Miles notes that ‘perhaps then, our cities or at least the rhetoric that surrounds
our cities, are in this sense unreal: more the creation of an idealised bourgeoisie image of
what a cultural city might be than a genuine expression of what it means to live in a place’
(Miles 2010, p. 45). Further, Miles acknowledges the inequalities produced when cities
prioritise image over substance. The entrepreneurial city story tends to benefit the urban
bourgeoisie who are likely to receive a ‘political pay-off’ concerning the image of the city
(Miles 2010, p. 39).
In contrast to this techno-deterministic idea of the city as a vessel for neoliberal
development and consumption, Blum argues that cities are not singular entities but
polysemic. In describing what he terms ‘the imaginative structure of the city’, Blum takes
to task the idea that ‘the city is nothing but a sign’ (2003, p. 24). In his analysis, Blum
states that ‘the city is typically viewed as a context or background for a variety of individual
actions, perhaps survival or the pursuit of amenities, but not as an order that mobilizes
commitment to its ways as particular’ (2003, p. 25). Here, the city is often understood as
‘one of among a number of commodities’ (Blum 2003, p. 26). It follows, then, that if a
place is reduced to a common good, it is governed by the logics of consumption which
dictate that the city can be ‘differentiated in the way goods are discriminated from one
another’ (Blum 2003, p. 27). In practice of course, the city is also ‘polysemic and oriented
to in a multitude of ways that produce an array…of cities in accordance with each point of
view or interest’ (Blum 2003, p. 26). The one city is multifarious and negates any rhetorical
reduction. So, the idea that the city is merely a sign is problematic but the very fact that the
notion exists serves to articulate the dominant bourgeois way of thinking about the city,
that is, that surface or appearance is privileged over lived experience of the city. As Blum
notes, ‘the “we” of the city, then, is not a thing but an object of desire that comes to view
and recedes in conflicts at a variety of points in everyday life’ (2003, p. 29). The ‘we’ is a
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man-made thing which relies on perspective and interpretation. As Blum observes, the
‘voice’ of the city is crafted to represent shards of interests and truth-claims, reflecting to
a degree ownership of the city, but the voice of the city can only ever be representative of
a select few. Blum describes the process of navigating the production of a voice of the city
as a form of community:
Here, we think of community not as a final product achieved once and for all, but as
the dialogical work of mapping this ongoing work-in-process of different groups as
an itinerary of problem-solving itself placed by the persistent questions ‘What is a
city?’ and ‘What should a good city be?’ (Blum 2003, p. 30)

These are novel questions that a city should strive to ask its people. Before we get to these
questions, we must pay close attention to who exactly is speaking on behalf of the city and
for what reasons.
In her sociological analysis of the city, Zukin discusses issues of urban authenticity and
cultural power. She describes two common perspectives in relation to urban authenticity:
on the one hand, there is the narrative that history and heritage ought to be preserved, and
on the other, there is the idea that development holds the key to the future. Zukin describes
the divided reactions of residents of New York during the time that it supposedly ‘lost its
soul’ to urban development:
Those who chose to put down roots in the old city identified with origins rather than
with new beginnings; their choice signified rejection of the homogenous mass culture
of both the corporate city and suburbia. (2010, pp. 34–35)

The narratives of origins and new beginnings are useful in capturing the conflicting values
between those who mourn the loss of community and those who value modernist
technology and aesthetics, the latter of which tend to be in positions of power in the
hyperneoliberal city. It could be suggested that paradise discourse prioritises new
beginnings rather than origins. Indeed, these opposing discourses are described by
participants in this research. However, in practice it is too simplistic a division to make in
that people may value both origins and new beginnings for different reasons and there exist
values beyond this binarized distinction. It’s important now to analyse the mechanisms of
creating paradise.
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Making place, creating paradise
Against a backdrop of hyperneoliberalism in the context of place competition, the paradise
apparatus is brought into existence by humans who create and recreate it. While there is a
growing body of literature that argues that policy issues transcend geography, state
planning and policy continue to be largely place-based (Held 2006). Placemaking has been
used as both a policy term and a way of thinking about the everyday making of place.
Popularised in the sixties to describe a process of designing cities for people, the term
‘placemaking’ has since become more commonly associated with the building of a city’s
identity, and ideas of place competition. Urban thinkers such as Whyte (1980) and Jacobs
(1992) paved the way for conversations about placemaking by placing human experience
and community engagement, respectively, at the core of urban planning. Today,
placemaking features in the global landscape of selling places. Surges in place competition
are propelled by notions of the entrepreneurial city, which in turn, recreate hyperneoliberal
agendas and reaffirm the consumption of the city (see Peck 2005). For those economies
built on tourism, such as paradise places, urban space becomes a singular, commodified
product, firmly bound and sold to the world. The city’s selling points, whatever they may
be, are etched into national and international imaginaries, replicated and reproduced in
glossy magazines and conversations. As Hall rightly states ‘places are now commodities
to be produced and to be consumed’ (1997, p. 65). The commodified city adopts
homogenous urban branding and place promotion strategies that inevitably shape both its
identity and its self-construction. As Bradley, Hall and Harrison note ‘the transformation,
enhancement and promotion of urban image have emerged as central planks of the
entrepreneurial governance of western cities’ (2002, p. 61). ‘Places are indeed products,
whose identities and values must be produced’, Kotler, Haider and Rein observe (1993, p.
11). And places are invariably constructed through processes of place promotion (see for
example Ashworth & Voogd 1988; Gold & Ward 1994; O’Connor 1998; Philo & Kearns
1993).
Creative cities
Over the last few decades, urban planners and policymakers have connected the economy
to notions of creativity (Gibson et al. 2009). Grodach and Silver (2013) in their edited
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collection The Politics of Urban Cultural Policy: Global Perspectives, argue that cultural
policy has shifted from the national agenda to the domain of urban policy. This fits with
the notion I discussed earlier that cities have become the dominant expression of neoliberal
power. Grodach and Silver state that:
Cities now routinely look to culture in its diverse manifestations—as the arts, group
identity and heritage, and media and design-based industries (e.g. film, music,
architecture)—as urban policy tools to address a broad array of urban issues. These
range from neighborhood revitalization and community engagement to job creation,
talent attraction, and achieving “world city” status. (Grodach & Silver 2013, p. 2)

Grodach and Silver state that ‘as local governments focus on stimulating new markets and
development opportunities, the attributes of place become increasingly crucial to their
economic agendas’ (2013, p. 5). While this revised notion of place competition has intrinsic
benefits to building the character and identity of a place, it also has the potential to gentrify
neighborhoods, to alienate residents and to fold their stories into one narrative, ‘[t]hus as
urban policy lays greater emphasis on place character as a development tool, arts and
cultural actors become implicated in economic and spatial polarization and conflict in
contradictory ways’ (Grodach & Silver 2013, p. 5). Leslie further explains that, ‘in an era
of neoliberalism and heightened inter-urban competition, metropolitan areas are engaged
in a frenzied attempt to differentiate themselves, and to sell themselves as centers of
culture’ (2005, p. 403). This is in response to two distinct shifts within the economy: the
need for cities to survive in an increasingly global world, and rising emphasis on the
creative economy (Momaas 2004).
Two influential theorists have emerged in relation to these issues, Charles Landry and
Richard Florida (Atkinson & Easthope 2009). The Creative City, first theorised by Landry
in the late 1980s, focuses on activating the everyday creative citizen and urban planner as
well as nurturing the cultural industries as key producers of the creative economy. This
paved the way for more controversial ideas to follow, most notably Florida’s model of the
creative class, in which luring creative talent to urban centres is promoted as the key to
revitalising neighbourhoods and producing economic prosperity. The latter construct of the
‘creative city’ model in which the emphasis on an entrepreneurial ‘creative class’ has been
hastily adopted by policymakers interested in drawing on the creative sector towards
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regenerating post-industrial economies. In practice, the creative city reflects processes
already underway across the western world, and articulates the decades-old process of
gentrification, increasing inequality by moving those who were not part of the ‘creative
class’ even further to the margins of urban space.
Landry’s creative city model is driven by the desire to encourage ‘open-mindedness and
imagination’ in city planning (Landry 2008, p. xxi). Landry argues that this thinking could
lead to a more resilient ‘creative bureaucracy’ that might more adequately respond to the
changing needs of cities and cope with any ‘possible shocks to the system’ (2008, p. xxi).
Moving culture to the centre of urban planning is an important and indeed useful feature
of the creative city. Landry argues that cities should ‘strive to be the most “creative city for
the world”, rather than the most “creative city in the world”’, noting that this emphasis on
‘for’ necessitates a shift in cities taking on ‘responsibilities for the global community’
(2008, p. xxvii). In contrast to Landry’s model in which the focus is on celebrating the
creative, everyday citizen through urban renewal policies, Florida points to one group of
people as endowed with certain, heroic attributes and who can produce fruitful economic
conditions in the city: the creative class. In his earlier writing, Florida describes the
emergence of the creative class in American society (2000). In his later work, Florida
emphasises the ‘flight’ of the creative class (Atkinson & Easthope 2009). Whereas in
industrial societies countries competed with their natural resources, military powers, and
scientific or technological advancements, Florida argues that today, nations and states must
compete with creative talent (2007, p. 3). In The Flight of the Creative Class, Florida details
what he describes as the ‘new global competition for talent’ (2007, p. 3, italics removed)
and argues that places must now strive to remake themselves as attractive as possible to
the ‘creative classes’. The way to do this, he believes, is by measuring the creative
competitiveness of cities against a Global Creativity Index, based on what he terms ‘the 3
Ts of economic growth: Technology, Talent and Tolerance’ (2007, p. 9).
One issue with this model is that, while Florida claimed that it is non-ideological, it is in
fact produced through a neoliberal lens that prioritises the economy over other aspects of
social life. Further, although on the surface it appears to be suggesting creativity as a
panacea to the ills of society, the underlying motivation is about raising revenue for cities.
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For Miles, the creative city is little more than a ‘proxy for the consumer city’ (2015). Miles
argues that Florida’s creative solution to the problem of urban decay is actually more about
consumption than it is about creativity:
An approach which purports to be about creativity is actually, it could be argued,
underpinned by notions of consumption in the sense that any ambition to make a city
more appealing to the creative classes is inevitably bound up with a reinvention of the
city through the opportunities for consumption which that city provides. (2010, p. 44)

The creative city model has been criticised for its fetishisation of creativity as a bandaid
fix for urban economic decline. In fact, Miles argues that ‘the divisive nature of
consumption remains largely unexplored in Florida’s work’ (Miles 2010, p. 45). The
creative city presents itself as an easy solution leading to urban prosperity but this idea of
a quick fix is certainly misleading (Miles 2010, p. 45). Miles emphasises the rhetorical
nature of creative city thinking, highlighting how the image of the city has in effect become
more important than the experiential space itself. This can be demonstrated through
analyses of cultural tourism.
Cultural tourism
In Australia since the 1980s tourism has been touted as panacea to post-industrial urban
ills. Regarded as a ‘sunrise industry’ tourism continues to be positioned as the saviour of
contemporary economies, as the solution to waning industries (Craik 2001, p. 89).
Alongside its image as economic driver of place, tourism is increasingly understood as
producing national identity and culture, and has therefore become a central concern of
cultural policy (Craik 2001, p. 89). As Craik notes, ‘[t]ourism has been promoted as the
answer to economic decline, providing cultural industries with the opportunity to develop
as industries with export potential, as well as a vehicle to cultivate the cultural life of
visitors, locals and the public sphere’ (1997, p. 135). During the Keating Labor
Government in Australia (1991-96) prime ministerial attention was directed to tourism in
the landmark Creative Nation cultural policy and from here cultural tourism emerged as a
key industry for Australia’s growth in the 21st century ‘to provide enrichment to visitors
through exposure to cultural activities, sites, objects and experiences as opposed to mere
sightings’ (Craik 2001, p. 94). Craik discusses the awkward marriage of tourism and
cultural policy, a communion fraught with incompatibilities. According to Craik (2001, p.
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89), this antagonism is so entrenched that any genuine partnership between cultural policy
and tourism is necessarily unattainable. Although cultural tourism does often have positive
benefits to the community and economy, it is nonetheless motivated first and foremost by
notions of consumption. Culture is heavily curated and packaged as a product or experience
for tourists to consume. Further, it can be argued that what is actually being consumed most
in the process is not culture in any meaningful form at all, but an ideology of consumption
(Miles 2010). This is because the relationship is essentially constrained by capitalist
processes. As Miles suggests:
Tourism does not provide any kind of escape from the logic of capitalism—it is simply
an extension of it. Spaces for touristic consumption are often subject to a highly staged
experience which appears to be free of external control insofar as you can escape into
the experiences, but in fact by the very prefabricated nature of this so-called escape,
the tourist loses control over how his or her non-work time is activated. (2010, p. 66)

Although tourists are sold the dream of freedom, their experiences are arguably fabricated.
‘Tourist consumers are prepared, pre-programmed if you like, to be impressed by the
“authentic” fare presented to them for and by the experience economy’ (Miles 2010, p. 72).
Tourists are buyers before all else. Despite its ideology of consumption, by the same logic,
cultural tourism does have potential to transfer positive ideologies.
As Galliford (2012) observes, ‘importantly, desire also acts discursively on people, beyond
that of conscious awareness, such that much of identity itself is formed and influenced by
desires contextualised through culture and politics (2012, p. 404). Galliford continues to
unpack the complexities of cultural tourism:
The ability of cultural tourism to subvert or overturn the conventionally perceived
relationships between the (dominant) tourist subject and (subaltern, subordinate)
tourist object has important implications for the wider social and political relations
that can extend out from these tourism experiences. It also has the substantial capacity
to undermine the discourse of authenticity running through stereotyped
understandings of both the tourists and the Aboriginal people, and the perpetuation of
skewed relations of power—between settler and other—that these understandings
(re)produce. (2012, p. 406).

In his analysis, Galliford offers Aboriginal cultural tourism as part of the solution to the
authenticity paradox. He suggests ‘that by visiting Aboriginal tourism camps, Australian
tourists could be encouraged to explore and perhaps even review their own existential—
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social, political and even ‘metaphysical’—presence as Australians’ (2012, p. 406). Indeed,
as this thesis posits, conversation can be a catalyst for cultural change and conversations
can take place in a tourism context. Galliford supports the idea that Aboriginal cultural
tourism has the potential to subvert traditional colonial/Indigenous embodied narratives of
self. In creating an intimate space for exchange between two cultures, Galliford argues that
moments of ‘existential authenticity’ (see Wang 1999) may be engendered. Whereas some
tourists may be visiting Aboriginal cultural camps to learn something about the traditional
nomadic ways of Aboriginal people and their ancestors, they may be faced with a
nomadism of their own thinking, a journey of their own attitudes and perceptions beyond
their actual holidaying travel (2012, p. 414). This kind of thinking lends weight to the
argument that cultural tourism may open up spaces for cultural exchange.
Leeman and Modan note the profound impact that commodified places has had on global
economies. They state that ‘as post-Fordist cities have come to rely on commodified culture
and experience to revitalize downtown neighbourhoods, the symbolic economy has
become a driving force behind urban policies around the world, many of which are
supported by public/private partnerships between municipalities and entrepreneurs’ (2010,
p. 185). Leeman and Modan point to cultural tourism as an expression of this process in
the light of place competition:
Cities put culture to use for economic development in a variety of ways; typical
strategies include culture-based projects such as art museums and performing arts
centres, as well as downtown arts districts with high concentrations of galleries and
artists’ studios. Many cities have also sought to draw visitors via the construction of
convention centres and/or major league sports arenas, as well as through the creation
of specialized retail and entertainment districts. (Leeman & Modan 2010, p. 186)

Leeman and Modan state that ‘material manifestations of language in the built environment
constitute key elements in shaping city spaces as urban places imbued with social
meanings’ (2010, p. 182). They argue that this ‘commodification of culture and the
commercialization of public space’ has had ‘tremendous impacts on urban environments’
(2010, p. 185). Leeman and Modan state that ‘material manifestations of language interact
with other design elements in the built environment to construct commodified urban
places—cities for sale’ (Leeman & Modan 2010, p. 183). What is then sold in this process
is bundled as ‘experiences’:
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In the symbolic economy cultural symbols play a significant role in the selling of
products and services, and entrepreneurs invest in projects that rely on cultural
symbols to attract consumers. Further, culture, products and services are bundled
together and marketed as “experiences”. (Leeman & Modan 2010, p. 185)

Levine, Britt and Delle (2005) discuss the role of heritage in producing place as a
commodity. By describing the unearthing of a heritage tourism site in Pennsylvania,
Levine, Britt and Delle (2005) emphasise the refracted properties of commodified place
alongside an analysis of the complex nature of heritage and heritage tourism. Levine, Britt
and Delle (2005) acknowledge that the definition of heritage is ‘malleable’ depending on
who is doing the defining. ‘What remains constant, however, is the historical sense of place
embedded in the concept of heritage’ (Levine, Britt & Delle 2005, p. 401). Levine, Britt
and Delle (2005) suggest that it is this sense of place and its relation to consumption that
is necessary to interrogate in order to further any research about heritage. This is because
place and heritage are webbed together in processes of consumption that inevitably reflect
and reproduce identities. Levine, Britt and Delle also discuss the symbolic link between
place and consumption:
Places have meanings that are in large measure created for consumption by individuals
in communities; it is in consuming the meaning of a place that the individual is linked
historically and immediately to the material and social worlds in which they are
embedded. (2005, p. 401)

Notions of belonging, then, can be produced through consuming the meanings of places,
and places are inextricably bound to the past, present and future. This process of course
translates heritage into capital. Levine, Britt and Delle surmise that
In recent decades the tourism industry has co-opted heritage as a vehicle for displaying
or showcasing cultural aspects of a particular nation, region or community. This trend
towards the use of heritage has led to the recent attention many historic sites have
received from the tourism industry, especially sites in areas of redevelopment and
economic revival. After all, a heritage destination must have both a sense of place and
a compelling narrative to sell. (2005, p. 401)

The crucial point here for the purposes of this thesis is that paradise destinations are subject
to the condition of producing compelling narratives in order to thrive in a globalised
market. These commodified narratives play out in peoples’ everyday lives, as they relate
to, interact with, and attach themselves to urban space in myriad forms.
83

Marketing paradise
Place marketing is the business of marketing compelling narratives of place. Philo and
Kearns outline what they term ‘the practice of selling places’ (1993, p. 2, original
emphasis). Their analysis makes transparent the chain of representation between what is
sold and why it is sold. In simple terms, places are sold to attract outward investment. Philo
and Kearns note that:
At the bottom, the practice of selling places entails the various ways in which public
and private agencies—local authorities and local entrepreneurs, often working
collaboratively—strive to “sell” the image of a particular geographically defined
“place”, usually a town or city, so as to make it attractive to economic enterprises, to
tourists and even to inhabitants of that place. (1993, p. 3)

For Kavaratzis, what is sold in this process is a kind of ‘imaginary’ city. As Kavaratzis
states ‘…encounters with the city take place through perceptions and images, thus the
object of city marketing is not the city “itself”, but its image’ (2004, p. 62). Philo and
Kearns acknowledge that place marketeers often have the best interests of people in mind,
and that it’s important not to view the selling of places from a reductionist perspective.
Nevertheless, they argue that a ‘critical edge’ is necessary ‘when interpreting the (ab)use
of culture by capital in the phenomenon of selling places, an (ab)use that is in a sense
demanded by the imperatives of capital accumulation operating beyond the control of
individual place marketeers’ (1993, p. 20). Philo and Kearns explain that although place
marketing serves to promote the individuality of a place in a global context, it actually
functions to produce a homogenous, singular and predictably Western product on the
surface. Philo and Kearns flesh out the logic of creating sameness in places in relation to
discourses of individualism:
the discourse of individualism—the notion of individual people, enterprise, localities
or whatever striving to earn their just rewards using their own resources–does not
contribute in the way that might be expected to the appreciation of the individuality
which renders one “thing” different from any other. …[F]or places the idea is not so
much that they be genuinely different from one another but that they harness their
surface differences in order to make themselves in a very real sense nothing but “the
same”: to give themselves basically the same sort of attractive image—the same
pleasant ensemble of motifs (cultural, historical, environmental, aesthetic) drained of
anything controversial—with basically the same ambitions of sucking in capital so as
to make the place in question “richer” than the rest. (1993, p. 20)
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This is done, ironically, by constructing narratives that posit places as ‘special’ according
to generic, global standards. As Bærenholdt et al. observe, tourism ‘incorporates mindsets
and performances that transform places of the humdrum and ordinary into the apparently
spectacular and exotic’ (2004, p. 2) and ‘[i]t is the corporeal and social performances of
tourists that make places “touristic”’ (2004, p. 2).
[W]riters of promotional literatures find themselves extolling the supposedly “unique”
qualities of supposedly “unique” places using an actually quite universal vocabulary
of “better, bigger, more beautiful, more bountiful”, and so on. The implication here is
that the individuality of different places matters far less than cultivating an image of a
certain sort of place with certain sorts of attributes, and it might even be argued that a
great many “poorer” and “uglier” places thereby end up suffering the same fate as
those individual people who have the misfortune to depart from bourgeois norms.
(Philo & Kearns 1993, pp. 20–21)

This is because the urban bourgeoisie are motivated to manipulate culture in order to attract
capital and legitimate redevelopment (Philo & Kearns 1993, p. 29). Miles suggests that
‘[t]here is indeed very little attention paid to the ways in which images of place are
consumed, so there is a genuine gap between the meaning produced by the producers and
the meanings constructed by the consumers in receipt of those images’ (2010, p. 41).
Neoliberal urban regeneration is an all too familiar way of life for the contemporary city:
In the current climate, it appears that cities no longer have any kind of genuine choice.
They have to compete as part of the symbolic landscape … because that is the only
show in town. To opt out of this civic boosterism is to deny the dreams and the
aspirational possibilities that are inherent in the vision of a post-industrial city. (Miles
2010, p. 46)

Philo and Kearns argue that ‘any manipulation of culture involved in the selling of places
will also tend to be a manipulation of history’ (1993, p. 4). Miles paraphrases Philo and
Kearns:
A manipulation of place may result in a range of conflicts because such manipulations
run counter to the meanings invested in place by local peoples. This is especially so
given that one particular version of place and indeed the memory of that place, namely
that of the bourgeoisie, will usually become the officially sanctioned version of that
place so that the act of selling places conflates history and meaning in the name of
economic gain. (Miles 2010, p. 42)

In the case of the Gold Coast, the compelling narrative has long been ‘sun, sand, surf and
sex’ as described earlier and this has left little room for anything else. Indeed, paradise
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discourse has been so strongly inscribed in national imaginaries that it has propelled sites
of resistance. While creative city narratives and cultural tourism were only recently adopted
on the Gold Coast (see Chapter 7), place competition has inevitably shaped the city’s
transformation from an ‘adolescent’ regional place (Burton 2009) to an entrepreneurial,
‘mature’ coastal city over the last decade. Throughout this time, paradise has been a site of
contention for locals and artists alike.
Mega events in paradise
The Gold Coast has also recently witnessed the phenomenon of ‘event-based place-selling’
(Rennen, 2007, p. 14). As seductive markers (Horne 2007) of world cities, mega-events
are large spectacles that have, according to Roche, ‘a dramatic character, mass popular
appeal and international significance (Roche 2000, p. 1). Cities bidding to host megaevents often view them as ‘boons to urban development’ (Gotham 2011, p. 198) and this
is supported by some scholarly work emphasising the short-term economic benefits of
mega-events (Gratton, Shibli, & Coleman 2005) as well as other studies highlighting their
symbolic value in recasting a city’s image. Mega-events are temporary, but they have longterm impacts on host cities (Horne 2010, p. 863). The legacies of mega-events are often
highly anticipated, and yet negative impacts are profound and, according to Muller, ‘occur
in almost every case’ (Müller, 2015). Following Gotham (2011), I embrace an
understanding of mega-events that situates them as sites of contestation; they often
contribute to inequalities and unsustainabilities and yet they also have the potential to open
up spaces for social and ecological change. As Gotham (2011) notes, this is not a case of
either/or but a both/and.
Müller (2015) outlines several recurring ‘symptoms’ of mega-events worthy of attention.
One of the key problems occurs when mega-events function to accelerate major urban
development at the expense of local tax- and ratepayers, as in the case of the Gold Coast
and the 2018 Commonwealth Games. While sporting events were once rationalised on the
basis of health and welfare, and were often seen as financial liabilities, they are now most
commonly justified on the grounds of economic regeneration (Gratton, Shibli, & Coleman
2005, p. 985). Redeker (2008) outlines the role of the contemporary sports spectacle in
producing and maintaining illusions of development. Without doubt, the distribution of
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costs and benefits for mega-events is unequal; the local community often, albeit willingly,
pays the price (Müller 2015). Further, purpose-built, mega-event architecture often
privileges the elite classes post-event, rarely serving the broader local community despite
promises to the contrary. In this way mega-events can be seen to disenfranchise minor
cultures. However, there are obvious benefits to mega-events in mobilising citizens and
generating community spirit—they should definitely be seen as potential sites of social,
cultural and ecological transformation.
It is important to interrogate the Commonwealth Games agenda and impact in relation to
the Gold Coast, although this is quite beyond the scope of this thesis. While some studies
emphasise the pragmatism of the Commonwealth as a tool for development with little
supposed ideological base, others critique the institution’s neocolonial paternalism (see for
example Power 2009) and unsustainable processes. The Commonwealth Games Federation
explicitly seeks to unite ‘the Commonwealth family through sport’ (2014, p. 1208); the
‘family’ used in this sense can be considered a form of ‘imagined community’ in
Anderson’s (1983) terms. But as Power points out it is also gendered and infantilising, with
Britain as the family head (Power 2009, p. 17). In a local context, the family metaphor
somewhat translates to the Gold Coast, which has long been described as ‘adolescent’, a
‘teenager’, and a ‘young’ city that needs to develop. It’s worth pointing out that the Gold
Coast’s apparent ‘coming of age’ coincides with the Commonwealth Games’ 21st birthday,
a rite of passage indeed. With the legacy of the Games the Gold Coast can now be perceived
as a ‘world city’– under the Commonwealth’s paternal support and care. While aspects of
the Games arguably contributed further to spaces for touristic consumption, other aspects
were more positive such as the significant foregrounding of Indigenous culture in the
opening ceremony, and an extended light rail network producing a considerably more
effective connection to the train service to Brisbane for many locals, and for tourists from
Brisbane airport to the Gold Coast. There was also an expansive—although somewhat
poorly organised—cultural program. Significantly, the cultural program directed spotlight
on the Indigenous culture of the Gold Coast in a positive way, reinforcing and representing
the important history of place.
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Place, history and belonging
In Collective Imaginings: Spinoza Past and Present (1999) Gatens and Lloyd discuss the
past identities of places and the importance of recognising those past identities. They argue
that because places are constructed by various collective imaginaries, it’s important to
recognise their past imaginaries in order for everyone to have a right to their own sense of
belonging. Gatens and Lloyd state:
The feeling of belonging to this or that family, clan or nation, confers upon us both
benefits and burdens or obligations. One of these obligations is to take responsibility
in the present for the manner in which one’s constitutive imaginary harms, excludes
or silences others. (1999, p. 143)

What Gatens and Lloyd are describing here is the responsibility we have in the coconstruction of places in the present. Gatens and Lloyd refer to the example of Australian
colonisation to explain the reality of this responsibility:
The fantasy of Australia as a tabula rasa could only be maintained by the attempt to
literally erase its indigenous inhabitants, along with their laws, customs and systems
of kinship. … What we are responsible for is the way in which the past endures in our
present—both in the form of inherited practices and as memory. (1999, pp. 145–146)

Garbutt acknowledges the role of autochthony in the production of place:
The Western tradition of autochthony underpins the implicit moral virtue of one
people’s exclusive claim to a specific territory over that of others. The virtue of being
a local—of a local place or of the nation—rests on a false claim of white ‘autochthony’
that in order to perform its social function must conceal Aboriginal autochthony and
project colonial migration as a process of settlement on terra nullius or empty land.
(Garbutt 2011, p. 6)

Garbutt uses the metaphor of a ‘clearing’ to symbolise the clearing of land as well as the
literal clearing of Aboriginal people from the national imaginary. This metaphor of the
clearing is a useful one for understanding the ideological power that comes with sweeping
away the past and its present in order to construct an entirely ‘new’ future. Garbutt argues
that, by claiming local territory, settler-locals effectively denounce the criticality of history,
in this instance, a widespread history of bloodshed at the hands of settler-Australians.
Being a local in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries in Australia is
‘organised’ around, and stabilised by, a sense of autochthony, as if local culture and
identity is born of the earth itself. We settler locals say we belong as though we and
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our culture have naturally emerged from within the bounds of this
place…Remembering settler migration and reinstating a multi-sited settler-identity is,
therefore, an ethical imperative in order that settlers become “true” to themselves and
to others, as well as to the past, present and future. (Garbutt 2011, p. 4)

Garbutt argues that forgetfulness or ‘disremembering’ (Stanner 1969) is part and parcel of
white Australian history, and that such ‘forgetfulness is constituted as part of local
Australian identity’ (Garbutt 2011, p. 29). In these cases, the authors aim to generate ethical
considerations via Australian places past. Through recognising the past and reproducing
the past responsibly, Indigenous Australia and non-Indigenous Australia might be able to
share a sense of belonging that is not a mutilation of the past but an acknowledgement of
what has been and how this has constructed the present. Zylinska (2005) takes up this
ethical task to responsibly justify her place in the world, theorising her own sense of place.
In this undertaking Zylinska internalises Gatens and Lloyd’s question of belonging: ‘my
being in the world…requires justification; I need to keep asking myself if my existence is
not already a ursupation of someone else’s place’ (Zylinska 2005, p. 12). These
conceptualisations of place offer important learnings for the Gold Coast as a
‘dehistoricised’ (Wise & Breen 2004) place for the production and consumption of
paradise.

Cultural cringe and resisting paradise
Dehistoricisation and processes of neo-colonialism are important threads of the cultural
cringe on the Gold Coast. As part of the paradise apparatus, a by-product is produced in
the form of cultural cringe, or in colloquial terms the notion of the place as a ‘cultural
desert’ (Wise 2006). In popular discourse, a cultural desert is ‘[a]ny place that is
characterized by having a distinct lack of complexity, vibrancy, vitality, or interest in
intellectual and artistic activity’ (The Free Dictionary by Farlex).
While contemporary cultural cringe is not solely found in paradise landscapes and it can
be found in places with different forms of reductive narratives, the simplification of a
heterogenous place to a paradise in this instance certainly propels cultural cringe. While
some theorists describe the inequalities and ramifications of ‘place stigma’ in an Australian
context (Klocker 2015; Makki & Vuuren 2017), I argue for a broader understanding of the
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role that culture plays in producing place. I argue that the stigma around place is
intrinsically connected to the perceptions of a place as cultured or uncultured. Further, I
argue that far from being an antiquated notion in Australia’s history8, cultural cringe is
alive and well today, manifesting at the level of regions, towns and cities.
A product of comparative culture, cultural cringe can be applied to the case of the Gold
Coast, albeit in a more localised way than was originally intended. Philips (1950) points to
Australia’s supposed ‘crudity’ as a contributing factor towards its cultural cringe. Not
unlike Australia in the 1950s, the Gold Coast has resisted time in retaining its sense of
crudity. As mentioned in chapter one, vulgarity, unsophistication and tackiness are all as
much markers of the Gold Coast as high end apartments, international designer boutiques
and sophisticated restaurants, so much so that it still manifests unevenly as ‘cringe
inverted’ (Philips 1950). In 1950, Philips describes how, to the cultivated individual,
Australia’s cultural crust seems thinner than that of other countries, probably due to its size
and resultant lack of ‘protective insulation’ (1950). This also rings true for the Gold Coast
as a ‘dehistoricised place’ (Wise & Breen 2004) with a relatively small population size in
comparison to major cities and without a metropolitan centre, therefore lacking a traditional
European city structure. In essence, ‘shared shame’ is part and parcel of the cultural cringe,
but while the malaise is common, it is internalised individually. As has often been the case
on the Gold Coast, people can blame themselves for being unable to ‘make it’ as an artist
in the region, however these artists may be unaware of the magnitude of cultural cringe
and its impact on their subjectivity. Philips describes the sweeping psychological
implications for arts practitioners of cultural cringe in the context of Australia in 1950:
…no Australian writer, unless he is dangerously insensitive, can wholly escape it; he
may fight it down or disguise it with a veneer of truculence, but it must weaken his
confidence and nag at his integrity. (1950, p. 301)

In the same way, the cultural cringe has impacted people on the Gold Coast, albeit
unevenly. While some people resist it or detach from it, it ultimately propels a great deal
of cultural practice and frequently underpins artistic processes, whether artists consciously

8

It needs to be recalled that until at least the late 1960s, the whole settler nation of Australia continued to
suffer from cultural cringe in relation to Britain, Europe and the United States.
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oppose it or unconsciously succumb (with the latter rarely allowing the production of much
more than works as overpriced souvenirs or apartment decoration). Many artists and
cultural practitioners on the Gold Coast express their resistance to the cultural cringe by
passionately defending their culture and/or by creating narratives beyond paradise.
In her important work on the Caribbean, Nixon (2015) describes how artists and cultural
producers resist paradise discourse. Nixon explains how artists explicitly reject neocolonial processes by contesting the tourism industry’s production of the Caribbean as
paradise. For Nixon and her participants, paradise is a tool of oppression and ‘exploitative
consumption’ that compels artists and cultural producers to respond by remaking the
representation of a place they care about (2015, p. 5). While artists in this study on the Gold
Coast don’t necessarily voice the same perspective on tourism as neocolonial, they
certainly identify paradise discourse as representing neoliberal development, underpinned
by capitalist processes of consumption, in contrast to their own subjective experiences,
values and identities. What’s important to note here, is that while most artists don’t identify
neocolonialism as part of the process of producing paradise—probably due to the
unresolved and complex nature of the Australian cultural context to which I refer above in
relation to Indigenous issues—neocolonialism is an important lens through which paradise
is globally produced. For the purposes of this study, neocolonialism is perhaps more
tangibly understood as part of the cultural cringe and of ‘cultural desert’ discourse. Where
Nixon’s study and mine align, however, is in the united front of the studies’ participants in
resisting paradise. Like artists in the Caribbean, artists on the Gold Coast work at the
coalface of cultural change, creating work that aims to flip, transgress and disturb paradise
discourse and to ‘make place’ for themselves. The remainder of this thesis is therefore
dedicated to the artists and cultural practitioners who work to disrupt and dismantle the
paradise apparatus on the Gold Coast.
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Chapter 4: Creative connections
Creative Connections: A conversation for emerging artists, which I briefly described in
Chapter 2, was the first event held as part of my data collection. Designed as a scoping
mechanism from which to draw initial themes and participants for further research, the
event took place on 12 August 2010. An open call for ‘emerging artists’ drew a diverse
pool of forty participants spanning disciplines and with varying levels of self-described
expertise from amateur to industry leader. Participants included visual artists, musicians,
actors, theatre directors, a heavy metal musician, a landscape architect, a digital artist, a
popular music student, a festival director, creative writers, a PhD student, a cultural
policymaker, an arts technician, an urban studies scholar, a film student and an art gallery
manager. The evening hinged on one main structured conversation guided by a set of
questions I had prepared. Subsequent conversations emerged organically in between this
central dialogue. This provided an opportunity for spin-off conversations and informal
encounters. Each table was recorded individually and these recordings were later stitched
together for transcription. Key themes that emerged for participants included the lack of
cultural infrastructure, that is, suitable venues in which cultural practice can take place;
soft cultural infrastructure, such as outreach and networks; paradise discourse and cultural
cringe, or symbolic cultural infrastructure and place branding; the spatial challenges
associated with the Gold Coast’s linear geography; and ‘sites of resistance’, those instances
where cultural norms were transgressed by the community.
The critical perspective that emerged during Creative Connections was further evidenced
throughout all levels of interviews and focus groups undertaken in the remainder of the
field work for this doctoral research, demonstrating strong political engagement from
participants and wide dissatisfaction with cultural governance. Interestingly, this
dissatisfaction was particularly heightened (with some exceptions) for those participants
working directly with or for local council. It will then be no surprise that the following
chapters plot a pattern of rising political concern alongside and embedded in the
experiences of emerging artists, young artists, industry leaders and cultural policymakers,
respectively. Key challenges for artists include spaces for art, such as venues, as well as
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symbolic infrastructure or place branding to reconstruct the image of the Gold Coast and
promote a more positive cultural identity. In this chapter, the focus is on the first concern
identified, unequivocally, by participants during Creative Connections: the lack of spaces
for art, and especially for live music. As with all of the chapters presenting data from focus
groups, this chapter works iteratively around central threads of conversation.
Conversational themes are not ordered according to an imposed impression of importance
but as far as possible in line with the natural flow of the research event, which as here often
builds to a crescendo later in the event. The chapter begins by exploring DIY music scenes
and artist self-exploitation, before moving on to consider geographical challenges as well
as hyperneoliberalism and creative mobilities. It ends with an examination of changing
perceptions of the cultural cringe.

Spaces for art: DIY music cultures
The absence of spaces for art on the Gold Coast was raised as a key gap in cultural
governance for participants. This was re-qualified and reinforced by a discussion about
how cultural spaces existed but were not made publicly accessible to artists. Here I define
and deploy ‘spaces for art’ or ‘art spaces’ interchangeably as those spaces designed or
designated specifically for local artists and cultural practitioners to access, use and benefit
from. This encompasses studio space, gallery space, music and performance venues, online
arts spaces, and any other spaces created for local art to take place in. It is clear that while
all spaces can potentially be considered artistic or cultural, specific spaces are purposed
and repurposed for different reasons. As a paradise tourist destination, many spaces on the
Gold Coast are first and foremost ‘spaces for consumption’ (see Miles 2010), and many
other spaces are not designated for local artists to use and thus are not spaces for art. Of
course, a space for art can also be a space for consumption, provided its primary
designation is as a space for art. The intent of the space is an important factor. Conversely,
a space for consumption is not always a space for art. For instance, a shopping mall may
open up spaces for art but it is not in itself dedicated to promoting artistic endeavour. Art
may certainly be produced in this space, but not necessarily in an intentional way that
supports the arts ecology.
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The general atmosphere around the topic of spaces for art during Creative Connections was
one of discontent with cultural infrastructure provided by the local council. Certainly,
through the conversations at the event it was clear that there had been many attempts made
on behalf of the cultural community to establish venues to support the local art scene. This
seemed in most cases to be wasted energy and largely fruitless, with local government
perceived to be inhibiting culture rather than nurturing or even supporting it. As participant
Nelle notes,
There's no question that at this table the first thing that came up was accessible,
affordable venues. The second thing that came up was how there's a sense in which
there's venues but you can't get into them, especially for music, especially in Surfers
[Paradise] and so on. (Nelle, Urban Studies scholar)

Here, Nelle notes that in heavily regulated spaces for consumption, such as Surfers
Paradise, the tourist hub of the Gold Coast, spaces for music—that is venues for local
artists—are especially rare. Mitchell, a heavy metal musician and advocate for music
venues, emphasises the need for venues that support local musicians.
I play in a band, heavy metal band…I've only joined them in the last kind of six months
but that's kind of just a side project for me because I like playing music and writing
music. Apart from that I'm really working hard at the moment to try and get a new
venue started on the Coast for the local bands because there is nowhere anymore that
supports the local scene. There's obviously a couple of venues that do bigger bands,
national bands but the [venues who support local industry are] still struggling. My
main [focus] for being here [at this meeting] I guess is to talk to people about that.
(Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

At the time of the event, Mitchell was involved in advocating for a new Gold Coast rock
venue to support the local industry. Effectively, Mitchell has identified a need in the local
industry and has taken on a DIY (do-it-yourself) entrepreneurial role as he works to support
the ‘local music scene’ (see Bennett & Peterson 2004). As Bennett (2018) notes:
DIY career activity becomes a potent way of resisting the attempts of the state to
capitalise on the power of popular music as a new “cultural industry” by promoting
particular styles and artists over others—typically those whose music is deemed
politically “inoffensive” while at the same time saleable to foreign markets. (p. 134)

To garner support for his idea and to generate some interest in possible venues, Mitchell
started a Facebook page:
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Yes, I've got a mailing list of about 5000 people all interested in live music. That's
how Shanene come across me. We've actually got a thing on Facebook called The
Gold Coast needs a new Rock Venue. I started that just as something to see if there
was interest and within two and a half weeks I had 3500 members. (Mitchell, heavy
metal musician)

The Creative Connections participants at Mitchell’s table were all very inspired and excited
about the prospect of Mitchell’s DIY cultural movement. Mitchell explained that while
there had been a lot of grassroots support for the proposal, little concrete action had so far
resulted from the social media movement and stakeholders had not been forthcoming in
practical support:
I was kind of hoping that someone would jump in and try and help me out to get
somewhere started but I haven't actually made that contact with anyone yet. There's
no one that's stuck their hand up and gone, “listen you've got a pretty good concept
here, let's go”. I've got a couple of proposals out at the moment with different venues
to try and get something started again. (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

As Mitchell will attest, the challenges with starting a DIY rock venue on the Gold Coast
are many and varied. Arguably, due to the Gold Coast’s focus as a paradisal ‘space for
consumption’ (see Miles 2010) the priority is on mainstream tourism venues and not local
artists. Because venues are first and foremost spaces for consumption they don’t prioritise
local artists of relative obscurity, opting instead for bigger bands to pull a crowd.
Yes, you've got Miami Shark Bar as well [as] the Cooly [Coolangatta] Hotel. The
Cooly Hotel is a great venue but that's a thing again of...the local bands can't really do
much there... The Shark Bar's okay. It's not what it used to be. There was another
venue that got closed down. They had a new entertainment manager or something that
came up from Melbourne…He had this big idea that he was going to shut it down and
just have one big band in there once a month and make more money in that one night
once a month than they did over the whole month three nights…What he didn't get the
concept of is the three nights it was open the place was full. He didn't realise that even
though he was going to have a big band he's still only got a maximum room capacity
and that fell to the wayside and someone else came in and tried to turn it into a hiphop venue. That failed. They tried to turn it into a dance venue. That failed and now…
It's back to a rock venue. (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

Here, Mitchell clearly articulates the lack of venues for local musicians on the Gold Coast
and also describes the unsustainable cycle of activating venues as spaces for consumption,
rather than supporting local artists to build community capacity. This cultural
unsustainability is a painful pressure point for Gold Coast artists, not least because it
indicates preference for a particular kind of musical act and audience.
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Gold Coast venues have traditionally been very cognisant of securing the ‘right’ type of
crowds in order to keep up their smooth paradisal appearance, and therefore keeping the
‘wrong’ types of people away. In the following excerpt Mitchell highlights how these
venues are propelled first and foremost by paradise tourism, and to a lesser extent, the
values of the arts community. Cultural taste is a marker of identity and the owners of venues
want a clean image to sell to tourists. Thus, the goal of these venues is not to secure just
any crowd but to secure the ‘right’ crowd for their image as a ‘space for consumption’ (see
Miles 2010).
We were just at the Mermaid Beach Tavern, [and] gone through a similar problem that
we did in most venues … It comes down to image. They don't want certain people
there… The venues don't like the look of the people so what they'll do is they'll start
dictating: you can't book this type of bands, you can only book this type of bands. The
ones they let us book don't pull the crowds. (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

Here, venues act as sites of exclusion: not as cultural conduits for community, but actively
as places of privilege. This is a clear example of how the ‘tourist gaze’ (Urry 2004 [1990])
dictates how these venues work to exclude those who don’t fit the desired image.
Artist self-exploitation
Another key challenge for local musicians on the Gold Coast is the issue of what some
theorists have called self-exploitation (Banks 2007; Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011). This
relates to quality of life in the cultural or creative industries, specifically in relation to pay,
autonomy and working hours. Because the local industry is not established, and the
community is not accustomed to paying for cultural events, venues and organisations are
able more easily to exploit artists, in turn promoting self-exploitation. Of course, it is not
merely artists who suffer from this lack of appropriate cultural valuation, but the flow-on
effects fall on all those who facilitate cultural practice, and indeed arts audiences. The lack
of regulation around this is an international issue but one that plays out in local places.
In their empirical study of creative labour, Hesmondhalgh and Baker (2011) flesh out the
pros and cons of creative work in three cultural industries. Their account of workers’
subjective experiences in the UK context presents a critical perspective on creative labour.
They show that although there are many perceived and real benefits to creative work, such
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as flexibility, autonomy and status, in practice the industrial aspect of creative work
produces undesirable effects. Isolation, a lack of security, self-reliance, and low financial
return are just some of the factors that workers in the creative industries deal with. As
Hesmondhalgh and Baker note, the financial odds for creative workers are also not in their
favour:
A successful few workers enjoy considerable benefits in terms of financial reward and
recognition, in ways that distort the minor difference in talent that might lead some to
succeed more than others. Many workers tolerate poor pay, long hours and difficult
conditions in order to merely gain jobs with very poor levels of security and protection.
(2011, p. 221)

Of course, as the authors point out, this notion of self-exploitation is a ‘misnomer’, in that
structural conditions have produced this sticky trap for the creative worker in the first
instance (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011). In this case, as Mitchell explains, base costs are
difficult to meet when booking venues:
The issue we have there as well is, I booked a couple of shows to start with and put a
$10 cover charge on the band so I can pay a door girl, a sound engineer and I can pay
the band. They turned around and said no, you can't do it, it's too much, you can only
put $6 on the door. I said alright well I won't book bands anymore because, one, I can't
afford to pay all that, and two I can't afford to do promotions. And they killed it
themselves and turned around and said it wasn't working, ‘your bands weren't pulling
the crowds’. ‘Well, you weren't doing promotions’. (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

Dean, a drummer and drum teacher, echoes this sentiment from the perspective of an artist:
Also we've had certain opportunities presented to us by a venue but then when we
want to obviously present our name and our company they then say, ‘yes but we'll take
that away, we're presenting you, you're coming under our umbrella’. As emerging
artists, we just go, how is this, how are we moving forward here? Can't we [have] ‘in
association with’, can't we just use those words? (Dean, drummer)

The lack of support for local artists from venues is unhelpful and could certainly be better
managed and regulated with further support from local government.
Despite the challenges in working with music venues on the Gold Coast, the music
community is persistent and robust. Artists and cultural practitioners are motivated to
address these challenges and they use them to advocate for cultural change. Since this
conversation, Mitchell and others like him have persisted with trying to promote the local
heavy metal scene and create new venues that serve local needs.
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Popular music histories
In the following conversation, participants refer to the popular music history of the Gold
Coast’s cultural venues, ending on a note about the fickle nature of producing culture on
the Gold Coast:
Nelle:

So how do you get them [audiences] to one place?

