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Abstract 

 The focus of this paper is on the concept of the scene and its connection to Australian 
indie music festivals. I argue music festivals are special types of scenes as they are 
simultaneously part of local, translocal and virtual scenes. Firstly, I explore the notion 
of ‘the scene’ in the academic discourse. I then relate this to the idea of scenes as 
intensive experiences in which scene members or potential members can experience 
the culture and atmosphere of the scene.  I argue that it is through the demanding 
experience of attending an Australian indie music festival that festivalgoers begin to 
feel a sense of connectedness and belonging to the indie music scene.  This 
connection between ambiance and its role in the creation of scene is a new direction in 
this research.  

 

Introduction 

 
… I can’t remember what band it was, but it was a really popular song and 
everyone put their arms around each other and yelled it really loudly … 
they were people I’d never even met before I just happened to be standing 
next to them. It’s just one of those things where more and more people 
just start joining in. And the feeling of that was the same sense of 
belonging to something. You know, you all know the words to the same 
song but you’ve never met each other [before] but you put your arms 
around each other kind of thing and really getting together for that reason 
(Tim aged 23, male, festivalgoer, 19/1/2005). 

 

What is it that enables these total strangers to come together, put their arms around 

each other, sing out loud and have such a strong sense of camaraderie?  In this paper I 

will draw on my research into Australian indie music festivals to investigate this 

occurrence in relation to the concept of the ‘scene.’ 

 

Recent research on music festivals as scenes, such as that of Dowd et al. (2004),  has 

put out a call for more empirical research;  especially in-depth ethnographic studies. 

Due to their lack of empirical data Dowd et al. suggest that further attention needs to 

be paid to the issues of participants’ commitment and organisers’ expectations.  To 
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address these issues, this article takes a new direction from current study by 

highlighting the important role of the ambiance, or the atmosphere, created within a 

festival scene.  

 

Music festivals are scenes that are made up of festivalgoers with strong affinity 

networks. The term scene describes the social milieu within which groups of 

producers, musicians and fans ‘collectively share their common musical tastes and 

collectively distinguish themselves from others’ (Bennett and Peterson 2004: 1).  A 

scene is different from a music community, which is understood to be a relatively 

stable group of people, whose association with music is grounded within a 

‘geographically specific historical heritage,’ such as in  Seattle, USA (eg., Pray 1996).  

A scene is a ‘cultural space’ within which different types of musical practices co-

exist. They  interact with each other within a variety of processes of differentiation 

and according to varying paths of change and cross-fertilization (Straw 1991; 1997: 

494). Scenes are generally thought of as consisting of situations in which people come 

together to create music for their own pleasure. An example of this can be found in 

the camping grounds of Australian indie music festivals like the Falls Festival or 

Splendour in the Grass where festivalgoers break into spontaneous jam sessions by 

strumming a guitar and starting a sing-a-long.   

 

Grossberg highlights that scenes are characterised by a particular social logic ‘which 

may in a sense transcend any particular musical context, thus allowing the scene to 

continue over time, even as the music changes’ (1994: 46).  This social logic is 

referring to the flow of cultural commodities within suitable markets and cultural 

terrains (Straw 1991: 374). Straw acknowledges that this social logic is grounded 

firstly in the ‘struggle for prestige and status engaged in by professionals and others 

serving as intellectuals within a given musical terrain’ but it is also grounded by ‘the 

ongoing transformation of social and cultural relations, and of alliances between 

particular musical communities’ in western cities (Straw 1991: 375). 

 

This social logic contributes to different alliances being formed between scenes, as is 

the case for alternative music in North America and Canada. This logic can be 
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empowering for scene members and embraces cross-fertilisation and hybridization 

(Straw 1991; 1997). This is most evident in the implementation of combining musical 

styles for example; Hardcore/Metal, Punk/Reggae, Nu-metal and Country/ 

Bluegrass/Rock  (Ross 1994). However these alliances can also be disempowering for 

scene members. This is the case for dance music cultures, which are ‘polycentric,’ 

creating further fragmentation in the community. This fragmentation  ultimately 

divides the dance music scene into newly created styles such as House, HI-NRG and 

Freestyle   (Straw 1991; 1997). 