Bryan:

Well I think that's the curious thing because I know where I live down at
Palm Beach there's one of the guys down there [who’s] fighting pretty hard
to get music and get youth together in a venue. I know at Tallebudgera
there's the stomping ground or common ground, I forget what it's called. On
Tallebudgera Creek there's a space and he's trying to get...

Elliot:

Expressive Ground?

Bryan:

Expressive Ground … He's trying to get more activity around music at Palm
Beach. He's often in the local paper and stuff like that.

Elliot:

Is that the site where the old Playroom used to be? Is that the site you're
talking about?

Bryan:

No, it's further...

Elliot:

A water treatment works I think...

Bryan:

It is, yes, next to the sewerage treatment works at Elanora. The Playroom, I
went to the Playroom a lot. Went to the Jet Club a lot, went to Bombay Rock
a lot, yes. So there's been a history, there's a history. There's a history of
great pub venues on the Gold Coast.

Kathryn: They got closed down.
Elliot:

All closed down but I mean that might be a sequence or something that
changes in time.

Kathryn: That's the whole point.
Nelle:

There's something in there I reckon about how part of the problem…on some
of the research that we've done, a lot of people really work hard like this guy
you're describing and like my case, for years and years and years to make
things happen, right? And they get started but then they kind of dissipate
and the reason they dissipate is the interesting question. Part of it is that local
government just doesn't get how a city, their own city works, I reckon.

It’s obvious in this conversation that the lack of spaces for art is highly inconsistent with
the needs of the community. Kathryn mentions the fact that there have historically been
good venues, such as the Playroom, but that these have all closed. Feldman-Barrett (2015)
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acknowledges the importance of the Gold Coast’s youth popular music history. She
describes how during the reign of the notorious Joh Bjelke-Petersen as Queensland Premier
from the late sixties, many cultural venues in Brisbane were shut down on weekends and
this left the Gold Coast wide open to a popular music offer. The city thus became a
bourgeoning cultural space for the consumption of popular music from the sixties through
to the end of the twentieth century.
By the 1980s, a time when Australian music came into its own due to more
international attention through bands like Men at Work and INXS, clubs like Surfers
Paradise’s Bombay Rock, Currumbin’s Playroom and Coolangatta’s Jet Club became
key venues to experience this new wave of youth culture. National acts like the
Divinyls and Cold Chisel, as well as foreign groups like the Cure and the Dead
Kennedys, drew youthful audiences from not only the Gold Coast or northern New
South Wales, but also from Brisbane... (Feldman-Barrett 2015, p. 137)

While all of these venues were eventually shut down to make way for development
opportunities, their history is significant for the purposes of this thesis. It reminds us that
far from always being a ‘cultural desert’, there existed a rich popular music history on the
Gold Coast. Unfortunately, this cultural scene was destroyed with the demolition of music
venues, and thus this period was largely deleted from the wider Gold Coast’s cultural
memory until recent times.
In 2016, a live music audit showed that there were only two venues dedicated to original
live music on the Gold Coast (Bennett & Green 2016). As a result, a taskforce was created
to address this concern (Council of the City of Gold Coast 2018). Recommendations were
made such as loosening regulatory frameworks for live music that will no doubt have
positive ramifications for the live music scene for years to come. Beyond this, a range of
DIY live music spaces have popped up on the Gold Coast since. This is testimony to the
perseverance of local creatives and the wider community alike. However, as we shall see
in later chapters, this journey to create venues for music has been fraught with difficulty.

Histori(city), community and linear multi-nodality
Some of the contributing factors raised in relation to the lack of spaces for art include the
Gold Coast’s urban dispersion, its lack of embedded history and European cityness, more
specifically its linear, dispersed and decentred urban geography. The Gold Coast’s atypical
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urban structure as a tourist space has long been of interest to urban scholars (for example
Mullins 1990; Wise & Breen 2004; Wise 2006; Bosman 2008; Ditton 2010; Dredge &
Jamal 2013; Bosman, Dedekorkut-Howes & Leach 2016; Cantillon 2018). In this regard,
the Gold Coast has been described as a ‘new tourism city’ (Mullins 1990), ‘a resort
destination’ (Prideaux 2004), ‘a multi-nodal linear city’ (Russell & Faulkner 2004), ‘a new
frontier city’ (Breen 2005), ‘a city producing itself’ (Wise 2006), ‘an exopolis’ (Ditton
2010), ‘a hyper-neoliberal city’ (Bosman & Dredge 2011) and a ‘resort city’ (Cantillon
2018). These descriptions collectively point to the way in which the Gold Coast refuses to
be pinned down to one ‘essence’, instead opting for speculation and perpetual reinvention.
This is a pressure point for artists and cultural practitioners. Nelle sparks a discussion about
the notion of cityness on one table and this becomes a broader strain of conversation
throughout the evening:
I would like to take issue with the notion of real city just briefly because I am an urban
studies person, that’s what I do. I don’t think it’s actually realistic for us to expect the
Gold Coast ever to settle down to become a conventional city because it just isn’t a
conventional city and it doesn’t operate like a conventional city. So I think one of the
challenges for us is to come up with ways of encouraging the sort of spaces and
provisions we need without relying on the ideas that we all believe happen in
conventional cities…For a start, in conventional cities there's always these old
buildings that you can rent out to artists at cheap rents and stuff. On the Gold Coast,
if it’s old you knock it down and put a new thing there which the artists can't afford.
(Nelle, Urban Studies scholar)

Silvia, an artist and student, cuts in, ‘I think that's the beauty of it though’. Agreeing with
Silvia, Nelle continues to provoke:
Yes, how do we get these spaces? Space is the issue. How do we encourage local
government to be imaginative about spatial provision? That kind of stuff I reckon’s
pretty important… I think it’s unrealistic to expect the Gold Coast to have, to behave
as if it’s got an embedded history when it hasn’t got an embedded history that goes
back more than fifty or sixty years. (Nelle, Urban Studies scholar)

Here, Nelle is referring to the ‘dehistoricisation’ of the Gold Coast (Wise & Breen 2004)
which occludes its cultural heritage and its rich Indigenous history. Bryan, a landscape
architect, responds to Nelle’s provocation about history and place, articulating his idea of
the Gold Coast as an atypical city. Quick to defend the Gold Coast as ‘still a city’, Bryan
expresses a sense of belonging to the Gold Coast, emphasising the role that community
groups play in fostering a sense of place:
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It's a short history… I'm Bryan and I agree with your comment about the real city too
because I think it’s an atypical city but it’s still a city. While it hasn’t got a core or a
heart, it’s probably the lineal nature of the city, but it has got strong community groups
in the little villages that exist up and down the coast. (Bryan, landscape architect)

Here, Bryan’s emphasis on the lineal nature of the Gold Coast and his description of its
urban form seems to resonate with the notion of the Gold Coast as what Russell and
Faulkner referred to as ‘a multi-nodal linear city’ (2004), and Dredge and Jamal described
as a city ‘where each node might be a single destination in its own right or can be part of a
multi-nodal tourism conurbation’ (2013). Bryan argues that despite atypical city structure
there is a strong sense of community on the Gold Coast.
Discussing the importance of the natural environment of the Gold Coast, Bryan highlights
the beach as the public space that brings the community together.
I think the positives about the Gold Coast is that it’s a pretty inspirational place and
it’s a beautiful place and it’s got a really strong community. I think we spoke before
about it not having a heart but it’s more like a string of villages up and down the coast
and I think one of the things that ties the Gold Coast together is the beach and if you
think of the beach as the biggest piece of continuous open space that’s a really unique
thing to have that ties the city together and creates a lot of common ground. So, I think
just the fact that most of the people on the Gold Coast, I think, love the coast and love
being here and tend to stay here—I think that’s a really interesting thing. While it’s
transient, people tend to come back. That’s just my idea. (Bryan, landscape architect)

Bryan articulates a common response to questions of culture and community on the Gold
Coast. In resistance to the cultural cringe, locals are quick to defend the Gold Coast,
describing their sense of embedded community. Bryan also ruminates on the transience
and spatial challenges of the Gold Coast, emphasising the beach as the city’s organising
spatial reference.
The subsequent discussion at Creative Connections becomes focused on urban dispersion
and the challenges associated with harnessing audiences on the Gold Coast. Bryan
describes the Gold Coast’s spread of residual villages, now suburbs, as a ‘string of pearls’.
The key issue for artists, as he sees it, is securing accessible space in relation to limited
public transport. The conversation quickly turns to neighbouring city of Brisbane and the
tourist town of Byron Bay for comparisons in terms of arts audiences and urban centres.
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Mitchell describes the difficulties in getting people to one spot, citing Brisbane as a case
in point.
The population’s so spread out [on the Gold Coast] it’s hard to get everyone back in.
It succeeds in Brisbane because there’s so many people in such a confined space really.
That’s why it works…And you’ve got public transport…What lets [us] down a lot
with the music venues on the Coast with live music is people can’t get there. If they
can get there they can’t really enjoy themselves because they can’t get home. And it
takes three hours to get home... (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

Other participants echo this sentiment, and the case of Expressive Grounds is cited
as an example again of a space that is run for youth but is also difficult to access.
Elliot:

That’s precisely the problem with Expressive Ground, that their aim was to
attract youth and so it’s almost totally...

Mitchell: And it’s hidden as well. It’s not just hard to get to but they can’t see [it], yes.

Here Mitchell touches on the notion of venues being difficult to access but also being
occluded from public knowledge. Not only are these venues inaccessible but they are
largely invisible to the public sphere.

Alternative culture or hyperneoliberal future?
By contrast and as is often the case in popular discourse, Byron Bay is referenced as having
spaces for art, an alternative culture and more cultural support from local government
(Ditton 2010). In the following discussion, Nelle, Kathryn and Kye tease out the
differences between Byron Bay and the Gold Coast, focusing on cityness and cultural
heritage.
Kye:

Would you say there’s an example of another city that, excluding Brisbane,
but say Byron Bay, has that got a better ability to support?

Nelle:

Well it’s got the Epicentre, right, and the Epicentre provides exactly what’s
absent on the Gold Coast which is heaps of warehouse space and rentable
cheap, you know...

Kathryn: That they don’t knock down.
Nelle:

Factory style space that doesn’t get knocked down. It’s also got old farm
buildings and that kind of stuff and they’ve got the old railway yard but the
Byron Council of course is completely the opposite to the Gold Coast City
Council in that a) it has a Politics—Gold Coast City Council pretends not to
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have a politics—it’s not a party driven council. Byron has largely been green
for quite some years but also the Byron Council gets it about alternative arts
because the entire region produces it.

Nelle picks up on an important point about transparency in local governance. A defining
factor of Byron Bay is that it is famously ‘green’ or left leaning and it presents first and
foremost as a region for cultural tourism, community and environmental sustainability. As
Nelle notes,
[Byron Bay’s] tourism actually depends on…one part of their tourism segment of
people that come to see the alternative arts and the hippies, right? So they come
precisely for that to consume alternative culture. Nobody comes to the Gold Coast to
consume alternative culture. That’s not what the Gold Coast sells but it could provide
it. (Nelle, Urban Studies scholar)

With a much smaller population of approximately 34,000 in the broader Byron Bay Shire
region (Australian Bureau of Statistics 2017), it is curious that Byron has been able to
sustain a broader, more complex narrative and yet retain its identity as paradise alongside
its focus on tourism. Clearly, population size is not an important factor when it comes to
cultural identity and clout. The point of difference between the two places lies in the way
the two regions have been produced.
While both regions became famous for their surf beaches in the first instance, the Gold
Coast morphed into ‘a tourist mecca’ (Stimson & Minnery, 1998, p. 194) while Byron Bay
developed into an ‘alternative lifestyle retreat’ (Westerhausen & Macbeth 2003). In their
empirical study of Byron Bay’s cultural economy, Gibson and Connell (2003) describe
how Byron Bay emerged as a site for consumption of world music’ (p. 182). Throughout
its development into a paradisal tourist destination, Byron Bay retained its cultural
standing, green politics and alternative image. Its capacity to do so reinforces the power of
compelling narratives of place (Levine, Britt & Delle 2005). In Byron Bay’s case, the
region has long conjured an image of a complex place in the national imaginary, a paradisal
place that values its surfing heritage and yet also places value on arts and environmental
sustainability. Byron Bay’s compelling narrative of place is perhaps something more like
‘sun, sand, surf, sex’ combined with ‘hippy, art, backpacker, marijuana, wellness,
commune, green, sustainability and...?’ In this way, Byron Bay’s compelling narrative
allows for multiplicity and has always remained open and poised for further additional
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characteristics, thus adding more recently luxury spa resorts and up-market food culture
and a chance to glimpse the rich and famous among the alternative life stylers. While of
course Byron Bay has grappled with its own challenges as a result of an enormous influx
of tourists and it has also acquired some aspects of the ‘tacky’ and ‘superficial’ of late,
perhaps partly due to the bleeding of some residents and businesses from the Gold Coast
south, it nonetheless manages to retain a more complex cultural identity.
In contrast to Byron Bay, the Gold Coast has long presented an ambiguous message about
political/ideological preference, albeit with strong Liberal/National Party ties. Local
politics has been driven by a development ideology. A hyperneoliberal orientation has been
more clearly articulated in recent times, with a turn to community and spaces for
development being prioritised in light of the city hosting the 2018 XXI Commonwealth
Games. While other parts of Australia have long understood the value of cultural tourism
(Craik 1997; Gibson & Connell 2003), the Gold Coast has been slow to adopt it. Mitchell
notes that while Surfers Paradise, the tourism heart of the Gold Coast, is capable of
attracting cultural tourism it has traditionally functioned to attract mainstream tourism
consumers:
We have really, we’ve got a cultural centre as such which is Surfers Paradise but it’s
based on the tourists. That’s the place where, back with the music stuff, where it will
work but to get access to any of the venues and all of the pubs there, you can’t get in.
There’s, I can’t remember the name of the organisation but it’s like… all the nightclub
owners and they’ve got a complete lock out of the Surfers Paradise region as far as
getting band venues in there because they don’t like the look of the people it attracts,
they don’t like the alternative culture. They want basically Surfers Paradise to be a
Miami [Florida] or something and that’s the issue there. (Mitchell, heavy metal
musician)

Here Mitchell articulates the distinction between Byron Bay’s production of an alternative
culture for consumption and the Gold Coast’s mainstream tourism focus. With glitzy (or
sleazy) nightclub dance venues based on an international model familiar from Ibiza, Las
Vegas and so on, dominating the Surfers Paradise nightlife precinct, for the participants of
Creative Connections, there is a shared understanding and lived experience of the Gold
Coast’s paradise discourse taking precedence over the community’s interests. This also
correlates with comments from policymakers in Chapter 7 who describe shopkeepers’
complicity in producing cultures of self-exploitation.
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The production of mainstream paradise culture on the Gold Coast is dependent on the
ongoing creative destruction of place and thus the privileging of ‘new beginnings’ over
‘origins’ (Zukin 2010). Mitchell discusses how the reinvention of spaces for art makes it
difficult to sustain cultural activities:
There’s little places popping up all over the place. I’ve been involved with a few and
as we said before, we could get it off the ground and you make it successful and there’s
always something that comes along that throws a spanner in the works. Like I was
doing a thing in Broadbeach … and it was all going well and then suddenly they’ve
decided they’re going to spend however many million dollars it was to upgrade the
place and it’s now basically an upmarket dance [music] venue, like all of them. That’s
not coming from a biased rock musician but that’s what’s killed the culture on the
Gold Coast—is the whole dance scene. (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

Silvia sums up the economic rationality underpinning the Gold Coast’s paradise discourse;
her thoughts echo what Philo and Kearns have described as the ‘urban bourgeoise’ (1993):
It just seems to me that they’re just targeting an elite few and forgetting about the
complete rest that make it … No and it’s money and that seems to be the bottom line,
not entertainment, not value, not anything else but getting the most for their money in
the most simple way and the easiest way. (Silvia, artist)

Here, the paradise apparatus produces a strong and predictable economic bottom line. As
previously discussed, this has been the primary way the Gold Coast works but it is not by
any means the only way it can work. This economic rationalisation of arts and culture needs
to be understood in relation to the broader shift towards creative entrepreneurialism in the
context of the creative economy.

Creative entrepreneurialism, arts funding and philanthropy
In his sensationalised article in The Atlantis, Deresiewicz suggests that in contemporary
society we are witnessing ‘the death of the artist and the birth of the creative entrepreneur’
(2015, p. 1). While this thinking is in line with popular discourses around ‘creative
industries’ and ‘the creative economy’, this kind of rhetoric is dangerous as it increases
place competition and is artistically disenfranchising for artists. Schlesinger argues that
creative economy tropes, spurred by the advent of creative industries, prioritise economic
aspects of culture above all other considerations (2017, p. 74). Despite localised differences
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in how creative industries policies are applied, such as the number and type of industries
defined as creative, Schlesinger states that,
What, however, remains common and largely undisturbed is the overall strategy
pursued by many states: namely, to construct the creative industries and latterly, the
“creative economy”, as a policy object that can be managed to secure primarily
economic and sometimes social outcomes so as to increase competitiveness. (2017, p.
77)

Many social and cultural researchers have demonstrated the fallibility of creative economy
logic over the last two decades. Much important work has been conducted on the precarious
(Hennekam & Bennett 2017), exploitative and problematic aspects of ‘cultural work’
(Banks 2007) or ‘creative labour’ (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011). Creative economy
tropes have entrepreneurialised and professionalised the artist as they move into a world
where they must now also be their own arts worker and manager. Wyszomirski and Chang
(2017) describe the ‘self-structuration’ of work in the arts. They argue that:
While career entrepreneurship offers the positive benefits of increased worker
flexibility and agency, we cannot ignore its concurrent negative outcome in coupling
increasing precariousness with decreasing security, and creating cultural work places
sustained only by sacrificial labor, market overexposure, and self-exploitation…
(Wyszomirski & Chang 2017, p. 9)

While the Gold Coast was slow to adopt ‘creative city’ and ‘creative economy’ blueprints
(see Chapter 7), it has long celebrated entrepreneurialism in its primary economic drivers,
tourism and property development. In championing rapid development and hyperneoliberal
competition (Bosman & Dredge 2011), the Gold Coast was before its time in this regard.
Beyond the local context, Gold Coast artists have been shaped by national and international
ideas of the all-singing-all-dancing artists as arts workers. This has played out in local
spheres and has been used as a rationale for creative entrepreneurialism on the Gold Coast.
Hector, a digital artist and academic, adopts an entrepreneurial stance, arguing that the lack
of cultural infrastructure on the Gold Coast translates to more creative freedom for those
wishing to take advantage of it. He explains how the city’s open offer can actually be
empowering for artists wanting a challenge:
I think it’s quite good. Also I think that this sort of… I think a lot of people have
expressed sort of angst about the Gold Coast in terms of what kind of support’s here
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and there’s a lot of people who are disgruntled but I think that sort of frees artists up
to a certain extent: you’re kind of off by yourself doing stuff and you don’t feel
necessarily the need to maybe have a bunch of venues because we don’t have them.
So you just make them wherever the hell you want. (Hector, digital artist and
academic)

Elliot, a theatre practitioner, is wary of the structural conditions permitting such apparent
freedom. He contradicts this position, criticising the economic viability of Hector’s
argument. Elliot argues that this kind of entrepreneurial thinking is only feasible for those
with an already stable arts practice, and that it’s much more difficult for emerging artists.
He makes a case for stronger cultural infrastructure:
If I could butt in, Hector, I just would add that that’s all well and good if you don’t
have to live, if you’ve got some other means of, visible means of, support. That’s
good. But if we’re talking about emerging artists we’re talking about people who are
trying to or attempting to make that their profession, not their hobby, not their interest
but their work. When you don’t have support structures or a culture that realises what
arts investment is then you really struggle on that level. (Elliot, theatre practitioner)

Elliot’s critical perspective on creative work is compelling and echoes the voices of many
other emerging artists in this study. Despite this, as Hector acknowledges, there is clearly
an opportunity for artists to work more with various industries to collaborate on innovative
projects.
Hector discusses his experience working with developers and the hotel industry to produce
innovative art in non-traditional spaces. He cites a lack of understanding on behalf of
businesses as the key challenge, but maintains that liaising with non-arts business people
just requires a different way of communicating, that is, a more utilitarian approach to
language:
I was amazed at actually how easy it was to get people to really let us do the things
that we did. For example, we had video…projecting onto the sides of buildings. People
could actually get hotel owners to let us get into the building, hook into electricity,
hook up a high-powered projector onto something and project video artwork onto the
sides of buildings…I don’t think a lot of these people really mind a lot of this crazy
stuff, in fact they’ll even support it. But I think they don’t understand necessarily the
artists’ language and maybe the artist sometimes doesn’t understand their language. I
don’t know. It’s just sort of ... [the] nature of how you convince them, how you
convince one of the building owners... It was also letting them know it was going to
be easy, they weren’t going to have to do much. Lots of yes ma’ams and yes sirs, I
suppose and then also just thinking like ... this is going to fill out all your empty
storefronts, that sort of thing. (Hector, digital artist and academic)
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Here, Hector argues that opportunities are available to work with non-arts businesses, but
this requires artists to be able to clearly pitch and articulate their projects for non-arts
audiences, specifically the tourism and development industries on the Gold Coast. While
this is indeed an avenue worthy of further exploration, more thought needs to be dedicated
to bridging artists with the business community and providing cultural scaffolding for such
relations to occur.
Nelle builds on this, suggesting the need for more networking events in order to facilitate
the connection between industries with arts projects:
I think it’s really helpful and another really helpful thing would be a bunch of
networking with each other about which major developers, which hotels, which
entertainment groups, whoever are actually supportive of interesting work. … There’s
a hell of a lot of money out there in Gold Coast business but we ought to be networking
about which bits of Gold Coast business are approachable, have proved useful to
people in the past and also doing some creative thinking about what they get back
from us as a creative community. (Nelle, Urban Studies scholar)

It’s clear that although opportunities do indeed exist to produce art in non-traditional spaces
on the Gold Coast, non-arts industries need to be educated about the possibilities for artistic
collaborations, and artists need to be connected with non-arts industries. Connecting with
businesses is another level of entrepreneurialism beyond the artists’ everyday practice that
many don’t have the capacity to sustain. This challenge ought to be addressed through
cultural governance in the first instance, rather than letting the burden fall on the shoulders
of individuals.
An international artist in this study presents a more positive spin on the benefits of not
having established cultural infrastructure to support artists. Alice, a visual artist from the
UK, highlights the differences between arts funding in Australia and the UK, describing
the Gold Coast as an ideal environment for an artist, with little restrictions:
I think that there is a mass of support here but I’m from the UK and there’s one arts
body in the whole of the UK that funds people. It’s really hard to get support and I’m
a resident here now and there’s options open to me and I think there is stuff here, it’s
just tapping into it. I agree with what you’re saying as well because I’m from London,
I know what it’s like, that there’s a scene and there’s stuff that happens. I think
Melbourne’s—because I lived there as well—the same... I think the Gold Coast is
completely open and there’s so much different stuff and anything goes... and it’s a
great environment to be in as an artist. (Alice, visual artist)
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Having lived in cities with a strong sense of cultural investment, Alice is well positioned
to make such observations in line with Hector’s earlier enthusiasm for entrepreneurialism.
The openness and clean slate of the Gold Coast, while limiting for many, can also be
liberating.
Kathryn, a theatre practitioner, picks up on the question of arts funding. While Kathryn
agrees with Elliot’s earlier comment about the need for further support from council, she
also suggests that artists should source alternative funding from other philanthropic bodies.
I was going to say we were talking before about there’s like an underbelly out-of-thebox kind of amazing group of artists dispersed around the Gold Coast and sometimes
it feels like there’s a council that’s not thinking out of the box. I was just going to say
that I reckon there’s a lot of whacky... whacky private funding possibilities I reckon
that I didn’t even realise was available. If you’ve got a good idea and you tackle it full
force professionally there’s some whacky private funding out there I reckon. (Kathryn,
theatre practitioner)

Nelle picks up on this lack of awareness about philanthropic arts funding, suggesting that
artists need to be further educated about other possible avenues. Nelle argues further that
Australia’s ‘culture of philanthropy’ needs development more broadly.
One of the things that would be an enabling factor I reckon, just as an observation
from this conversation… is although we frequently, or various organisations
frequently, provide websites where they say how can you get funding for your artwork,
often people don’t realise just how much is out there and what unusual places it can
sometimes come from. … Also, we haven’t got a particularly well-developed culture
of philanthropy in this country but we need to have more of it and it’s up to us to
encourage people to put their hands in their pockets who have got money to support
the arts somehow. (Nelle, Urban Studies scholar)

Since the time of this conversation, arts philanthropy has become a bourgeoning area of
interest in Australia, with some prominent arts organisations gaining strong philanthropic
support. Philanthropy for individual artists is not as established in Australia as in the US
and UK contexts however artists can now apply to be matched with businesses through the
advent of Creative Partnerships Australia (Scaif & Williamson 2016). Arts funding more
broadly is also an important site for cultural politics that will be explored in depth in
subsequent chapters. Arts funding is inextricably linked to another common issue Gold
Coast artists face: that of ‘creative migration’ (Bennet 2010).
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Artist mobilities, borders and cringe
Popularised by Florida in 2002 as creative ‘brain drain’, the idea of creative talent leaving
cities for other places is consistent with creative city discourses. As such, urban planners
and policymakers have devoted resources to finding ways of attracting and retaining
creative talent. Many like-minded researchers continue to pursue study to this end (for
example, Comunian & Jewell 2018; Sánchez-Moral 2017). Recent empirical work by
Comunian and Jewell focuses on migration patterns of ‘creative human capital’, a term the
authors use to describe higher education graduates from creative disciplines (2018, p. 226).
However, reducing artists and creative practitioners to ‘human capital’ emphasises their
role in the economy and occludes their symbolic role in the shaping of places, among other
things. Similarly, Sánchez-Moral’s (2017) work on the ‘mobility of creative workers’ is
limited to those who work in the creative industries and also does not capture the specific
issue of out-migration, as described in this study, from one place to another. Gibson (2012)
acknowledges that much of the research on creative mobilities tends to be focused on urban
centres as engines of creative production. Hautala and Jauhiainen’s (2019) study addresses
this gap in conceptualising the ‘creativity-related mobilities of peripheral artists and
scientists’; their conceptualisation of the phenomenon aligns most closely to that which has
been described by participants in this study. Similarly, Hautala and Jauhiainen (2019)
confine their study to research into artists and scientists on the periphery of urban space.
While I acknowledge the usefulness of such a conceptualisation, for the purposes of this
study I prefer the use of the more succinct term ‘creative mobilities’. I adopt a perspective
which is in line with Australian conceptualisations that emphasise the move from regional
places to urban centres:
Just as creative artists migrate overseas, the dominance of cities as the centres of
Australia’s knowledge- or experience-based economy leads to migration from
regional centres and from smaller and more isolated cities… (Bennett 2010, p. 118)

Creative mobilities on the Gold Coast needs to be understood within the context of the
unsustainability of the arts sector in a local context.
On the Gold Coast there is a history of artists starting projects with full enthusiasm and
goodwill, only to be unable to make their practice a long-term reality. While this is of
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course by no means only a Gold Coast issue, the prevalence of this problem suggests
underlying local challenges. Because of the lack of embedded history, for instance,
discontinued projects are quickly forgotten, and similar, new projects pop up only to meet
the same set of challenges and suffer the same fate. In the way that we understand the
‘flight of human capital’ or ‘brain drain’ when talent moves to another city or country, this
emigration of artists can be best understood as concerned with creative mobilities.
Interestingly, other paradise places, such as the Caribbean, also suffer from what some
have called brain drain with the highest percentage of people who emigrate being young
high school leavers (Mishra 2006). What’s important to note is that this challenge is not
divorced from the opportunities and issues around support for young people and indeed all
artists in paradise places. I argue here that this creative migration is connected to the
cultural cringe as a by-product of the paradise apparatus. On the Gold Coast, the
unsustainable cycle is perpetuated to the detriment of artists and cultural practitioners who
often become disheartened with the process and leave for cities with more embedded
cultural support. Because artists so often leave the Gold Coast, their stories are not
communicated, and their lessons are forgotten. Nelle articulates this loop of arts
unsustainability, and Silvia and Kathryn comment on this problem:
Nelle:

I think the history of the Gold Coast’s cultural life in the time I’ve been
around in the area, which is about twenty years now, often seems to consist
in exactly that: people start stuff.

Silvia:

Yes.

Nelle:

You know? And people make things happen.

Silvia:

Because they’re disenchanted with the idea of trying to go to others.

Nelle:

Yes, but then they’re seeing what they’ve made happen reaches a certain
critical mass where it’s really successful. I’m thinking of the Ark, I’m
thinking of a range of other things like that that have got going over the years
where somebody, some group of people, young people usually, get together,
make something happen, make it start to really buzz and then something will
happen like the landlord takes their lease away because he doesn’t like doing
arts events there or something happens like their rent goes up, they can’t
stay in the venue so then they check out with the council whether the council
can help them to facilitate the project. So there seems to be this sort of point
where projects reach a critical mass where they’re actually succeeding and
that’s the point at which they can’t get help to grow.
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Kathryn: I totally agree. In so many different types of artistic practice there seems to
be a level where you get to this level of professional and everything gets to
a point and then it’s like there’s nowhere else to go. We also talked about
when you reach a certain success you get a great venue and it builds and
builds and builds and then some shit thing happens where, you get to a point
where it’s really, really good and then there’s a glitch like the place sells or
the council says the noise is too loud.

This conversation reinforces earlier critical perspectives on local cultural provision of
spaces for art. It suggests that while there is strong cultural practice and perseverance from
the arts community, this is not being nurtured and supported by local council. Once artists
achieve this level of practice as described above, the common trend is for them to migrate
somewhere that has a thriving arts sector.
The issue of creative migration is connected to the cultural cringe and to comparisons
between neighbouring places. An important thread of conversation that emerged
throughout this study is the relationship between cities in South-East Queensland and cities
and towns in northern New South Wales. Earlier I referred to comparisons made between
Byron Bay and the Gold Coast, and this comparative approach is also used to illustrate a
point about geographical borders and divisions with the art scene. Max, a popular music
student, discusses the stark contrasts between cities in South-East Queensland:
I’ve lived in Ipswich, I’ve lived in Brisbane and I’ve lived on the Gold Coast and it’s
worlds apart, the whole three of them. It’s really, I’m from Melbourne originally and
you don’t get such a contrast I don’t think in that small area [i.e. that one central city
area]. I think that’s something... The Brisbane scene is very much a different… I
haven’t been in the Gold Coast long enough to sort of do anything but whenever I did
something around Brisbane I didn’t really associate much with the Gold Coast. I didn’t
get out and about, across between two cities there and it [Brisbane] just seems to have
a different culture. (Max, popular music student)

Nelle broadens the conversation to include the Tweed region, pointing out the synergies
and collaborations between the Tweed and the Gold Coast: ‘What about the Tweed
anyway? Is the border there or not there culturally?’ (Nelle, urban studies scholar) This
question was followed immediately by another question from Mitchell, provoking a
response about cultural norms and borders.
Is there a general feeling of division? Does everyone kind of think that Brisbane’s kind
of standalone to what the Gold Coast is as far as arts and music? Does anyone kind of
think there’s a border there that you can’t cross? (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

112

This question was met by a resounding ‘yes’ and ‘absolutely’ from the collective,
suggesting that the city borders are actually also borders dividing the art worlds.
Interestingly, the City of Logan, where I grew up, did not feature anywhere in this
conversation, despite being the actual city that borders the Gold Coast to the north,
separating Gold Coast from Brisbane. As I have already alluded to, cultural cringe is
perhaps a major part of the reason for this. Undoubtedly, more research is needed on the
cultural politics of Logan.
Other participants disagreed with the cultural divisions. Teresa, artist and PhD student,
expresses a more positive view of cultural work between these South-East Queensland
borders, stating that she had been involved in some productive networks and
collaborations. For Teresa, no such division exists. Mitchell backs up this position,
qualifying his earlier provocation:
I don’t think there is either. That’s why I brought it up. I primarily work with the music
industry and what I’ve found probably if you go back maybe 10 years ago there was
a very big division there between the Gold Coast, Brisbane and Sunshine Coast. You
couldn’t get bands, you couldn’t get gigs for bands in either of the cities from either
of the other cities. Now there’s actually quite a good network set up between
promoters on the Gold Coast and Brisbane and Sunshine Coast where they’re starting
to share bands. (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

Here, Mitchell reinforces Hector’s earlier argument about the need for more
entrepreneurial thinking.
While borders might not be important for the music industry, other industries, such as
theatre have different requirements and need specific venues. Randall, a theatre
practitioner, interjects, commenting on the differences between industries. Theatre and
film, Randall argues, are industries where such relationships between cities do not exist:
With regards to the division between Brisbane and the Gold Coast, though, with—in
regards to specifically theatre… You’ve got Gold Coast Arts Centre here, in Brisbane
you’ve got QPAC [Queensland Performing Arts Centre], Powerhouse, La Boite
[Theatre], Roma Street Parkland is used by numerous different companies. What are
the main theatre companies that revolve specifically on the Gold Coast? It seems like
if you want to perform, you go to Brisbane. If you work in, say, film or that and you
want to do an audition, it’s very, very, very hard to find an audition for anything done
down here at the Gold Coast. They occasionally do them at Warner Brothers Studios,
but generally you can drive all the way up to Brisbane for the 10 minutes [it takes] to
do your audition, which will then be filmed on the Gold Coast. But to get the job, you
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have to go to Brisbane in the first place. It seems like Brisbane is essentially … the
main area where if you want to do performing, you go there first. (Randall, theatre
practitioner)

Randall strongly identifies the performer’s dilemma: even though the Gold Coast is
considered a ‘Local Hollywood’ (Goldsmith, Ward & O’Regan 2010, p. 3), given the
presence of Warner Brothers Studios and a range of associated facilities, Brisbane is
nevertheless the engine of cultural production.
Mitchell reframes the cultural cringe issue as reflective of a microcosm of Australian
experience more broadly. He explains that mobility is not only a Gold Coast issue, but also
an issue that affects all towns and cities. Using the example of Brisbane artists leaving for
Sydney, he demonstrates how the idea of artists moving beyond their seemingly limited
environments is a broader issue that applies beyond the Gold Coast. His argument is that
artists tend to take the easy way out in order to escape the struggle that is necessary to stay.
Don’t a lot of people in Brisbane, but, just go down to Sydney? I think that was my
point… Is that it goes—it goes both ways. You know, we think we can’t get in there
and they think they can’t get in here. So they’ll go elsewhere, you know? Instead of
actually networking, everyone tends to run away and give up on it, whereas they
should stay, you know, fight the battle and start talking to people: that’s what it’s all
about. (Mitchell, heavy metal musician)

Max, who is a musician who has worked in film, agrees with Mitchell. He explains that
although the music industry is cooperative across South-East Queensland, the film industry
is very Brisbane-centric. Dasha, a theatre practitioner agrees with Max and Randall that
Brisbane is the powerhouse for theatre and film; she explains how the theatre industry is
very one sided and how the lack of public transport compounds the problem.
With audiences as well, like you know, we book it, like we’re doing a show here on
the Coast and yet, you know, you’re going to get Buckley’s of getting someone from
main—from the masses in Brisbane—to come down to see a show here. …But we’re
always going up to Brisbane to go to QPAC [Queensland Performing Arts Centre] and
that sort of stuff because, you know, you can catch a train, you can go straight to
QPAC. But, you know, if you’re doing a show out at Expressive Ground at
Tallebudgera, which is limited in space, then how’s everyone going to get home at 10
o’clock at night back to Brisbane? It’s, you know, so, you know, we always make an
effort from the Coast but…you can’t just physically get home [to Brisbane]. (Dasha,
actor)
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This reinforces earlier sentiments expressed in the conversational strand about the
inaccessibility of spaces for art.
Stephanie, a theatre practitioner, grounds the discussion in terms of the cultural cringe. For
Stephanie, at the heart of the issue is that the Brisbane community perceives Gold Coast
art to be amateur, dismissing its cultural legitimacy:
But it’s not, it’s not just that, I’d say. To be honest, people in Brisbane don’t see the
Gold Coast like that…in a professional way. They don’t go, ‘oh I want to go down to
the Gold Coast and see a show’ [laughter erupts in agreement from the audience].
Because where? Where? The Gold Coast Arts Centre? That’s the only place…

Brisbane has long regarded and continues to regard the Gold Coast as a weekend leisure
playground and, with improved rail and light rail infrastructure, for a growing proportion
of commuters, a dormitory city for Brisbane. Yet it’s clear, for Stephanie and other
participants, that the cultural cringe (Philips 1950) is alive—indeed thriving—when it
comes to art and place in South-East Queensland. Her humorous and self-deprecating
comments about the Gold Coast gently satirise its perception challenges but they also
reflect an accurate portrayal of the problem. A lack of spaces for art inevitably contributes
to this issue and this, in turn, needs to be understood within the decentred nature of the
Gold Coast more broadly.
O’Hare and Burke aptly describe the Gold Coast as a ‘sprawling car-dependent city’ (2016,
p. 45). With no city centre and a paucity of public transport options for significant parts of
the Coast, artists struggle to attract audiences to their events. Randall refers to the dispersed
geography and lack of a cultural centre on the Gold Coast to exemplify this.
In relation to that, everybody knows where Brisbane is. Where specifically is the Gold
Coast? You drive from Brisbane, you can drive 45 minutes into Helensvale, you can
drive for an hour-and-45 and hit Tweed. I mean you go to see a show on the Gold
Coast and [it] could be in 15 different locations… where exactly is our main hub?