 

Bennett and Peterson (2004) describe three  types of scenes: the local, translocal and 

virtual.  Local scenes are formed around the original notion of scene as grouped 

around a specific geographic focus. On the other hand, translocal scenes refer to more 

widely spread local scenes that are drawn into regular communication around a 

distinctive form of music and lifestyle. Lastly, virtual scenes are ‘newly emergent 

formations in which people scattered across great physical spaces create the sense of 

scene via fanzines and … the internet’ (2004: 6-7). 

 

In this article I am particularly interested in music festivals as integrative scenes 

which simultaneously exist on local, translocal and virtual levels. They are local 

because they occupy an enclosed physical space such as that of the Sydney 

Showground or that of the Domain. They are translocal as well because festivalgoers 

come from far and wide to participate in the scene. Lastly, they are virtual because 

they are advertised, reported on and broadcast through various media, including radio, 

fanzines, TV and the internet (Bennett and Peterson 2004: 8-9). 

  

The characteristics of the Australian indie music festivals studied as part of my 

ethnographic research varied in terms of their: 1- duration, from one-day, to three or 

four days, to touring festivals; 2- location, both urban and rural; and 3- degree of 

commercialisation. However these festivals are united by the dominant presence of 

the indie-guitar scene.  The recurrent festivals studied for this research included: the 

Big Day Out (1992-present), Homebake (1996-present), Livid (1989-2003), 

Splendour in the Grass (2001-present) and the Falls Festival (1993-present).  Big Day 
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Out is an annual touring festival, which has been described as  ‘...a musical version of 

the Royal Agriculture Show as it often features rides, skating, markets, films and 

exhibitions’ (Sound Check 2002). Whereas, Homebake is a one-day event held in 

Sydney that showcases only Australian artists. Similarly, Livid is a one day event held 

in Brisbane, although it did occasionally tour, visiting Sydney and Melbourne. Whilst, 

Splendour in the Grass is a three day camping festival held in Byron Bay, New South 

Wales. Finally, the Falls Festival is another three-day camping festival held 

simultaneously in Lorne, Victoria and Marion Bay, Tasmania over the weekend of 

New Year’s Eve.  

 

But what is it about the indie music festival scene that allows total strangers to come 

together in celebration, putting their arms around each other as they sing out loud 

united by the moment, as the opening quote of this article suggests? It is, I will argue, 

the intensity of the experience of attending a festival and the ‘atmosphere’ that give 

festivalgoers a sense of connectedness and belonging to something larger then 

themselves.      

 

The symbiotic relationship between intensity and atmosphere is a key aspect of any 

music festival. Creating the balance between these two aspects is fundamental to the 

on-going success of a scene.  Festivals are intense experiences for the festivalgoers, 

which it can be argued compensate for their infrequency (Dowd  et al. 2004).   

Furthermore, intensity allows festivalgoers to immerse themselves in the cultural 

aspects of the scene and enables them to experiment with different identities. The 

atmosphere of a festival describes not only the feelings experienced during a festival 

but sums up the totality of the experience,   from the mood of the crowd, to the 

weather, to the decorations, to the music.   The following interview extracts highlight 

this: 

I think sometimes [the atmosphere is] really good and sometimes it’s bad. 
Like Splendour was really good cause everyone was just like having such 
a good time and there wasn’t like any rough things… Like sometimes I 
don’t like it when just say Big Day Out 2004 Metallica were playing and I 
heard that some of the crowd were giving crap to some of the bands 
playing before Metallica. They’re just like yeah ‘get off, bring Metallica’ 
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and stuff and I don’t really think that’s very nice (Kara aged 19, female, 
festivalgoer, 8/10/2004).  
 