At this point, in my role as facilitator of Creative Connections, I repeat Randall’s question
for emphasis. Laughter erupts and participants are acutely aware of the weight of this
question. After the laughter subsides, Elliot draws attention to the public transport paradox
underlining this question.
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It’s like, I mean, the—I’m interested in the… positive perspective given the fact that
this is an unconventional city. But one of the unconventional…things about this city
is that its public transport has two really funny words: one is “public” and the other is
“transport”. (Elliot, theatre practitioner)

Laughter erupts again and there is a collective sense of recognition in response to Elliot’s
profound statement. ‘You can’t—you can’t go west!’, shouts one participant, and this is
followed by more laughter. It is clear from this that the north-south design of Gold Coast
bus routes disadvantage all who live or work beyond the coastal strip. The aim is obviously
to facilitate tourists in their movements from the airport, that straddles the border with
NSW in the south, to their various beachside resort destinations. More recently, transport
infrastructure has been somewhat improved with the advent of the light rail that facilitates
tourist travel from their accommodation to the other major beachside hubs, plus to the
casino and the destination shopping mall of Pacific Fair, both at Broadbeach.
Elliot builds on this discussion of transport challenges by commenting on the ugly irony of
privately owned ‘public’ transport:
You can’t go west and the public transport is privately owned. I mean that’s one of the
things that isn’t real cute about being a non-conventional city and that’s what I keep
saying… (Elliot, theatre practitioner)

In terms of public transport, the bus system does service areas west of the beach but the
timetables are more limited and almost non-existent in some areas after 10.00 pm. For those
in the west of the city, buses are the only method of getting around without a car. The
impact of limited night transport services on participation in the arts and entertainment
sector for the young and other non-drivers who do not live on the relatively well-served
coastal strip, is profound. There are particular concerns for women. Distances also mean
that taxi or Uber charges are significant.

Changing perceptions of the cultural cringe
Hector, a digital poet and academic, changes the tenor of the conversation by once again
sharing his positive perspective on the shifting nature of Gold Coast discourses:
Just from maybe a—I live in the Gold Coast, this is the only Australian city I’ve ever
lived in, so I kind of like it I guess, but I have noticed that I’m doing a residency up at
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the State Library in Brisbane and … I’m hearing from people that the Gold Coast is
getting known for innovation etcetera and people are starting to notice this, whether
it’s small galleries, whether in my field: new media arts is starting to get noticed in
some ways. (Hector, digital artist and academic)

Hector emphases the shifting nature of the cultural cringe, suggesting that the Gold Coast’s
time for recognition has come.
So I do think that people are slowly starting to turn their heads towards the Gold Coast
and starting to realise that it is starting to become something. Now, what is it? God
knows. But I do think that other people are starting to notice the place. (Hector, digital
artist and academic)

Dean agrees with Hector on the changing perceptions, explaining that Brisbane has also
suffered, and still does to an extent, from negative stereotypes. Indeed, Hamilton describes
how in the 1960s, in contrast with cities such as Paris or Sydney, ‘Brisbane became the
butt of many cultural jokes in the Australian art world’ (2014, p. 199). In her network
analysis of what she calls the provincial art world, Hamilton (2014) attributes the
maturation of the art world back to the formation of art networks. Prior to Brisbane’s
legitimation as a cultural destination, however, creative migration was certainly an issue:
Many young Brisbane artists, some despising the lack of educational facilities in
Brisbane and others simply despising their provinciality, were lured to the larger
metropolitan art centres. (Hamilton 2014, p. 200)

As Dean builds his case, he emphasises this shift in perception of Gold Coast art and artists
gathering a critical mass:
I think that’s like part of the nature of the argument too. Like the idea that we’re
bringing this up means that there’s enough going on the Coast now for there to be
recognition somewhere else. Like Brisbane’s had a reputation for the last, like, I don’t
know so many years of being a, like, pretty early city too in Australia, which wasn’t
even supposed to be a city I don’t think. But yeah, anyway, it’s [now] had this massive
reputation for a long time and the Gold Coast hasn’t for arts. Now the Gold Coast is—
like seem[s] like it’s doing a lot more. So I would say that there would be definitely
more of a reputation going on outside the Coast that maybe people aren’t aware of.
And it’s just a matter of creating work that’s really honest and really good and people
don’t care where you’re from, [it] just matters about, you know, your product, what
you’re trying to say.

Dean’s recognition of the importance of honest or authentic art is a useful one and I will
return to this in the following chapter in exploring the role of art in young people’s lives.
117

The conversation turns briefly to other cities that suffer many of the same challenges. But
it quickly returns to the geographical challenges of the Gold Coast. In true larrikin spirit,
Randall closes the conversation by satirising the geographical placement of the Arts Centre,
which is in waterside parkland adjoining a large light industrial and commercial precinct,
completely separated from either the tourist areas or most suburbs and very difficult to get
to except by car. Randall is once again emphasising the inadequacy of spaces for art and
transport infrastructure:
Randall: Really, the thing is, if someone wants to go to a performance and they have
to go to the Gold Coast Gallery, you walk out of there and where are you?
Nelle:

Exactly.

Randall: …You know, Bundall Road!

On this note, the auditorium erupts into laughter and it’s clear that everyone in the room
gets the reference. They know that the 1980s Arts ‘Centre’ on Bundall Road is inaccessible,
inadequate and invisible to the local community. They know that it’s beyond public
transport infrastructure. And they know it’s completely out of the way for anyone coming
from Brisbane. Its placement and lack of community support occludes its function. Without
a network of support, resources and transport infrastructure, the Arts Centre fails to
function as a centre for arts on the Gold Coast. The event concludes on this note and it’s
clear the evening has succeeded in bringing people together to share their experiences and
of making art and culture on the Gold Coast.
The Creative Connections event produced and focused key critical ideas that underpin the
remainder of this research. Major challenges for artists centred around issues of creative
mobility (both within and beyond the Gold Coast), discourses of entrepreneurialism, a
culture of exploitation and self-exploitation, and a lack of adequate cultural infrastructure.
Perhaps the most obvious concern for participants in regard to the latter was the lack of
accessible spaces for art: this is an issue that participants recognised as being compounded
by the Gold Coast’s decentred geography. It is clear that while there is a need for
performance spaces, galleries and venues, there is a real and serious neglect in relation to
the provision of these spaces in terms of cultural governance. Part of the reason for this
rests on the lack of political will of local politicians but it can also be understood as
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consistent with the Gold Coast’s cultural cringe and perceptions more broadly connected
with paradise discourse. In the case of the Gold Coast, as I have already shown, this cultural
cringe can be understood as a by-product of the commodification of paradise. While some
artists have been able to leverage the clean entrepreneurial slate that the Gold Coast
potentially offers, it is clear that many more have struggled to make their practice
sustainable and have thus contributed to tales of creative migration. Therefore, while there
is immense artistic ambition and commitment, and a very real need for effective cultural
governance, it remains to be seen whether the city can deliver much-needed spaces for art
on the Gold Coast in ways that support access to them for artists and publics.
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Chapter 5: Young artists
The Creative Connections event that kicked off the research for this thesis, opened up a
discussion around key challenges and opportunities for Gold Coast artists. Areas of concern
to participants included spaces for art, artist self-exploitation, arts entrepreneurialism,
creative mobilities, dispersed geographies, public transport, and changing perceptions of
the cultural cringe. This chapter picks up on all of these threads and continues the
conversation in relation to young artists’ lived experiences. The emphasis in this chapter is
young people’s liminal position in relation to paradise discourses. On the Gold Coast, as
in other western societies, youth are often depicted as immature with little political agency.
In popular media, youthful irresponsibility is celebrated, sensationalised by tabloids and
re-spun and legitimised as cultural narrative. Moral panics are predictably also reproduced
in response to the celebration of youth deviance, and these tend to become embedded in
the cultural fabric of places. Gold Coast young people have come to be understood as
‘cultureless’, ‘deviant’ and ‘superficial’ in line with the cultural desert rhetoric. Young
people occupy seemingly liminal and powerless positions, yet they are in fact political
actors (Skelton 2010), engaged in shaping cultural imaginaries. They are formally and
informally involved in the making and re-making of places.
Young artists on the Gold Coast work to recalibrate spaces for consumption that articulate
and disrupt paradise discourses. That is, they work to celebrate and at the same time subvert
paradise, to shed light on inequalities and unsustainable activities. While young artists are
in some ways constrained by the culture they are implicated in and to an extent complicit
in their consumption of it (see Miles 2010), they can also be seen as transgressing cultural
norms. In the arts, this is because young artists and cultural practitioners seek to test the
boundaries of spaces for consumption, to navigate in and around them in non-traditional
ways, and to think beyond them. This chapter presents an in-depth analysis of young Gold
Coast artists and cultural practitioners’ subjective experiences as expressed during my
research. In doing so, it describes how young people are working to disrupt, flip and
transgress hegemonic markers of place. The chapter repositions young people as political
agents, as ongoing participants in cultural politics, and as perceptive and imaginative
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shapers of places. The following data was taken from one focus group with young people
between the ages of 24-30 years old. Participants in this focus group are all friends and
work together on various projects. Vanessa is a creative director with a background in
festivals and organising music events. Tanya is a graphic designer who works for a local
design company. Sean is a filmmaker with a passion for making political films. And Dean
and Brock are both drummers in different local bands. While Dean supplements his income
with private drum teaching, Brock works as a sound engineer. Vanessa and Dean were both
also present at the Creative Connections event outlined in the previous chapter. The chapter
will begin with an exploration of the Gold Coast itself as ‘adolescent’ and move on to
analyse youth cultural identities, focusing on heritage and history. It will then explore the
challenges of making art on the Gold Coast around collaboration, cultural value and selfexploitation. Finally, it will conclude with an exploration of political apathy and sites for
resistance.
On the Gold Coast, young people bear the brunt of paradise discourses and this shapes their
subjectivities and future opportunities. Youth are frequently labelled ‘problematic’,
‘deviant’ and ‘superficial’ in media and popular discourse. Baker, Bennett and Wise note
that ‘[t]he region’s newspapers share a preoccupation with crime reporting, with the
regional tabloid, The Gold Coast Bulletin, using “big” crime to portray the city as having
a dark underbelly on par with big cities like Melbourne’ (2012, p. 104). The maintenance
of the Gold Coast’s hedonistic, criminal and leisure identities propels a discourse of youth
as problematic for society. Baker, Bennett and Wise note that ‘all around the Gold Coast
the notion of youth as “problem” looms large’ (2012, p. 109). Moral panics are mobilised
around youth events such as Schoolies, a three or four week period in which many
thousands of young people from around Australia migrate to the main tourism precinct of
Surfers Paradise to celebrate their end of schooling. During this time, Surfers Paradise
transforms into a chemical playground: youth are encouraged to rent apartments with
friends and many engage in the consumption of alcohol and drugs. This celebration has
become a rite of passage for many young people who flock to the Coast from all over
Australia. This intense spotlighting of reckless, hedonistic behaviour only works to
demonise young people and further demarcate them from the adult population, many of
whom may be every bit as ‘immature’. Despite popular media discourses, research has
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shown that Gold Coast youth have rejected their stereotype. Lloyd et al.’s study concludes
that ‘despite the images perpetuated by the media and tourism operators, life on the Gold
Coast does not, for young people, live up to its mythical status’ (2005, pp. 25–26).
Nonetheless, these representations inspire an underside of creative resistance from young
people wishing to produce and promote more positive engagements with place beyond
paradise discourse.

The Gold Coast as Teenager
The Gold Coast has often been described as a young city, youthful, an adolescent, a
teenager, a regional place in the process of maturing into a ‘real city’ (Burton 2009;
Feldman-Barret 2015). This thinking adopts a life course perspective of cities as organisms
that are ‘born, grow up, mature and die’ (Burton 2009). In his study of the adolescent
urbanism on the Gold Coast, Burton outlines a schema of characteristics of adolescence as
applied to the Gold Coast: rapid physical growth; identity exploration; emerging sexual
awareness and sexuality; development of analytical capacity and application of logical
principles; self-absorption and ego-centrism (2009). The lexicon of youth commonly
deployed to describe the Gold Coast arguably conflates ‘young’ with ‘immature’ and is in
many ways infantilising. Description of the Gold Coast as young is problematic, not least
because it occludes the Gold Coast’s pre-colonial history. Crucially, however, this
discourse also legitimises and reproduces a certain kind of culture: one of sanctioned
irresponsibility. For example, in public discussions in which the Gold Coast is described
as lacking in culture, it is almost always rationalised by locals and visitors as being because
‘it is a young city’ or ‘just a teenager’, in contrast to other more developed cities. On the
Gold Coast, the constant reproduction of paradise for consumption necessarily prioritises
a hedonistic culture and this in turn promotes cultures of irresponsibility. The Gold Coast
does not lack culture, as is often supposed, because it ‘hasn’t grown up yet’. Surely, if this
was true, other smaller, ‘new’ places undergoing rapid tourism-driven development, such
as Byron Bay, would also have the same perception problems. In practice, it is in fact the
Gold Coast’s preoccupation with hyperneoliberal development focused on ‘sun, sand, surf
and sex’ that has prevented its culture from realising itself and thus encouraging diverse
narratives and a sense of community. The Gold Coast’s drivers have long been mainstream
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tourism and consumption, along with the continual renewal of a spectacular built
environment to support those. Until these drivers change, the Gold Coast will continue to
sell hedonism, and not responsibility; it will always be an escape from the drudgery of
working life, and not also a place for work and ethics or any return to ‘origins’ (see Zukin
2010, 2011). This is because the relationship between the material provision of access to
paradise and the affective fulfilment of touristic desires is mutually fulfilling and highly
successful. This tension lies at the heart of narratives about the Gold Coast as cultural
desert, and it has a profound impact on young people who associate with the Gold Coast
as ongoing locals or in terms of their own origins.
Vanessa, a festival director, discusses the Gold Coast’s lack of arts scene as a product of
its relatively small population. She compares her time living in London to the Gold Coast:
‘When you start comparing on an international scale of… what I find is that it’s just we
don’t have the population to support it’. Graphic designer Tanya adds: ‘or the population
density’. In the light of this conversation, Sean, a filmmaker, brings up the uniqueness of
the Gold Coast as a city: ‘I don’t reckon we can compare the Gold Coast to any other city.
I seriously don’t’. Musician Brock agrees and makes an important point about the Gold
Coast’s cultural ‘illegitimacy’ as a city: ‘Yeah, depends on what bands are touring—they
go “we’re touring every city in Australia”’. The implication is that when artists announce
that they are touring every city in Australia, they exclude the Gold Coast from their list of
Australian cities. Here, Brock acknowledges that for many the Gold Coast is ‘not a city’ in
terms of being perceived as a legitimate cultural destination for interstate or international
artists to travel to. Brock’s point is followed by a discussion of the cityness of the Gold
Coast. Sean makes clear that he prefers the term ‘region’ to city because he doesn’t feel
like the Gold Coast is a typical city. I point out that in some funding paradigms the Gold
Coast isn’t ‘regional’ enough to obtain regional funding, either. The group decides that the
Gold Coast is suspended in an inadequate and ill-defined space, not a ‘real’ city but perhaps
more than a region. Brock illustrates the sometimes farcical nature of bands touring to the
Gold Coast. He muses, ‘I’ve gone to a gig though [on the Gold Coast]… and the people
[on stage] have gone, “oh yeah it’s great to be here in Brisbane!”’ Here is another instance
where cultural cringe plays out in local contexts. Brisbane, of course, is the largest
123

neighbouring city and its population has consumed the Gold Coast for leisure just like other
tourists, only for much longer, so it’s considered an insult to Gold Coast people for a band
to address the Gold Coast as Brisbane. The same would be the case if a touring band
referred to Newcastle—with a similar population size to the Gold Coast—as part of
Sydney, but one wonders whether that would happen in the more conventional-looking and
grittier context of Newcastle’s post-industrial setting that retains its historically ‘legitimate’
built heritage, even if now repurposed or gentrified.
Sean makes a direct link between the commodification of the Gold Coast and the paradise
discourse to explain his reasoning for the Gold Coast’s inauthenticity as a city. He provides
his perspective on how the Gold Coast was produced as a paradisal space for consumption:
I think what’s different about the Gold Coast is that, you know, like forty years ago,
or maybe fifty years ago now, the Gold Coast wasn’t anywhere. Like it just wasn’t a
place you know, and like in 10 years they went oh shit we’ve got beaches. Fuck,
Sydney’s got beaches. Oh shit, our beaches are kind of similar. And all of a sudden
we were a place. And it was purely focused and developed as a town to bring people
into it and to sell them shit.

Sean’s insightful description of the city’s rapid development in the second half of the
twentieth century as a tourism destination and space for consumption goes a long way in
explaining the hyperneoliberal history of the Gold Coast (see Bosman & Dredge 2011).
Sean aptly describes the Gold Coast as a place where the primary objective has long been
to attract tourists and sell them ‘shit’—even if what it now sells includes extremely
expensive ‘shit’ as well as tacky ‘shit’. Put another way, the Gold Coast established itself
as a space for consumption very early—and young artists understand this.
Vanessa offers an earlier perspective on the development of the Gold Coast, sharing her
parents’ story of settling. She explains that in the beginning many people moved to the
Gold Coast for the cheap rent, and the beach was not necessarily the primary attraction.
Yeah, my mum came out from England and they bought a campervan and they
travelled around Australia in a campervan and they came and settled on the Gold
Coast. And Ashmore and Nerang were the flagship towns of the Gold Coast. Like the
beach wasn’t really anything. … What I’m trying to say is like that’s how it became a
city or that’s how it became populated. Like more people came for that. I think it was
like a cheap place to live.
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Vanessa’s narrative portrays the Gold Coast’s early colonial settlement as a place that lured
residents because of its affordability and not because of its beaches. Indeed, prior to 1950,
the Gold Coast was an affordable place for families to live (Spearritt 2009). However, it is
its beaches that attracted developers and tourism, making this stretch of coastline that the
locals call ‘the coastal strip’ into a space for consumption.
More recent development has focused on selling paradise in the global context of place
competition. Filmmaker Sean reinforces his argument that the Gold Coast doesn’t fit the
typical city mould: ‘Yeah, I don’t know, I still think it’s hard to call it a city. Like I still
think it’s pretty hard to call the Gold Coast a city’. As it happens, prior to 1958, the Gold
Coast was a town and not a city. The Town of South Coast, as it was called, was reimagined
by place marketeers and ‘The White Shoe Brigade’, a ‘group of developers with shady
reputations’ who cashed in on Australia’s post-war market and spurred the Gold Coast’s
property boom (Dedekorkut-Howes & Bosman 2011). It wasn’t until 1959 that the Gold
Coast proclaimed itself a city (Dedekorkut-Howes & Bosman 2011). The Gold Coast’s
rapid development in the 1960s and 70s was marked by the absence of ‘town planning
schemes in place to deal effectively with the extent and pace of growth in the Albert Shire’
region, as it was then placed in local government (Dedekorkut-Howes & Bosman 2011).
Subsequently, residential estates sprung up in Nerang and other places which was followed
by exponential growth there in the 1970s and 80s, and since (Dedekorkut-Howes &
Bosman 2011).
Sean continues his argument with a comparison to San Francisco and a discussion ensues
about the differences between the two ‘cities’:
Sean:

You know what’s interesting—we’re half a million aren’t we? San
Francisco is half a million people.

Vanessa: Yeah, but how big is San Francisco? The Gold Coast is probably like ten
times the size.
Sean:

Yeah. Definitely. But you know the culture that exists there…

Shanene: That’s why I’m asking you: why are we just ‘emerging’ or why are we just
‘adolescent’?
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Vanessa: Because we’re little. And we’ve only got like 30 years on us kind of thing,
like…
Sean:

But it’s hubs. We don’t have the hubs.

Shanene: Why don’t we have the hubs?
Sean:

Because we’re so spread out.

Here, the explanation for the Gold Coast’s cultural immaturity as a city is attributed to its
lack of embedded colonial history and its urban dispersion. The lack of cultural
infrastructure, such as arts hubs, is understood to be a result of the Gold Coast’s young age
and geographical configuration. While this is part of the story, it is also an outcome of
inadequate cultural governance and this will be analysed in depth in the following two
chapters.
Growing up: the CBD
An important part of a distinctly European and mature city is a central business district
(CBD). While many parts of the Gold Coast have claimed to be the heart, such as Surfers
Paradise and Robina, there has never been a true centre or CBD due to the Gold Coast’s
linear, sprawling urban formation. Participants discuss how they believe Southport is the
most city-like suburb of the Gold Coast because of its cultural and economic diversity. It’s
interesting to note that these young people identify that a ‘real city’ should be multicultural
and diverse.
Sean:

I actually think Southport is like, it could be like an amazing whole new city.
Like there’s a total … cultural like complex…

Vanessa: It’s the closest thing we have to a city, where you can see a businessman
walking past a junkie.
Dean:

Yeah, and you can see like a whole Chinese community, like all these
different cultural, like people living together …

Tanya:

And there’s really good restaurants.

Dean:

Yeah, like it’s actually really multicultural. That place where you used to go
and thrash your tyres, like. It’s quite multicultural.

For these young people, a CBD requires social, cultural and economic diversity. Crucially,
the young people in this focus group make the connection between cities and inequality
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(see Massey 2007). In a satirical way, Vanessa points out the necessary indicator of a city:
a place where ‘you can see a businessman walking past a junkie’. This conversation very
much pre-empted reality on the Gold Coast. These young people were astute in their 2010
observations about Southport being the nearest thing to a city centre. In fact, current Mayor
Tom Tate planned it to become the CBD, and the old Southport car park where people from
Logan came to ‘thrash’ their tyres has been involved in a major process of urban renewal
to become the Broadwater Parklands which includes world class swimming facilities for
the XXI Commonwealth Games.

Youth cultural identities
Discussing the Gold Coast’s identity in relation to Southport and dominant discourses of
Surfers Paradise, Dean, a drum teacher and drummer in a local band, emphasises tourist
perspectives as shaping popular discourse. Of particular note, Dean relays his experience
living in Logan. In doing so, he makes reference to the ‘bogan’ stereotype of the Gold
Coast, that is, the representation of Gold Coast people as uncultured, uneducated, tacky
and superficial: ‘I always felt like a lot of the Gold Coast’s identity came from people that
were outside the Gold Coast—like tourism’. Breen notes the importance of tourist
perceptions of the Gold Coast in her recent article in The Guardian:
Australians often experience the city in hyperactive mode, arriving to soak up the sun
and get away with what they’re less likely to at home; raging down streets like no one
lives here, hiring mopeds and tuk tuks blasting Justin Bieber or AC/DC, high on party
drugs or table-sized martinis. (2018)

Dean describes how visitors from Logan have contributed to the Gold Coast’s image:
And like from being in Logan, like everyone would come down in their cars, with like
some stupid exhaust, and like, and bloody wreck their tyres all weekend, spewing up
on the road, and then that was like “Gold Coast is full of bogans”. “If you want to go
hang out with bogans, go to the Gold Coast”. And like, and no one, like no one would
ever talk about Burleigh, Palm Beach, Mermaid [like that]. They’re always talking
about Surfers Paradise.

As Dean rightly points out, Surfers Paradise has become synonymous with the Gold Coast
because of its ties to consumption, and therefore, bogan culture. In response to Dean’s
comments, I relate my own experiences coming from Logan and participating in this
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culture. Before the development of the Broadwater Parklands this was a popular spot for
young people to drive to and show off their cars. I had experienced this as a young person
and I echoed Dean’s remarks about the carpark on the Southport Broadwater being a hot
spot for ‘bogan’ hoons. The bogan is an important concept in terms of understanding class
divides on the Gold Coast and in Australia more broadly and is thus worthy of further
exploration here.
There is a growing body of literature discussing the ‘bogan’ figure and its predecessor the
‘larrikin’ throughout Australian history and in contemporary Australian life (Pini,
McDonald & Mayes 2012; Gibson 2013; Rossiter 2013; Paternoster, Warr & Jacobs 2018;
Threadgold 2018). Since the beginning of the 21st century, the term ‘bogan’ has been
deployed as a popular derogatory term to denigrate ‘the working class’ in a similar way to
‘white trash’ in the US and the ‘chav’ in the UK (Gibson 2013; Paternoster, Warr & Jacobs
2018). Indeed, the bogan has become somewhat of a contemporary ‘Australian folk devil’
(Threadgold 2015), describing those who are uneducated and ‘uncultured’ (Gibson 2013,
p. 62). In more recent times, the title has been appropriated and reclaimed by the oppressed
as a tactic of self-deprecating ‘class-based humour’ and in the name of ‘ironic inversions’,
thus its usage has become more ambiguous (Gibson 2013, p. 65). Importantly, as
Paternoster, Warr & Jacobs note in their comprehensive historical analysis of the bogan in
socio-political life, the bogan conveys the complexities of class:
Among progressives, the “bogan” can be a stereotype that personifies sexist, racist and
homophobic views. At the same time, its ambiguity enables the right to oscillate
between defending conservative working-class battlers, or alternatively using it as a
term to attack an “unrespectable” displaced working class. (2018, pp. 441-442)

While the bogan is often personified in popular discourse, the term may also be attributed
to landscapes and places (Gibson 2013) through ‘the spatial politics of inclusion and
exclusion’ (Pini, McDonald & Mayes 2012, p. 145). In this case, ‘bogan’ is used as a noun
to denigrate a class of people who inhabit and associate with a particular place, most
commonly a place on the periphery of urban space. As Gibson notes, ‘Australian outer
suburbs are ridiculed as ‘‘bogan’’, as ‘‘other’’ to the cultivated, progressive, intellectual
inner-city’ (2013, p. 67). As a result, the bogan is most commonly felt and lived materially
by people who attach to these places. The ramifications of bogan place stereotyping are
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wide-reaching, impacting ‘local’s’ subjectivities: ‘While on the surface of things, bogan
and all its related jokes, pranks, and subversions might seem superficial, underneath the
skin are deeper emotional and moral wounds’ (Gibson 2013, p. 71).
Vanessa, a young creative director who has been involved in cultural development on the
Gold Coast in a range of capacities, describes the ‘superficialisation of place’ in relation to
the Gold Coast (See Harvey 1989a; Miles 2010). Vanessa articulates her unease with the
Gold Coast’s image-based culture and ‘superficial aesthetic’ and she suggests that this
reflects the art world:
Yeah, it feels like there’s so much happening and I hate it because I guess it’s a very
scary reminder of everything that we hate about the Gold Coast is this superficial
aesthetic, very like, you know, a lot of money being spent on being a certain image—
I kind of feel like the art scene is quite similar. It is quite superficial and it’s all working
towards this image.

Here Vanessa is talking about the mainstream art scene and not the subcultural scene she
is involved in. Vanessa clearly demarcates her own arts practice from the Gold Coast’s
‘superficial aesthetic’ and she disassociates from the depthless image-based culture of the
Gold Coast.
Tanya, a young graphic designer, picks up on the dichotomy between consumer culture
and artistic subculture. She astutely describes the hegemonic narrative of bogan culture
versus the underground arts scene:
There’s like two different sort[s] of streams on the Gold Coast that are happening.
Like supposedly art is more of an undercurrent, that’s growing a lot, but there’s this
whole other platform of the glitzy white suit, gold chainy, white shoes wearing people
that buy the, you know… [Frangipani stickers and azure paintings of dolphins].

Vanessa discusses how this consumer culture shaped her subjectivity during her transition
after high school in which she took a gap year. She shares her experiences of returning
home from travelling abroad and her disillusionment with old school friends. Vanessa
describes her strong attachment to the creative scene:
Like I think when I first got back from Europe, like the people I [was] used to
associating with were very culturally creative and really cool, so I got home and the
immediate group of people I came home to were friends from high school. So it had
been a couple of years and they drove Skylines with blue lights underneath. The girls
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were getting Botox, like you know, it wasn’t the person I was. So if I met anyone even
vaguely creative, I felt that I kind of clung to them.

Vanessa, like the rest of the participants in this focus group, affectionately rejects the
culture of frangipani stickers, hot-rod cars and Botox associated with the taste cultures of
the bogan. It’s clear these young people don’t subscribe to the mainstream consumption
culture and they actively work to disrupt paradise discourse and resist the cultural cringe.

Identity, consumption and heritage
Dean highlights city branding as a key factor contributing to the Gold Coast’s identity. He
describes the commodification and branding of place (see Philo & Kearns 1993; Kavaratzis
2004), referring to the Gold Coast’s lack of cultural identity and its disconnect with broader
‘Australian identity’:
I reckon there’s like shitloads of factors. I reckon there’s like—like there’s tourism.
There’s like there’s some stuffin’ crazy things here, like it looks like some... I don’t
know, it’s strange what tourism has done to the Gold Coast. Like it’s really, really got
this … influence that’s…It’s got a massive branding. It’s got like a really strange …
influence which isn’t like, it doesn’t like portray an Australian identity as I see it. I
don’t know if that’s what everyone else sees, because like I don’t know, I just think
that the Australian identity is terribly lost on the Gold Coast…

In line with this, Potts, Dedekorkut-Howes and Bosman note that on the Gold Coast ‘there
is a blurring between the nature of identity as a construct of experience and branding as a
social construct of a city’s image’ (2013, p. 11). By referring to Australian identity, Dean
makes an important point about cultural representation. For Dean, the ‘Australian identity’
is incongruous with paradise discourse and spaces of consumption. Further, it could be
inferred from Dean’s perspective that Dean equates Australian identity with a kind of
authenticity, that is, with the real, working lives of Australians, rather than the superficial
images produced through the popular media.
Furthering this discussion, Vanessa describes how the boom in Japanese tourism
accelerated hyperneoliberal development and mainstream tourism on the Gold Coast
(Bosman & Dredge 2011). This is followed by a conversation lamenting the impact that
tourism has had on cultural heritage and local cultural identity.
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Vanessa: Yeah, I think it’s, I think tourism and all these things, like I mean I’ve always
had this opinion that, you know, once we hit that Japanese tourism market—
like that was like the 80’s—so many things just shut down and I think the
Gold Coast, for whatever reason, has become so development-focused
that…if you’re a developer with money, you dictate the direction that the
council takes with its money. So, you know, it doesn’t go towards all these
little emerging this and that, la, la, la, it goes like towards—Like places,
…things like I always think [of] the Playroom and the old Marina Mirage—
what was it?—Fisherman’s Wharf, old Fisherman’s Wharf, all these places
like shut down…
Dean:

Nirvana played there [at Fisherman’s Wharf].

Vanessa: Yeah, to centralise all of the tourism into Surfers Paradise—nothing against
Surfers Paradise—but you know they centralised it all there because it was
an easy way to deal with this influx of tourists, but then that died away and
it’s like, oh wait a minute, now what?

With reference to The Playroom and other venues, I have referred to Feldman-Barrett’s
(2015) important work in documenting the Gold Coast’s popular music history.
Hyperneoliberal architectures of consumption
Vanessa’s point about the development focus of local government is important. This has
been described as hyperneoliberal development (Bosman & Dredge 2011). As already
discussed, hyperneoliberal development is a way of life on the Gold Coast. The Gold Coast
fetishises the ‘new’ and ‘modern’ in architecture, with little attention paid to built cultural
heritage: in Zukin’s terms, in such urban settings ‘new beginnings’ are prioritised over
‘origins’ (2010).

The architectural fabric of the Gold Coast is therefore constantly

morphing and changing as ultra-contemporary skyscrapers supersede the old ones,
competing for higher limits. Broudehoux acknowledges the centrality of grand scale
architecture to processes of urban regeneration and the selling of place:
Long used as a mark of distinction, helping cities capture the semiotic advantage over
rival destinations, iconic architecture now plays a major role in the new political
economy of signs. As tradable symbols of value, designer buildings have become
essential tools of city marketing. (2007, pp. 384-385)

Likewise, Miles discusses the integral role that architecture plays in creating spaces of
consumption.
In effect, post-industrial architecture constitutes a marketing tool, but its impact is
more profound than that insofar that the messages it sends amount to an
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unchallengeable orthodoxy of the contemporary city: it pronounces the ideological
power of consumption and leaves no room for anything else. (2010, p. 77)

Tanya laments the impermanence of architectures of consumption on the Gold Coast,
making reference to the erosion of her own cultural heritage in the context of her lifetime:
‘The thing that frustrates me most … is that everything that we have, like, in our lifetimes
that has been iconic on the Gold Coast keeps getting bulldozed’ (Graphic designer). This
is met by a chorus of ‘yeah’ from all participants, followed by a nostalgic discussion of the
places lost. Graphic designer Tanya continues, ‘Like there was, what was like the 80s was
the booming era of the Gold Coast maybe, so there was like the Pink Poodle Hotel and the
Hi-Ho…’ while festival director Vanessa adds ‘and the Playroom’. All of these landmarks
and their signs have mostly disappeared, with the exception of the Pink Poodle sign which
was given heritage status but repositioned off the main highway and now sits beneath a
towering, non-descript, desolate-looking building with a Hooters restaurant beside it.
Playing devil’s advocate, I ask the group if it’s such a bad thing that these places have now
disappeared. This is met with a resounding ‘yes!’ Vanessa reasons, ‘because that was the
foundation of what this place was! There’s no heritage’. It’s clear that these young people
are incredibly aware of the importance of cultural heritage in shaping culture and their
futures. In contrast to the contemporary aesthetic, they argue that more attention needs to
be directed to preserving historic spaces as expressions of the Gold Coast’s history.
Filmmaker Sean links architectures of consumption to a decline in community spirit: ‘It
just kills community spirit, man’. He argues that although the Gold Coast does indeed have
a form of culture, what it lacks is community:
I think this guy said an interesting thing the other day—he was saying how he hates it
when people say [the] Gold Coast is [a] cultural wasteland, devoid of any culture...
But he’s like, if you think about what culture is [the] Gold Coast is incredible… Things
like beachside photos and frangipanis—all that bullshit—he’s like, you know, Gold
Coast is one of those key places that’s figured out how to market these really simple
little things about the beach culture, about our lifestyle… It’s like all that is actually
culture. And that’s the thing. Like I mean we’ve got culture because culture is
everywhere, like you know our culture is just more spread than most and if it’s an art
culture then it’s an art culture that perhaps is a little more underground and smaller
than most. Like we’ve got culture, it’s just… not, it’s not the culture that you see in
other cities. What we lack, I think, is community, you know, like… That’s the thing
we should be talking about and a lot of it is, you know, like and the council is onto it
with you know the grants and the community development, like RADF [Regional Arts
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Development Fund] type stuff that it offers, but the general public don’t, aren’t really
conscious of it.

Sean acknowledges the positive role the local council plays in administering arts grants for
local artists. But he also makes note that, for him, there is a lack of community spirit more
generally. The nostalgia for community is a common discourse in contemporary society
and indeed others in this study also make this observation about the Gold Coast. It is
interesting that this nostalgia is not confined to older generations as might be assumed.
This can be understood through further analysis of the history of the Gold Coast.

History repeating and cultural sustainability
The lack of embedded history on the Gold Coast means that little cultural activity from the
past is represented or remembered in the present. Because the Gold Coast presents as a
kind of cultural desert, many people are often unaware of the arts projects that have come
before them, and many think that their contemporary projects are completely innovative.
As Vanessa can attest, this is often not the case.
Yeah. Well like when I talk to my mum, like a lot of her friends are artists and la, la,
la, and you know with this Rabbit and Cocoon project all starting, she was like, oh
yeah, Hazel did something like that in Nerang. That was about, oh, fifteen years ago.

Vanessa continues her discussion of bygone cultural eras, emphasising the lack of cultural
support in the past. Turning the conversation to a discussion on consumer demand, she
points to population growth and a lack of cultural value as defining factors inhibiting
cultural projects. Further, she suggests that in previous times, projects didn’t need to
become successful on a national level to be a success in the community, whereas now it is
essential for artists and arts organisations to demonstrate sustainability:
Well I guess there’s never been that massive support. Yeah, the thing that can put it
over the edge—because yeah I talk to my mum and everything that we think we’re
really cutting edge with has already happened, but I think the reality is now we’re at a
stage where we have a population that supports it and a consumer market that supports
it. I think possibly the general consumer market back then wasn’t so interested in that
cultural product…So, because I have known, like yeah, through people that have
started arts hubs, and they didn’t need for it to sing out to the entire Gold Coast market,
it only had to service this area—like this one that was in Nerang it had 30 people in it,
but it only lasted for a year and now it’s actually—and you know it didn’t matter
whether it kept going or this or that, it serviced a need at that time. And it’s like now
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we’re like no, no, no, we have to … we have to be on a national level. We have to,
you know … [become sustainable; demonstrate professionalism, etc.]

Vanessa’s distinction between contemporary projects and historical cultural work
needing to demonstrate sustainability and national recognition is an important one.
In a global context, this shift from arts as ‘for arts’ sake’ towards the ‘creative
industries’ can be understood alongside the rise of the creative entrepreneur and the
professionalisation of the artist (Wyszomirski & Chang 2017), stemming from
creative city discourses (Landry 2000; Florida 2002). In a local context, this issue is
also connected to local cultural policy and arts funding as certain benchmarks of
professionalism are built into funding models.
Vanessa suggests that perhaps in previous decades the ongoing sustainability of a
project was not as important as its ephemeral practice and the impact of its reach at
that moment in time. Dean adds:
Nowadays you can have like, you know, posts on the internet and all sorts of [stuff]
that you can write your name on. … So just because they don’t have that doesn’t mean
that they’re not important or doesn’t mean that they don’t make a difference or like
satisfy a need.

Here Dean echoes Vanessa’s point about the function of art as serving a need in time.
He suggests that while many bands try to claim their stake in relation to place,
actually what’s most important is that the art speaks to a group of people at that time
and place.
Cultural networks, collaboration and competition
One of the most frequently cited challenges for young artists in this study is access to
cultural networks of support. This lack of cultural support will also be further
contextualised in the following chapters from the perspectives of industry leaders and
policymakers. It is, though, clear that a lack of cultural support from local council has been
a major hurdle for the young local artists and cultural practitioners in this focus group. It is
useful to reflect on this challenge in order to understand the wider cultural landscape of the
Gold Coast. For many artists participating in my work, merely finding out about art events
is a difficult task because there is no reliable centre or space for cultural information.
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Further, because of the limited funding and support, a culture of competition emerged.
Brock, a musician and sound engineer, discusses his process of breaking into the local
music scene. Like many participants, Brock’s experience was of isolation at first, and it
took him some time to connect with like-minded people. While Brock’s initial impulse was
to move on, he persevered, soon finding his feet and a sense of belonging:
Well work-wise it’s abundant in what I do, but I find in creative [arenas]… it’s pretty,
it’s pretty difficult anyway. It’s all about, as you know, like the people that you meet,
I find that it’s not the people that if you don’t gel or if you’re not finding that you’re
clicking with the people that you’re doing it with, it’s—you might as well move on a
little bit. And I guess I was feeling that way a lot until I found, until I met people, I
actually met people like Vanessa…It takes time. Like, it takes time.

Brock’s is a story that many of the participants in this study share. It’s clear that for young
artists the process of moving to the Gold Coast is challenging. When I asked the 2010
group a rhetorical question, ‘how do you find the crew if you don’t know where to look?’
participants all unanimously replied, ‘you don’t’, reinforcing the idea that making friends
and contacts in the art scene on the Gold Coast is hard work. Sean, a filmmaker, describes
the centrality of his cultural networks:
As far as I know, like everyone I have spoken to has like kind of found our niche of
people. It’s like all of a sudden they were there. You know, like they were just, like,
‘oh the Gold Coast sucks’, and then they just go to something and then they’re just
like, ‘wow’.

Vanessa emphasises the challenges associated with finding creative, like-minded people
on the Gold Coast from the perspective of an outsider. Despite being a festival director,
Vanessa thinks of herself as socially reserved.
Well I think you have to really proactively search for them. Search for it. … Most
people are kind of like me, if I had just moved here I would be... it would take me
years to find the people I am friends with now, because I wouldn’t, you know, be like
“oh hi, I like creative stuff, who are you, what do you like doing?” I’d just be like,
“hmm”.

Tanya echoes Vanessa’s sentiment and she describes how unbelievable it seems that she
somehow found a group of like-minded creative people on the Gold Coast, given that she’s
quite shy. Brock, originally from Western Australia, describes his initial perception of the
Gold Coast cultural scene as ‘cliquey’. In fact, Brock’s initial experience was one of
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exclusion from the art scene. Brock describes how he was met with a bunch of burnt-out
musicians and this can be understood in relation to the lack of cultural infrastructure and
support for artists on the Gold Coast. Agreeing that the Gold Coast presents this way to
outsiders, Vanessa reflects on this to suggest that perhaps it’s not that people mean to be
exclusive but that the art scene is so small that it’s trying to preserve itself:
Sometimes I wonder though if it is actually cliquey or if it’s just a such a small scene
that… because I’ve felt that. Like you see a group of like artists or musicians and you
go. “oh they’re so into themselves, in their own little group”, but it’s maybe coming
from a feeling of “oh well there’s not a lot of us so we’ve got to stick together and
they don’t, they don’t treat everyone they meet with that open regard. So you come in,
you’re like, I’m actually a musician you know, and they’re just like, “ooh, we’re just
trying to preserve our thing and keep it going”.

This description of cultural preservation is important in understanding the broader context
of the Gold Coast. Vanessa articulates the Gold Coast as having a tight-knit cultural scene,
which goes a long way in explaining why it is difficult for outsiders and indeed some locals
to penetrate. This is in line with many other participants who also describe the cultural
community as ‘condensed’ and even sometimes ‘exclusive’. As many participants have
articulated, there has often been a culture of competition rather than collaboration on the
Gold Coast. This can be seen in other regional places in Queensland. As Williams notes,
visual artists in Cairns argue that there
… is a lack of networks, industry links and a hub for disseminating/distributing
information and/or offering the capacity to develop non-artistic skills. While this is
likely to continue in the future, this situation reveals the fact that artists are likely to
need to play a more significant role in being enterprising and developing their own
networks and opportunities. (2013, p. 77).

Williams makes the important link here between a lack of networks and cultural
infrastructure, and the entrepreneurialisation of the arts.

Art as public, art as politics
Although all participants have had some degree of formal training in relation to art at
university, their experiences are quite different. Filmmaker Sean, whose cultural practice
is strongly motivated by his sense of social justice, muses, ‘I’d like [art] to be about
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collaboration’. Dean, the drummer, is reflexive about his university training, commenting
on the different applications of art throughout time:
I think it changes, like depending on like what stage like everyone’s at. Like at uni I
started to like study up a bit on art and I realised how art reflects different parts of
different lives at different times. So, you have like a time when…art would reflect like
politics, or you could have a time when art would reflect social issues a little more
than politics, then you have a time when art reflects…upcoming issues or like
contemporary ideas. And then you have this weird time now where you have, like you
go to an art gallery and it seems like a museum. And so, or, you know, it doesn’t really
feel like…it really reflects anything. You’re like, “what is this relevant to?”

In responding to the question of what art is to her, festival director Vanessa interrogates
the subjective nature of art, toying with the possibility of creating something universally
meaningful, and given her profession, not surprisingly concluding that it is the public who
receives the artwork that gives it its meaning. As a filmmaker, Sean readily picks up on the
relation between art and the public, reflexively commenting on his own experience of art
as a means of protest:
Initially I got into art to protest, like I didn’t want to just—like I saw art as like an
awesome medium to be able to…touch people with like emotion and provoke thought,
and I guess…the whole time I was just…expressing myself, like it was only kind
of…after that sort of process of creating art to protest against social issues and politics
that I realised how important it is for just individuals to feel a little bit of freedom, you
know, in their lives, like just to express themselves, and just as a relief. (Sean,
filmmaker)

Drawing on Sean’s comments, Dean discusses the relationship between art and culture:
‘Doesn’t art express the culture in a way?’ This is certainly one understanding of the role
art plays in everyday life. In line with the anthropological perspective of culture (Miller &
Yúdice 2002), Sean discusses culture as a ‘general way of living’.
Agency, subjectivity and cultural change
Turning her attention towards funding models, Vanessa ponders the reactionary nature of
arts and cultural funding, that is the way that funding responds to cultural demand. She
picks up on the fickle nature of state government funding, noting the new categories of
digital funding that have emerged in recent times. In contrast to this, Vanessa sees art as
having the ability to be more prescriptive:
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…like I see you know a cultural development fund would so often be quite reactionary,
because the reality is culture is ever evolving … So, it’s like, I see things, like you
know how with Arts Queensland they’ve put a lot more focus on digital arts now? You
know, I see that as being reactionary. They’re seeing that, “yeah, this is where our
world is heading”. … [But] I think art can be quite prescriptive, and they can get away
with being prescriptive…

This excerpt articulates Vanessa’s thoughts on agency and subjectivity. Here she describes
culture as a more abstract phenomenon, one that people have little agency to change. It is
clear that for Vanessa, culture impacts on subjectivities; culture is beyond the reach of the
human mind and yet individuals feel like they identify with cultures. On the other hand,
she describes art as an empowering tool for change, one through which artists can be
prescriptive, that is, they can articulate their agency. Art, then, for Vanessa, is a vehicle
for subjective expression, and thus, can lead to cultural change. However, although art can
be prescriptive, it can also be reactionary. Perhaps it is often both.
Vanessa returns to Sean’s ideological and anthropological perspectives to add another
dimension to the discussion:
Yeah, but you look at like—if you say art is different, if you say art is an approach or
a way of being, then it is just different. It is like, you know, you could consider it
artistic to not buy into [any of it]. We all live a kind of capitalist ideal, but if you
express your living in a different way, that’s artistic.

Sean picks up on this, drawing on his social justice perspective to reframe his idea of art
as a way of life:
Yeah that’s exactly right. That’s actually amazing, because I have always tried to think
like if I was to have like no real impact, like on anyone else’s life, the best thing I
could do would be to live my own life as my own labour, and so live as my own
individual and so everything I do in my life is artistic, because it’s everything that I
create. Yeah it was just like, yeah, and yeah I just thought, “well I can be an artist and
I don’t have to paint, I don’t have to do anything. I can just go about my life and by
leading by example”. Like I hope that I can be a good enough influence on myself,
you know…

It’s clear that Sean’s understanding of art is strongly motivated by his social conscience.
Like many other participants in this study, he sees art as a vehicle for cultural change.
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Dean discusses art as a vessel for the human condition, a vehicle for expression that drives
human beings. He notes the transferability of art beyond the cultural industries, likening
his work as a musician to the work of a lawyer:
I was going to say…when you’re talking about art and lifestyle and like what you
should believe that art is and things like that… I was going to say I like to think of art
as like, as a belief system, so … what you strive to achieve in your life, and that should
be what’s—for me is what’s artistically driven. So like if I want to write a book I go,
“okay, this is my achievement, this is everything I’m working towards, because I’ve
got all these reasons that I have to confess to no one, all that I have is this book, and
that’s what I hope someone’s has picked up and goes oh wow, oh wow look at this!”
Then, like, depending on who picks it up and on what stage, they’ll go, “oh we picked
up this about Dean. We’ve picked up this”. Or if I want to record some music, I go,
oh okay I want it to be as honest as possible because all I want to do is have fun ... I
think that ultimately it’s just another vessel for, like, the human condition. Like you
know, I could do all of that in law. I compare me as a lawyer to any other lawyer, like
everyone has their different intentions behind doing things. You compare the Andy
Warhol with the Dali…I think that we’re wired to always have a vessel, like as
machines, like we’re always wired to have a vessel to drive us, whether it be like
religion or whatever.

For Dean, art is an approach that can be applied to all other spheres beyond the art world.
It is not only specific to those who call themselves artists, rather it is a way of living
creatively, a kind of creative approach to his own life and those of others. Dean continues:
You know what I think’s cool too, is to be creative is one thing; to be an artist is to be
at the head of your movement. So like… Or to be an artist is one thing; to be a
successful artist is to be at the head of your [artform] movement. So like when you’re
successful that’s what’s, like, bringing other people to your work and bringing the next
step, so that when that step happens you’re the first and you’ve made your mark
before.

For Dean, being a successful artist is to be at the head of one’s movement. Implicit here is
the assumption that all successful art is about creating change on some level, whether
ideological, artistic or both. This is a sweeping assumption. However, from this
conversation, it could be argued that ‘good art’, however subjective, is prescriptive and is
about being at the head of one’s movement. That is, good art is art that challenges,
innovates, and seeks intentionally to change the world in some way. In this way, art, as
Dean describes it, ‘is a vessel for the human condition’.
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Artist wages, self-exploitation and spirituality
Despite being an avenue for self-expression, young artists acknowledge the importance of
earning an income from their art and they echo the issue of self-exploitation as described
in Chapter 4. It’s no secret that young artists are often underpaid for their work, and
emerging or young artists are encouraged to do a lot of free work in order to gain
experience. While a period of unpaid ‘internship’ is an increasingly familiar model in many
sectors, such as hospitality or office work, there has long been widespread misuse of ideas
of ‘art for art’s sake, and ‘artists work for the love of it’ and so on. Thus, the extent to
which junior workers in the cultural industries ‘gift their labour’ in the pursuit of paid
employment (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011, p. 114) is more frequent than almost all other
sectors. While fair wages for their creative labour and/or fair payment for their products
are an international and national issue for artists, this is compounded on the Gold Coast
where there has been such a significant lack of cultural value given to the arts. Vanessa, as
an events manager and festival director, has been heavily involved in organising music gigs
over many years on the Gold Coast. She describes how both venues and local government
commonly underpay artists, and she argues for a system that regulates musicians’ pay.
But that’s like something I think about music, like I guess something that’s been
building for me over the last couple of years is this need … for local bands or
musicians to be paid properly, you know, because I’ve been in a position where I’m
organising gigs where people get paid shit, and it’s just like ‘all on board, for the love,
let’s try and make this happen’. And it’s like, as an industry, as an area, it has to get
to a stage where those musicians can expect that standard rate of pay.

Vanessa further describes the entrenched exploitation of artists in relation to council
processes:
But then, like, whenever I interact with council, you know they run A-Venue
workshops and the A-Venue opportunities, and the amount they pay bands to play at
like Surfers Paradise or something is so nominal, but they try and balance it with, ‘oh,
but it’s really great exposure’. And I’m like, ‘you’re not actually helping this local
industry because…yeah because they’re going to go and try and book tours [and
you’re] cutting them at the knees’ … Yeah, but like they don’t actually have a value
on their work, so they try and sell their work somewhere else and they’re like, ‘oh I
usually get paid 50 bucks a gig’… So they can’t actually market themselves
[appropriately] on a national level, let alone international. So, it’s something that is a
really hard thing to cross… I feel like [we are]…at adolescence where ‘okay it’s time
to stop underselling ourselves as individual artists or underpaying artists just because
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you’re giving them an opportunity’. And we actually need to go, ‘No! Wait, we’re
operating on this level!’ [indicating a higher level].

Here, Vanessa draws on the adolescent analogy that is so frequently used about the city as
a whole (and analysed by Burton 2009). She is reflective about her previous work booking
bands who receive little compensation. Although she acknowledges the work Council is
doing to give musicians opportunities through their programs, Vanessa describes this as
unhelpful to artists because it devalues their work. In fact, she argues, Council is both
exploiting artists and selling the Gold Coast short in terms of what it has to offer.
A drummer himself, as well as a drums teacher, Dean counters Vanessa’s point of view,
presenting the argument that there are plenty of substandard, marketing-savvy ‘artists’ who
know how to sell themselves really well but whose art is of questionable value. He laments
the prevalence of uncritical self-promotion, and argues that art should be a spiritual
practice, not merely an economic trade-off. In any case, Dean concludes, the former should
at least be prioritised over the latter. For him, playing music is much more about locking
himself in a room in order to hone his skills and express himself freely than it is about
money. Further, Dean argues that because musicians are privileged to have this ‘spiritual’
experience of practice, they should persevere to overcome other economic barriers, but
with what we might describe as ethics and reflexivity.
Yeah, I sort of like the idea of bands having to work hard for their dollars because it’s
a lot of fun and all your work is playing really good music and at the end of it it’s an
amazing spiritual journey that…yeah. But most people outside of the practice area just
have no idea, because, you know, you actually learn a hell of a lot about yourself,
[including] that you have nothing to prove to anyone else. And a lot of the arguments
… you know, that the world faces, are all about proving yourself to someone else or
proving something; and [by working hard] you used to learn so much about music that
you’ve actually got nothing to prove. And that’s the only thing—the only time that
you’re going to experience that is when you’re on your own. Some people go to
different countries to experience that or some people just lock themselves in a room.
So, like, at the end of locking yourself in a room for so long, you can walk onto the
stage and express yourself really freely, and a lot of your ideas can be like not so jaded
by the scene, not so jaded by the environment that you’re in, not so jaded by, you
know, so much that we’re sort of bombarded by. So yeah, you just have this like—I
don’t know—you bring a presence to what you want to do and I think that if artists
really strive for that then the fight between venues, the fight between like, you know,
the whole like pay ratio and things like that, well you can just say well fuck you [to]
the venue. We’re going to play at home and we’re going to let everyone come to our
joint.

141

For Dean, it is clear that the economic imperative is a much less important aspect of his art
than music as a spiritual practice. Dean also articulates belief in the idea that good art will
always overcome economic challenges. It is important to recall that Dean also works as a
drums teacher, so has an alternative form of income from his music.
Dean’s heartfelt—if decidedly romantic—perspective inspires further conversation in the
focus group. Tanya, the graphic designer, agrees with Dean’s description of art, saying that
for her ‘it’s like a way of life’. Vanessa takes this into consideration, retracing her thinking
and reflexively acknowledging the problems inherent with the economic-capitalist mindset:
Yeah, is it more—because, you know, sometimes I get frustrated with—[Is it that] I’m
thinking more, like, visual artists, when they’re not being open [as are] musicians;
when they’re not being business savvy enough? They’re, like, whinging about how
they want to live off their art but they can’t afford it because they’re not getting ‘paid
properly’; they can’t sell their art work or whatever. I’m like, ‘You know, try and be
a little bit proactive and sell your art work. Go into art exhibitions, whatever it is you
have to do’. But then, like how you just described that—it’s like, well, that’s the
average business person and the economic capitalist mindset. Maybe the creative life
is a more spiritual existence, like, you know, go live as [if] you’re a monk and you
only get donations, but if that spiritual payoff is so big then maybe that economic
benefit isn’t, shouldn’t be, a priority. That [economic] ideal shouldn’t be forced on
that [spiritual] kind of mindset. And there’s so many shit artists that are so business
savvy that just… yeah…

Participants all agree on this, with Tanya, herself a visual practitioner, also emphasising
the prevalence of ‘shit artists’ on the Gold Coast. Tanya bemoans the Frangipani sticker
movement, a craze that sees Gold Coast motorists pasting generic flowers on their rear car
windows: ‘And the Gold Coast is the hub of them. I don’t know, how many frangipanis
have you seen on a black and white background that sell for like $80? Whoever knows?’.
The frangipani sticker craze was a decidedly well-marketed aspect of Gold Coast culture.
So, too, are the predominantly azure, mauve and green sea-themed ‘original artworks’
mentioned earlier. These can be found in gift shops and home design stores all over the
Coast. However, they are particularly popular in the Oasis shopping centre at Broadbeach.
This shopping mall occupies the basement (parking), ground and first floor levels of a
multi-million dollar, mega high-rise mixed used luxury apartment block that is also a
tourism and leisure complex. The Oasis is across the road from the Star Casino, which at
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the time of field research, was connected by a monorail across the Gold Coast Highway.
The same kinds of artworks, and their ‘sculptural’ equivalents, plus some actual ‘gallery
art’ of the kind that is appropriate for light-filled high-rise apartments, can also be found
on sale in the Marina Mirage shopping centre. This complex features famous seafood
restaurants; expensive ‘designer’ jewellery and clothing boutiques and is frequented by
local, national and international ‘yachties’ who moor their large, expensive yachts or motor
launches/yachts in the expensive berths of the marina in front of its eponymous shopping
mall. Other customers are guests from the five star ‘plus’ Versace Hotel and restaurants
next door, and the five star Sheridan Hotel and Resort across the road, with its own access
to the mall in the form of a pedestrian flyover that avoids any risk of encountering cars on
the busy road along the Spit to Sea World and a range of natural attractions9. In any case,
perhaps these kinds of commercial visual works are one example of what Vanessa, Tanya
and others think of as ‘shit art’ that is economically viable.

Political apathy and consumer culture
Vanessa ponders the reason for the prevalence of bad art on the Gold Coast. She links this
to the Gold Coast’s relaxed and comfortable lifestyle:
And like I had … after coming back from Europe, I felt this really strong thing that—
and I still feel it—that art comes from struggle and that it’s, you know, it has to come—
you know, it’s probably not that founded, but I feel like the most intense creativity
I’ve experienced is when I’ve been like– …And I say “struggle” because it’s
something as simple as like, you know, when I was living in London and just working
really hard and catching the train every day, like my most amazing bursts of
imagination were on that train and just stressed out. And, you know, I couldn’t afford
to live and this and that, and I was struggling against the man—whatever that was,
you know…Yeah, but you know a lot of my friends in Europe that—…you know,
they all had a story to tell. They all had passion and political inspiration and creative
ideas. It was very much coming from a space of “We live on top of each other, we’ve
got no personal space, the politics, they’re not supporting us, blah, blah, blah.” So it’s

9

The Spit is a long, narrow peninsula, much loved by locals of every description, which separates the
northern side of the Broadwater from a glorious beach and the Pacific Ocean. Much of The Spit is protected
from development and there has recently been a fierce, and successful, campaign to save it from totally
inappropriate development proposals. Those twee frangipani stickers, then, are considerably less numerous
on car rear windows than the presence, on everything from battered tradies utes to Porsches, stickers with the
slogan ‘Save Our Spit’—which must be more than a little disconcerting for many international tourists.
(Campaigns to save The Spit have received a great deal of national coverage.)
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this personal freedom that really heavily gets explored. And because I feel like here
we have so much personal freedom and space and…

Tanya agrees with Vanessa, adding, ‘everything is abundant’. While there are low socioeconomic pockets on the Gold Coast, it’s easier to miss these if you frequent the tourist
spaces which are produced to occlude uncomfortable realities such as homelessness and
poverty.
Vanessa, who once lived with Tanya, relates her experience of living in a comfortable
setting, and what impact that had on her arts practice:
Yeah, it’s, you know, there’s so much abundance. It’s like when we lived in
Currumbin Valley, I was like, ‘Oh, I’m going to get so creative when I’m living out
there’. But I lived out there and life was so easy and nice…that I didn’t do anything.
It was a really unproductive period in my life.

Tanya also recalls living in the Currumbin Valley as a very unproductive time creatively:
Tanya:

That’s what I was saying to you before about the whole veggie patch thing.
We all moved out there with this utopian dream of building this little
community with our big veggie patch, and we didn’t do anything.

Vanessa: Yeah.
Tanya:

Like nothing. We just sort of lived day by day.

Vanessa: It was just too comfortable, and I feel like…
Tanya:

Because it was so easy.

Vanessa: …Here, like there’s no passion; there’s no reason to be passionate. There’s
no reason to like, you know, have, as Sean says. Like, protest was an
inspiration for his creativity, and I feel that, like I am involved in the arts
because I think of it as a very powerful vehicle for change and inspiration,
but when there isn’t the need for that powerful change and inspiration…You
know, you might look at the people and go, ‘Oh you’re just apathetic’, but
the reality is you can be [too].

This honest exchange between these two young women provides insight into the
complexities of apathy and the creative process. For Vanessa and Tanya, art is devoid of
substance without some kind of conflict or story to tell: art requires provocation.
Sean notes that while the Gold Coast is not by any means devoid of conflict or abject
poverty, its glossy exterior hides homeless people, and it’s easy for the general public to
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feel like homelessness doesn’t exist. Tanya picks up on this, noting that, ‘work is so
abundant that no one—they don’t have to look outside of their perspective of the massive
amount of money they’re making, the crap they’re buying, and their amazing weekends…
like in paradise’. Undoubtedly, there is a great deal to be concerned about on the Gold
Coast yet at the same time the standard of living is easy for most and people are often
detached, both geographically and symbolically, from major political issues happening in
other parts of Australia. So while there are issues to care about and to produce art in
response to, there isn’t an obvious culture of political participation by young people on the
Gold Coast. This leads some to become apathetic, but others do find local issues to care
about.

Sites of resistance
As mentioned earlier in the chapter, young people have often been described as apathetic
in popular discourse. O’Toole (2003, p. 72) points out that one of the problems with much
of the work examining young people’s political apathy is that it’s largely quantitative in
nature and aligns with a narrow definition of the political. Skelton explains further that it
is young people’s absence from formal politics that constitutes their popular depiction as
‘political subjects “in waiting”’, suspended inadequately and frustratedly between
immaturity and adulthood (2010, p. 147). Harris and Wyn (2009) discuss the disjunction
between the literature that emphasises young people’s political apathy and the research that
acknowledges their participation in the local. Harris and Wyn observe that despite the
emphasis on global mobilities, ‘young people are “embedded” in their residential location’,
and ‘young people’s opportunities are still very much shaped by the resources offered by
their local environments: families, schools and neighborhoods’ (2009, p. 328). Harris and
Wyn note that in contrast to the political apathy stereotype, young people are in fact
concerned about local problems because they have personal connections to locally
connected issues. Massey argues that ‘youth cultures claim their own spaces too, and may
be as excluding and defensive about them as any nation state’ (1998, p. 129). ‘Political’,
then, could perhaps be better conceptualised as ‘softer’ politics, as ‘“informal”, “personal”,
“micro-” politics and related to “participation”’ (Skelton 2010, p. 147). In this sense, young
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people most certainly have strong political presence. Drawing together the intersections of
formal and informal politics, Skelton argues that young people’s politics are in practice not
bound to a binary position, but instead complex and overlapping, bridging both domains
of Politics/politics. Studies in political geography have extended this position (e.g. Kallio
& Häkli 2011; Wood 2012). Significantly, young people in the focus group I’m
highlighting here are reflexive about their self-described political apathy.
Sean gives weight to this argument about apathy and detachment from Politics with a
capital P. He discusses the political impetus behind his choice to become an artist and what
that has meant for him living on the Gold Coast. He expresses his frustration at current
formal Politics and laments the loss of his political will, citing the Howard government as
a motivating factor for his arts practice. Dean and other participants echo this sentiment:
Sean:

Like when I was kind of at uni and I’ve gone into film making, like I have
gone into film making for the purpose that I thought I could touch millions
of people, like, quite naively thinking, ‘Oh yeah, I can make a movie and a
million people will watch it’. And I guess—and that was before YouTube
you know…Well, before YouTube was massive. Like, yeah, it was. This
was like 2000—year 2000—and since then I’ve … kind of got into
filmmaking and just—I’ve been more and more obsessed with the idea of
travel [so] that I’ve like almost forgotten about all the things that I wanted
to protest about. Like—… and especially like back then when the Howard
government was in, it was much easier to care about what was going on,
because it felt…

Dean:

You could be angry.

Sean:

Yeah, because it felt so racist and now…

Dean:

Too much television exposure too. Like, Howard, key word: ‘war’.

Sean:

Yeah.

Dean:

You hear ‘Howard’—it’s like come on people.

Here, Sean and Dean discuss how the Howard era between 1996 and 2007, with its overt
racism, produced anger in artists and inspired people to be creative. As one industry leader
suggests in Chapter 6, Gold Coast politics during the time that this field research was
conducted wasn’t particularly transparent in its political persuasion; perhaps this is part of
the reason for Sean’s and Dean’s apathy. Nonetheless, they are reflexive in discussing how
their art was motivated by their desire to make change.
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Despite self-identifying as ‘almost apathetic’ when it comes to formal Politics, Sean’s
artistic practice is clearly motivated by more everyday forms of politics:
Initially I got into art to protest, like I didn’t want to just—…like I saw art as … an
awesome medium to be able to like touch people with…emotion and provoke thought,
and I guess like the whole time I was just like expressing myself, like it was only kind
of … [It was] after that sort of process of creating art to protest against social issues
and politics that I realised how important it is for just individuals to feel a little bit of
freedom, you know, in their lives, like, just to express themselves and just as a relief.
And now it just feels like, you know, when it comes to politics I’m so fucking over
these people who are just talking nonsense most of the time and both sides are talking
fucking nonsense, so I don’t really care. Like I’m almost apathetic about politics now,
which really saddens me, but you know, I used to like be all current with … political
issues and stuff like that and now I’m just kind of more caring about how I can travel
and tell other people stories that need to be told.

Sean is not alone in his criticism of the political system. In fact, many young people today
present similar views, ‘judging their politics not through the lens of complacency but more
through the lens of righteous indignation with a democratic politics too influenced by
powerful sectional interests, and too prone to allowing politicians to break their promises
with impunity’ (Stoker et al. 2018).
Despite his apparent distancing from formal Politics, Sean explains how a local Gold Coast
issue did pique his interest and ignite his passion for making art:
But it wasn’t until this year that I actually found, like, a story worth telling on the Gold
Coast—like in terms of people who need their story to be told and it was with child
safety officers. Like, you know, they get no funding whatsoever … and like these
people who are supposed to be going to check if the parents are taking care of children
in a proper way are so disgustingly under-funded that you know they’re not able to do
their job [properly] and they’re not able to send people out where they should and
follow-up on things—that it’s so like just grossly under-funded. I have said that twice
now that—… nobody knows about it. I wasn’t even aware of it and it’s only like—
…kind of that was the first thing in about like five years here on the Gold Coast that
I’ve felt genuinely passionate about and wanting to like use art to protest through…
or create awareness. And that comes back to that point before where like on the Gold
Coast, we’ve got it so good. Like, I mean, right here in the room that we’re in, we’re
five minutes away from the beach.

It’s clear that Sean has a sophisticated understanding of his agency, and he feels compelled
to strive towards social and cultural change by creating awareness of social issues through
his artistic practice as a filmmaker. The tension for him is that he is constrained by a culture
of apathy but also compelled intrinsically to create change.
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Belonging in paradise
The conversation about political apathy and art on the Gold Coast prompts Sean to share
the backstory, as it were—his experience of moving to Australia as a refugee and what
impact this has had on his perspective:
I was born in Chile where it’s a Third World country, or developing Third World
country at the moment, and I arrived to Australia as a refugee. So knowing that back
in South America or in Chile, I couldn’t become an artist, [and] like, I couldn’t go to
uni because you have to pay for it yourself straight up. I’d have to study something
that would actually earn money. And the fact that here, in Australia, or on the Gold
Coast right now we’ve got a room full of artists, musicians, filmmakers, that have like
gone through uni, through the dole to like be working and earning some kind of
income, eating amazing food, just living right next to the beach, what the hell can we
complain about, you know?

This winds into a discussion of how privileged participants feel to live on the Gold Coast
and to be able to travel. Tanya articulates her reasons for digging her heels into the Gold
Coast: ‘it’s that hope, there’s always… it [The Gold Coast] has potential’. Sean echoes this
remark: ‘There’s the hope, yeah. It’s all about the hope’. When asked if participants felt a
sense of belonging to the Gold Coast, the response is as resounding ‘yes’, because:
Vanessa: That’s our home.
Tanya:

Because we grew up here.

Sean:

Because we have pizza night.

Tanya:

Because we’re at family night.

Sean:

Because I’m an artist and I surf.

Musician Brock clearly articulates his sense of belonging to this place:
I’m running into a lot of people that [are] like-minded to what I’m doing, so to me it’s
a lot [more] like home than what… than where I was in WA. I’m on the other side of
the country and I’ve never felt more at home.

This chapter has sought to contribute to the literature on young people’s cultural politics
of place. By referring to subjective experiences of young people’s artistic practice as a form
of political resistance, it has situated this research within a broader analysis of the cultural
politics of paradise, referring to Gold Coast as a suitable case in point. I have discussed
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how hegemonic place-making processes produce and convey unidirectional discourses that
do not cater to a multiplicity of engagements with place, thus marginalising young people
and often negatively impacting on their cultural identity and senses of self. Through this
discussion, and through my use of their conversation, I have revealed how these young
people are, in turn, disrupting hegemonic paradise discourses with the aim of creating
social and cultural change. Political resistance is articulated through the cultural politics of
the everyday as young people seek to challenge and subvert paradise discourses. This is
communicated through artists’ cultural practices (for example, making a film or artwork or
even through conversation) as well as through their consumption of cultural products.
Young artists in this study are both forthcoming and forthright in their critiques of culture,
demonstrating strong political engagement with place. Finally, the chapter has described
how spaces for consumption offered by commodified places in some instances ignite
courageous and creative responses from young people who seek to challenge and subvert
dominant discourses of paradise. It is evident from the material presented in this chapter
that young people are political subjects heavily invested in as well as embedded in
processes of place-making. In their everyday shaping of places these young people actively
work to disrupt and subvert paradise discourses.
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Chapter 6: The arts industry
The previous chapter set out to reveal and explore the experiences of one group of young
artists on the Gold Coast, while this chapter engages with the views of arts industry leaders.
The previous chapter outlined young artists’ discontent with current paradise discourses
and investigated how these young artists continue to work hard to reshape the cultural
landscape through their artistic practice. It sketched something of a picture of a group of
young people who actively participate in the arts and the cultural politics of place. In their
accounts, young people described some benefits to their cultural practice of life on the Gold
Coast, including abundant natural resources and a sense of belonging. They also identified
a number of key challenges, such as the impacts of economic rationalism and
hyperneoliberal development agendas on the arts, issues of cultural sustainability, artists’
incomes and the notion of artist wages, consumer culture and political apathy. This chapter
responds directly to many of the issues emerging from the focus group with young artists,
and also raised by the participants in Creative Connections (see Chapter 4). By drawing on
the perspectives of significant and influential figures in the arts industry, this chapter
deepens our understanding of challenges to arts practice on the Gold Coast, providing
further nuance and clarity to the range of issues discussed so far.
The Gold Coast arts industry is led by a dynamic group of artists, scholars and cultural
managers with extensive experience in their respective fields. I invited these industry
leaders to participate in a focus group I held at Griffith University in 2011. Almost all those
invited were able to attend and graciously accepted. Those who participated in the event
shared their experiences of the joys and frustrations involved in leading the arts industry
on the Gold Coast. The questions I posed were intended as general starting points,
provoking responses about culture on the Gold Coast. However, what transpired over the
course of the evening was a surprise: participants expressed an overwhelming frustration
with local cultural governance, which they returned to throughout the conversation. The
participants, who I’d identified as having had a significant impact on the local arts industry,
expressed concerns about inadequate local (and state) cultural policies and strategies. Many
industry leaders expressed their frustration, telling discouraging stories about working with
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council and about the degree of inaction in response to their input over several years. I
hadn’t anticipated this kind of response, but it soon became the main thread of this research.
Their views corresponded with the experiences of other participants in my fieldwork, but
were more worrying due to the important positions held by many in this group. This chapter
presents the subjective experiences of these Gold Coast arts industry leaders. It describes
their challenges in working with local council on matters of cultural policy. Beyond this, I
reveal a group of dedicated arts professionals working hard to disrupt paradise discourses
and to nurture young artists and the local community. Before exploring their stories, I will
begin by introducing the participants.
Thirteen leaders of the Gold Coast arts industry participated in the focus group on which
this chapter is based. Samuel is a popular music scholar with a wealth of experience
developing policy and serving on regional and state music, film and arts committees.
Joanna is an arts consultant with forty years’ experience in private galleries and studios.
Mark is an arts manager with a wealth of experience working in the performing arts sector
across state, national and international platforms. Nelle is an urban studies scholar with
extensive experience serving on arts committees, developing cultural initiatives, and
writing cultural policy. Donny is a creative producer with substantial experience in the
performing arts as an arts manager, teacher, director, musical director, producer and
adjudicator. Harris is an acclaimed novelist and creative writing scholar, with expertise as
an editor. Johnny is a music manager and consultant with local and international experience
as a musician, manager and tour manager. Elaine is a senior curator with extensive local
and international experience working with major arts organisations. Trevor is an
Aboriginal photographer and anthropologist, with extensive experience in curating and
publishing locally and at a state level. Kye is a short film festival director, with a
background in the performing arts as an actor and director. India is an award-winning
novelist and creative writing scholar with a strong background in developing cultural
initiatives on the Gold Coast. Harold is a design scholar, painter and printmaker, with 45
years’ experience as an artist, serving on numerous design committees and councils. Bree
is a sculpture festival director with 11 years’ experience working in the local arts
community. Nelle and Elaine participated in the Creative Connections event however for
the remainder of participants this was their first engagement with this research. While not
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all participants are quoted in this chapter, they all contributed greatly to the focus group.
At the time of writing in 2018, most of the participants are still heavily involved in the arts
industry on the Gold Coast.

Media and public perception
For arts industry leaders, like other participants in this study, the cultural cringe (Philips
1950) is all too familiar. The first question I posed to industry leaders at the beginning of
the event was deliberately broad: How do the terms ‘Gold Coast’ and ‘culture’ come
together for you? This was met by the acknowledgement from film festival director Kye,
that for some people the Gold Coast lacks any culture. Nelle then agreed with Kye’s
provocation and this further provoked a passionate response from Joanna, an art consultant.
Kye: There are some people who would argue that there is no culture on the Gold
Coast so, that is one of the kind of external perceptions that is alive to some extent.
Nelle: And remains alive I think, yeah…
Joanna: And why is that? [Frustrated, irritated tone] Can anyone tell us why is that
when we are so, we are so hard working and we have evolved and developed for a
long period and we have created or we have had here so many great artists who
actually went to school here and who formed their careers here! So, I think that we
suffer from, not so much the cultural area but that some of our forebears in the real
estate area sort of gave us the tag. And I think that has stuck with us and, as we all
know, is totally undeserved.

It’s barely a minute into the conversation and the link between the cultural dimension of
life on the Gold Coast and the hyperneoliberal development that foreshadows this is made.
Joanna astutely points out that this perception is not in fact due to the Gold Coast’s lack of
culture—and it’s certainly not due to the lack of art or calibre of artists it exports—but is a
result of development discourses, or the Gold Coast’s production as paradise. That is, the
city’s heavy circulation of paradisal imagery, architecture and discourses produced
initially, at least, through hyperneoliberal strategies of place marketing. By representing
the Gold Coast as a paradisal tourist destination, the ‘White Shoe Brigade’ also produced
and projected a culture of development that persists today. It is a culture that is incongruent
with many local interests, as we have already seen in previous chapters, and it is not
representative of the multifarious cultures that exist on the Gold Coast. The reduction of
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the Gold Coast to sun, sand, surf and sex has been and is still a constant source of frustration
for local artists and industry.
Nelle acknowledges the significant role that national media plays in producing the Gold
Coast as cultureless. Discussing the national media perception and citing an example in a
local magazine, Nelle discusses the embeddedness of the problem in the nation’s psyche:
And there is a national media perception, as well, that has gone on for a long time and
I think for the first time about two years ago, I read—in one of the national weekend
magazines—an item about the Gold Coast, which actually said ‘Well what do you
know? There is more to the Gold Coast than meets the eye!’ And you know, as if it
was news!

Although at first Nelle suggests the national media perception problem as particular to nonGold Coasters, she clarifies here that it is also residents of the Gold Coast who have
internalised this cultural cringe, making it part of their own story. Nelle also emphasises
the cultural cringe between the Gold Coast and Brisbane, a key recurring theme throughout
this study, and discussed in the previous chapters.
Gold Coast local media have, of course, strongly propagated paradise discourse, and we
know that local media play an important part in processes of placemaking (Shumow &
Gutsche Jr 2015; Gutsche Jr & Shumow 2016). In fact, participants identify local media as
a major hurdle in growing arts audiences. Film festival director, Kye, comments:
I have to give credit to probably the most powerful representative of what is arts and
culture on the Gold Coast and that is the Gold Coast Bulletin. And the problem is they
are doing an atrocious job. But you can’t take away that they are the biggest influence,
so unless something is sorted out with the media... Um, you know...

Joanna agrees, arguing that the Bulletin’s allocation for arts and culture is insufficient:
‘Here, here! And we keep saying we have one page one day a week [dedicated to the arts]
and that is not good enough!’ Industry leaders all echo this sentiment.
The tabloidisation of the public sphere has long been a concern for cultural theorists
(Turner 1999). It is often argued in popular discourse that sensationalised stories of sex,
crime and scandal are fast gaining traction in mainstream media over arguably more factual
documentation of local events. ‘Infotainment’ is still on the rise in mainstream media
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contexts (see for example Photiou et al. 2018). Yet the public lamentation about
infotainment, and accompanying nostalgia for slow and factual reporting, may not
represent an actual decline in the quality of news. It’s important to note that panic around
the rise of infotainment does not necessarily indicate the dumbing down of society, as is
often supposed, but may instead be symptomatic of the educated public’s distaste for
popular culture (McNair et al. 2017). While this may be the case, media plays an important
role in the shaping of places and for this reason it’s important to interrogate the narratives
produced around place. The Gold Coast Bulletin has long prioritised paradise stories, with
its emphasis on local celebrities, crime, urban development and sensationalised tourism
events, such as Schoolies and Indy car racing (Griffin 2002). In this way, the Bulletin has
been a powerful part of the paradise apparatus, perpetuating the Gold Coast myth of ‘sun,
sand, surf and sex’. For the most part, industry leaders in my focus group agree that local
media has a profoundly negative impact on the Gold Coast’s culture. They also agree that
the Gold Coast Bulletin should publish more arts and cultural stories in order to promote a
balance of representation. While traditional media, and specifically the Bulletin, has a small
audience, its broader impact is still significant.
Sex is a key aspect of Gold Coast paradise discourse and draws major publicity. Illustrating
the Gold Coast Bulletin’s explicit paradise agenda, Kye points to a particularly concerning
case regarding the aptly named Paradise Magazine, which was formally a section of the
Weekend Bulletin:
But it’s an argument that’s been going on for ages. The only way that I can get cover
[for the film festival] [i]n the Paradise Magazine is to put a girl in a bikini holding a
camera! And they’ve told me that! That’s the only way I get cover. You know, just
chuck a girl in a bikini and hold a piece of art and you’re in there! And that’s crazy
but that’s the way it is. That’s the only way I get cover.

The Paradise Magazine was dependent on paradise images, and was unwilling to sacrifice
this heteronormative, sexualised discourse for other aspects of Gold Coast culture. As Kye
demonstrates, paradise images were privileged over all other images, and this unfortunately
meant that in order to get promotion, cultural producers had to dramatically sexualise their
work to suit that (now defunct) publication of the Bulletin. Sculpture festival director, Bree,
satirically quips, ‘Perhaps we should do the SWELL [festival] calendar girls!’ [laughs] and
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then qualifies this with, ‘If I were at the northern end of the Coast we probably would but
we’re southern so we’re seen, as you know, as southerners’. Bree makes an important
distinction here between northerners and southerners on the Gold Coast. This distinction
reflects an important division in spatial politics: that is, the northern Gold Coast as
superficial and touristic and the southern Gold Coast as more community-minded.
The northern end of the Gold Coast, with Surfers Paradise at the helm, is regarded as the
heart of hedonistic consumption whereas the southern end is known for its sense of
community and ethical stance on environmental issues, bordering as it does on the ecoprogressive northern NSW. As India notes, ‘So there’s a split even there’, to which Bree
responds, ‘But we like that. We do want to hold onto that’. Here, Bree is perhaps making
a class and cultural distinction between those who value a sustainable, slow lifestyle as
opposed to those who promote hyperneoliberal development and mass consumption. She
identifies with the former, distancing herself from the hegemonic, paradise discourses.
More to the point, however, as a large, free outdoor sculpture festival at Currumbin Beach,
SWELL is loved by its very significant public (from all parts of the region) for its genuine,
carefully preserved identity as an event for ordinary people. This is why Bree stresses that
‘we’—in the sense of SWELL—want to keep a connection with community.
The cultural cringe between Brisbane and the Gold Coast parallels that of the one between
Brisbane and other major Australian cities. The culture wars propel the tensions between
cities and promote place competition. Queensland has long been seen as backward in
comparison to the rest of the country, a sunny place to visit on holidays but not a real place
to live in. In contrast to the Gold Coast, Brisbane has been legitimised as having ‘matured’
and become more culturally and socially sophisticated, but is still seen as culturally inferior
to other more developed Australian cities, such as Sydney or Melbourne. Nevertheless,
Brisbane has always trumped the Gold Coast’s cultural scene. Popular music scholar
Samuel exemplifies this by citing a conversation with a Queensland politician:
I remember speaking to a state government politician quite some years ago, and we
were talking about culture and he said—he indicated, Nelle—'if you want some
culture, then it is just up the road’, because the Motorway was just completed, you
see, ‘so it is only a 50-minute drive to the wonders of Brisbane culture’.
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Here, Samuel articulates the impact of cultural cringe as perceived between the two cities,
referring to how State government has used their geographical proximity as a rationale by
for not increasing cultural amenity or cultural funding for the Gold Coast. The Gold Coast
could never compete on the same scale as Brisbane, which has a traditional, European
concentric city structure and much larger population, so, the implication was, it shouldn’t
even try.
India makes the argument that the Gold Coast is not comparable to traditional, Australian
cities, and that it should distance itself from trying to be like these cities. She discusses the
‘strip-like’ nature of the Gold Coast, acknowledging how some American cities suffer from
similar perception issues. The Gold Coast’s strip geography and lack of mobility has of
course been raised in previous chapters by other participants and is a central challenge for
cultural activity on the Gold Coast. Kye revisits this: ‘I just don’t go up to the northern end
of the Gold Coast. And you know like, it’s kind of slack of me but you know that’s the
same mentality with a lot of people—transport’. Like many people in this study, Kye is
bound by his local territory and this has a profound impact on how he engages with the
cultural offerings of the Gold Coast.
Bree picks up on this theme, explaining that although the Gold Coast has always had a
strong sense of culture, it has seriously lacked a network of support. She explained how
when she first moved to the Gold Coast there was no public art policy and the city was still
very much considered regional:
I think, also, Shanene I mean, I moved here from Melbourne and I saw the Gold Coast
had incredible culture and opportunities in front of it. What I did find, especially like
with the beginnings of SWELL, was that there wasn’t a support network for it. … If
you went to the Council they didn’t really have a public art policy, not like they do
now, and we were considered regional and now, it is kind of, you know…

As Bree notes, the Gold Coast’s culture has always been tied to its natural environment
and lifestyle. With SWELL, Bree explains, the beach culture was the motivating factor in
putting sculpture on the beach and this has been the driving force of art from the beginnings
of the festival. In his empirical study on creative industries in north-eastern Australia,
Daniel (2015, p. 221) identifies that the natural environment is seen as a ‘creative strength
of the region’. This is certainly the case with artists on the Gold Coast. Beyond the natural
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environment, however, Bree notes that there has been a lack of support networks for artists.
This was identified by young artists (see Chapter 5) and at Creative Connections (see
Chapter 4). It is invariably (and inevitably) tied to issues of cultural governance explored
later in this chapter.

Arts ecologies and infrastructure
The discussion concerning geographical challenges prompts a call to action on a cultural
precinct, beginning with a stand-alone gallery. Nelle describes the industry’s strong
demand and support for such an institution versus the lack of the government action. This
is followed with strong supportive statements made by other industry leaders about the
importance of a gallery having its own identity. Nelle comments:
I’d also, sort of throw in there that over the years, with, you know, the earlier
conversation … the number of times we’ve all been consulted over the years about the
Arts Centre and about the Gallery and Joanna was saying, you know, she has always
given the advice that we need a high end, stand-alone gallery, and you know my
feelings on that matter! But when we’ve been consulted, lots of us have said … we
need a gallery that has the capacity to do that kind of outreach!

The industry leaders murmur in agreement and Joanna highlights the importance of a
gallery with an independent image: ‘we need one with our own identity! Something that
people can be proud of and own and feel that it is theirs’.
Elaine raises the importance of nurturing a healthy visual arts ecology and this sparks a
passionate response from Joanna, who expresses her frustration with the lack of progress
made on a stand-alone gallery10, despite constant consultation and community will for such
an initiative.
Elaine:

But I think as well of course the stand-alone isn’t the only thing. Of course
what we are talking about is a healthy ecology in visual arts and that’s a
whole layering of different kinds of space. But it’s also the good spirit
between the people that work in them.

Joanna: But Elaine, I’ve been talking about this for fourteen years!

10

The significant collection of the Gold Coast City Gallery is housed in a part of the multi-purpose Arts
Centre.
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Elaine:

You have.

Joanna: Is there any way I can even get something like a Tweed Regional Gallery
before I die? [Collective laughter] It’s on the cards that I won’t!