It’s not just the music. It’s the whole experience of the crowd and you feel 
the music going, like the vibrations in your chest if you’re too close 
(Nathan aged 23, male, festivalgoer, 12/2/2005).  
 
Just in the atmosphere with like-minded people where it just doesn’t 
matter and you can just be yourself and you know like you always have a 
good time (Heather aged 23, female, festivalgoer, 4/2/2005). 

 

Part of the festival organiser’s role is to create this  ‘atmosphere’ by  weaving ‘a loose 

social fabric which the individual may embroider in different ways’(Purdue et al. 

1997: 661). The decisions made by the festival organisers such as the setting up of 

multiple sites, stages, bookings or whether there should be hot tubs, or compost 

toilets, engage a specialist network (Purdue et al. 1997: 661). As Falls Festival 

organiser Naomi Daly explains: 

It’s very deliberate. We consider atmosphere to be a really critical part of 
our festival and there’s a lot of things we do that people probably have no 
idea that we do and that that’s our motivation for doing it. Part of it is the 
line up. Part of it is the infrastructure on site, I mean putting shade tents in 
the main arena … I’d say Splendour a great one for that they have 
fantastic décor in their environment and that’s all part of atmosphere. Falls 
is lucky in that we’re got such a stunning natural environment that alone 
creates a lot of the atmosphere. But definitely I think just our format that 
everyone does stay on site and that it’s pretty cruisey kind of schedule 
(Interviewed on 12/9/04).  
 

It is these deliberate choices made by the festival organisers in creating the right 

atmosphere that is crucial to the success of a festival.  

 

For festivalgoers the spatial layout and timetabling of the festival are very important 

in creating this type of atmosphere. Indeed, if the festival site is perceived as 

overcrowded or too hectic then festivalgoers feel overwhelmed.  Meg, a festivalgoer, 

describes this in the interview extract below. 

Big Day Out is massive… [it] just packs so much in on like ten stages or 
six stages. And if you want to go see someone you’re basically got to go 
at the expense of someone else.  And you go there [Big Day Out] and you 
want to experience new music but then you go I really like this band, I 
would really like to see them, so it’s hard to juggle. I find at Homebake, 
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… they tend to spread it out a bit more and you can kind of go from one 
stage to next and catch all your favourite bands and experience new stuff 
and you don’t really miss out on anything.  And at Homebake the stages 
are in relation to each other a bit closer and you kind of just got one way 
to get there. Whereas at Big Day Out you know the markets are just 
winding footpaths and they’re so far away it’s hard to get to places and 
figure out where you’re at (Meg aged 20, female, festivalgoer, 27/1/2005). 

 

A natural environment, being surrounded by trees and grass, also plays an important 

role in the creation of atmosphere for festivalgoers. The following interview extract 

demonstrates this. 

Yeah well it [the original Sydney Big Day Out site] was more Homebake, 
yeah you know, I dunno, it felt, you felt, I felt better. I felt nicer in that 
environment... I think the first Big Day Out I went to at Homebush, I think 
Coldplay played at about one o’clock or two o’clock in the afternoon and 
no bullshit it was forty five nearly fifty degrees. You can’t have fun and 
you got no breeze, it’s Homebush. You got no breeze; the sun is out in the 
middle of the [stadium]. You know there’s no breeze…at least at the 
showground you had a little bit of air. You got nothing there [at 
Homebush], you’re in that big   showground… You got no breeze …you 
can’t get out. You can go and sit up in the stands but you know, do you 
wanna sit down? Well, I can’t sit down. I can’t sit down and listen to 
music. So yeah, I like a little bit of ambience (Wayne aged 50, male, 
festivalgoer, 25/7/2004). 