Here, Joanna makes a distinction between the Gold Coast City Gallery, which presents
visual art, and the Arts Centre, which is a predominantly performing arts-based venue (now
known as Home of the Arts, HOTA).
As many industry leaders have noted, the Gold Coast City Gallery is inadequate for a city
of such size. At the time when this field work was being conducted, the City Gallery is
tucked away in one shoulder of the Arts Centre, and while its exhibitions are of a high
quality, the gallery spaces are underwhelming. The city gallery doesn’t have an
independent identity from the Arts Centre nor does it have its own online presence, for
instance. Joanna draws a comparison here to the Tweed Regional Gallery, an impressive
stand-alone gallery nestled in the lush countryside of Murwillumbah, boasting views of the
Tweed River and surrounds. In contrast to the Tweed Regional Gallery, The Gold Coast
City Gallery is modest and overshadowed by the theatrical components of the Arts Centre
Gold Coast. Elaine points to promising signs of cultural change, citing an example of a
conversation with state politicians. For Elaine, the recent shift in perceptions about the
Gold Coast indicates a critical moment. Elaine acknowledges that the shift in perceptions
is potentially just a political move, and she suggests that swift action is required. She argues
that that what is needed is for the cultural community to capitalise on the current change in
attitudes in order not to miss what appears to be a small window of opportunity.

Cultural tourism
Elaine argues that more emphasis needs to be placed on the economic outcomes for the
arts, pointing to a recent landmark meeting between Gold Coast tourism and the Gold Coast
Arts Centre:
We’ve just had a presentation to Gold Coast Tourism [GCT] members. It was good,
Mark, wasn’t it? There was over 150… And it’s the first time GCT has come in the
time that I’ve been at the Arts Centre! So it was kind of aligned with Now and When
[exhibition] but also to profile the Arts Centre to them. We raised this issue of cultural
tourism.
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To put this into perspective, at the time of interview Elaine had been working at the gallery
for seven years. The fact that until this time, cultural tourism had not been tabled in such a
forum goes a long way in describing the absence of such agendas on the Gold Coast. Elaine
continues, drawing attention to an article in the Financial Review to illustrate her case for
hard cultural infrastructure versus impermanent events. Elaine draws the comparison
between large sporting or motoring events and cultural events, suggesting that cultural
tourism provides more benefits long term. This is of course a perspective that is shared by
cultural tourism researchers (such as Beesley 2005). Considering the Gold Coast’s affinity
for motor racing events, such as The Gold Coast Indy 300 and more recently the Supercars
Vodafone Gold Coast 600, the economic argument presented by Elaine is a useful one, but
as she acknowledges ‘it’s not the only argument’ for the arts.
Beyond the Chardonnay Set: Satellites, hubs and precincts
The industry leaders recognise the importance of hard cultural infrastructure (see Bryson
2007). They acknowledge that cultural precincts and arts spaces communicate cultural
identity, that these spaces have tentacles of meaning that reach far beyond their physical
presence and function. Arts manager Mark astutely describes cultural infrastructure as a
projection of cultural value, using the Sydney Opera house as a case in point:
I think it’s important to remember that cultural precincts and cultural infrastructure
are not the be all and end all: they’re … the structural embodiment of the cultural
aspirations of the city. And how seriously we take our part and everything flows out
from there. For example, [take] the Sydney Opera House. Art in that city doesn’t start
and stop at their cultural facilities. But as precincts of national significance that show
that those cities take their art seriously...it shows that they prioritise arts as a
community, as a state, and as a country as well. So, although it’s not the be all and end
all they are a critical part in the recognition of any town and in this case the Gold Coast
of where we place art and those facilities as well.

Here, Mark articulates the symbolism of spaces for art. That is, cultural precincts
communicate things about what a place values. While spaces for art do serve an important
function for the artists and audiences who activate them, they also communicate what a
place stands for (see Massey 2007). Cultural precincts show that a city places value on art,
even if it is a commodified version of art in the context of global placemaking. Cultural
precincts have the potential to ‘embody’ the culture of a place, and thus have far-reaching
ramifications in and beyond place.
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Marks notes that many of the problems with arts centres are transferable across Australian
cities. He discusses the ‘satellite and hub’ model as an example of how spatial challenges
can be addressed in the broader community.
But the challenges of delivering art to a diverse community, it’s not unique to the Gold
Coast. Sydney is facing this, Melbourne is facing this. And what I’m seeing at that
level is there’s been a fundamental change, probably over the last 5 years, in regards
to how we deliver art services. For years and years and years it’s been about what
happened within the four walls of these facilities and bringing everyone as much as
possible to these facilities and getting the visitation rates up, getting the ticket sales up
and diversifying the program and all of this. But looking at the Sydney model, to
someone in Blacktown the Opera House means nothing to them. It doesn’t mean that
there’s not arts and culture in Blacktown, but it means, it means nothing to them. And
what the Opera House and the Arts Centre in Melbourne have done, and they really
are leading the way in Australia, is that they’ve now started not only focusing on the
four walls within the Opera House and diversifying the program by trying to get
younger audiences and the rest of it, [but also] they’re now setting up satellite
programs throughout Sydney.

Nelle responds immediately to Mark’s argument for a satellite program: ‘that’s the model
we argued for years ago!’ Other industry leaders energetically echo this. Here, industry
leaders are referring to the previous community consultations undertaken for the previous
cultural precinct proposal. This is a key point of aggravation for many industry leaders who
have been advocating for this model for some time now.
While the next proposed cultural precinct has only recently gained some new momentum
due to the Gold Coast’s successful bid for the Commonwealth Games, it has long been on
the planning agenda. In fact, extensive consultation was completed with industry leaders a
couple of years prior to the time this research was conducted (2010-2011) but the project
was deserted, only to be tabled again more recently. According to industry leaders, after
the previous consultation limited feedback was presented to the public by Council and the
project disappeared off the agenda, leaving industry leaders hesitant to work with local
government again.
Mark continues to illustrate his case for the satellite model, explaining how the arts centre
in Melbourne engaged the multicultural community of Dandenong:
But the arts centre in Melbourne … recognises that it’s not just a middle class white
Australian certain age person—the ‘Chardonnay set’ we call that—that they’re
interested in serving, but there is a much broader community out there. The arts, not
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just the bricks and mortar, but the arts itself needs to mean something to these
communities.

Here Mark reflexively emphasises the relation between the arts as practices, and the bricks
and mortar embodiment of culture. He highlights the importance of arts centres connecting
with the community and promoting the arts as a vehicle for human expression in order for
arts centres to sustain themselves in the future. For Mark, participation in the arts is the
driving factor. Elaine describes the shift in perceptions in the time that she’s been at the
Arts Centre. She explains that while the previous management perceived off-site afterparties as taking away from their business, current management views it as essential to
engaging the wider community. The former idea aligns with the competitiveness in the arts
that young people identified in the previous chapter.
India describes the hypercompetitive arts sector on the Gold Coast, also mentioned
by young artists. Elaine responds to India’s provocation, arguing that although the
Gold Coast is an atypical city, it still has unique suburbs and pockets of culture. This
sparks a heated debate about the lack of funding and cultural infrastructure versus
the opportunities available in the city.
India:

But we don’t have the funding for those programs!

Elaine:

No but that’s got to be part of the development of the larger system, the
development of the council infrastructure that goes up and down the Coast
in terms of setting up these multi-purpose spaces, you know small venues
that are incubators…

India:

But you had money for it.

Kye:

That’s the biggest thing: there isn’t any money for arts on the Gold Coast!

Industry leaders agree on the need for hard cultural infrastructure, such as small venues
and incubators, to be provided by local government along the length and breadth of the
coast. They see this as instrumental in making art more accessible. This is consistent with
other research in regional places in Queensland that highlights hyper-competitivity. For
instance, for visual artists:
Access to opportunities to exhibit in Cairns appears limited and in some cases
perceptions suggest they are to some extent exclusionary … as a consequence
applications for space are highly competitive. (Williams 2013, p. 70)
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They key problem as posed by India and Kye is that there is little funding for emerging
artists outside the Arts Centre. At the time that this research was conducted, the only local
government funding for artists was an annual pool of $250,000 from the Regional Arts
Development Fund (RADF) which serves the population of half a million people. India
suggests that one reason for this lack of funding could be the lack of distinct, target
communities on the Gold Coast.
Elaine:

But not everything costs huge amounts of money.

India:

Yeah but neither should the pressure to do all this be with the Arts Centre.
… And that’s why I think there’s been so many lost opportunities at the
emerging arts level in the city. I just… really, because they don’t have
anywhere to bounce up against.

While Elaine makes a solid case for more entrepreneurialism within the arts, India’s
argument about nurturing emerging artists is also persuasive. This is consistent with much
of the research presented in this thesis about the need to support young and emerging artists
to be provided with further support in order to thrive in a hypercompetitive sector.

Nurturing young and emerging artists
Kye responds to India’s passionate plea for more support at the emerging level,
emphasising the importance of nurturing young artists in order to create a healthy arts
ecology. He cites Ark Arts, an art space that India ran in Southport, as his first introduction
to arts on the Gold Coast.
I’ve got to give you credit there, India, because the first arts introduction I had on the
Gold Coast was coming up to the Ark Arts in Southport and that was sort of like a
vibrant sort of, there was youth, and it didn’t feel like you were at a gallery because
there were dj’s playing and stuff like that... I’m bit old fashioned I guess with the way
that you introduce arts into a community and that is through the youth up so you sort
of go from, you’re basically getting kids involved to start with and then you bleed
them up [sic] through the ages. Instead of trying to attack a particular demographic or
age group, you should really start with the youth first and train them up sort of thing
and that’s what Ark Arts was. I don’t think that there was anyone over the age of 25
there.

India added ‘Sometimes some old guys from the pub in Southport’, and everyone laughed.
This conversation depicts a group of industry leaders with a strong grasp of the necessary
conditions for emerging artists to be supported on the Gold Coast. However, their plight in
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attempting to provide these conditions has been the continual challenge of dealing with
those who can provide the funding and encouragement to make it happen. The remainder
of this chapter exemplifies this.
India reflects on this discussion of Ark Arts and the self-exploitation by emerging artists,
commenting on the role of local venues in perpetuating this practice. As Hesmondhalgh
and Baker note,
…to achieve the possibility of self-realisation through creative work seems to require
what some recent critics have called self-exploitation. But then many workers leave
the cultural industries at a relatively early age, burnt out by the need to keep up to date
with changing ideas of what is fashionable, relevant and innovative, a process that
requires not only hard work but a blurring of work and leisure. (2011, p. 221)

India describes her own reasons for not pursuing an entrepreneurial arts career on the Gold
Coast, opting instead to support her practice as a writer by taking up an academic career in
creative writing:
…at this [emergent] level of their career a lot of people get exploited by people in the
city. And, you know, I got out of it because I wanted to earn a wage. I could’ve kept
going, I could’ve done the Arts Queensland funding trail blah blah but I just got out
of it because I knew that... But someone else might have been able to do it, but then
other people start to do it and they get burnt out and they’re not supported.

Here, India describes how a lack of support for emerging artists encourages selfexploitation. This is consistent with statements from young people that I cite in Chapters 4
and 5, and also with empirical research on what is often called cultural work or creative
labour (see Banks 2007; Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011; Hennekam & Bennett 2017). This
shows that many creative workers burn out earlier than might be expected in their careers
as a result of self-exploitation (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011). Self-exploitation is often
connected to self-management, ‘where the worker drives him- or herself harder and harder
to try to achieve excellence, further status and perhaps even to maintain the very freedom
they have struggled to achieve in the first place’ (Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011, p. 226).
India clearly explains the unsustainable loop of cultural production on the Gold Coast: how
artists get burnt out and leave, only to be replaced by other artists who in turn get burnt out
and leave, and so on.
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While research cited above demonstrates that this burn-out is by no means particular to the
Gold Coast, it is perhaps compounded in the city by other challenges that local artists face
such as cultural cringe and a lack of accessible and affordable cultural infrastructure to
support their practices. The challenges and problems characteristic of arts projects on the
Gold Coast—such as lack of space for art—are reproduced from generation to generation,
rather than being addressed through cultural policy and governmental strategies developed
in order to change the cycle.
The gap in arts funding: Industry leaders subsidising the arts
In lieu of formal support structures and in the absence of good cultural governance, Joanna
describes her experiences of creating support mechanisms for artists on the Gold Coast. As
an industry leader with extensive experience working in galleries, Joanna feels compelled
to provide a support network for recent arts graduates. She understands that there is a lack
of the kind of post-university support that can be accessed in many other sectors and she
plays a very important role in providing an avenue for emerging artists to showcase their
work. Joanna’s altruistic motivation is evident to the extent to which she has become a
philanthropist in supporting the arts, essentially donating her own time and money in
sustaining another gallery space for emerging artists and graduates from Griffith
University. She explains:
So I’ve done that since 2007, put on about eight shows a year to give them a bit of,
you know, air play. But in the end it’s cost me about $1000 a show and not getting
any return that could compensate for that. But, you know, I thought I should keep
doing it as long as I could keep doing it because to me it’s a very valuable thing for
all those people to see [i.e. those in government who should be responsible for such
provision]… And we’ve got a fantastic show which hundreds and hundreds of people
have seen… So that all works well but I’m funding it! And in the end, I’m not a person
with money. So, you just think to yourself ‘I have to keep doing it’ because you believe
in it, but you wonder how long you can keep doing it and if there were some other
way to help.

Joanna clearly requires support as an industry leader in order for her to support emerging
artists. While she has the expertise and enthusiasm to drive a gallery for emerging artists,
the financial return is insufficient and there is little support at the governmental industry
leader level. Nelle picks up on this, suggesting that perhaps an alternative funding stream
needs to be created to support industry leaders with entrepreneurial projects. As Nelle
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points out, the Regional Arts Development Fund (RADF) could be complemented by a
fund for industry leaders, or a fund that could support more developed practitioners and
projects:
If there was an equivalent to the Regional Arts Development Fund that could be used
by the other end, you know…a fund that would support those sorts of initiatives [like
Joanna’s] in arts development or cultural development of one sort or another, or
support some of the initiatives that the gallery does in ways that enable a kind of
outreach that Mark is talking about without it being a cost only to the institution. It
needs to be a cost to the community and it needs to be funded by the community
because it’s outreached for the community, I would’ve thought...

As Nelle suggests, industry leaders’ work needs to be subsidised by public funding because
it is created for the community, and not for private gain. A funding model that does not
allow industry leaders to support emerging artists is unsustainable and only addresses part
of the arts ecology.
Reflecting on Mark’s earlier comments on the satellite and hub model, Joanna is suddenly
reflexive about herself, an arts consultant as a catalyst for community. She notes, ‘As Mark
said that, I thought, in that funny way I am being a little satellite, because different
people…see that [art] who’ve never seen it before, so you feel that you’re doing
something’. Developing on Nelle’s suggestion about alternate funding models for industry
leaders, India discusses the tensions between funding for non-profits and funding for
individuals. In the RADF guidelines at the time of this research event, for instance,
applicants must be auspiced by another organisation or be part of a not-for-profit. India
laments the limiting impacts of antiquated funding models.
Bree shares her experiences of navigating funding models, and she comments on how this
experience has challenged her practice and made her organisation stronger over the nine
years that SWELL has been running. Although the funding route is laborious and
frustrating, securing state-based Arts Queensland funding has opened up further creative
opportunities for Bree’s organisation and for herself creatively.
The guidelines [are complex] and just even writing an application is like writing a
book, and then you’ve got so many areas that you have…to cover, you know, and
that’s only, say, for instance [for] Arts Queensland. But what I’ve found is [that] when
we do have a supportive Arts Queensland other doors also open. And the strict rules
of what we have to adhere to actually keep us on the pulse all the time as to what’s
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happening [in policy and the in the sector]… When we sort of approach them and say,
‘We want to do all these things’, they’re like really supportive of it…But it’s still up
to us on how we fund it. So, with SWELL going into its ninth year, I mean we’ve gone
through everything. We’re talking sculpture! People just coming and looking at
sculpture, you know. [Lots of laughter]

For Bree, while Arts Queensland are supportive of their festival, a lot of the pressure
to secure funding still rests on the organisers. India and Bree discuss the implication
of the complexities of arts funding.
India:

I think in this city we should think about this stuff better. Why are we still
being beholden to Arts Queensland and the Australia Council? It’s like these
two behemoths that have been hanging over the arts scene forever. And
everyone plays games with them; twists themselves around to suit them.

Bree:

But we’ve had to do that too.

It’s evident from this conversation about funding that in order for emerging arts to be
nurtured by industry leaders they, too, need support. This support should perhaps take the
form of more imaginative funding models that include some that are accessible to industry
leaders as well as to young people, emerging artists and established artists. In my own
experience as Chair of the Regional Arts Development Fund, I inevitably noticed that
emerging artists were being disadvantaged by the guidelines, which were outdated,
convoluted and did not cater to their needs, creating layers of confusion for them in the
process of applying. Most notably, the funding categories were insufficiently subtle to
account for the range of contemporary convergent and divergent practices, and were also
laden with policy speak and industry rhetoric, creating barriers for the most disadvantaged
and/or inexperienced groups and individuals wishing to apply. In these ways, frequently it
was the case that regional arts funding was actually inhibiting cultural activity, rather than
enabling it.
Elaine provides a counter-perspective to an exchange around the perception that the
Australia Council prefers not to fund Gold Coast projects, arguing instead that the Australia
Council is very interested in supporting Gold Coast projects but they have traditionally
experienced a paucity of proposals.
Elaine:

I was talking to the community development board at the Australia Council
and they’re kind of… I’ve had a few different email conversations with the
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Chair who’s based at QUT [Queensland University of Technology]. They’re
begging us to come forward with a really great proposal.
India:

But you’re [to Elaine] a massive thing!

Elaine:

No, we’re not, India! We’re not a massive organisation. But um...we do
actually probably have to put together better proposals for them but they
actually do want to hear from us. So that’s... there are very few cultural
projects on the coast that have got money from the Australia Council. And
they can see the population density here.

Joanna: Because the people haven’t the skills to fill out the forms and write
everything the way they want it at the other end! They’ve got the ability to
do the projects, but not the ability to do all that.

Form the above conversation, it’s clear that even semi-professional arts organisations on
the Gold Coast have historically struggled to sustain themselves. It’s also obvious then than
groups and individuals were significantly in need of mentorship programs to train them to
deal effectively with their major funding bodies, the RADF, Arts Queensland and the
Australia Council for the Arts. Fortunately, since this research was conducted, funding
models have been revised and there is now more long-term funding for organisations. The
Arts and Culture department established in 2013 at City of Gold Coast has dramatically
revitalised arts funding on the Gold Coast. One of the major changes is that arts
organisations are able to apply for recurrent, long-term funding. This means that industry
leaders might finally be able to support emerging artists in a way that was previously a
major challenge for them. There are also a range of workshops and programs designed to
mentor potential applicants for funding, and networking arrangements to facilitate sharing
of skills between successful and beginning applicants.

Creative enterprise, philanthropy and grant writing
In response to the conversation on major funding channels, Donny (a highly experienced
manager, educator, producer and director in the performing arts) advocates for the
entrepreneurial perspective, arguing for more emphasis on commercial arts activities. For
Donny, the solution of how to fund art is all about making it economically viable in
whatever ways possible. This argument is in line with creative industries and creative city
models and discourses, in which ‘arguably, in neo-liberal societies the central discourse
that appears to underpin formation of the cultural worker-self is the discourse of enterprise’
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(Banks 2007, p. 47). For Donny, artists should consider partnering with corporate entities
in order to compete for funding. In advocating for an entrepreneurial model, Donny
suggests that artists need to also be their own arts workers.
I think they have to break down the boundary between an artist and a cultural worker
and essentially—and particularly in our work—we’re trying to make the artists their
own cultural worker, in a roundabout sort of way. …So the artist needs to be the arts
worker as well.

This discourse, although sometimes empowering, is often problematic for cultural
producers who are subject to unrealistic demands and often fall into the trap of selfexploitation or even ‘self blaming’ (Banks 2007; Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011). While it’s
certainly important that artists have a broad knowledge of how their work fits within
society, expecting emerging artists to be self-sustainable economic units is perhaps too
much to ask. Training artists to be self-motivated, self-reliant artists-grant-writersentrepreneurs could certainly increase the incidence self-exploitation and burn-out, as
previously discussed.
Beyond entrepeneurialising the artist, philanthropy is another, less frequently discussed
possibility for artists on the Gold Coast. Elaine raises the important notion of philanthropy
as an alternative funding avenue. She explains how the Gold Coast Art Gallery and SWELL
have both been successful recently (i.e. in 2010-11) in obtaining substantial philanthropic
support. Philanthropy is an area that has been under-explored on the Gold Coast and worthy
of further discussion. However, India encourages the conversation back to emerging artists,
arguing that they are not the ones with access to or technical means to obtain philanthropic
funding. This is reminiscent of the dialogue between Hector and Elliot in Chapter 4.
Among the industry leaders it provokes a discussion about the need for more support for
established organisations as well. Bree ends her argument by refuting Donny’s earlier claim
that commercial arts is the only option.
India:

Yeah that’s increasing but it’s rewarding stuff that’s already established.

Nelle:

Not necessarily, no.

Bree:

But I think you can’t knock down the events or the organisations who are
already established because...
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India:

I’m not knocking. I’m just saying it’s just what happens. You’re [SWELL]
going to get supported after nine years by an organisation like Fairfax
because they recognise that you’re sustainable.

Bree:

But every year, I don’t know if you realise this, but we start with zero. Every
year, we start with an empty bank account. And we have to start again. But
the perception out there... But I think that it’s um, you’re limiting yourself
if you’re just going to see that corporate enterprise is going to come and save
us. Because it just doesn’t work that way. Business has changed. And the
whole way that people are making money these days is completely changed.

For Bree, artists and arts organisations should not limit themselves by trying to fit the
business mould, or by thinking that corporate enterprise is the only option. As Elaine
mentioned earlier, philanthropy is just one external avenue of support available for artists.
Joanna, who is, after all an arts consultant, extends this argument, emphasising the
ludicrousness of a funding system that requires artists to attend grant writing education
workshops in order to get grants to produce their art, which they were already capable of
doing in the first place. Her frustration is clear in her tone and how she struggles to
articulate her views:
But also grants shouldn’t be… there shouldn’t be people going around Australia
teaching you how to write a grant! I truly…I’ve been…Since 1979 I have been going
to grant writing bloody things.

When asked how many grants she has received, Joanna replies, ‘I have never got one’.
Joanna argues that artists should be spending their time doing their art, not attending
repeated grant writing sessions as a precondition for application. Joanna understandably
asks, ‘Why does it have to be so bloody difficult that you’ve got to know the right buzz
word, you’ve got to fill the right thing in. And don’t tell me that’s not true because it is’.

Risk, fear, resilience and collaboration
In the case of SWELL Sculpture Festival, the reality is that until recently (i.e. around 201718) it started ‘from zero’ every year. Even after demonstrating long-term success as a
festival for the community, it has been consistently under-supported by the local council.
Without support, the pressure to become self-sustaining then rests on the industry leaders
and artists, and, as we’ve just discussed, this brings financial and other pressures for groups
and individuals. Bree explains that the process of starting every year from scratch is
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gruelling, but the outcome can also be very surprising. Bree describes this process as
essentially a creative one, one that cannot readily be taught, prescribed or given as a recipe.
For Bree, the community will for SWELL to continue is so strong that she simply has to
find a way to make each festival happen. In one sense, making SWELL work has been
about making ends meet:
I also wanted to mention about being sustainable. You have to show that you can
sustain yourself. All the risk ends up on us as the organisers. And then the artists. And
then here we are trying to help the artist. We’ve got a community—and when we talk
community we talk Gold Coast community—that really gets behind us and wants this
to happen. You know. So there’s a bit of pressure there. And we sort of go, ‘We’re
such a small organisation, how are we going to do this? We’re going to let so many
people down’ [if we don’t]… But I can’t find it in a book how to do it, and no one can
really teach you how to do it. You just find it within yourself.

While Bree acknowledges the challenges inherent in producing SWELL year after year,
her passion and perseverance overrides these obstacles and she works collaboratively to
make it happen. Nelle echoes Bree’s sentiments, emphasising the importance of being
collaborative and at the same time the need for industry leaders to have support. She notes
that the most successful projects on the Gold Coast have been collaborative, not
competitive.
I mean, it seems to me that the most successful organisations, no matter how big or
small, are very good at collaborative partnerships. That’s what I noticed most at the
opening [of the Now and When exhibition] on Friday night, [it] actually was that, you
know, here you had two universities who should have been competing with each other
collaborating with each other. You had the Institute of Architects, and the
photographer and you had, you know, the Queensland government and the Venice
Biennale... You had a whole lot of different [partners] plus the commercial... So it
seems to me those kinds of really multiple collaborations are probably, as you’re
suggesting Donny, becoming more and more common.

As Nelle explains, the opening of the Now and When exhibition was a rare collaboration
between key universities as well as local, national and international arts institutions. One
of the main issues with cultural production on the Gold Coast, identified in the previous
chapter, has always been that individuals and organisations have competed against each
other, replicating the internal cultural politics of local government (see Chapter 8).
In the light of more recent boosts to cultural support from Council on the back of the XXI
Commonwealth Games of 2018, it is evident that the arts community is becoming much
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more supportive of one another and realising that collaboration is essential to the city’s
cultural success. In relation to competition, Donny articulates a similar sentiment to that
expressed by young people I cited in the previous chapter:
Sometimes there’s an artist’s...there’s a fear...I wrote down “fear” before [on my
notepad]. There’s a fear of sharing what it is that you are doing and I see that as a big
problem on the Gold Coast and this is a classic example … When we’re not fearful
and keeping our art form to ourselves, and sharing with another artist or collaborating
or helping promote someone who is doing the same thing ... I think that is awesome!

Fear of other artists and competitiveness were clearly identified by the young artists as an
inhibiting factor to the production of culture. However, this issue does not exist in isolation
from the issue of cultural governance and funding. Evidently, as articulated through
conversations in this chapter, the lack of arts funding has encouraged hypercompetitiveness and a scepticism from local artists regarding collaboration, given the
limited pool of resources and the general lack of cultural support.
One institution that has shifted its emphasis in order to play a more important role in
supporting emerging artists is the Arts Centre. Mark describes how the Arts Centre has
started to provide a point of connection between established and emerging artists: ‘I guess
we at the Arts Centre, our job has been [to be] the conduit between the local and emerging
artists and even the established ones in the professional sector, whereas that’s a role we
haven’t played before’. Mark sees the Arts Centre as bridging the knowledge gap between
emerging artists and professional artists. Donny picks up on this, emphasising the difficulty
of overcoming perception problems:
Donny: But it’s a challenge because the arts, the artists don’t see the Centre as being
able to offer that. So our biggest challenge over the last six months is
engaging with artists and saying ‘come and play with us’.
Nelle:

Re-establishing your image…

Donny:

Yeah… in a new way. And it’s still the challenge, you know, there’s a lot
of great work out there that…we don’t have access to because they
haven’t… I haven’t found them yet or they haven’t come to talk to us yet.

Nelle raises the strained relationship that’s historically existed between Griffith University
and the Arts Centre. Donny re-emphasises the new role of the Arts Centre: ‘What we want
to be known for is producing our own great work and sending that around the country as
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well’. Nelle picks up on the irony of this: ‘Which is the opposite model to...what you used
to be known for’ [collective laughter]. As it happens, the cultural cringe has been a
motivating factor here for Mark:
For example, we’ve just produced Blood, Sweat and Dance and if you asked anyone,
particularly in Arts Queensland, whether the Gold Coast would produce an
independent contemporary dance piece two years ago, they would’ve laughed you off
the face of the earth! [Collective murmuring of agreement] They came down to see
the show and they’re prepared to start backing us in regards to the artists we start
putting forward from the Gold Coast. [further supportive murmurings]

Even at the level of the Arts Centre, the organisation with arguably the most cultural
resources on the Gold Coast, the Manager cannot escape the cultural cringe which
permeates all arenas of Gold Coast cultural life. In fact, as you can see from this
excerpt, the cultural cringe appears to be a significant driver of change. Mark
describes the process of supporting artists to achieve a level of practice/production
such that they can confidently tour nationally. Mark sees the Arts Centre’s role in
this respect as equipping artists who are operating at a particular level with the
resources needed to successfully launch their organisation and career. Industry
leaders agree in response that this is an important step in the right direction for the
Arts Centre.

The issue of cultural sustainability
India is supportive of the Arts Centre’s work but also acknowledges the need for
processes to support artists who are not yet at the level to benefit from such
development initiatives:
But, we are talking about different levels of... Elaine used the term ‘ecology’…Why,
for example, is... or do people already have—…like, In The Bin Film Festival… I’ve
just found out tonight from Kye that it is not happening anymore! This is the stuff that
freaks me out. [incredulous gasps.]

Industry leaders are genuinely astonished by the announcement that In the Bin Film
Festival is no longer going ahead on the Gold Coast. Kye elaborates on the reasons for this,
emphasising the relationship between the short film festival and Council. His story is met
with bewilderment from all industry leaders.
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…We’re going to do the touring program with SWELL, but it is not the big opening
or the big event that we do anymore, because the Gold Coast doesn’t… Look, I mean,
we had a sustainability report done on In The Bin Film Festival at the start of the year
from a company in Brisbane and the report came back that out of all the short film
festivals in Australia and also out of all the touring film festivals in Australia—feature
and short—In The Bin was the only one that was sustainable. But, when they go
through the report and they show what the other film festivals get through local support
from their local councils and stuff like that, ah, we don’t even receive, um, well we
don’t even receive a tenth of what these other film festivals get and ah, you know, like,
so I... I took it back to the council and I approached them about it and you know, that’s
been toing and froing for about three months now and it just got to a point, where I
just said ‘You know what? You... you obviously don’t deserve it…’ [collective
murmurs of agreement] You know, like, when I’ve got another council in Central
Queensland that is willing to pay me to do the opening night and... and you know, do
it properly sort of thing, and put all their support behind it. …

The fact that a council in regional Queensland is willing to fund In the Bin yet the Gold
Coast Council is not forthcoming with support has had dire consequences for the local
community. Industry leaders clearly find this news unbelievable, given priorities
announced by Council about target funding areas, which included film:
Elaine:

And this is this craziness between, you know, there’s… there’s supposed to
be this Economic Development unit and they’ve targeted the film industry,
as a key component and that’s one of the key strategies that they’re supposed
to support with economic development! And so they can’t see that
supporting a grass roots film thing is part of that ecology?! It’s just
unbelievable!

Nelle:

It’s truly frightening.

It’s obvious that industry leaders fully support Kye’s work with the In the Bin short film
festival and they are shocked that it has not been supported by local council, given that film
is a target industry on the Gold Coast, indeed it is already a major player in the economy
through Warner Brothers but there is need for diversification. Back-tracking somewhat,
Kye refers to his lack of business skills as a determining factor in the failure of the festival.
Kye:

Look I guess I... I like um, I mean, it’s a lot of the artists that start up these
events... and I mean… You start off with a passion and you don’t start off
with a business brain and unfortunately for me it took too long for me to get
my business brain up and now I’m, sort of, just in a…

India:

You did it, Kye! And now you own a very coordinated and a very well put
together tour, you know? You’re not... you’re not green around the edges!
And yet still your own council will not support you. This is just the madness
of it.
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The exchange about the film festival provoked a focused and even more intense
conversation between industry leaders on the cultural politics of working with local
government on the Gold Coast.

The cultural politics of working with Council
Popular music sector leader, Samuel, who has been quietly listening for some time, echoes
Kye’s sentiments and frustrations about working with Council in the context of cultural
policy:
Samuel: There’s a lack of understanding at Council level. I mean, we’ve had the
same... pretty much the same, the same [experience]... A lot of us who’ve
been involved in developing the strategic plan for cultural policy over the
years and it has been very frustrating work.
Nelle:

Just a bit!

Samuel: But, it hasn’t really... it’s been supported to a certain extent by council. But
there’s a lack of understanding at the local political level about where the
funding should actually go and what it is actually meant to do!

Samuel’s bold statement is met with collective agreement. He continues:
Samuel: Like for example... God, I can think lots of many examples, actually.
[collective laughing] Alright, the Film Industry Development Committee—
I was part of that and we received quite a bit of money from Economic and
Cultural Development. And so, we sat around, um, and a couple of
councillors were on there… and we developed a website. And that was the
mandate! [Incredulous responses from the group] And in the meantime, a
few CEOs from the Warner/Roadshow lot got off the committee... and I got
off the committee because we spent an enormous amount of time…
Joanna: Getting nowhere!
Samuel: Getting absolutely nowhere! [Collective recognitions of the situation]
Getting a bloody website up!

Samuel’s experience is all too familiar to other industry leaders’ experiences. It is a classic
example of the extraordinary degree of bureaucracy that has occluded the making of culture
and effective cultural policy on the Gold Coast. While this kind of cultural politics is by no
means limited to the Gold Coast, it goes largely unnoticed because art and culture is not a
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priority for Council. Nelle shares Samuel’s concerns and she describes her own struggles
with Council developing cultural policy.
Nelle:

My original experience with the Gold Coast City Council was being
employed as a consultant to actually write the first cultural policy.

Samuel: That’s right! Yeah.
Nelle:

Remember that? Yep, and so I did that with a number of other people,
including Paul Jenkins from Arts Queensland and David Keane from the
Cultural Branch of Council. And we worked our bums off and produced a
really imaginative funding model and a really imaginative policy model and
it was all good and the CEO loved it and we thought, “it’s a happening
thang!” And the political end just came in and said, “No, it’s not going to
happen!” Two years of work!

Samuel: Yep! Ah, oh look...
Nelle:

Two years of work and it never happened!

Bree:

And we were waiting for it!

Nelle:

Exactly! Everyone was waiting for it.

Nelle’s exasperation is shared by others who’ve had similar experiences. Importantly,
Bree’s comment emphasises how the lived realties of artists and arts organisations are
impacted by the politics of cultural policy. The implication here is that a stronger, effective
cultural policy and funding model could have created conditions for SWELL and In the
Bin to thrive beyond their then capacity. The marked disconnect between policymakers
and the needs of artists is taken up in the next chapter.
The conversation around the politics of working with Council gathers momentum and
Samuel shares an even more incredible story of working on the previous plan for a cultural
precinct.
Samuel: Well, it was the same deal with the, um, the proposed cultural precinct
actually, at... at Bundall, I was on the steering committee, you were involved
with forums in the lead up to that [to Nelle].
Nelle:

Weren’t we all?

Samuel: We spent a couple of years, with a couple of very well-known companies in
the arts, and architects, developing a whole feasibility study, with lots of
local input from industry leaders, um... and the mayor was involved and a
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couple of councillors... We got it to a stage where we had the whole precinct
mapped out with incubators and a stand-alone art gallery and a few other
things and the whole thing was costed and just before we were going to take
it out for public opinion it was side-railed by a couple of politicians because
of reasons that were just, plainly, ridiculous.
Nelle:

Yes.

Samuel: And so, the whole concept [disappeared]—after spending literally hundreds
of thousands of dollars… Hundreds of thousands of dollars!
Nelle:

Not to count the cost of the voluntary hours that people like us put in on
those sorts of things. [Collective murmurings of agreement]

Samuel’s example is a dramatic one, and it serves to highlight the extent of the issue.
Notwithstanding the monetary loss from the blocking of such a project, there is no measure
for the loss this debacle involved for a community who, at the time of writing in 2019, still
don’t have a stand-alone art gallery (although construction has finally begun on this project
in late 2018), leave aside a whole ‘cultural precinct’.
Joanna brings the conversation back to the community implications from these kinds of
political engagements. She describes the hopelessness that is felt as a result of consultation
without action:
Joanna: But what happens then, is all those people who have input, then, and a lot of
people that I know, they lose heart.
Nelle:

Yes, exactly!

Joanna: Because they’ve done it over and over. [Collective agreement]
Nelle:

We’re consulted into oblivion!

Joanna: And have put twenty, you know... or x amount of years in and that’s why
you get to be so frustrated because you can’t understand how the people at
the top can’t see how valuable this is. [Collective agreement.]
Samuel: Well, they don’t understand!
India:

And this is a particularly Gold Coast problem!

Samuel: Absolutely.

India’s recognition of the problem as uniquely Gold Coast is met with resounding
agreement. Elaine ponders the question of why the Gold Coast has such a disconnect
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with local needs in comparison to other cities: ‘But, where is the tipping point here?
Melbourne politicians understand that about, you know, the value of culture to the
city identity’. India emphasises the farcical nature of the situation, reverting back to
the case of In the Bin:
India:

Well, they have a history of that. But even these people out in the middle of
friggin’ nowhere, will give Kye more money than his own council!
[collective agreement] You know, like!?

Kye:

We go to 60 regional places throughout Australia, a year. They pay. Each
place. Sixty places around Australia pay us to go there. Not one of them is
around Sydney, Melbourne or Adelaide. They’re all regionally based. You
know, we go out to Winton, we go up to Cooktown and Weipa...

Elaine:

Well, the Queensland Music Festival have been wanting to come to the Gold
Coast for years and it is our Council refusing to put money into it. Every
other council does!

India:

So, this is a massive, key issue.

It’s obvious during this session that industry leaders are extremely frustrated with cultural
governance on the Gold Coast. Despite their individual and collective efforts to drive
and/or contribute to positive change in cultural policy and thus in the community, they are
disincentivised for their work. This has taken a toll on industry leaders who have worked
so hard over many years nurturing emerging artists and promoting the arts sector.
Political transparency and cultural policy
Nelle poses a response to the question of why the Gold Coast doesn’t support the
production of arts and culture as other cities do. She suggests that it may in part be
attributed to the lack of transparency in party politics.
Nelle:

… Our local government members aren’t, transparently, members of any
particular political party, usually. They’re um, often they may be, but they’re
not transparently so. Their agendas don’t... aren’t transparent to the voters.
There isn’t a sense of who you lobby… about what you need, because there
aren’t blocks of councillors that represent particular…

Joanna: No-one on your side!
Nelle:

Yeah, exactly.
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Elaine:

And if you are going to think you have a sympathetic ear... it’s not
necessarily right! [laughter and statements of agreement]

It becomes apparent that the other industry leaders agree with Nelle’s analysis. They
discuss the idea that although some people within council may be able to interpret the
political landscape, these people are often powerless to influence major funding anyway.
India:

Or if they can, Edward [Senior Cultural Development Officer] can certainly
articulate that for people and that’s his job. But he has no power and he has
no money [collective agreement]

Samuel: He doesn’t have political power and, um, the Gold Coast has lost many,
many opportunities to develop this city, culturally.

Industry leaders agree that while the Cultural Development staff may have an
understanding of the political landscape, the unit has no power as it sits under
Libraries and Community Services (at the time of the focus group in 2011). Further
it does not work collaboratively with Economic Development and Major Projects.
Samuel explains the political processes involved in making culture on the Gold Coast
by showing how state funds that were intended for the arts were redirected into urban
planning projects. In the light of this conversation, I asked industry leaders whether
there were any particular areas of cultural policy that were lacking to which
participants immediately responded, ‘all of the areas!’
Economic development and cultural development: the elephant in the room
Nelle raised concerns about the disjunction between Cultural Development Unit and
Economic Development and Major Projects:
One of the things I pick up from what Elaine said is... is the extraordinary mismatch
between the Economic Development branch and economic development and the
Cultural Development branch and cultural development. So there is a serious worry
there and there was a time when you could rely, to some extent, on the economic
development branch to pick up the balls that the cultural development branch couldn’t
run with, but that, kind of, appears to have gone by the wayside, as well.

Other participants murmur in agreement. Elaine points to signs of hope that this is changing
within Council.
Well, probably a new initiative, which may be giving us a little bit of hope, is that
[Olivia] has, kind of, gone outside of her wing to go to economic development to get
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Marcus Westbury to come... that’s one of the first instances where that department is
talking to one another, because, you know, even stuff like the sister city relationships,
that is exactly what you were saying about, you know... all that seems to happen is
[that we] get a website up—you know, there’s a sister city relationship between Fort
Lauderdale... [murmurs of agreement] and the Gold Coast… It was supposed [to] you
know, there’s all this potential, but what have we got? A website with three Gold Coast
artists, having 50 words each on it...

This conversation highlights the internal tension that exists between Economic
Development and Major Projects and the Cultural Development Unit. As Elaine points out,
the two directorates have long been disconnected when they should be collaborating for
the benefit of the community. According to Elaine, Olivia made major changes when she
worked in the Cultural Development Unit because she went above and beyond her role as
a Cultural Development Officer to connect the two departments by starting a conversation
with Marcus Westbury and looking at applications for the Renew Newcastle model of
activating empty shopfronts with artists. Her commitment and passion spurred a
relationship between the two units, and without her courageous work there might still be a
rift between the two directorates today.

Political courage, political casualties: resistance and cultural change
The conversation intensifies as industry leaders express their frustrations with current
cultural policy processes. Joanna makes an impassioned plea for igniting the arts
community for cultural change.
Joanna: If perchance we... we have the, you know the 500th go—do you think a
whole lot of people who truly, truly believe in the arts and want change
would... would actually go to a meeting and demand it? I mean, lawyers,
people involved in the arts can stand up and say some of the things we have
said tonight. Do you think anyone from those councillors there would ever
listen? [Her tone is exasperated]
Mark:

I think they definitely would. But, the reality is you probably wouldn’t get
those people coming along.

Joanna: They wouldn’t even turn up! [Collective agreement]
Mark:

Because it’s the ratbags that dominate the council!

Joanna: No, no! I’ve got lawyers… I’ve got different people who will come with me
and they will stand up [for] being involved in the Arts.
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Samuel: We’ve tried this before. We’ve had very high profile people. [Collective
statements of agreement]

Samuel grounds the conversation, reminding industry leaders that this is not a new
idea. In response to this, Mark explains that cultural change is risky business for
politicians who are simply looking to gain political power:
As part of the political process, you’ve got to keep in mind that our elected officials
have one objective in mind: to get elected or get re-elected. So, whatever they think
the issues of the day are, gauging by the people’s response, within their electorate, is
the platform that they will run on. The issue that we have with the cultural precinct is
that, up until now, it has been a political hot potato because not only are you saying to
the Gold Coast who is in the... the biggest GFC mess, probably in Australia,
economically—not only during that time, are we are saying let’s re-locate the council
for a total cost of $500 million but someone also needs to, say, make [it] their election
platform, and we want to, on top of that, build a cultural precinct which is another
$300 million dollars. So in a time when there is a downturn and everyone’s trying to
cut the deficit in every way, shape or form, we are asking someone to stand on a
platform of an $800 million dollar debt, that our kid’s kids will be paying off... And
no-one has the courage because they don’t think they have the numbers behind them
to get that issue across the line. … And who is prepared to be the political casualties,
is really the question? Because there will be political casualties!

Mark is astute in his observation about the need for cultural champions who are willing to
sacrifice their reputation. This spurs a heated conversation about whether the Arts Centre
is simply geographically suited to become a cultural precinct. Exasperated, India
acknowledges the amount of inaction around the cultural precinct idea: ‘we’ve been having
this conversation for fifteen years!’ Industry leaders sadly agree. Samuel grounds the issue
again:
Samuel: Yeah, but I think the underlying issue is... with the cultural precinct, no
matter where it is, is that it’s been put off by the current council. … It was
all dependent upon the council moving, or a large portion of it moving out
of the Far North Precinct and going to somewhere... Robina, um and they
could’ve effected that move 10 years ago for...
Nelle:

Quite cheaply

Samuel: Extremely cheaply. Um, and it’s then putting it off and putting it off and
putting it off, so that it’s going to take half a billion dollars by the time they
get around to making decisions.

Joanna reminds the group that in other places there is more support from the arts in the
general community.
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Joanna: But, even with the Murwillumbah [art gallery], it wasn’t just money from
the arts bodies but people believed in it enough to give their money up. I
honestly believe there are people out there who believe enough to put money
up for this gallery too.
Nelle:

I agree. I agree.

Joanna: To help the Council. There are people out there who... would be involved as
a partnershipping.

Activating the arts community
Joanna’s plea for partnerships is persuasive. Mark ignites the conversation by emphasising
the need for the arts community to unite and place pressure on politicians, and in response
Joanna raises the idea of forming a lobby group.
Mark:

Not that I’m in the habit of defending councillors, but we also have to keep
in mind, week in and week out... there’s probably people here who have
attended many council meetings... But it is not the arts community that’s out
there in the council’s ear week in, week out. It is rates, roads, rubbish,
developments and until we get...we activate the arts community to say
‘Where is it? Where is it? Where is it? Where is it?’, week in and week out,
it consistently goes down the political agenda. So regardless of how succinct
the policy is, it has no weight.

Joanna: So, you’re thinking a lobby group or something like that? [collective
murmurings]
India:

That’s what we just said.

Joanna: That’s what I’ve been discussing. To have a lobby group of people who are
leaders in the community.
India:

It needs to be people with some weight.

Joanna: I can’t be the only one, standing in every month!
India:

It needs to be the Pro Vice Chancellor, it needs to be... it just doesn’t need
to be us—they’re not going to listen to us…

It’s very clear from this conversation that industry leaders feel more than a little powerless
in their pursuit of cultural change on the Gold Coast. Despite their best efforts over the last
twenty years—and despite their unwavering dedication to the arts on the Gold Coast—they
are frustrated, tired and understandably fed up with their experiences working with
Council. Considering these participants are leaders in their respective industries, and not
emerging artists, this frustration speaks volumes.
181

India reflects on the evening’s conversation by acknowledging the repetition of this
dialogue over time, which in turn validates the reason for undertaking this research in the
first place.
India:

I’ve just heard this stuff before.

Bree:

Yeah.

India:

It’s not new! We are not having a new conversation here. This is an old
conversation...

Nelle:

But that’s the point, isn’t it? That there are… if we are having an old
conversation, it is surely time for some new initiatives.

Bree:

I just think that what we are doing doesn’t work.

Nelle:

It doesn’t work.

Shanene: So, that is why we are talking about it.

It’s clear that industry leaders are weary as a result of the inadequacies of cultural policy,
however they remain fiercely protective of arts on the Gold Coast and are true champions
of the sector. Indeed, in spite of the immense challenges of cultural governance, such as
lack of political transparency, lack of funding and resources, arts industry leaders remain
steadfastly committed to cultural change. While this chapter has sought to shed light on the
problematics of cultural governance from an arts industry perspective, the next chapter will
unravel some of the intricacies of the politics of making cultural policy from the
perspectives of those working within council.
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Chapter 7: Cultural policy
The previous chapter sought to describe the challenges and frustrations for arts industry
leaders on the Gold Coast. It sketched a picture of dedicated professionals fed up with local
cultural governance, and in concluding it depicted a group of arts leaders ready to form a
lobby group to advocate for cultural change on the Gold Coast. Following on from the
conversations of the arts industry leaders, this chapter addresses many of their concerns
from the perspectives of cultural policymakers. Here the politics of cultural policy is
fleshed out as policymakers vent their own frustrations about the lack of cultural
infrastructure, the ontological constraints of cultural policy, and the non-inclusive
organisational politics of local government. Taken together, their narratives provide
substantial insight into the everyday politics of planning for culture in a capitalist society
built on the selling of paradise. In this chapter, cultural policymakers’ stories complement
those of industry leaders and young and emerging artists in an attempt to triangulate and
provide a more complete picture of the politics of cultural production on the Gold Coast.
All of the participants in this chapter worked at Gold Coast City Council at the time of
interview. Participants were selected from the Libraries and Cultural Development Unit
and the Economic Development and Major Projects unit—key areas of Council referred to
by the arts industry leaders in the previous chapter. Some participants had worked for
council for over a decade and others had only worked there for one year or more. Olivia is
a cultural development officer with experience in curating and running art galleries on the
Gold Coast. Bob is a cultural development officer with a practice in popular music. Edward
is a senior cultural development officer with a professional background in theatre, arts
management and education. Nicola is a senior policymaker within Libraries and Cultural
Development with twenty years of experience leading libraries and information services as
well as a background in the private sector, government, academic, public and school
libraries. Sally is a policymaker from Economic Development and Major Projects. Olivia
was the only participant who was present at the Creative Connections event and for all
others this was their first point of engagement with this doctoral research. At the time of
interviews all participants played key roles in shaping and implementing cultural initiatives
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on the Gold Coast. Unlike the previous data chapters, which drew on focus groups and a
large conversation event, this chapter draws on semi-structured conversational interviews
with policymakers. As such, the flow of the chapter is centred around conversations with
individuals, instead of collective conversations. This chapter begins with an overview of
the local government context before delving into policymakers’ initial thoughts on the
city’s cultural representation.

The local government context
National governance: A brief overview
The Australian political landscape is characterised by three levels of government: national
Commonwealth commonly known as the federal government; the six states and two
territories known as state government; and 560 local councils making up local government
(Howes 2016). The Australian Constitution specifies the powers of the federal government
as extending to issues such as migration, defence and trade (Howes 2016). Anything not
included in this is deemed ‘residual power’ which means that it ‘falls to the state level of
government’ (Howes 2016, p. 98). Despite their sizeable geographic command, state
governments hold sway of power in local terms. As Howes notes,
Local councils are not mentioned in the constitution and therefore exist entirely at the
mercy of state governments. They are created, merged or abolished by acts of state
parliament, as happened in Queensland in 2007 when the number of councils was
reduced from 156 to 72. (2016, p. 98)

This three-tiered structure of governance in Australia is characterised by ‘an underlying
dynamic of intergovernmental relations’ (Howes 2016, p. 98) which is compounded by
further levels of separation according to function within each tier of government.
The executive is elected to make the major policy decisions for each level. Nationally,
this is the prime minister and a Cabinet; at the state (territory) level this is the premier
(or chief minister) and Cabinet; and at the local level this is the mayor. (Howes 2016,
p. 98)

In practice this competitive system creates polarisation and local tensions between
directorates: the separation of powers ‘tends to encourage turf wars between different
departments and agencies’ (Howes 2016, p. 98). This further complicates projects and often
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results in a lag in delivery. Howes refers to a case in point of the Gold Coast light rail
project, which was funded by all three levels and overseen by various departments, and
thus took 16 years to implement the first stage to completion (2016, p. 99).
It’s important to consider the Gold Coast’s amalgamations in its short history. In 1825
Brisbane was founded as a penal settlement under the administration of New South Wales
until the colony of Queensland was declared in 1859 (Howes 2016). ‘In 1879, six divisional
boards were created in South East Queensland (Beenleigh, Coomera, Nerang, Tabragalba
(later renamed Beaudesert), Tingalpa and Waterford)’ and Southport was later added in
1883 (Howes 2016, p. 100). In 1901, Queensland joined the other six colonies which
became states in the Australian federation (Howes 2016). The division boards became
shires in 1903, later including the Town of Coolangatta. Significantly, the coastal strip from
Coolangatta to Southport was renamed the Town of the South Coast in 1948. ‘This was
renamed the Gold Coast Town Council in 1958 and then became the Gold Coast City
Council in 1959’ (Howes 2016 p. 100). In 1995, the Gold Coast City Council was
amalgamated with the Albert Shire Council and this was followed by further
amalgamations in 2007 (Howes 2016). In 2013, in a bid to legitimise its worth, the Gold
Coast was renamed the City of Gold Coast and thus rebranded.
Today the Gold Coast is governed by an elected local council made up of a mayor and
14 councillors, each elected for four years to represent a specific geographical division
… The residents of the region elect 10 members of the Queensland state parliament
(which has 89 seats in total) and five members of the Commonwealth House of
Representatives (out of a total of 148). This makes it a politically significant entity,
particularly at the state level. (Howes 2016, p. 100)

The City of Gold Coast has contentious relations with various levels of
stakeholders. Howes suggests that the local political landscape is characterised by three
key features:
First, there is a highly vocal pro-business and pro-development lobby. Second, there
is a strong distrust of the public sector within sections of business, the media and
conservative parties. Third, there is a strong sense of competition between the Gold
Coast, the Queensland Government and other local councils. The pro-business policy
stance of the council, and the distrust of the public sector, has been shared by
conservative governments at the Queensland and Commonwealth levels that
embarked on programs designed to reduce the size of the public sector and curb
government expenditure. (2016, p. 103)
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Local governance: Personality politics and growth
As Burton (2016, p. 116) notes, conventional perspectives of the Gold Coast attribute its
growth to a group of ‘great men’ who were well known entrepreneurial developers and
politicians. Further,
[f]rom a conventional perspective, local government in Australia is presumed to be
founded on democratic principles of open election and local accountability, with a
functional focus on ‘roads, rates and rubbish’. (Burton 2016, p. 111)

This kind of rhetoric is consistent with industry leaders in the previous chapter who point
to the seeming impossibility of politicians and key representatives campaigning on a
platform for the arts.
As Nelle indicated in earlier chapters (4 and 6), party politics has not traditionally been a
defining factor for local governance. Generally, in Queensland more broadly, ‘candidates
in local elections, including mayoral candidates, are not endorsed by political parties’
(Burton 2016, p. 113). This has contributed to ambiguity in regard to elected
representatives’ political persuasion. ‘Indeed, there is typically public hostility to
candidates who run as party members as it is felt that local politics should be concerned
with parochial issues (in a favourable sense) rather than with party ideologies’ (Burton
2016, p. 113). Instead, personality politics have influenced election outcomes, and
the enduring theme of Gold Coast politics has always been about growth: whether it
should be encouraged at all costs, how it might be supported by the council and
whether there are any plausible limits to growth in and of the city. (Burton 2016)

On the Gold Coast, the growth coalition model (Molotch 1976; Logan & Molotch 1987)
has prevailed as the dominant one where ‘the interests of a particular set of people –
property developers – are taken to represent the interests of all residents and supported by
a coalition led by local government’ (Burton 2016, p. 114).
In this case growth becomes an end in itself rather than a means to another end
connected with some conception of the city in an equilibrium or optimal state. In other
words, not only does the pursuit of growth become the dominant yardstick for judging
all policy proposals and assessing the impact of any regulatory regimes, but there is
no logical end to the process. (Burton 2016, p. 114)
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This endless growth logic combined with personality politics has created a volatile climate
for the arts on the Gold Coast. On the one hand, growth underpins paradise discourse in
the context of place selling. On the other hand, personality politics provides a hyperbolic
space for cultural desert discourses to marinate in, distracting the public from other more
pressing issues.

Sex, media, crime and the city’s cultural offer
While the media certainly perpetuates cultural desert discourses, its roots are embedded in
the paradise discourse of ‘sun, sand, surf and sex’ of which gender is an important element
(Costa 1998; Skelton 2004; Nixon 2015). One policymaker explicitly makes a connection
between ‘sex’ and the selling of ‘boob jobs’ as problematic in contrast to the city’s cultural
offer. Nicola expresses frustration at the aspiring mayoral candidate Tom Tate’s push to
make the Gold Coast the plastic surgery centre of Australia. Nicola describes the challenge
of making a cultural offer for the city when up against powerful paradise discourses.
And then there’s one of the mayoral aspirants11, who’s talking about ‘go and take
your—show your boobs and you’re going to get a boob job in Surfers Paradise!’ So,
you think all this work that we’re trying to do in terms of [the offer]—the City has this
offer—and yet this is a significant person. …Does that take us back 10 years, so that
anyone who thought ‘come to the coast, come and do something’… and here’s
somebody who’s standing for mayor of this city with a $1.1 billion budget, and we’re
going to offer a boob job. So that doesn’t answer your question. I don’t know. …It
brings back that sex. We’re about sex and rock ‘n’ roll but there’s no rock ‘n’ roll here.
(Nicola, 15 April 2011)

Nicola is damning of Tate’s mayoral campaign in terms of its framing. For her, the offer
of more plastic surgery undoes all of the work the city has done in terms of providing a
cultural offer. Further, she makes an important link about gender and paradise discourse:
‘See and it’s the perception—I mean there’s one thing to [be] having fun, but it’s actually
the perception about women too’ (Nicola, 15 April 2011). The implication here is that
women are heavily objectified in the process of producing paradise discourse. As other
research has demonstrated, women in paradisal places are certainly objectified (see for
example Skelton 2004); increasingly this has implications for men’s images too as men

11

Tate was elected and is still mayor of the City of the Gold Coast in 2018.
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move to modify their bodies to meet excessive standards of male desirability.
Heteronormative standards of beauty abound on the Gold Coast and these work to exclude
Others who don’t fit the heterosexed norm (Buttigieg 2015). The complex gender issues
involved in the production of paradise on the Gold Coast clearly requires further scholarly
attention. As discussed in the previous chapter, the media, in particular the Gold Coast
Bulletin have played a large part in favouring hypersexualised heteronormative images
over arts and cultural activity.
Echoing the feelings of industry leaders, Olivia expresses her frustration with trying to
encourage the newspaper to cover positive cultural events, rather than the stereotypic,
sensationalised paradise content. Olivia points out that although its readership is small, the
Gold Coast Bulletin arguably continues to have a substantial effect on the wider public.
Olivia’s remarks are similar to those of industry leaders in relation to the content of the
Gold Coast Bulletin:
Friggin’ Bulletin! I know, it is shocking! It’s just like, you know, you read The Bulletin
and you feel ‘why am I living in this place?’ Cops getting bashed and people getting
broken into. And you fight the Gold Coast Bulletin all the time, because we are there
trying to go ‘look there’s fantastic exhibitions happening’ or ‘Rabbit + Cocoon is
starting, do you want to do an article on it?’ Or, you know, a local writer/artist has just
done a successful exhibition. They don’t want to cover it. They just go ‘ugh’. They
hate it. It is just a pain for them to cover it and that’s, that’s, you know, that’s what
needs to change, but I don’t know how to do that … (Olivia, 16 November 2011)

Olivia bemoans the sensationalised crime reporting in the local media (see Griffin
1998; Baker, Bennett & Wise 2012) and the Gold Coast Bulletin’s reluctance to cover
any positive news relating to its arts and cultural community’s achievements. This
lack of media attention has worked to render the arts community largely invisible on
the Gold Coast, to visitors and locals alike.
Bob also notes that although paradise discourse may often originate from outside the Gold
Coast through various media, the Gold Coast still very much communicates paradise
through local imagery:
…see when you walk through council doors and what do you see? You see surf
lifesaving. As soon as you walk in—bang! You watch the news, what do you see at
the end of the night? The surf report. You put the radio on, you listen to the surf report.
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Maybe we don’t promote our [artistic] culture enough to people… (Bob, 22 December
2011)

This chimes with Skelton’s (2004) description of paradise as ‘sun, sand, surf and sex’, with
sun, sand and surf being privileged though Council imagery, media outlets and the news.
As a surfer myself, I consume surf media daily, but I also engage with the arts every day
and thus I acknowledge the need for more diverse representation.

Arts invisibility, ‘tribal’ city and public transport
In line with many participants throughout this study, Edward discusses the invisibility of
the arts on the Gold Coast and points to its urban dispersion as a challenge for
representation. According to Edward, the occlusion of the arts is partly due to the Gold
Coast’s urban form and the ‘tribal’ nature of its various communities:
I quickly realised when I came up here that there was a lot of arts activity happening.
There were a lot of artists living on the Gold Coast, that there was quite a lot of activity
happening, and that it was invisible and it was invisible because it was happening
elsewhere or it was happening all over the place. The thing that got me about the Gold
Coast is how tribal it is so there are people in Southport, you know, they talk about
never going to Surfers. … It’s the worst of a small country town and it’s the worst of
a city. Not the best of either. What you’ve got is, you’ve got a big city that has no
centre. You’ve got a population who are tribal and stay where they are and don’t like
to travel outside of where they are very much, as little as they can do it. (Edward, 1
April 2011)

What is missing from this description is the reason why people don’t move beyond their
neighbourhood. As participants in previous chapters acknowledged, this lack of connection
is closely tied to transport infrastructure, which prioritises the automobile economy
(O’Hare & Burke 2016). As Olivia explains, getting around on the Gold Coast is so
problematic without a car that it actually discourages people from leaving their local
community.
I know people who have never been to Hope Island, Runaway Bay, Biggera Waters,
Labrador and they live at Southport. They’ve been living at Southport for fifty years
and they have never been! My mum would never go outside Mermaid Beach, ever!
…I would never catch a bus because I know it takes me an hour and half to get
somewhere and it is ridiculous! (Olivia, 16 November 2011)

Olivia accurately describes the mindset of Gold Coast people who are tied to their local
areas partly because of inadequate transport infrastructure. She is reflective about the
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detrimental impact this has on local communities: ‘Yeah and then they become insular
because there is just not a lot of things happening’. Edward adds another layer to the idea
of a mobilities on the Gold Coast, emphasising the Gold Coast as a daytime culture
focussed on family-centred tourism where ‘people go out during the day, stay home at
night’. Of course, Edward’s comments don’t take into consideration the infamous Surfers
Paradise, the touristic heart of the Gold Coast, which is open 24/7. Nonetheless they do go
some way in explaining the rest of the Gold Coast which does function somewhat as a lazy,
seaside family tourist destination. Beyond Surfers and Broadbeach, coffee shops generally
close at 3pm and very few venues stay open past 9pm or 10pm on a weeknight. The lack
of transport infrastructure coupled with the ‘small country town’ or ‘tribal’ mindset of Gold
Coasters presents a problem for young people striving to carve out a career in the arts. It
suggests that if young people seek a career in the arts they should move to a city with better
transport infrastructure and a thriving creative sector (Florida 2005).

Consumption, shopkeepers and exploitation
One area of concern for policymakers is the self-exploitation of young and emerging artists,
as described throughout earlier chapters (see Banks 2007; Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011).
Edward attributes this problem to artists selling themselves short and also to the unrealistic
demands of ‘shopkeepers’ and ‘councillors’ exploiting artists for their events. This aligns
with young people’s experiences as described in Chapter 5. Edward explains how events
are largely run by shopkeepers who heavily exploit artists to get customers through their
door.
I think the other thing is people have got to stop doing things for free. They’ve got to
stop doing it. I still think that there is a problem with demanding excellence on the
Gold Coast. The classic is comparing the Blues on Broadbeach program to the Byron
Bay [Blues and] Roots Festival. Byron Bay has got, what, 20,000 people in it? We’ve
got 500,000. We’ve got Kevin Borich at ours. They’ve got Bob Dylan at theirs. That
just sums up the Gold Coast to me but the difference is you have to pay to go to there,
to the Byron Bay festival. The Blues on Broadbeach is free because it’s run by the
shopkeepers so they just want people in their shops and it just completely
compromises it. I think people [in the arts] have to stop doing things for free. I still
have councillors coming to me and saying, ‘We want someone to come and play here’.
‘How much are you going to pay them?’ ‘Nothing, we want them to come for free but
it’ll get their name out there and people will see them’. You go, ‘you don’t go to a
plumber and say build a toilet for us in a park because people will see your work. You
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just don’t do it.’ What we’ve done is we’ve let the shopkeepers do the event planning
on the Gold Coast. The free opera up at Runaway Bay or the Blues on Broadbeach or
even the Surfers Paradise Festival which is the best of all of them. They’re still all run
by shopkeepers. They don’t want anybody to pay because they just want people to
come into their shops. That’s not event planning. It’s not strategic event planning at
all. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Here Edward is referring to the prioritisation of spaces for consumption (Miles 2010) over
spaces for art. He acknowledges that while this practice of exploiting artists has been the
norm, this perception is changing. While there is a lot of evidence that free cultural events
are an important aspect of culture, it’s also important to maintain a healthy ecology of art—
and this means paying artists for their time. The exploitation of artists is a significant issue,
and one that was identified in earlier chapters, notably from the perspective of young artists
themselves.

Shifting sands: Mobilities, ‘linear’ biographies and the ‘creative underbelly’
Many participants from earlier chapters in this study discuss the trend for young people to
leave the Gold Cost post-university due to limited cultural opportunities, lured by more
‘creative cities’ (Landry 2002; Florida 2002, 2005). The issue of creative mobilities has
sparked conversations between young people, industry leaders and policymakers alike.
Nicola reflects on the tendency for young artistic talent to leave the Gold Coast for ‘creative
cities’. In discussing this familiar narrative, Nicola makes an astute observation: ‘[it]’s
almost like it’s a linear society, isn’t it? We talk about the linear strip—it’s almost like
culture is linear.’ In making this point, Nicola is referring to the linear biographies of young
artists who travel the well-worn path of growing up on the Gold Coast and leaving when
they realise there is a lack of cultural infrastructure and opportunity, often to return again
later in life. There is a parallel understanding of this idea in sociological theory. Ulrich
Beck (1992) coined the term ‘linear biography’ to describe a person who follows a familiar
life pattern, for example finishing school, getting a job, working, marrying, having children
and settling down, in contrast to a ‘choice biography’ in which much more choice appears
to be within the orbit of one’s control (Beck 1992): people tend to follow the linear
trajectory in line with the dominant culture. On the Gold Coast, the dominant discourse is
paradise, and as I’ve already discussed, this can be internalised by local inhabitants of a
191

place (Costa 1998; Skelton 2004; Skelton & Mains 2009; Alexeyeff & McDonnell 2018),
internalised as cultural cringe. Thus, the ‘normal’ path for artists to take is to get away from
the Gold Coast towards apparently greener, creative pastures. The Gold Coast’s linear
biography for young artists is to reject paradise discourses and move to a ‘more creative
city’ only to return after they’ve ‘made it’ in their industry. In this way, young people have
tended to disassociate with the Gold Coast and instead pursue creative lives elsewhere.
Bob explains how many musicians have tended to internalise cultural cringe to avoid the
stigma of being associated with the Gold Coast.
I think a lot of the bands in the music scene on the coast don’t relate at all to the beach
culture... And I think, whether it is bad or not, I think bands actually try to distance
themselves from that. So… I see Gold Coast bands saying, ‘we are from Brisbane’,
just to avoid being recognised as a Gold Coast band. (Bob, 22 December 2011)

This is a clear example of the cultural cringe (Philips 1950) in action, with local bands
disassociating with the paradise discourse.
While linear biographies and cultural cringe associated with paradise discourses have
traditionally been the norm, policymakers acknowledge this is changing. The general
feeling is that although there are still major platforms, like the Gold Coast Bulletin,
promoting the Gold Coast’s paradise discourse, this representation is changing and
diversifying. Olivia describes the paradoxical nature of this transition:
So, I think we are slowly getting that reputation that we have this creative underbelly
and it is actually working and artists are actually staying here. So it is getting there! I
mean, I go to Sydney and Melbourne and now, I’ll go to all the openings and they’ll
say ‘Oh, you’re from the Gold Coast! Oh Yeah!’ and there’s some kind of like creative
bustling happening underneath, you know, and you’re going ‘Oh that’s great!’... It is
so weird, you get the extreme of like, ‘oh you’re from the Gold Coast—beaches,
nightclubs, boring’ and then you’ll get the extreme of like, ‘there is something
happening—we know about it, but it is so underground because it is just not being
talked about.’ But I think it is definitely changing! (Olivia, 16 November 2011)

Nicola, who has witnessed a lot of changes in her time at Council, attributes the shift in the
Gold Coast’s perception to the amalgamation of the Gold Coast as a ‘city’. Here she refers
to the life cycle narrative (Burton 2009) to describe this process, making mention of recent
changes in cultural management:
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The Arts Centre and the new GM [General Manager], you know the change in focus
over here is what we’re actually seeing. What we’re seeing as we’ve evolved from the
city. I think the city amalgamated in ‘95, with Albert and Gold Coast, and that’s
probably given us some solidarity or some platform to change the offer and that
expectation of what people see. So, I think we’ve seen some maturation as we go
down, and as the city as EDMP try and look at ways to actually make us more
sustainable in terms of an offer. (Nicola, 15 April 2011)

While aspects of this social evolutionary discourse are perhaps problematic (Burton 2009)
and point to inequalities between cities and regional places (Philo & Kearns 1993) as
outlined in Chapter 4, they do explain the Gold Coast’s desire to produce a more
‘sophisticated’ culture. Here, traditional European cityness equates to ‘cultured’ or
‘civilised’ in public discourse; inevitably this is tied to neocolonial narratives. Despite the
changing perceptions, cultural cringe is still evident throughout this conversation.

The dearth of spaces for art
The creative mobilities or linear biographies of young artists are undoubtedly connected to
the cultural cringe which in practice reproduces a city with little value placed on culture
and spaces for art. Yet, as other participants have already acknowledged, spaces for art are
critical nodes in the cultural ecology of cities. While creative city and creative economy
rhetoric (Landry 2002; Florida 2002, 2005) has motivated policymakers and planners to
invest in place-based arts and culture, in theory and practice this has been focused on largescale infrastructure, with investment in cultural quarters, an events industry and megaevents (Jancovich 2016). Already existing local arts ecologies have not traditionally been
invested in beyond openly available competitive public arts funding. To this end, cultural
governance has missed an important part of the cultural sphere: capacity building
(Jancovich 2016). One important aspect of capacity building is nurturing spaces for art to
take place in. As Grodach notes, ‘[a]rt spaces function as a conduit for building social
networks that contribute to both community revitalization and artistic development’ (2010,
p. 1). This is because they are multifarious spaces designed for artists to inhabit and grow
culture in and through. In this way, they are dynamic sites of innovative cultural activity
and they often invite diverse communities into their folds. ‘Neither museum nor
commercial gallery, these flexible and multifunctional spaces may at once serve as
performance space, gallery, art school, incubator, resource center, and outreach center’
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(2010, p. 2). As Grodach notes, these spaces may include arts cooperatives, arts incubators,
ethnic-specific arts spaces or community arts or cultural centres (2010). Art spaces often
function to connect artists and community, to encourage community outreach and
education, to provide cultural tourism opportunities, and to provide a place for artists to
make art in (Grodach 2009, 2010).
Along with young and emerging artists and industry leaders, policymakers in this
study agree that a lack of spaces for art is a significant challenge for artists on the
Gold Coast. Indeed, as Edward points out, this is the main reason that young people
are buying into ‘creative mobilities’ (Hautala & Jauhiainen 2019).
I think it’s particular to the Gold Coast. I think that there is always a healthy moving
on of young people going out into the world, if you like, trying stuff out. But there is
no doubt that there is a very serious lack of cultural infrastructure on the Gold Coast.
It is a serious, serious problem. If someone wanted to come and do workshops on the
Gold Coast they would not be able to find anywhere to do it. There just aren’t any
[spaces]. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Edward emphasises this lack of spaces for art as the driving force behind young people
leaving.
I think that fundamentally the reason why things aren’t happening on the Gold Coast
is because there is nowhere for them to happen. So people like Soapbox [youth theatre
company] went away for three years—and they went away because they couldn’t find
anywhere to do what they wanted to do. You’ve got artists that are doing the same
thing. The emerging artists have got nowhere to exhibit. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

It seems that other policymakers agree. When asked what the biggest gaps were in cultural
production on the Gold Coast, Olivia immediately responded: ‘studio spaces!’. Edward
recalls his initial experience with Council when he first came to the Gold Coast and how
little has changed during his time there:
So, the issue that I found here was that I noticed immediately [that there] is [an]
incredible lack of infrastructure. Basically, as far as Gold Coast City Council is
concerned it owns the Arts Centre and it owns the Robina Gallery and that’s all. That’s
it. Nothing else. Nothing else at all. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

The inference here is that this provision of art spaces is insufficient. It’s clear that, from
Edward’s perspective, the Gold Coast City Council should be playing a much larger role
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in delivering spaces for art. Nicola echoes this sentiment about the need for sustainable arts
practices that include spaces for art as opposed to spaces for touristic consumption.
I think it needs to be more toward sustainable arts practices, instead of tourist driven.
There is a lot of focus on tourists and economic impact here that they neglect the whole
idea of, you know, ok that’s great—you do a festival for artists, so you do something,
but that’s it! Where are the artists going to be practicing, or creating work or exhibiting
for the next year? Nowhere! I think there needs to more of a shift! (Nicola, 15 April
2011)

Edward describes how notions of art taking place in derelict buildings has shaped policy
and provided Council with an excuse not to build cultural infrastructure. Significantly, the
lack of disused industrial buildings was an issue mentioned during the Creative
Connections event at the beginning of this fieldwork.
Behind that is the ongoing fight with Council to say that you really need to be building
decent cultural infrastructure. It is actually a local government thing! And when I first
came here people were saying ‘we can’t do it on the Gold Coast because there’s no
old buildings’. There is no god-created law that says arts [and] cultural infrastructure
has to be in old buildings! But that was the excuse that was used for decades! (Edward,
1 April 2011)

Exactly so: while the European romantic notion of art in warehouses persists, there are
alternatives, as Edward points out. This collection of responses presents a picture of what
the city stands for (see Massey 2007) in that it clearly does not prioritise the arts as
important to the cultural life of a city. It does, however, go a long way in describing the
tension between a city that prioritises spaces for consumption (Miles 2010) versus one that
prioritises art spaces (Grodach 2010).
Edward suggests that the underlying issue is that cultural infrastructure and spaces for art
need to be prioritised. This is consistent with participants’ sentiments throughout the
various chapters of this thesis.
I think basically if you want culture and infrastructure, it has to be built. There are no
shortcuts on the Gold Coast. There are no old empty council buildings. There are none.
People say there must be something. No there’s not. We always look for them. There
aren’t any. (Edward, 1 April 2011)
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This is in line with industry leader’s comments about the need for a stand-alone arts space.
Edward reflects on the spaces that Council have identified as potential arts spaces during
his time in local government and the challenges with making these spaces accessible:
I’ve been here nine years and the only thing that’s come up in that nine years is
Expressive Grounds. Unfortunately, the local councillor gave it to somebody without
actually anybody having the opportunity to talk about what priorities there could be
for that but that was the only one. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Expressive Grounds also came up as a space for art in the Creative Connections event but
this was problematic for artists, given its obscure location far from public transport. Despite
the lack of community engagement around spaces for art, Edward acknowledges that
council has started to prioritise building and redeveloping more community spaces, such
as the Helensvale Library and Kirra Hill Community Centre. Edward also describes the
successes of local artist-run initiatives in providing spaces for art.
Look how successful 19Karen [art gallery] has been in terms of numbers of people
going to it even if not in terms of money. That became very, very popular very, very
quickly. Unfortunately, they didn’t really think about how to actually make it
sustainable and I don’t know how you make it sustainable. I don’t know much about
that. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Edward is not an advocate for artist-run spaces, as we shall see later in the chapter, however
he does recognise the achievement of 19Karen as a space for art and he acknowledges the
community need for these kinds of initiatives. Exhibition space is an important form of
space identified by many participants, but just as important is studio space.
Olivia provides further insight into the needs for studio spaces from the perspective of an
artist. As someone with experience in galleries and studio spaces such as Rabbit + Cocoon,
a collective of art studios in warehouses in Miami, Olivia discusses her hopes for the new
precinct to fill a gap in providing communal spaces for Gold Coast artists. When asked
what was lacking on the Gold Coast, Olivia responded:
Studio spaces most definitely and more creative spaces to, um, get together. Because
when I want to meet [Vanessa] to talk about something or when I want to meet, you
know, Hannah to discuss something we have nowhere to go... yeah a coffee shop! You
want to go where other artists are writing or doing work and you want to feed off that
kind of energy. … So it’s kind of giving the power back to artists and giving them the
whole idea that if they want to run their own arts business we’re going to help facilitate
that, you know, because there just needs to be that drive. (Olivia, 16 November 2011)
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Olivia’s ideas run parallel with the rise of the creative entrepreneur discourse that I
discussed in previous chapters. In this view, the artists become their own arts workers. For
Olivia, provision of studio space is a critical gap in this equation and one not catered for
by local government. Edward also emphasises the inadequacy of cultural infrastructure
provided by Council. Edward describes Council’s provisions for art as ‘farcical’ in terms
of the quality of art that has been delivered, but he is of the view that this is changing now:
I do know that most of the time I’ve been here there has been nothing arts-wise to see
on the Gold Coast really except for the occasional small level art exhibition at the
Regional Gallery which is far too small to take any of the big touring exhibitions and
a performing arts centre which turned its 400-seat theatre into a cinema and showed
the world’s most expensive amateur musicals four times a year. That’s not an arts
offering and I’m really glad to see that that’s changing now. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

In contrast to the ‘adolescent city’ rhetoric (Burton 2009), Edward articulates his frustration
at the city’s lack of infrastructure in relation to its population size. He argues that cultural
infrastructure is needed across all levels in order to grow the cultural sector. This is
reminiscent of industry leaders’ arguments regarding the need to address different aspects
of the arts ecology: ‘I think that if we get that infrastructure there, things will happen’. Here
Edward is referring to the proposed cultural precinct. Edward suggests that if a ‘hub and
satellite model’ cultural precinct is built with outreach to venues around the city, the Gold
Coast might see real cultural change.

Arts precincts, the ‘Bilbao effect’ and community consultation
All policymakers in this study agree that the Arts Centre in Bundall is insufficient as a
centre for arts and culture in its incarnation at the time this research was conducted. While
they are all receptive to the idea of a new cultural precinct, they each have reservations
about the process and design. Notably, policymakers have serious concerns about the lack
of community consultation and public input in the design at the time of research. Edward
articulates a fundamental gap in community consultation in that artists were not part of the
initial conversation.
We’ve got an opportunity with the creative precinct—with the cultural precinct—to
do something here. We have been pushing very hard to get arts people involved with
that. For example, I got given—when they got to this most recent stage I got asked to
comment on the list of stakeholders that they had. They had 350 stakeholders. Twenty
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of them were in the arts! And so, I went back and said this is ridiculous! (Edward, 1
April 2011)

From Edward’s perspective the initial consultation for the cultural precinct didn’t
adequately represent the people who would actually be activating the spaces. He explains
how, because the architects were driving the plans, most of the discussion was around
aesthetics and not their use or function. This, as Edward notes, is problematic:
The whole cultural precinct planning was being run by the architects so all they talked
about was the outside of the building. ‘We’re going to have an iconic building, it’s
just going to be like this and it’s just going to be like that’. I was saying, ‘no, first of
all you’ve got to involve the artists’. (1 April 2011)

This Council and architect focus on the aesthetics of cultural infrastructure can be
understood as symptomatic of what Broudehoux (2007) calls the ‘Bilbao effect’. Miles
critiques Bilbao’s archetypal Guggenheim, perhaps the most widely appropriated case
study of creative urban renewal via hard design infrastructure in the 21st century. Designed
by Frank O. Gehry in 1997, the impressive art museum is flanked with titanium, glass and
limestone. The spectacular piece of architecture resurrected a washed-up dock area, placing
Bilbao firmly on the world stage as an international player. Miles notes that although the
Guggenheim has been able to secure lasting international spotlight for Bilbao as a ‘cutting
edge’ city (2010, p. 95), the building itself can also be seen to draw attention away from
the contemporary art it houses (2010, p. 93). Miles notes that this quick-fix process of
spectacle as urban regeneration has been replicated around the world and has had a
detrimental run-on effect: ‘the “Bilbao” or “Guggenheim” effect has indeed become such
a hackneyed regeneration cliché that there is significant doubt that such a vision exists
other than as hyperbole destined to pale in comparison to what happened, at least for a
time, in Bilbao’ (2010, p. 94). Broudehoux articulates the scale of replication: ‘Motivated
by what could be called the Bilbao effect, cities around the world have embarked on a
competition for global pre-eminence by building the tallest, most daring, and most
technologically advanced buildings’ (2007, p. 385).
Edward reflects on the history of the cultural precinct to shed light on the inadequacy of
previous consultations and feedback. He expresses similar sentiments to the industry
leaders in the previous chapter:
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That was the other thing. They got some stakeholders in and interviewed them. This
was about two years ago now and none of them heard anything for two years! Just
terrible. (1 April 2011)

Edward thus confirms earlier observations made by industry leaders in relation to inaction
from their consultation. It’s clear that Edward himself, has been excluded from the initial
processes of planning the cultural precinct. This is concerning, given his central position
working in cultural policy for Council. In exploring issues of consultation around the
cultural precinct, Edward begins to tease out the tensions between different directorates
within council.
As identified in the previous chapter, the politics between directorates in council has been
a major barrier to Gold Coast arts and culture. Edward describes tensions in communication
between directorates, stating that he was only brought into consultation on the Gold Coast’s
new cultural precinct later in the process. I asked Edward to clarify that he was only called
in on this last phase, to which he responded:
Yeah. It was run by Economic Development. It’s absolutely insane! What they did
was they did this launch just recently and all the letters to the editor were saying how
boring the design was and all this sort of thing and they were saying, ‘we haven’t even
got it designed yet’. So, they’ve completely missed the point and we were able to say
‘but all you talked about was the outside. What did you expect people to do?’ So,
we’re saying to them ‘you’ve got to talk about the inside’. Don’t say it’s going to be
an art gallery five times bigger than the one we’ve got now because people will go,
‘Why do we need an art gallery that’s five times bigger than we’ve got now?’ What
you do is you say, ‘We’re going to have an art gallery in which you can do this, this,
this and this’. That’s what you say. And I also said that if the cultural precinct’s going
to work it’s going to only work if it’s activated by artists and so you have got to talk
to them. They’ve got this 2000 seat theatre in there. That’s because they went to the
public and said what do you want and they all go I want a 2000-seat theatre. I spoke
to David Fishel from Positive Solutions and he said that they do all of this sort of stuff.
He’s over doing the $5 billion cultural precinct in Hong Kong. He says the public
always want something three times bigger than is economically sustainable but they
just don’t know. (1 April 2011)

Here, Edward explains how from his perspective the focus in the initial stage of
consultation was inappropriately directed to the aesthetics and public appeal of the
buildings rather than its purpose. It’s also clear from Edward’s comments that he resents
the fact that EDMP ran the initial design phase without his input and that of artists in the
community. This is indeed concerning.
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Nicola expresses her advocacy for the precinct but she also echoes Edward’s sentiments
about the insufficient focus on uses in earlier phases:
I think it’s something great for the city, and I think we are—we have—all the media
has focused on what it looks like. Whether that’s something they’ve driven, as opposed
to what’s actually here, and I don’t think that’s—this is concept stuff. We don’t have
to have a 2000-seat auditorium, and it’s how we actually make that shift… So we
actually needed to shift from the physical to what actually happens, and how that links.
So, it would be great. It would be amazing. And you know, this is a beautiful space...
But [it’s important] to keep it as a people’s space. ( 15 April 2011)

Here again Nicola advocates for more robust concept development about the uses of the
space rather than the bricks and mortar. Edward expands on the need for more artists and
creative professionals in the initial design phases, and he argues that a larger theatre does
not mean that major musicals will tour there or that it will be accessible to the public:
What’s happened is that people who are writing about it don’t know what they’re
talking about and that’s the thing. So, they said ‘we’re going to have a 400-seat theatre
which is going to be for local groups to use’. No, it’s not. What local community group
can use a 400-seat theatre? They can’t afford it. It’s far too big. What it does mean is
that you can get people like Bell Shakespeare and stuff in there. Then they’re saying
they’re going to have this 2000-seat theatre that they can get Broadway musicals in
and you sort of go, that’s not how these musicals work. … Go to Cameron Mackintosh
[theatrical producer] and ask them how they decide to put the musicals where they put
them. Ask them, they’ll answer. Don’t have bloody council officers making it up! (1
April 2011)

It’s obvious by his tone that Edward is extremely frustrated with the way in which decisions
are being made about the cultural precinct. As a senior cultural policymaker, his insights
on this topic are valuable and should be of concern to architects designing the cultural
precinct. However, perhaps population size is actually not all that matters in terms of
alluring big productions to a place.
Despite his investment in the cultural precinct, Edward warns of placing too much
emphasis on the precinct rather than how it can work with the rest of the Gold Coast’s
linear geography. He refers to policy to discuss the different levels of cultural infrastructure
needed and his comments echo industry leaders’ comments on the need for an arts ecology.
The Southeast Queensland Regional Plan talks about cultural infrastructure and it talks
about it at a local district and regional level. So, we’re talking about a regional
performing arts centre—a cultural precinct that’s a regional thing. You have a district
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level thing and it’s fairly grey between them so the district stuff would happen at what
we call the activity centres. So they would be Coomera, Southport, Surfers,
Broadbeach, Coolangatta, Nerang and Robina. So, there you have the district stuff and
Helensvale—like what’s going on in Helensvale. Then the local ones are just the little
things like Kirra Hill or Robina Gallery and stuff like that. I think it’s really important
that [the cultural precinct’s] not seen as the be all and end all. The cultural
development policy has always said there should be a series of cultural hubs across
the Gold Coast. It’s long and linear but there does need to be a district centre. We
don’t have a town hall. We don’t have a cathedral. Let’s have a really good performing
arts centre to form that and I think that people would come to it. People would. You
can’t expect a performing arts centre across the coast in every activity centre. (Edward,
1 April 2011)

It’s vital to ensure that the cultural precinct plugs into district hubs, as Edward suggests.
Edward makes the connection between improving cultural infrastructure by delivering a
cultural precinct and retaining artists and a healthy arts ecology as well as nurturing a
cultural identity.