 

Choice of performers especially headliners is important to making a festival appeal to 

the right type of scene members. The wrong choice of performer can often alienate the 

very audience festival organisers want to attract.  For example, there was some 

controversy created in the local media in 2004 when Homebake organisers failed to 

invite Delta Goodrem to perform, whilst acts like Kasey Chambers, Jet, and Pete 

Murray, also successful Australian Record Industry Award (ARIA) winning artists, 

were included. Some debate began as to when do artists become too mainstream? 

(Sams 2004).   

 

Intensity involves a degree of commitment from festivalgoers, especially for the 

longer camping festivals like Falls and Splendour in the Grass. As festivalgoers need 

to take time off work, arrange accommodation and travel. The indie music festivals I 

studied required little expectation from festivalgoers once they had purchased a ticket 
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(or snuck in) other than good behaviour and to have fun. However, there are 

opportunities for festivalgoers to become more involved in the festival, for instance, at 

the Big Day Out festivalgoers can volunteer as a crowd carer or participate in the 

games on offer at the interactive Lilypad stage.  Similarly, at the Falls Festival, 

festivalgoers can volunteer to help clean up the festival site in the mornings (a bag of 

empty cans for a beer token) or can perform on the APRA people’s stage. Although 

most festivalgoers just purchase a t-shirt or other festival merchandise to prove their 

attendance.  

 

The festivalgoers I interviewed had been to at least two of the five indie music 

festivals studied, on two or more occasions.  Indeed, they tend to have a sense of 

commitment to returning to their favourite festivals:  

I’m up here [Gold Coast] now and I don’t know many people up here… 
But as of next year I’ll be coming back down to Sydney for Big Day Out 
cos I’ve got like Splendour is only gunna be an hour away from here and 
things like that I’ll go. Just cos I can sort of thing but to travel long 
[distances] it would have to be… apart from Big Day Out… something 
pretty cool going on to get me there (Pyesie aged 23, male, festivalgoer, 
23/2/2005).  

 

The commitment shown by this festivalgoer to his favourite festival, Big Day Out, 

demonstrates that the intensity of the festival appeals to committed fans (Dowd  et al. 

2004). Furthermore, for festivalgoers it is the atmosphere that they find to be the most 

important factor to their enjoyment of a festival. As these interview extracts explain: 

Yeah I just think overall that like the atmosphere is the main thing, that 
just makes it so great. Everyone is just so happy and excited (Kat aged 18, 
female, festivalgoer, 11/10/2004).  
 
Great atmosphere… I think except for Parklife, the atmosphere at every 
festival I’ve been too has been great. I haven’t really had a problem with 
bogans or anything. You know that there’s people that go there to get 
absolutely slaughtered and kill as many brain cells and liver cells that they 
can, but I think mostly people are just friendly and happy to help you out. 
I don’t really do the mosh pit thing these days. There’s definitely a 
negative experience with those. I kind of felt like I had to get as close as I 
could, but that just meant being where all the sweaty, rock hard violent 
people were as well. But even then if someone fell over people would pick 
them up, so rough as it was, there was still some kind of respect there 
(Tim aged 23, male, festivalgoer, 19/1/2005). 
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Finally, it could be stated that music festivals are also ‘total-immersion’ training 

grounds for potential scene members. They are non-threatening places where new 

members can experience and experiment without fear of disapproval as Tim, a 

festivalgoer, explains:   

I think people feel more comfortable to express themselves at festivals. I 
think because there is so many freaky people there that they feel that they 
can just really come out of their shell and be a dickhead and no one really 
cares (Tim aged 23, male, festivalgoer, 19/1/2005) 
 

 

Conclusion  

It is clear that Australian indie music festivals are a lot more complex than simply 

being a gathering of disparate individuals; they are intensive scenes. Through the 

atmosphere and intensity created within a festival, festivalgoers feel they belong to 

something bigger than themselves. This article provides a solid empirical example of 

how the concept of the scene can be related to scene members’ feelings of emotional 

connectedness and belonging to the indie music scene as experienced during 

Australian indie music festivals. 
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