Arts funding and the role of cultural development
Nicola reflects on the challenges with funding local cultural infrastructure. Nicola’s
sentiment is redolent of Mark’s in the previous chapter and she articulates the problem of
funding a cultural precinct without raising taxes:
Now the thing is, in terms of what you read—when you pick up the paper to read—it
says there’s a zero rate rise. Okay, so no rates, we’re not going to do anything. How
do we fund this? ... There’s a competition for roads, for transport, for a whole load of
other necessities. In the balance is the community infrastructure. Now you know I’m
community [minded] … So how do you influence the community that this is a good
thing? (15 April 2011)

Nicola suggests that perhaps the Gold Coast should be following Scandinavian countries
in raising taxes and explicitly giving the public a thorough breakdown of how their money
is being used. She elaborates on the role that the Cultural Development Unit plays in
facilitating cultural infrastructure.
It’s community cultural development. But I see our role as really facilitating and
advocating for those spaces [for art]. … So we’re not about the doing. I don’t see our
role as doing. And we’re not events. But we’re about facilitating and advocating. I
think that’s where—it possibly is a shift from community cultural development. But
we’ve got it, we’ve got RADF happening. We’ve got RADF, we’ve got A-Venue.
(Nicola, 15 April 2011)
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Here Nicola is referring to regional arts funding and the youth music program as key
initiatives of CDU. While Nicola promotes the achievements of these programs, she’s also
cognisant of the need for CDU to have more clout and symbolic capital to have influence
in the community: ‘The next stage is pulling, and trying to have some standing—that we
do have some capacity to influence’. This echoes industry leaders’ sentiments about CDU
having very little power to influence council as a whole. Edward emphasises the need for
the Cultural Development Unit to have its own designated cultural precinct where they can
initiate important cultural projects.
Local arts funding: The beginnings of RADF
To understand the challenges in making cultural policy on the Gold Coast, it’s important
to reflect on the historical context of arts funding. Edward describes his experience with
the beginnings of Cultural Development and arts funding on the Gold Coast at the turn of
the millennium.
So, when I came up here [in 2002] they had just got a cultural development policy
which they had never had before and they had just got an agreement to get Regional
Arts Development Funding from Arts Queensland which was done at a political level
because my understanding is the staff at Arts Queensland were against that because
we were such a big city. So, I came up at a time when there was a big change in what
was meant by cultural development, really. My predecessor was basically a
community arts officer who did photocopying for the Fine Arts Society and stuff like
that and that was basically his job. I was able to use the Regional Arts Development
Fund to broaden the idea of what cultural development actually meant. (1 April 2011)

Edward’s tone suggests that prior to this time, very little funding and resources existed for
artists. He goes on to explain how the Regional Arts Development Fund (RADF)
revolutionised the arts sector:
For the first time we could fund individuals, for the first time we could fund
professional stuff and there was a big change happening in Council. It was believed
that arts activities needed to be non-profit, that arts activities needed to be free and
that arts activities needed to be run by volunteers and basically RADF changed all
that. It can’t be underestimated how much effect getting RADF had on the Gold Coast.
(Edward, 1 April 2011)

Here Edward is quick to highlight the inadequacy of previous cultural governance as well
as the centrality of RADF in providing unparalleled funding for artists, but he also touches
on the disjunction between cultural development and community cultural development
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which Nicola also referred to. Edward continues to explain how RADF functions to support
local artists and he is generally positive about the role RADF plays.
I think that the way RADF works is really good. One of the key things for RADF is
supposed to be professional services to community groups. We don’t get a lot of those
applications unfortunately but they’re the ones that are really powerful I think. Having
someone like Jennifer Flowers coming to the Gold Coast to the theatre and work there
with them, there’s really good things that can come out of that. (Edward ,1 April 2011)

Interestingly, Edward’s first comment here is about bringing external expertise to the Gold
Coast to provide a service for local artists. Some might argue that this is actually part of
his role in connecting local artists with professional development opportunities. However,
he appears to see this as an arts worker responsibility. Further, Edward perceives a gap
between the arts community and Council, however he deflects the responsibility for this
back onto arts workers. Edward describes a lack of connection between the community
cultural development workers, as he identifies them, and Council, suggesting that arts
workers are not approaching Council to get assistance early enough. However, it could also
be argued that again this is part of his role, to provide a link between the arts industry and
Council. The fact that he doesn’t know about a lot of cultural work that is happening is
concerning, and similar to the disconnect between artists more generally, given his position
of authority in the cultural landscape on the Gold Coast. Clearly there is a need to bridge
this gap and make cultural development more accessible to artists and arts workers.
State funding: Arts Queensland
While there have been and are many professional artists on the Gold Coast who’ve received
RADF funding, there has been a lack of professional arts organisations that have secured
recurrent funding from State government, as mentioned in previous chapters. Edward
reflects on the state of professional arts organisations on the Gold Coast during his time in
local council:
As far as professional organisations were concerned, there were none. There were no
professional arts organisations. There was no organisation on the Gold Coast that
received recurrent funding from Arts Queensland. And I would suggest that we would
be the only city of more than 200,000 people—and we’re over 500,000 people—the
only city of more than 200,000 people in Australia that does not have an arts
organisation that gets recurrent funding from its State Government. Nobody else
seemed to realise how really, really strange that was so I decided that the two things
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that needed to happen is we needed to get people together. We needed to get the arts
people together so that they weren’t working in these bunkers, that they weren’t
working in these silos and we needed to upskill them so that things like sustainable
arts organisations could happen. (1 April 2011)

Edward’s response to the lack of state funded arts organisations has been to work on
bringing artists together and providing workshops on how to secure funding. While these
are useful tactics in theory they have been largely unsuccessful in helping artists secure
state funding in practice. Further, the initiatives that Edward is referring to have arguably
been minor in comparison to the extent of the need. For instance, Edward clearly identifies
the need to get artists out of working in silos but the only activities at the time this research
was conducted that promote this are a bi-annual Creative Juices networking night that
attracts about 100 people (mostly repeat audiences) and an industry program for young
musicians called A-Venue. Nevertheless, Edward emphasises the changes that are
beginning to take place:
I think over the next 10 years or so we’ll see that change. In the time that I’ve been
here we’ve had one organisation get recurrent funding. That’s SWELL Sculpture
Festival. It’s the festival but still it’s something. And we’ve had the Creative Juices
stuff which at least gets people together so I think that there is more of a feel now of
professional artists and arts workers feeling that at least they are part of some sort of
a community there. (1 April 2011)

Following on from this observation about the lack of professional arts organisations and
also in relation to industry leaders’ comments about the lack of support at a higher level, I
asked Edward about the next stage for projects that have already received RADF funding.
‘Beyond RADF should we have other sources of funding?’, to which he replied, ‘No’,
pointing to the opportunities for funding at a State government level.
We have had Arts Queensland and Australia Council say they want applications from
the Gold Coast. It is an area of need. … People say to me all the time, we should be
getting more money from Arts Queensland and from the Australia Council. ‘Have you
tried [to apply for Arts Queensland]?’ ‘No. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Indeed, the absence of any successful funding applications to Arts Queensland in fifteen
years goes a long way in explaining the dearth of professional arts organisations. However,
the question remains: why is there a lack of Arts Queensland applications when there are
clearly artists with quality work? Further, there is a missing funding group here as indicated
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in the previous chapter: those professional industry leaders who struggle to sustain their
practice. I’ll return to this point shortly.
Edward elaborates on the need for more Arts Queensland funding applications, explaining
that although it’s competitive people shouldn’t give up after the first attempt.
A lot of people are asking but also the other thing is you don’t stop after the first go.
That’s the other thing. It takes you three goes to get money from the Australia Council.
Going for recurrent funding—small to medium funding from Arts Queensland—look
at SWELL. They asked four times but it got there in the end but you have to do that.
People give up so quickly here. I get it all the time. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

It’s clear that state funding is a challenging endeavour, as noted by industry leaders in the
previous chapter, but Edward again deflects the challenges back onto the local artists. I
asked Edward ‘why do you think they give up so quickly?’ to which his response was:
Don’t know. They don’t understand it. That’s the other thing. I think it’s a Queensland
thing… I just think that there is a suspicion of government in Queensland. It’s a
cultural thing and so if you don’t get it they’re telling you you’re no good and so you
get all angsty about that and say, ‘I’m never going to do it again’ and ‘I’m going to
vote Liberal next’. Whereas in New South Wales and Victoria and South Australia
and all the other places I’ve lived people go, ‘why not? We’ll try again next year’.
That’s the big thing. I tell people when they’re applying for Arts Queensland, ‘when
you don’t get it, ring up and ask why and do it again’ and that’s what we do with
RADF. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Concerningly, Edward reproduces spatial politics in his reflection of the challenges artists
face in securing funding. It is a very crude comparison between local Queensland artists
and those in other states. It could be argued that the real reason why local artists give up is
that they are unsupported in the first instance and there isn’t value placed on the practices
and processes around gaining funding.
Sustainability and funding artist-run initiatives
While young artists are considered a target funding group for Council, young artist-run
initiatives have been actively discouraged from applying for funding. As Edward explains,
this is because artist-run initiatives are considered too risky to invest in unless they’re a
non-profit.
I think the Rabbit + Cocoon thing is really exciting. [But] I’m not a big fan of artistrun initiatives. I think that they are high risk. I’m an arts administrator. I’m an arts
manager and I think there’s an important role for arts administrators. Unfortunately,
there are none on the Gold Coast, and that, I think, is a significant problem. I don’t

205

blame this sudden growth of artist-run initiatives and I know that everybody else
thinks that they’re wonderful but I just think they’re a bit high risk. … And so I’m a
big fan of non-profit organisations with proper boards because they’re sustainable.
(Edward, 1 April 2011)

More specifically, in relation to the industry leader’s discussion in the previous chapter,
Edward explains the reasoning for Council not funding In the Bin short film festival. His
perspective is that the film festival was not willing to go through the process of becoming
a non-profit and so council viewed it as too risky to invest in:
So, for example, In The Bin is closing down this year. Did you hear that? What’s
happened is that all the years that In The Bin has been happening, Kye refused to go
down the non-profit path. He said, ‘no, I want to control it’, you know, ‘it’s my baby’
and he was quite happy not to tick—not to get any funding because of that. What’s
happened is he’s had enough, In The Bin ends, so that’s gone now. Whereas if it was
a non-profit organisation, if he resigns someone else could have moved into his
position because you would have that ongoing—you’d have a succession plan in place.
You’d have position descriptions and you’d have a board and all that sort of thing and
there are too many things happening on the Gold Coast that when that person is sick
of it, it won’t happen anymore. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Herein lies the issue of cultural sustainability. In this case, In the Bin which had
demonstrated longevity as Australia’s largest touring short film festival since 1999 was not
supported by local council because it was not a non-profit organisation and thus considered
unsustainable. The fact that the festival had sustained itself on the Gold Coast, in the face
of the many aforementioned challenges, was not enough for Council to support this
grassroots initiative. However, in this instance, local funding bodies could not see that this
organisation, which ran for the benefit of the local community, could become sustainable.
More emphasis needs to be placed on communicating and clarifying funding guidelines
and processes. Further, perhaps local government could seek out more risky, imaginative
partnerships beyond those ‘safe’ forms. This is just one example of how inflexible cultural
governance has been on the Gold Coast. Luckily for the local community, In the Bin
persevered despite this setback and will celebrate its 20th birthday in 2019.

The issue of cultural governance
A lot of the challenges with agreeing on what kinds of arts practices to support stems from
broader concerns around what cultural governance is for and where it sits within
government. When asked, ‘what is cultural development to you?’, Edward replied:
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I don’t see cultural development—people see cultural development as a wall. It’s a
wall to keep our artists in and other artists out. That’s not what cultural development
is at all. …What is cultural development to me? Cultural development is utilising the
arts in a planned and strategic way so that it improves the liveability and sustainability
of the city. That’s what I think cultural development is. (1 April 2011)

Tensions are particularly pronounced within the Gold Coast City Council as different units
battle for legitimacy and funding. The Cultural Development Unit’s position within council
is a particular site of contestation, as Edward notes:
Cultural development’s interesting. It sits in different parts of Council. We’re in with
the Libraries, which is a really bad place for it to sit. The evidence shows that the ones
that are in with libraries are the least effective right across Australia. They really are.
Others are in with Economic Development, which tends to make them lean towards
the creative industry stuff and others are in with Social Planning and Community
Development which tends to lean it towards the touchy-feely stuff. So for the first
eight years that I was here I liked being in libraries because it I felt fairly free and I
could work with either side alright but that worked when I had a manager who left us
alone, which I don’t have at the moment so it’s becoming really problematic now.
(Edward, 1 April 2011)

Edward is reflexive in his description of the Cultural Development Unit as he articulates
his observations about the different types of cultural units according to their placement
within councils. He is also very quick to point out his dissatisfaction with current
management. Edward describes the ontological and practical challenges with collaborating
with other directorates:
Economic Development—we do a lot with them and Creative Juices actually started
as a partnership between us and Economic Development. The A-Venue was very
much—they were very much a part of that at the beginning and we went on to the Big
Day Out and all that sort of thing. It’s fallen away a bit and now it’s starting to come
back a bit. (1 April 2011)

Edward describes how the two units have collaborated in the past but this dissipated and
now they are starting to work together again. Edward notes that it’s important to understand
everyone’s objectives when collaborating.
Sally describes how different directors work against each other instead of with each other
to problem solve:
But I just feel people—you know there’s been a bit of a shift where another area of
council because of a need to activate a space and activate that arts and cultural area,
the other area of council haven’t allowed themselves to go, ‘oh, this is great’. They’ve
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just taken this defensive—they appear to, to me, anyway—defensive position. You
think, well, we could do with your help… (Sally, 25 November 2011)

Olivia makes an important point about the Cultural Development Unit being understaffed
in relation to other regional councils and also in contrast to other units within Gold Coast
City Council. She explains how this translates to a lack of political power in contrast to
EDMP:
I went to the councillors’ conference at Caloundra and we’re just there from Cultural
Development and there’s three of us: me, Edward and Bob. There’s twenty of them,
it’s ridiculous. … We’re so invisible, we’re like at the end of the corner, we just don’t
really have a say, really, we should have more of a say. You know EDMP has more
power. (Olivia, 16 November 2011)

Olivia emphasises the lack of resources and power that CDU holds in relation to other
regional councils and also in comparison to EDMP. This simple comparison sheds light on
the inadequacy of cultural governance provisions for a city with half a million people.
Navigating bureaucracy and getting things done for the arts
Olivia advocates for Cultural Development to have more power within Council. She
describes how disconnected different units are and thus the complex nature of
accomplishing tasks.
I think it needs to be more proactive. I think we need to do more... we definitely need
to do more, we need to listen more and we need to get our faces out there more because
from the outside—and certainly, I’ve been on that other side where I am, like, ‘fucking
Council aren’t doing shit, they’re not doing anything’—and now I realise why it isn’t
happening. It is because we have to rely on five different departments to promote
something and there are so many delays which have nothing to do with, you know, the
creative value of something, and their whole bureaucracy is really interesting. But
that’s the whole reason why we are not as proactive as we should be. (Olivia, 16
November 2011)

Olivia has a particularly astute understanding of the arts scene on the Gold Coast in
that that she has worked in the arts for many years and has also begun working for
local council. She continues:
Like, we should be having Facebook, Twitter; we should be going to [art] openings. I
know, and it’s crazy because I get into this job and the first thing I do is call up Arts
Queensland and have like an hour discussion, get them to send all the paperwork on
social media guidelines and the next week, we’ve got an approval! So, to me, I don’t
know why it has taken this long to even get to this point. (Olivia, 16 November 2011)
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While Olivia highlights the challenges of working with local government, she is also a
champion for change within Council. While she has only been working with council for a
short period, she has managed to launch a social media strategy singlehandedly to generate
connection between the community and local council, because, as Olivia suggests, Cultural
Development is disengaged from the community it serves. Olivia goes as far as to suggest
that the Cultural Development Unit is totally out of touch with the city: ‘Everything about
cultural development needs to be completely re-vamped’.
Bob, who also comes from an arts background, echoes Olivia’s sentiments about the
excessively bureaucratic nature of getting things done in Council. While this is not an issue
specific to the Gold Coast, it is an issue for cultural governance more broadly, as Bob
discusses:
Yeah, it is hard! That is the hardest thing for me. … I do not think the cultural
development unit is a purely creative unit. It is a bureaucracy. It is an administrator,
but at the same time, I think it has value in offering some good opportunities for the
community, as well. … I’d like to see the Cultural Development Unit’s perception
shifted within the community. (Bob, 22 December 2011)

Bob articulates CDU’s position as providing support for artists and cultural workers, and
yet being constrained by Council processes. Bob acknowledges that there is a lack of
awareness in the community of what CDU does and he would like to see this change.
However, surely this shift must be led by Council in the first instance. Olivia critiques
Council for being out of touch with the city and its residents:
Yeah, and I think they don’t realise it because, I guess it is like if you use the analogy
of Prince Charles and The Queen Mother, you know, Prince Charles is in his
Buckingham Palace every day and he is all ‘hoity toity’ with all the aristocrats and he
is not really catching the tube and just talking to the rest of Britain, so he is, kind of,
out of touch. Whereas, he has so much power to change a lot of things and that is the
way I feel about this. We have so much power and influence to give, to change things,
but we don’t know because we are so up in our bureaucratic kind of, everything needs
to be ticked, that we’ve kind of missed the whole importance... yeah, yeah, but I think
it is changing now. (16 November 2011)

Olivia’s analogy is a simple but useful one, albeit that the Royal Family probably has less
scope to make change happen than the UK Parliament and its public servants, and the same
can be said for an elected Council and its bureaucracy. Nevertheless, Olivia rightly argues
that Council does have a lot of power to make positive cultural change on the Gold Coast.
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Ironically, given its enormous size compared to local government in other States, Council
is disconnected from its city and is unaware of the real challenges and issues. Perhaps it
has, in fact, become more like an aristocracy simply due to its size, budget and power over
a very large region and population. Further, Council’s bureaucratic structure doesn’t lend
itself to responsive action and thus misses the mark when it comes to supporting artists and
cultural work, as we saw with In the Bin. Sally from EDMP echoes Olivia’s frustrations
about the lack of action around key cultural issues: ‘We’re not living in the moment. But
you know, just getting us really knowing what’s happening in the city [would be good]’.
Bob describes how the bureaucracy seems to outweigh CDU’s autonomy. He sees this as
connected to the way that the Council as a whole operates. Bob advocates for CDU to
evolve:
I think it has probably been done a certain way for a long time and I think it is getting
to a point where it has to change. And I think it is probably coming to the time where
the Council needs to react to the community a little bit more and listen to what is really
going on and respond that way, rather than doing what has always been done and
ticking the box. I have said that to a few people. Ticking the box. If we can do things
and introduce new ideas and new concepts and try things out without doing what we
have always done and signing off on it and ticking the box. (Bob, 22 December 2011)

Bob is mindful that the current model of cultural governance is ingrained in the
organisational culture of the Council. While he acknowledges the challenges inherent in
producing change, he is optimistic about introducing new ideas and concepts. Bob reflects
on the role of CDU in the transfer of knowledge:
The unit acts as a middle man, really, and we pass on what we can through the
guidelines that we are given and a lot of the time it is not the creative or cultural
development office creating these policies, as such, or a lot of the policy, it is really
just administering it and trying to adhere to it, I think. (22 December 2011)

Interestingly, Bob sees CDU’s current role as a middle man, rather than the driver of
cultural policy, despite CDU being the apparent engine of cultural development on the
Gold Coast. Bob considers an important question about the creation of cultural policy:
And at the end of that, who is writing the policy and how much of their input is being
included into the policy. Is it truly reflecting what people want?
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This is indeed a valid question to which these cultural policymakers have all responded
with a resounding, ‘no’. It’s clear that Bob, Olivia and Sally are all in agreement that
cultural governance needs to evolve. In many ways these cultural policymakers have all
been agents of change during this transitional time. Edward, although having been
embedded in CDU for quite some time, is also of the opinion that change needs to happen;
however, he is arguably more reserved in his perspective of what exactly needs to change.
Edwards appears to be more fixed in his views about what constitutes ‘good’ cultural
administration and he is clearly missing critical cues in his reading of what the local arts
community needs.

Models of cultural policy: Creative city and cultural welfare
As discussed earlier, Australian cities have become increasingly obsessed with creative
city-ness, where economic imperatives drive discourses of creative and entrepreneurial
activity as a measure of a city’s attractiveness and success, respectively (Atkinson &
Easthope 2009). In all five Australian state capitals, creative city discourse has been
propelled in policy, both implicitly and explicitly (Atkinson & Easthope 2009), with
Brisbane the first to implement an overt creative city policy. Queensland pioneered a
creative industries push, with Queensland University of Technology’s Creative Industries
Faculty and its campus precinct headlining these agendas. The Gold Coast has been slower
to adopt these ideas but by the time this research was conducted in 2010-2011 it had begun
promoting creative city agendas. This is a key site of contention for the policymakers who
shared very different views on the effectiveness of this model. In this regard, cultural
governance is composed of those who advocate for economic models of creative industries
and those who advocate for cultural welfare models. Edward states his advocacy for the
‘cultural development’ or ‘welfare’ model of cultural policy (see Wise 2002). He dismisses
Richard Florida’s Creative Class and justifies his claim for cultural welfare on the premise
that creative industries don’t bring in enough income:
One thing that I’m always fighting against, for example, is the economic imperative.
Richard Florida—I mean, got quoted left, right and centre five years ago—he’s not
quoted nearly so much now because his stuff is what seems like a common-sense
approach which isn’t backed up with any sort of evidence at all when you actually get
down to it. I’m getting a lot of that from my manager at the moment—economic
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development imperative—you know, putting it into the stuff we put to council, and
it’s just bullshit. It’s all bullshit. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Clearly Edward is unimpressed by his manager’s recent move to promote the economic
argument for creative work. Apart from his earlier expression of a strong preference for
not-for-profit arts organisations, he argues his case for cultural welfare by making a
comparison of art to sport:
I think talking about arts and culture in terms of economic imperatives is a real trap. I
saw Donald Horne talk on that before he died and that was when people were starting
to demand economic outcomes from arts activity. He said we shouldn’t even be
playing in that space. Sport doesn’t. Sport refuses to play in that space and the arts
should refuse to play in that space too. Sport says we should be doing this because it
is good for us and that’s what the arts should be saying too. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Edward’s reasoning is sound and in line with the theoretical argument in this thesis,
although it is arguable whether professional sport is more concerned with the sport being
‘good for us’ than with economic imperatives. Nevertheless, this conversation goes far in
explaining some of the key tensions between the Cultural Development Unit and the
Economic Development and Major Projects Unit.
Edward articulates his frustration with his manager’s agenda; clearly their models differ
significantly. Edward discusses the issues in glorifying the creative industries:
My boss wrote a paper—a strategy to say we’re going to place the creative industries
at the centre of Gold Coast’s economic development and you go, ‘how?’ It’s worth a
tenth of the tourist industry. It’s only worth a quarter of the medical industry. It’s even
less than the plastic surgery industry. The Gold Coast takes more money out of fake
boobs than it does out of the arts! Let’s just get this into perspective! (Edward, 1 April
2011)

While he overlooks the full creative industries framework, which includes areas such as
commercial film, design, digital games, advertising and so on, all of which are major
contributors to the economy of the Gold Coast, and also neglects the evidence for the
potential economic impact of cultural tourism, Edward does make an important case for
the health benefits of the cultural welfare model. He continues:
Yeah and, I guess the other thing too that you’ve got to remember is that things have
an effect. If you think about parallel stuff like kids being part of a sporting team or
being part of Scouts, that actually has an enormous effect on their lives, many times,
but it’s not a big thing that everybody sees. There’s a sort of belief that somehow the
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arts has got to be much bigger and much more obvious than everything else. The local
rugby league team, under 15 rugby league team, doesn’t trumpet itself as being—you
know, everybody goes ‘that’s fantastic, it’s changing the young people of the Gold
Coast’, but somehow the arts has got to do that and I think it’s a shame. So I just kind
of think that we do need to praise these things that happen, try and be aware of them
and hopefully get other stuff going as well. (Edward, 1 April 2011)

Edward states his strong advocacy for the ‘culture is good for you’ model of cultural policy
as opposed to the economic model. He makes his case on the basis that the creative
industries don’t bring in enough income to justify the model. It is clear that Edward does
not subscribe to creative city models, nor is he particularly supportive of creative industries
policies. Yet as mentioned above, there’s a huge internal policy push for creative industries
to be adopted, and of course for a creative city to be machined. He exclaims, ‘Council
should be working with the arts because it’s actually good for the community!’
Edward’s capacity to act is limited by his manager in Libraries and Community Services
who, according to Edward, has a markedly different perception of what cultural
development is for. While Edward advocates for a cultural welfare model of policy, his
manager is clearly interested in a creative industries approach, doubtless in accord with
overall Council ‘vision’ for the city. Here, the politics of cultural policymaking collide,
underpinned by the ontological constraints of cultural policy.
The ontological constraints of cultural policy
Gray (2010) problematises the tendency for analyses of cultural policy to be bound within
the limits of disciplinarity. Gray notes that underlying most cultural policy analysis is the
idea that there is one ‘“true” way to understand what cultural policy is and how it may be
analysed’ (2010, p. 216). Advocating for a more ‘open, pluralist, conception of alternative
approaches’, he argues that we need to understand cultural policy analysis from various
disciplinary perspectives in order to address the heterogeneity of ‘ontologies,
epistemologies and methodologies’ involved (2010, p. 216). Gray breaks cultural policy
down into three areas of analysis: contested definitions of culture; differing ideas of cultural
policy; and the various methodologies employed in analyses of cultural policy (2010, p.
217). To limit his argument, Gray focuses on the four predominant disciplines associated
with analyses of cultural policy: cultural studies, economics, political science and
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sociology (2010, p. 219). Part of the issue with cultural policy is that it rests on the
understandings and knowledges held by policymakers, and indeed researchers, about what
culture is and what it is for.
Miller and Yudice describe culture as being connected to policy in ‘two registers: the
aesthetic and the anthropological’ (2002, p. 1). They explain: ‘in the aesthetic register,
artistic output emerges from creative people and is judged by aesthetic criteria, as framed
by the interests and practices of cultural criticism and history’ (2002, p. 1). In contrast, the
anthropological register describes ‘how we live our lives [and] the senses of place and
person that make us human’ (2002, p. 1). So, in a sense, the aesthetic register refers to
differences within populations and the anthropological refers to differences between
populations (2002, p. 1). Bennett takes a similar approach, noting the emergence of
uncomplementary dual versions of cultural policy research, on the one hand looking at
‘culture as a set of signifying practices or symbolic goods’ (2004, p. 237) and, on the other,
looking at broader anthropological senses of culture. Fundamentally, Bennett argues that
‘the main problem lies with the editors’ exclusive notion of what constitutes critical cultural
policy studies’ (2004, p. 237).
Gray argues that approaching culture from a cultural studies perspective produces two
plateaus of culture: the first is concerned with culture as a way of life or lived experience,
and the second is the understanding of culture as the ‘production and circulation of
symbolic meaning’ (2010, p. 220). In political science, Gray observes that culture is often
viewed in fashionable terms as ‘the societal context within which politics takes place’, as
a ‘subset of societal contexts’ about political activity, or as ‘sets of formal and informal
rule-governed behaviours’ (2010, p. 220). In sociology, however, three further distinctions
can be made about culture. The sub-disciplinary areas ‘cultural sociology’ and the
‘sociology of culture’ reflect differences in methodology but they are also indicative of
distinct variances in each sub-discipline’s view of culture. In the first instance, the focus is
on ‘meanings, symbols and structures’, while the second understanding of culture
encompasses specific fields or arenas of activity, for example the cultural or creative
industries, and the third view of culture ‘seems to conflate “culture” with society…’ and is
similar to Williams’ understanding of culture as ‘way of life’ (Gray 2010, p. 220). Finally,
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in economic analyses of cultural policy, we can trace the idea of the economics of arts or
cultural economics, which is concerned with the idea of ‘cultural goods’ (Towse 2003, p.
2). Further, Gray notes that both the International Journal of Cultural Policy and the
International Conference on Cultural Policy Research err towards definitions of culture as
‘symbolic communication’ (2010, p. 221) and are less concerned with the anthropological
version of culture as a ‘way of life’. Gray argues that these definitional inconsistencies
underpin distinct ontological perspectives about cultural policy.
According to Gray, in cultural studies, cultural policy is primarily understood either in
Gramscian or Foucauldian terms. In the former sense, ‘cultural policy’ refers to notions of
‘ideology and hegemony’ and in the latter sense it is focused around the notion of
governmentality (2010, p. 222). In contrast to this, political science sees cultural policy as
the range of locality-specific cultural activities that governments produce. This can mean
that ‘cultural policy is simply whatever it is that governments say it is’ (2010, p. 221) but
a more sophisticated reading can also be linked to broader notions of cultural policy as the
actions that a state carries out that ‘affect the cultural life of its citizens’ (Mulcahy 2006, p.
267). In sociology, Gray claims that cultural policy is still largely underdeveloped, and
uses of the term are echoic of cultural studies perspectives (2010, p. 222). Although much
sociological debate has been concerned with ‘cultural matters’, broader policy concerns
here are still largely open for analysis. Economic analyses, on the other hand, have very
precise understandings of what cultural policy is, even if these are restricted to revolving
around art (Gray 2010, p. 222) and not the broader cultural areas usually taken to be part
of the purview of cultural policies. However, economic perspectives here can also be linked
to discussions about the relevance of culture to the economy and necessarily therefore ideas
about cultural value. These disparate and at the same time often overlapping views of what
cultural policy is are produced through contrasting methodological approaches.
Gray begins his methodological discussion about cultural policy by premising general
methodological tendencies of each of the aforementioned disciplines. Here, ‘economics
literature derives from a positivist position, the cultural studies literature from an
interpretivist position, and sociology and political science from more realist positions’
(2010, p. 224). Gray calls for an analysis of the various methods employed by different
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disciplines involved in the analysis of cultural policy. Cuing the need for such an analysis,
Gray surmises that,
it is certainly the case that there is an incorrigibly plural range of approaches that can
be taken to the analysis of cultural policy—and it is equally the case that there is no
mechanism for determining whether any of these approaches are, in some absolute
sense, ‘better’ or ‘worse’ than any other. (2010, p. 226)

As Hawkes thus notes, cultural policy, when it comes down to it, rests on the beliefs and
values of its policymakers (Hawkes 2001). In his comprehensive work, The Fourth Pillar
of Sustainability: culture’s essential role in public planning (2001) Hawkes states that ‘all
acts of public intervention (plans, policy, services, whatever) are fundamentally informed
by sets of values. Sometimes these values are formally expressed, more often, they are
simply assumed’ (Hawkes 2001, p. 5). The much less straightforward reality here is that
assumptions lead to tensions and cultural politics; when values are not shared, cultural
policy making becomes considerably more complex. In order to adjust one’s values, one
must adapt the epistemology implicated in those values, which is why I share Gray’s
recognition that an approach to planning for culture needs to understand the ontological
concerns around cultural policy.
Responding to questions regarding unsustainable development, Kagan and Hahn (2011)
present promising ideas which depart from the critical notion of Hawkes’ four pillar model
of cultural sustainability:
The cultural dimension of sustainability implies the inclusion of culture in the
discussion of local sustainable development and of sustainable communities based on
an understanding of the contribution that culture (in the form of “cultural expressions”
of a community, cultural activities, and the arts) makes to social capital and cultural
capital. It also implies an understanding of “culture(s) of sustainability” as set(s) of
norms and values, social conventions, and institutions informing the transition to more
sustainable practices. At a more abstract level, the question of culture(s) of
sustainability also touches upon transformations in worldviews and paradigmatic
bases for the knowledge of the world around oneself, that is, epistemological issues.
(Kagan & Hahn 2011, pp. 17–18)

By placing sustainability at the centre of cultural policy, and encouraging local government
units, branches, directorates and/or departments to collaborate, we might see real cultural
change in the future. However, this will not happen on the Gold Coast if local government
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bureaucracy continues to operate in silos and to foster non-inclusive practices, as one
policymaker suggests.

‘Islands in the sand’: Exclusive leadership and sacrificial lambs
The cultural politics of cultural policymaking is also inevitably connected to the local
government context. According to one policymaker, the politics between directorates
within council is inextricably bound to its hierarchical culture. Sally describes the
organisational culture of the Gold Coast City Council as fostering exclusive leadership
practices in its transition to ‘a big business’. She reflects on her own experiences working
in more inclusive workplaces and how this conflicts with her current position:
I think it’s a bigger animal than just that. I think what I believe has happened [can be]
likened…a little bit to where I worked in Department of Public Works. The
organisation started off as a trade-based organisation: they laid the tar on the roads for
you, they fixed the pipes. You know, they did electrical work for the city, so they
would account to council sort of thing. Then, as the years have gone on, it’s had to
become a business, and I think [with] … that hierarchical culture… in a council, and
it’s not just the council. But in the council, I have noticed it so much, because where
I came from, we practised inclusive leadership practices. We involved staff in
decision-making processes. When I came to here, I got such a shock. It was one of the
reasons I started going for other work in other areas of council, because ‘oh my God,
it must be just where I’m working’. But it really isn’t. It’s like a culture.

It seems that despite becoming more of ‘a business’ her former local government
workplace retained an ethics of accountability and resisted top down leadership models,
retaining a collaborative approach more typical of a co-operative of tradespeople. Sally is
therefore critical of the leadership practices within her workplace in the Gold Coast City
Council. She describes how this plays out in relation to the city:
It makes people—people then are allowed—‘it’s my way or the high way, and if
you’re lower than me, then I couldn’t care less. You do what I tell you to do and if
you give me a good idea, I’ll take that idea on, [and] I won’t let anyone know you
gave it to me’. It’s a non-inclusive—it’s a really exclusive form of leadership and it’s
a really old-fashioned form of leadership. It affects the city. It affects people’s lives. I
know that for a start…That, to me, is the big thing for this city. (Sally, 25 November
2011)

Sally identifies the hierarchical organisational culture of the Gold Coast City Council and
its shortcomings as the critical issue to resolve for the city. For her, Council is the engine
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of the city and these non-inclusive practices bleed out to affect community projects and
artistic ventures. She describes how a culture of competition promotes a lack of
responsibility when things go awry:
It’s almost like we find sacrificial lambs left, right and centre. We allow ourselves to
feel threatened, because we’ve been promoted to our own level of incompetence
because we just happen to be in a job for a few years and so you’re the next best person
for the job. (Sally, 25 November 2011)

For Sally, the source of frustrations within Council is the way in which people are promoted
into roles without having the necessary management training and experience. According
to Sally, leaders are inducted into roles by default on the basis of seniority—that is, for
having worked for council over an extended time rather than by virtue of merit—or if they
have merit, they are often not trained adequately in contemporary leadership practices. She
notes that, ‘We kind of do work for ourselves and we don’t look at how we’re going to do
work for the city’. Interestingly, this does have parallels with the hyper-competitive culture
that exists within parts of the arts community at the time this research was conducted.
Sally explains how ‘exclusive leadership’ translates into recruitment practices, suggesting
that it is fear of competition among Council officers that influences directorates to hire
people who will not threaten existing positions:
If you recruit people that you don’t feel threatened by, you shouldn’t be recruiting. …
I think some people do it well, but certain areas, I think they employ so they can keep
you under their thumb. (Sally, 25 November 2011)

While this form of leadership is evident in many organisations, it is clearly outmoded and
can be detrimental to individuals’ working lives and personal well-being. In this instance,
as Sally has pointed out, this behaviour also plays out in a range of community contexts.
She vividly evokes the seriousness of the issue: ‘If people could film some people at work
and tape them, I think everyone would be shocked to the core to know how some people
are actually spoken to, how some people in positions of power act, like physically, what
you would actually witness.’
For Sally, stagnant leadership impedes change. She suggests that while complaints can be
made about staff members, this feedback is not adequately discussed and addressed. She
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makes the point that this, too, is a problem of leadership: ‘Why aren’t we looking for it? It
does start at the top. I mean, I suppose that’s what you’ve got to acknowledge too now,
really.’
Sally reflects on the dysfunction of a workplace that she believes does not recruit or
performance manage appropriately, and she draws on an analogy to illustrate her point.
She describes a situation that she has witnessed taking place between her manager and a
newer, younger staff member. She explains that a damning complaint has been made about
the new staff member’s manager and this has resulted in little action taken. From Sally’s
perspective, this is inadequate leadership. She then describes how her manager in EDMP
was in conflict with a manager from CDU and then suddenly resolved their conflict to
become what she describes as a ‘dysfunctional team’ in opposition to the new staff
member. At the end of our interview, I informed Sally that in our industry leader’s
discussion there was talk of a lobby group. Sally replied,
That’s the elephant [in the room]… That [lobby group] would be just perfect.
I think that’s what people are waiting for, for someone, because it’s like they’re
held captive in there.
This chapter has sought to provide insight into the subjective experiences of policymakers
within local government on the Gold Coast. It has built on previous chapters in
problematising spaces for consumption, paradise discourses, cultural cringe and creative
mobilities. It has also shed light on some of the cultural politics of making cultural policy,
such as the funding challenges, ontological concerns, competing cultural policy models,
competition between directorates, non-inclusive leadership practices and suggestions of
bullying. It has also revealed the levels of frustration felt by some key Council staff
responsible for cultural issues, which are in some ways not dissimilar to the feelings
expressed by the whole group of industry leaders. Combined with the data from the rest of
this thesis, this chapter reinforces what has become a particularly strong case for the need
for positive cultural change in local government on the Gold Coast.
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Chapter 8. Conclusion: Towards a cultural oasis?
Throughout the data-based chapters in this thesis, I have sketched fieldwork conversations
with and between emerging and young artists, industry leaders and policymakers in order
to explore their subjective experiences of participating in and contributing to arts and
culture on the Gold Coast. While each of these chapters or each dataset on its own arguably
presents a fractional perspective of a place that was at that time home to half a million
people, together these chapters complement and speak to one another in forming a
multidimensional picture—a conversation—of the complexities of arts and cultural
practice within a challenging period of cultural transformation.
In the time since this field research was conducted, major changes have taken place on the
Gold Coast. Most significantly, the cultural cringe described in chapter one has been slowly
eroded, and the Gold Coast’s cultural identity has been newly emboldened. Artists and
cultural practitioners now have a greater array of cultural resources and creative funding
models available to them. Phase one of a much more imaginative cultural precinct has been
completed with phase two in progress. A courageous new Arts and Culture directorate led
dynamic changes within Council. The cultural voice that emerged throughout, and in some
important ways as an outcome of this research, has been amplified, and there is much to
celebrate in light of this cultural transformation. The groups that were brought together for
this work became animated by their conversations and many arts and cultural practitioners
and leaders remained determined to lobby for and achieve change. They continue to do so,
expressing their concerns more confidently than in the past.
And yet, some of the challenges outlined by participants remain, and there is still work to
be done. This is almost inevitable in the light of the ongoing power of Mayor Tom Tate;
the persistence of certain embedded structural problems and dysfunctional organisational
cultures that attend an inordinately large local government bureaucracy; continuing urban
growth both upwards and in the form of suburban sprawl to meet the demands of what is
still a rapidly growing population; and of course the dispersed topography and geography
of the city. Further, it could be suggested the commodification of new forms of culture in
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the context of place competition, far from addressing the actual needs of local artists and
cultural practitioners, may actually serve to reinforce existing inequalities.
This chapter begins by situating the field research within the context of a developing
cultural voice. It will then outline the key findings of this study and articulate the
challenges, opportunities and experiences of my participants in producing arts and culture.
Alongside this, with the benefits of a longitudinal perspective, I will reflect on how the
cultural landscape has changed on the Gold Coast since the initial field research was
conducted. In drawing this thesis to a close, I will consider future directions for the Gold
Coast.

The emergent cultural voice
Throughout my encounters with the participants’ subjective experiences as discussed in
this thesis, I began to understand the Gold Coast to be developing what Paulo Freire
described as a ‘cultural voice’ (2005 [1970]), a kind of a ‘process of conscious-awakening’
(Singh 2007, p. 38) in response to oppressive representations of place and cultural identity.
In his highly influential work, The Pedagogy of the Oppressed, Freire champions a way in
which a community might articulate agency in the construction of their subjectivities. He
argues that the cultural voice is activated when people ‘perceive the reality of their
oppression not as a closed world from which there is no exit, but as a limiting situation
they can transform’ (Freire 2005 [1970], p. 49). Although Freire uses the term ‘cultural
voice’ in a specific context of the ‘developing world’, Singh argues, as do I, that the term
has broader social applications. Singh remarks that ‘it would be foolhardy to believe that
the context is only applicable to the developing world; the appellation of cultural voice in
the context of the developing world offers one among many possibilities of its application’
(2010, p. 13). In accord with this, I use the term ‘cultural voice’ to denote another kind of
conscious-awakening in the case of the Gold Coast, but one nevertheless based in
productive resistance. By using Freire’s term in this context, I consider the potentialities of
the emergence of a cultural voice in response to the cultural cringe and representations that
have oppressive impacts on artists, cultural practitioners and all others who identify with
the Gold Coast as a productive space/place. Freire suggests that a leadership revolution
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needs to take place in order for people to come to understand their own oppression and
hence be enabled to exercise agency with confidence.
Freire presents ‘dialogic theory’ as a possible way forward. He states that:
A revolutionary leadership must accordingly practice co-intentional education.
Teachers and students (leadership and people), co-intent on reality, are both Subjects,
not only in the task of unveiling that reality, and thereby coming to know it critically,
but in the task of re-creating that knowledge. As they attain this knowledge of reality
through common reflection and action, they discover themselves as its permanent recreators. In this way, the presence of the oppressed in the struggle for their liberation
will be what it should be: not pseudo-participation, but committed involvement.
(Freire 2005 [1970], p. 69)

I have argued that a cultural voice is emergent throughout this research, against a backdrop
of cultural cringe. I demonstrate that the oppressive practices here were to do with the way
that culture wasn’t done on the Gold Coast; the way art wasn’t provided for; the ways in
which artists, cultural practitioners and cultural leaders weren’t encouraged to seek
effective support and receive adequate reward for their work, all of which is detailed
thoroughly by way of the conversations presented in this thesis.
Activating the cultural voice: Sold Coast
Throughout this research, creating conversations about arts and culture on the Gold Coast
has been the focal point. My methodology has rested on an historical approach to
conversation, and the idea of conversations bleeding out into the community to effect
change produced one objective. While it is clear that these conversations had currency in
the community, what was missing from them, of course, was a clear sense of continuity,
sustainment and ongoing directions. Many conversations felt as if they had ended
prematurely, primarily because my research had to end somewhere. But the social and
cultural capital produced through my research propelled me to find a way to sustain these
conversations beyond individual research events. I initiated a dialogue between Rabbit +
Cocoon, the Gold Coast’s independent creative precinct at the time, and the Griffith Centre
for Cultural Research. As a board member for Rabbit + Cocoon, I witnessed the precinct12

12

Rabbit + Cocoon encompassed warehouses and outdoor light industrial spaces in Miami, closer to the
southern end of the coastal strip than to the main tourist hubs of Surfers Paradise and Broadbeach.
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transform from a deserted warehouse to a community space hosting 14 artist studios, a
radio station, a café, creative markets, street food markets and regular cultural events. The
precinct, which was run independently and largely funded philanthropically, serves now as
a street food market hub connecting like-minded people from all over South-East
Queensland.
In my various roles as Chair of the Regional Arts Development Fund, PhD researcher and
board member of Rabbit + Cocoon, I’ve been particularly privy to the highly significant
role that Rabbit + Cocoon played in shaping culture on the Gold Coast. For this reason, I
decided that this creative precinct would be a suitable venue and conceptual space for
continuing cultural conversations, this time more broadly between the academy and the
community. I therefore negotiated a partnership between Rabbit + Cocoon and the Griffith
Centre for Cultural Research, and a committee organically formed. The committee was
comprised of several local artists, community workers and researchers, spanning art forms
and disciplines from design to coastal management. This gave us the immediate advantage
of drawing on and building upon multi-layered perspectives. We also started from a
position of expertise as everyone on the committee held expert local knowledges. Together
we created Sold Coast.
Sold Coast was a collective of young artists and scientists embedded in cultural politics on
the Gold Coast. It came together with a vision to disrupt the Gold Coast’s status quo and
engender cultural change. The collective consisted of practitioners from varying
backgrounds in design, cultural work, contemporary art, coastal management,
policymaking, filmmaking and community engagement. The name ‘Sold Coast’ was both
a celebration of the fact that the Gold Coast sells itself to survive, and at the same time, a
critical engagement with Gold Coast’s hyperneoliberal development agenda. As the Sold
Coast’s website stated:
The Sold Coast Project is about social change. It’s about rupturing common ideas of
the city and drawing up new frames. It’s about disturbing the Gold Coast’s myths to
unearth the everyday plights of people. It’s about taking a good hard look at our city,
our lifestyle and our future. (The Sold Coast Project 2013)
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The collective aimed to provide the community with more responsible alternatives and in
doing so transform its culture. A transdisciplinary lens enabled Sold Coast to create
responses that bridged world views, knowledges and disciplines, foregrounding the
committee’s experience in relation to place.
Sold Coast’s first project took the form of a symposium held in June 2013. The event was
tailored to a broad audience, bringing together artists, cultural practitioners, academics,
policymakers and interested community members. It was produced in partnership with
Rabbit + Cocoon creative precinct and Griffith Centre for Cultural Research and supported
by Queensland College of Art and local creative businesses. The symposium was futurefocused, inviting presenters and audience members alike to present their visions, dreams,
nightmares and predictions about the Gold Coast in the year 2063:
This symposium asks the question, what does the Gold Coast look like in fifty years’
time? In a risk society, where stability is not guaranteed, how can we work together to
provide for the future generations of our city? Are there more productive ways that we
can collaborate to achieve social, cultural and environmental outcomes for the
betterment of our society?

The symposium was used as a platform to launch a multi-layered discussion about the
future of the Gold Coast. It took place over two days and was attended by over 120 people
including 21 speakers, with the aim of elevating the current dialogue to a critical position.
The four themes addressed were: 1. (Post)-tourism, placemaking, spacemaking, urban
renewal; 2. Cultural borders, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islanders and others—
inclusiveness under whose terms?; 3. Young people’s voices, political participation and
digital belonging; 4. Local/Global imaginaries, disaster management, risk, adaptation,
mitigation. The committee chose these themes because they represented problematic areas
that the committee felt the Gold Coast needed to address urgently. Robust discussion
ensued with the conversation continuing on Twitter following the event.
Shortly after the first event, Sold Coast was invited by the Council of the City of Gold
Coast to partner with local government on another event. On 28 July 2013 Sold Coast
staged a public provocation in response to the City of Gold Coast Draft Culture Strategy
2013-2023. Six provocateurs were invited from diverse backgrounds and areas of expertise
to reflect on and interrogate the strategy. Possible futures were imagined:
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In 2023 the Gold Coast is a cultural oasis. Colourful beach markets lick the shore.
Sustainable open sea dining draws the tourist gaze. Music and theatre is everywhere,
on beachfronts and street corners. Skyscrapers are performance spaces; streets are
green artscapes. The light rail whirs through neon and sea, pausing to reflect on its
charming city. The cultural precinct holds the key to the coast, preserving its heritage
and archiving history. The community plays in gardens and open space, and locals
collaborate in sustaining their beachscape.
This is a city that values culture. Imagine our creative future. Does the draft culture
strategy have what it takes to deliver?

Over 100 community members, artists, policymakers and academics attended. The event
was significant in its engagement with local government. It was the first time that an
independent group of people had been entrusted with the responsibility of facilitating
community consultation in conjunction with Council. This was the result of the new Arts
and Culture directorate, detailed below in the findings and reflection, which replaced the
Cultural Development Unit within council and was for the first time open to taking such
risks. In this way, the event opened up channels of dialogue between artists and cultural
practitioners, academia, Council, and the broader community. For Council, this represented
a turn towards more risky creative partnerships as well as more inclusive community
consultation. Unfortunately, Sold Coast was unable to continue the momentum it gathered
yet it played an important part in the cultural evolution of the Gold Coast during that time.
Beyond its short life span, it no doubt spurred further conversations and a groundswell of
cultural activity in return. People still refer to the Sold Coast events as cultural and political
turning points.

Principal findings and reflection
This thesis sought to understand how the paradise apparatus impacts on artists and cultural
practitioners on the Gold Coast. It asked: what kinds of experiences do people have
producing arts and culture on the Gold Coast? What are the key challenges for artists and
opportunities for cultural change? The findings overwhelmingly point to the cultural
politics of paradise as demonstrated through a lack of good cultural governance and
reproduced through tourism and hyperneoliberal development in the context of place
competition. Since the research for this thesis was conducted in 2010-2011, the Gold
Coast’s cultural landscape has dramatically transformed. The XXI Commonwealth Games
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held in 2018 brought unparalleled growth in the arts and cultural sector, with a new city
brand, the creation of an Arts and Culture directorate, injections of funding for arts and
cultural activity and a renewed emphasis on community spirit. At the same time, it also
spurred the largest protest in the history of the Gold Coast on the issue of a proposed cruise
ship terminal on the Broadwater at the Spit. By and large the cultural landscape on the Gold
Coast has been positively transformed, however there are some issues that remain
unresolved. In what follows, I will outline key findings and reflect on these issues and their
impact for artists and cultural practitioners since my initial research was conducted.
City-ness, transience and ‘string-of-pearls’ geography
At the beginning of this research, I hypothesised that the Gold Coast’s dispersed urban
geography, its lack of a city centre on the European model, and its inadequate public
transport infrastructure had a great deal to do with its lack of cultural standing. While
participants unquestionably expressed the challenges of getting around the Gold Coast and
connecting with other artists and cultural workers as a key difficulty for them, it was clear
by the end of my research that there was more to this issue than I had first imagined. Yes,
public transport is woeful and contributes to a ‘village’ mentality, where some people avoid
travelling beyond their neighbourhood. Yes, the lack of a conventional city centre, or
‘downtown’, and the absence of a proactive cultural centre, mean that promoting arts and
cultural activity to a broad public is a major challenge. Yes, the Gold Coast’s strip
geography and ‘multinodal linear city’ structure (Russell & Faulkner 2004) makes it harder
to connect and seek out cultural experiences with like-minded artists and this is a common
issue for places with little cultural infrastructure (Williams 2013). These concerns came up
time and time again in participants’ responses.
In 2019, the Gold Coast is still not, and will surely never be, a straightforward city (Rigney
2018; Breen 2018). With the advent of the light rail servicing one part of the coastline
between the busiest tourist hubs and the Southport business district and from there slightly
inland to Griffith University and the new Gold Coast University Hospital—and now its
extension to a small fraction of the suburbs beyond in order to provide a convenient link
with the conventional rail service to Brisbane and its airport—there is more infrastructure
for tourists (including Commonwealth Games visitors) and those living on the coastal strip.
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Beyond this however, public transport is still inadequate for the majority of Gold Coast
residents. The M1 motorway from NSW to Brisbane is increasingly congested and thus
some people still remain in their neighbourhoods for most of the time. As for a city centre,
a ‘CBD’ was created in Southport however, given the inadequacies of infrastructure, much
business still takes place beyond this. However, these issues did not prove to be at the heart
of the problems for arts and culture.
Cultural cringe/cultural desert
This study reveals that while artists and cultural practitioners face particular sets of
challenges in producing culture on the Gold Coast these are underpinned, first and
foremost, by the city’s carefully orchestrated production as a space for the consumption of
paradise. That is, cultural cringe manifests as a by-product of the paradise apparatus and
this plays out in relation to individual subjectivities through the various strata of cultural
production on the Gold Coast, from emerging artists through to policymakers. While some
participants internalise cultural cringe (Philips 1950) as a kind of cultural inferiority
complex, others fiercely resist it, and some do both. Yet, during this research cultural cringe
became evident at every level of cultural life and it has had wide-ranging ramifications for
artists and the city at large.
While various perception problems do remain in 2019, the Gold Coast has shaken off much
of its cultural cringe since 2011. I attribute this largely to the coalescing of certain
conditions needed for arts and culture to flourish that were at least in part propelled by
place competition and the will to position the Gold Coast as a ‘world city’. The tipping
point, as I see it, was the creation of the Arts and Culture directorate within Council and
the critical injection of arts funding and symbolic capital that this brought (see also Rigney
2018). For the first time, the newly formed Arts and Culture directorate had real power,
positioned within Economic Development and Major Projects. For the first time, there were
imaginative options for arts funding within RADF. For the first time, there was an
expanded and united arts and culture team, courageous enough to follow exciting and even
outrageous ideas and push the barriers of what arts and culture look like on the Gold Coast.
For the first time, there was the first part of a cultural precinct backed by funding and
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(some) community will. This was a much-needed relief from the drought that had marked
cultural governance.
With this cultural push came renewed optimism in the arts community. Festivals, art spaces
and community media received support for their ideas and were nurtured by the Arts and
Culture directorate. Local media told positive stories about Gold Coast musicians and arts
events, and this news spread. The Gold Coast began to attract big acts. Local art spaces
were supported to continue their services, and artist development became a priority. These
changes all happened quickly and it’s important to note that timing is key to this story. We
must remember that a ‘creative underbelly’ existed long before this important event
occurred, as demonstrated through the emergence of a cultural voice (Freire 2005 [1970])
in this thesis. To this end, I’d like to pay respect to the scores of artists, practitioners and
cultural organisations who undoubtedly set the scene for cultural change to occur, but who,
out of sheer exhaustion or the need to make a living, found themselves in another city or
another country, a different industry or workplace just before momentum picked up on the
Gold Coast. These people are the unsung heroes of cultural life on the Gold Coast today.
Despite the shift towards more cultural and creative representations of live arts on the Gold
Coast, the cultural cringe persists. I’ll share a recent example to demonstrate my point. A
good friend of mine moved from Melbourne to the Gold Coast in 2018, having lived in
Sierra Leone and Alice Springs prior to this. She bought a unit in Currumbin and has
decided to settle here. Even today in 2018, with the Gold Coast’s cultural shift in full swing,
this friend of mine still receives perplexed looks and questions from her friends in
Melbourne about why she would possibly want to move to the Gold Coast. While,
sometimes I can be complacent in my observation that cultural cringe is dying on the Gold
Coast, I am constantly reminded at times like these that while internally to our region we
have come a long way to healing our ‘shared shame’ as a city (Philips 1950) and valuing
our ‘local peculiarity’ (Kalantzis 2000), external negative perceptions still abound. Indeed
as Breen acknowledges, ‘[t]his state of play is changing, but a whiff of snobbery still exists’
(2018). Here is another recent example of this snobbery in the form of the ‘bogan’
stereotype, as captured in an online forum. On 18 August 2018, a woman posted a question
about bogan-free cities in Australia on the online forum, Whirlpool:
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I currently live on the Gold Coast (have for most of my life) and am growing
increasingly tired of the growing bogan population here and am thinking of relocating.
I don’t mean to come across as some kind of smug snob, but going to the local
supermarket and seeing so many weirdos/dregs of society is draining, plus dealing
with them on the roads, in public places, blah blah.
I may be spoiled as I lived and worked in Japan for a few years and the massive middle
class there (and better educated public overall) meant that “bogans” were exceedingly
rare.
I’d like to move to an “intelligent” city where having fake suntans and taking steroids
while swearing every second word is the exception rather than the rule; somewhere
where smart conversations are encouraged and businesses strive to excel. (Kobrakai
2018)

The post, which sparked a deluge of responses, divided between those who agreed and
those who fiercely defended the city, was picked up by The Daily Mail in the UK (Hevesi
2018). Interestingly, a quick scan of the responses shows many participants arguing that
‘bogans’ exist in all parts of Australia, given that they have now come to be part of the
‘middle class’. Thus, a ‘dregs of society’ definition of the bogan is problematic.
Nonetheless, the distortion of reality by myth and stereotype in the initial online expression
of social and cultural bigotry exemplifies the paradox that the Gold Coast still represents
for too many locals and non-locals.
Paradise discourse
‘Sun, sand, surf and sex’, or the discourse of paradise, has long taken precedence as the
Gold Coast’s compelling narrative of place. Its beach culture has been front and centre in
formal and informal placemaking practices, as discussed in this thesis. Local businesses,
media, tourism and governance have focused on selling and promoting the narrative of a
hedonistic, sexualised paradise, which has devalued the role of art and culture in the city.
Thus, art and culture has not been a priority for the city. In particular, the lack of cultural
valuation within local government combined with the heavy circulation of paradise
imagery through city-marketing strategies, tourism and media representations until
recently led to very little emphasis on Gold Coast arts and culture in various local, national
and international settings. These grand narratives of paradise have played out in the local
community, and project themselves, in practice, into individual subjectivities contribute to
individual and collective cultural identities.
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Tourism Gold Coast and Tourism Queensland continue to produce versions of paradise
discourse throughout promotional campaigns and slogans (see Cantillon 2015 for analysis
of this). Many participants in this study noted the problematics of tourism branding such
as ‘The Gold Coast: famous for fun’ and ‘Queensland: beautiful one day, perfect the next’.
Throughout the history of tourism on the Gold Coast, until very recently, arts and culture
have been marginalised. Cultural tourism has not featured as part of conventional tourism
campaigns, where the emphasis has been on beaches, the natural environment of the
hinterland, theme parks, retail consumption and nightlife. This concern was raised most
strongly by industry leaders who noted the city’s substantial cultural tourism offer as well
as the economic benefits of such tourism.
Gold Coast media have played a major role in perpetuating stereotypes of paradise and just
as deliberately participated in occluding local art. Local media outlets have tended to focus
on sensationalised depictions of paradise (see for example Griffin 1998, 2002; Baker,
Bennett & Wise 2012) and in doing so they have actively prevented positive cultural stories
from receiving adequate attention. This issue was raised by young artists and echoed by
policymakers and industry leaders, one of whom had been informed that he needed a photo
of a girl in a bikini holding a camera in order to promote his short film festival in the
thankfully defunct Paradise Magazine.
Paradise discourse has also been promoted through local government. ‘Sun, sand and surf’
is still visible in Council’s promotional material and in local government placemaking
strategies, from the entrance to Council chambers to major city branding campaigns. The
fourth element, ‘sex’, is more subtly promoted by the privileging of certain events such as
Schoolies and Indy car racing, but it is also more explicitly privileged in instances such as
the mayoral candidate’s push for the Gold Coast to become ‘the nation’s boob-job capital’,
as one policymaker observed. Significantly, the allocation for cultural development has
been impacted upon by this heavy focus on paradise discourse. This is currently improving,
as already noted.
While paradise will always be a necessary part of the Gold Coast story, it is not the only
story and local media have finally recognised this. While sensationalised headlines still
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dominate mainstream tabloids, paradise discourse has receded somewhat, and the
community media sector has evolved to complement it with cultural stories. Blank GC, a
monthly street press, has become a formidable force in the community media sector since
December 2013 and coincidentally has become the Gold Coast’s self-proclaimed ‘cultural
voice’. As their website states:
Blank is the Gold Coast’s independent cultural voice—a monthly street press
dedicated to dishing up the best of the Gold Coast’s music, art, food, culture and more.
Driven by a genuine desire to tell the stories of the people who make the Gold Coast
awesome, we try to keep things as simple as possible, by telling the stories that need
to be told about the city’s emerging cultural practitioners and music, art and lifestyle
news with a difference. (Blank Gold Coast n.b)

Blank GC has unquestionably played an important role in producing cultural change. As
well as sharing positive arts and cultural stories, it also publishes a handy gig guide,
something that was completely lacking when I first conducted my research. Other
community media that paved the way for this sector include MergeGC, The Naked City
Guide and GC Bands.
Another important repository for arts and cultural stories was the creation of the website
More Gold Coast. This council-led website was a space for stories about various aspects
of Gold Coast arts and culture which supplemented the community-led stories in places
like Blank GC. However, more recently, this website has been redeveloped into a digital
hub and no longer has the journalistic component. Instead it is now a directory for council
initiatives and cultural information, which is also a welcome change from what once didn’t
exist.
Beyond these media outlets, in 2019 it appears that local and national mainstream media
have become more aware of and sympathetic to the Gold Coast’s cultural standing. A quick
Google search of ‘Gold Coast art’ in August 2018 returns positive stories such as
‘Backyard Tourist: Gold Coast public art trail fun for everyone’ in the Gold Coast Bulletin
and ‘Channel your creative energies into a two year degree on the Gold Coast!’ published
on Arts Hub. This suggests that the cultural cringe has faded substantially in just under a
decade.
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Cultural infrastructure and spaces for art
Because culture hasn’t been a priority for the city in terms of local government until
recently, there has been a lack of cultural infrastructure. This includes a dearth of hard
cultural infrastructure in terms of cultural buildings, studios and venues, but also soft
cultural infrastructure, such as a cultural support and industry networks. Spaces for art have
been, and still are, especially rare. Historically there has not been a proactive hub for the
arts, and although there have been some significant live music venues, these have mostly
been closed and/or demolished.
Since this research was conducted, several spaces for art have flourished. Notably, the Arts
Centre Gold Coast produced a cultural precinct masterplan featuring an outdoor
amphitheatre, arts precinct and stand-alone gallery. Part 1a of the plan, an outdoor
amphitheatre and arts precinct worth $37.1 million, was completed in 2017. Part 1b, a $60.5
million stand-alone gallery and green bridge, is scheduled to be delivered in 2021. The arts
precinct space has been re-branded to become HOTA, Home of the Arts. HOTA is still
situated at Bundall but it has gained considerable status as a cultural icon, drawing locals
and visitors alike. With Robyn Archer AO at the helm of the board of directors and Criena
Gehrke as CEO (previously Executive Coordinator of City of Gold Coast’s Arts and
Culture Unit), a suite of international acts has already graced the HOTA stage, including
renowned performers Tim Minchin, Nick Cave and Laurie Anderson. Despite apparent
successes, the cultural precinct remains a site of contestation in terms of Indigenous
inclusion: ‘efforts to incorporate Indigenous cultural assets to enhance visitor experience
are notably minimal in the Gold Coast Cultural Precinct Masterplan’ (Go-Sam 2018, p.
51).
Beyond HOTA, a range of other arts and cultural spaces and initiatives have sustained
themselves:
•

SWELL Sculpture Festival is now in its 16th year and continues to do what it has
always done best: ‘getting art out there’ by curating the placement of around 50
sculptures on the beach and adjoining parkland for the community to engage with
free of charge and attracting around 250,000 visits over 10 days. SWELL has
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boosted high-end professional representation on its curatorial panel and produces a
quality festival featuring diverse local and international artists.
•

Rabbit + Cocoon evolved to become Miami Marketta, a street food venue with the
capacity to host large music acts, such as INXS, Vera Blue, Megan Washington and
the Waifs. It is in demand as a space for indie music, creative stalls and good, cheap
food.

•

19 Karen has sustained its position as a contemporary art gallery on the Gold Coast.
19 Karen hosts regular openings and events as well as a permanent gallery of works.

•

Bleach* Festival emerged on the arts scene in 2012 with major Council funding to
become ‘the Gold Coast’s signature arts and cultural festival’. Drawing on a diverse
pool of local talent across all genres, Bleach* has grown exponentially to enrich the
arts offering of the Gold Coast and celebrate local stories. Since 2012, the festival
has attracted more than 470,000 people.

•

The Farm is a physical performance company that emerged around the same time,
relocating to their home town after creating an ensemble in Berlin. The Farm were
nurtured by Council and worked with Bleach* to create site-specific performance
that challenge the boundaries of their artform. The Farm share an industrial precinct
with two other like-minded arts organisations, The Walls and Shock Therapy.

•

Formed in 2013, The Walls Art Space is a permanent exhibition platform and hub
for creative practice. The Walls hosts monthly exhibitions, educational
opportunities, and an artist-in-residence program. The Walls is the Gold Coast’s
only independent experimental art space.

•

Shock Therapy Productions formed in 2015 and has since become a key
organisation in the Gold Coast’s theatre ecology. Sharing a space with The Farm,
Shock Therapy Productions has staged a number of performances in various sites
around the Gold Coast and Australia.

•

Dust Temple is an industrial café and art gallery which provides a home, free of
charge, to arts organisations such as Swell and also hosts exhibitions.

•

Following in the footsteps of Miami Marketta, Nightquarter emerged as a night
market and entertainment precinct located on the northern end of the Gold Coast.
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Unfortunately, Nightquarter was forced to close recently in 2019 due to raised high
rents.
•

Mercury’s Wings has recently re-emerged as a theatre company dedicated to
producing local performance on the Gold Coast.

•

Mavericks Art Space is a contemporary emerging artist gallery on the southern end
of the Gold Coast, hosting regular events, workshops and seminars.

These are just some of the key arts and cultural initiatives that have grown to become
staples in the Gold Coast arts sector. While this demonstrates the evolution of arts and
culture on the Gold Coast, there are still gaps to be addressed. For example, the HOTA
stand-alone gallery is yet to come to fruition. As for independent arts organisations and
individuals, there is still much funding uncertainty in the post-Commonwealth Games
landscape.
Built cultural heritage
As a result of the focus on the production of paradise as a space for consumption, cultural
heritage has not been a priority for the city. Young people and industry leaders in particular
mourn the loss of historical buildings as hyperneoliberal development takes precedence in
the built landscape. Young people refer to the loss of the old Playroom and Pink Poodle as
significant examples, and Feldman-Barrett’s work sheds light on this missing pieces of
youth cultural heritage (2015). This also connects with the lack of spaces for art as there is
a lack of old, cheap real estate for artists to inhabit. Policymakers commented on the fact
that it is commonly understood within Council that art needs to take place in old, derelict
buildings, so approving their demolition or Council knocking them down itself is an issue
and an irony. Beyond the matter of spaces for art, the lack of attention to cultural heritage
also occludes the Gold Coast’s cultural history. The focus of paradise discourse is nearly
always on ‘new beginnings’ rather than ‘origins’ (Zukin 2010) and so the Gold Coast’s
story focuses on hyperneoliberal development, rather than a multiplicity of ‘stories so far’
(Massey 2005). In this way, the Gold Coast is often described as a teenager (Burton 2009),
maturing into a ‘real’ city. The extent to which this metaphor is any longer applicable, if it
ever was, is debatable.
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In 2019, built cultural heritage has been somewhat prioritised. The Culture Strategy 2023
lists cultural heritage as one of its four strategic outcomes, and in 2010 a local heritage
register was created. This identified many historic sites to be preserved and is an important
step in the Gold Coast’s acknowledgement of heritage. Unfortunately, this did not stop
Miami Ice, an ice factory made from World War II bunkers where John Farnham filmed a
music video, being demolished to make way for a high-rise. Nor did it prevent the iconic
Old Burleigh Theatre Arcade wall being painted over with a modern lick of paint and new
signage. Both of these events were hotly opposed by many in the local community,
however the Burleigh work took place before any protest could occur. These are just a
couple of reasons why more emphasis needs to be placed on preserving the Gold Coast’s
built cultural heritage.
As the city continues to grow, in 2019 there is finally some attempt to claw back a popular
music history with HOTA presenting an exhibition late 2018 celebrating the Gold Coast’s
popular music history. The Call for Submissions read:
Let there be rock!, a forthcoming gallery exhibition at HOTA Home of the Arts takes
inspiration from AC/DC’s boisterous album of the same name.
For three decades from the 1970s to 1999, the Gold Coast was a hot-spot on the
bucket-list of Australia’s live music touring circuit. With iconic venues like The
Playroom, Bombay Rock, The Patch, Jet Club and Fisherman’s Wharf, the Coast
played host to some of the hottest and most notorious international and Australian
music acts; as well as some of our best local talent. From The Ramones and Cold
Chisel at The Playroom, to INXS and The Go-Betweens at Bombay Rock; and
Nirvana and The Violent Femmes at “Fisho’s”; this exhibition celebrates the heyday
of hard-core rock and entertainment through stories, memorabilia, photos and footage.
(HOTA 2018)

Alongside this exhibition, BlankGC is taking charge of capturing stories from this
extraordinary period in the Gold Coast’s history.
Gaps in arts funding
Arts funding has been a noticeable gap in cultural governance on the Gold Coast. As
described by the policymakers in this study, arts funding has a short history on the Gold
Coast. At the time of the research, the only local funding available for artists through the
Cultural Development Unit of the Gold Coast City Council was the Regional Arts
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Development Fund (RADF), an annual pool of $250,000 to provide artists with funding to
pursue project-based work. The categories for RADF have been particularly confusing and
the process has been convoluted for artists. There has been no provision for ongoing
funding beyond this one-off grant, and candidates who’ve successfully received RADF
funding are advised to apply for state funding, which requires a substantially higher level
of professionalism and support. The Catch 22 for artists is that they must demonstrate
sustainability in order to compete in the arts sector but RADF’s funding model does not
allow for any kind of ongoing support and therefore, incomprehensibly—given the
obstacles that artists already face—makes it extremely difficult for emerging artists to
demonstrate professionalism or attract partners. The suggestion here is that there needs to
be a further tier of funding for ongoing arts projects, particularly to support emerging
artists.
As well as further support for emerging artists, this study identified a gap in funding for
industry leaders. As suggested by industry leaders, a healthy cultural ecology requires
support at all levels and this has not been acknowledged within the local arts funding
framework. Industry leaders in this study are woefully under-supported and some arts
organisations start from scratch every year despite demonstrated longevity (see Chapter 5
above). The suggestion arising from this is that there needs to be a specific funding scheme
for industry leaders to produce projects that are ongoing and that nurture emerging artists.
Further, there needs to be more education and training provided on state, national and
philanthropic funding avenues.
In 2019, the arts funding landscape has changed dramatically. Since the Arts and Culture
Directorate was formed, new funding avenues for artists have been created. Initially,
streams were created within RADF that catered to more diverse artforms and levels of arts
practice. From 2014-15 there was an Uber Mentorship opportunity for professional
development alongside the regular round of funding. In 2015-16 RADF was comprised of
three areas: A Big Creative Idea; a Power Up Your Arts Mentorship Program; and a
Generate Program, which was ‘a collaborative creative development phase undertaken
through five days of intensive development workshops’ (City of Gold Coast). In 2016-17
RADF comprised of three areas again, this time Germinate, Activate and Generate, which
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was the follow-up stage to the previous year of funding. Germinate and Activate have
retained their position in the current funding landscape. However, in 2017-18 there
emerged a new category of funding called Initiate which aims to foster international
placements. All of this is a very welcome change to the previous limitations of RADF.
However, the revolutionary difference in arts funding on the Gold Coast comes with the
creation of an entirely new fund, The Arts Organisations Annual Triennial Funding
Program (AOTFP). The AOTFP supports emerging and established arts organisations with
two streams of funding over a period of three years: stream 1 (up to $40,000 per annum)
and stream 2 (up to $150,000 per annum). More recently, HOTA announced another
funding pool of $200,000 for local artists called the Creative Development Program.
Considering that at the time this research was conducted, the total budget for RADF
funding on the Gold Coast for all artists was $250,000, this is a critical shift in the evolution
of arts funding. The only further suggestion I would make here is for the establishment of
a funding category specifically for arts industry leaders to mentor and nurture emerging
artists. Of course, other funding avenues beyond local and state government are available
to this end too. Overall, current arts funding is considerably more ambitious and seems to
respond adequately to the needs of the arts community at this point in time. Question marks
still remain, however, around Council’s commitment to sustaining this funding long term
after the XXI Commonwealth Games legacy fades.
The cultural politics of policymaking
The cultural policy landscape on the Gold Coast at the time of research was characterised
by various forms of politics. Rivalry between Economic Development and Major Projects
(EDMP) and Library Services and Cultural Development (LSCD) has long been an
obstacle for artists and cultural practitioners. This tension between local council
directorates has played out in the community in unproductive and sometime destructive
ways, as described by policymakers and industry leaders. The suggestion here is that arts
and culture should have a more central emphasis in local governance more broadly. The
issue is that the Cultural Development Unit sits within LSCD which gives it little power to
affect change, whereas it needs economic power and the unit could be working more
collaboratively with EDMP. Key tensions have emerged from two opposing approaches to
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cultural planning: the creative city approach versus the cultural welfare model. The Gold
Coast’s cultural-political landscape has been characterised by a tension between cultural
welfare ideologies (traditionally the domain of the Cultural Development Unit) and
creative city values (more promoted via EDMP but also later by LSCD). What is needed
here is a consideration of the ontological constraints of cultural policy and indeed analysis
of cultural policy models in order to situate the policymaker in the policy. While
commentary on the organisational politics of local government is beyond the scope of this
study, it must be observed that four out of the five policymakers interviewed as part of this
research articulated concerns around practices and culture within Council that had farreaching consequences for the city, such as a lack of collaboration and lack of commitment
to delivering arts and cultural initiatives.
With the incoming Arts and Culture Directorate, centrally positioned within EDMP, the
arts were finally prioritised on the Gold Coast. There has been an unquestionable drive and
determination from the arts and cultural team who have clearly collaborated with a range
of Council units to achieve effective strategic outcomes. This confidence has carried
through into the arts community which has embraced new Council strategies with open
arms. Since the establishment of the Arts and Culture directorate within Economic
Development and Major Projects, however, a further shift has taken place in 2018. Arts
and Culture now sits within Safe and Liveable Communities under the Lifestyle and
Community directorate. This is a clear change from its central position within EDMP and
it is yet to be seen what impact this will have on the political strength and strategic
capacities of the Arts and Culture directorate. As one of the cultural policymakers in this
study, Edward, suggests (Chapter 7) perhaps it will lead arts and culture towards more
‘touchy-feely stuff’. Or, perhaps the arts and culture unit will retain its cultural power with
the help of strategic advisor Robyn Archer AO.
Growth coalition and personality politics
While in some ways there have been substantial cultural shifts on the Gold Coast, in other
ways, the underlying issues are the same. In the local policy landscape, the old logic of
growth has prevailed. As Burton acknowledges, both of the mayors of the last decade on
the Gold Coast have unequivocally promoted growth, albeit at different scales. There has
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been ‘a relatively clear distinction, at the ideological level at least, between Mayor Clarke’s
advocacy of managed growth and the more active promotion of unrestrained growth by
Mayor Tate’ (Burton 2016, p. 118). While Tate has invested considerably in the arts, this
has been shaped by economic arguments. ‘Indeed, when announcing the shortlist of
development consortia for the new cultural precinct, Mayor Tate proclaimed, ‘When it
comes to arts and culture, we mean business’’ (Burton 2016, p. 119).
Artists entrepreneurialism, exploitation and burnout
As well as the above-mentioned challenges, artists on the Gold Coast are particularly
susceptible to burnout and what some have called ‘self-exploitation’ (see for example
Hesmondhalgh & Baker 2011). Artists have been encouraged to become entrepreneurial
by being their own arts-workers and this equates to high levels of self-exploitation and
burnout. Most commonly, artists work towards making projects sustainable only to be shut
down by Council due to strict regulations or to have their venue demolished to make way
for another high-rise, for example.
In 2019, it’s clear that the Arts and Culture Unit has actually nurtured artists to make art,
first and foremost. Funding streams continue to prioritise concept development or early
stage development, professional development and the delivery of arts and cultural projects
and programs. To this end, artists have been encouraged to seek support and professional
guidance in order to make their artistic practice sustainable. In recent times, artists have
been supported and connected with mentorships that have enabled them to continue their
artistic practice. This has been a welcome departure from previous cultural governance
which focused little energy on nurturing artists beyond RADF funding and the A-Venue
music program. Because of the emphasis placed on cultural value, and the increase in
cultural audiences, artists have been encouraged to pursue their art on the Gold Coast. With
continued efforts on behalf of Council to place culture at the centre of the city, it might
well be possible in the future to see more artists being paid adequately for their work. Artist
exploitation is, arguably, less of an issue now that culture has been emphasised as an
important aspect of the city. While this has protected and promoted the integrity of the
artist to make art, as long as the broader context of arts entrepreneurialism continues to
inform the sector, some artists will still, inevitably, overwork, self-exploit and suffer
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burnout. Perhaps as the cultural sector grows and gains more value in Australia more
broadly, a kinder, more compassionate and sustainable model of creative work might be
engendered in the future.
De-historicisation and culture of irresponsibility
Because the Gold Coast is viewed as a teenager and it is not yet considered a ‘real’ city
with an embedded cultural history and heritage, the city is not taken seriously in local and
national dialogues. In this way, the Gold Coast reproduces an irresponsible culture that is
perpetuated through the heavy circulation of certain images, such as sun and sex that
provide visitors and locals with ‘escape from the drudgery of their working lives’. This
representation has long rendered invisible the cultural work that has been carried out inbetween spaces for consumption.
In 2019, alongside the emphasis on cultural value in the context of making it a ‘world city’,
the City of Gold Coast’s renewed focus on community has enabled it to project a more
grown-up, respectable identity. This has shifted the focus from the Gold Coast as a
hedonistic leisure destination for tourists to a place that locals can be proud of. Mayor Tom
Tate has explicitly led this move and focused council efforts on effecting change to this
end. While some of his more questionable earlier proposals have rested on paradise
imagery, such as making the Gold Coast the ‘boob job capital’ and developing a cruise ship
terminal at The Spit, Tate has redeemed himself in other ways by placing community and
culture at the heart of local government. The Gold Coast has re-imaged itself as a place
that locals can be proud of, and this has arguably been a positive change.
Creative mobilities
All of the aforementioned challenges uncovered by my research contribute to challenges
around ‘creative mobilities’ (Hautala & Jauhiainen 2019), a phenomenon involving too
many young people leaving the Gold Coast to pursue cultural work in more established
creative cities (Florida 2005). In particular, young and emerging artists have often
attempted to carve out an arts career on the Gold Coast but hit a number of obstacles and
ultimately decided to move on to more cultural pastures. This was described as ‘linear
culture’ by one policymaker. While there are high quality artistic programs in schools on
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the Gold Coast, the lack of cultural infrastructure in the sector more broadly combined with
issues around the cultural cringe, make other places more attractive to young artists, such
as Melbourne and Sydney, even Brisbane; Los Angeles, New York or London. Each of
these places has a higher population, more conventional European urban structure and,
most importantly, cultural infrastructure that supports the creative sector.
While it is not possible to say whether the migration of young people has become less of
an issue at the time of writing in 2019, there is certainly more scope for young artists and
cultural practitioners to carve out creative careers on the Gold Coast. The post-secondary
school cultural landscape on the Gold Coast is rich with artistic opportunities and
possibilities. Significantly, the art scene is visible and there’s a clearer sense of how
emerging artists might connect with the arts industry. There is obvious support for the arts
from Council and through HOTA, and this visibility provides a focal point for those
wishing to seek mentorship, advice and support. By and large, the arts industry has changed
to support emerging artists much more adequately. This obviously has effects on how
young people and emerging artists view the Gold Coast and whether they decide to further
their arts practice there or migrate to other cities. Further research on the issue of creative
mobilities on the Gold Coast would greatly enrich our understanding of this issue and
determine to what extent cultural cringe still exists in internalised forms in the young.
Creative underbelly
Despite the reproduction of the Gold Coast as a singular paradisal product, a committed
community of artists and cultural practitioners work tirelessly to disrupt paradise discourse
and produce alternative narratives that champion community spirit and cultures of
sustainability. Indeed, there are some artists and cultural workers who ‘dig their heels in’,
as one participant suggested, and resist the commodification of paradise as the only
narrative of place. While artists are complicit in their consumption of place, they can also
usefully be seen as active place-makers, as agents of cultural change. More recently, it has
been artists and cultural practitioners, working against the grain of culture, and between
the margins of spaces for consumption, who have been the catalysts for cultural change.
These artists and cultural practitioners can be seen to be developing a ‘cultural voice’
throughout this research.
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While the notion of a creative underbelly still exists to some degree in 2019, the arts and
cultural community has become much more visible. One does not have to look hard to find
local arts organisations and individuals to connect with. While some parts of the arts scene
are still more underground, audiences are receptive to arts and cultural events and have
embraced the arts community with enthusiasm. There is no longer a sense that art exists on
the margins; it has become woven into the cultural fabric of the Gold Coast. The valuing
of arts and culture has occurred alongside urban changes in the Gold Coast’s landscape.
Hipster culture (Threadgold 2018) has gentrified many Gold Coast suburbs as artists and
cultural practitioners have activated spaces. The Gold Coast, long known for its propensity
towards ‘new beginnings’ and ‘bogan’ forms of consumption, has embraced hipsterism in
the hope of rebuilding a shiny new identity for itself and shaking off its cultural cringe. An
abundance of uber-trendy cafes and restaurants have saturated the market since this
research was conducted. This has helped fashion a new cultural identity for the Gold Coast,
one that stands for cosmopolitanism, cultural responsibility and artistic endeavour. Read:
famers markets, creative boutiques, cultural tourism, eco-friendly practices. While of
course this re-imagined cultural identity is not evenly distributed, it has gained traction as
one key aspect of the Gold Coast’s new image. Griffin’s claim in 1998 that ‘we are
witnessing a new paradigm of symbol making on the Gold Coast’ (p. 291) was correct,
albeit a couple of decades too early. Indeed, I suspect it might ring true again in another
twenty years.

Conclusion
This thesis has documented the subjective experiences of artists and cultural practitioners
at a time when the Gold Coast was on the cusp of cultural transformation. In doing so, it
has let the light shine on a difficult and complex chapter in the Gold Coast’s history. It
reminds us that not so long ago cultural cringe was endemic and the challenges for Gold
Coast artists and cultural practitioners were immense. Emerging artists, young artists,
industry leaders and policymakers alike lamented paradise discourse and the perpetuation
of the cultural cringe. Participants in this study understood the role that arts and culture
play in constructing cultural identity. Each participant in their own way resisted the
paradise apparatus and all attempted to carve their own path for cultural change. Perhaps
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the most dramatic example of this can be found in Chapter 6 where industry leaders use
their focus group event to prepare to form a lobby group in order to fight for better cultural
governance. These artists and cultural practitioners were at the forefront of the tide of
cultural change. They had just begun to develop a cultural voice at the time of my field
research, and undoubtedly, they each played an integral role in the cultural transformation
of the Gold Coast.
Significantly, since this research was conducted, and partly as a flow on from preparations
for the 2018 XXI Commonwealth Games, the Gold Coast began to morph into what some
might call a cultural oasis, a paradise place that retains its roots and surf kitsch heritage but
that also acknowledges the centrality of arts and culture to everyday life. It remains to be
seen, however, if this new form of commodified place will address the needs of its residents
or continue to reinvent old structures of inequality. Perhaps, as Breen notes, this is just
another ‘cultural renaissance’ (2018) in the ongoing creative-destruction of the Gold
Coast’s history. In any case, it is another day in paradise.
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Date

Mitchell

Heavy metal musician

12 August 2010

Elliot

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Nelle

Urban studies scholar

12 August 2010

Kathryn

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Bryan

Landscape architect

12 August 2010

Silvia

Artist

12 August 2010

Hector

Digital artist/ academic

12 August 2010

Alice

Visual artist

12 August 2010

Dean

Musician

12 August 2010

Teresa

Artist

12 August 2010

Randall

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Max

Pop music student

12 August 2010

Dasha

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Stephanie

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Ken

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Axel

Artist

12 August 2010
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PhD student

12 August 2010
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Artist/technician

12 August 2010

Michelle

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Aaron

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Rochelle

Artist

12 August 2010

Andrea

Creative writer

12 August 2010

Lewis

PhD student

12 August 2010

Darren

Student

12 August 2010

Harris

Musician

12 August 2010

Olivia

Cultural policymaker

12 August 2010

Dean

Musician

12 August 2010

Vanessa

Festival director

12 August 2010

Bruce

Artist

12 August 2010

Steven

Artist

12 August 2010

Sharon

Arts technician

12 August 2010

Mick

Unspecified artist

12 August 2010

Donald

Theatre practitioner

12 August 2010

Rachael

Artist and scholar

12 August 2010

Jim

Musician

12 August 2010
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Artist and scholar

12 August 2010

Jake

Artist and scholar

12 August 2010

Eve

Film student
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Lois

Student

12 August 2010

Elaine

Gallery manger

12 August 2010

Dylan

City guide editor

4 March 2011
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Artist

5 February 2011

Elliot
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Ricky
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Brock
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Ken
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Stephanie
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Michelle
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Edward

Cultural Development Unit policymaker

1 April 2011
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Cultural Development Unit policymaker
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Services
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Development policymaker
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Economic Development and
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Projects policymaker
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Popular music scholar
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Arts consultant
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Mark

Arts manager
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Nelle

Urban studies scholar
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Donny
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Harris

Creative writing scholar
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Johnny
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Gallery manager
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Film festival director
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Visual arts scholar
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