
 

VICTORIAN MUSIC FESTIVALS 

2018/19 
Prepared by Dr Catherine Strong and Dr Fabian 

Cannizzo  

 

May 2021 

 

 
 

  



Introduction 

Victoria’s music festivals bring cultural, social and economic value to the state’s 

communities, through providing spaces for people to come together to play and enjoy music, 

and encouraging spending and tourism. This report has been prepared to give context to 

and present analyses of information gathered by RMIT researchers, in order to assist the 

Australian Festivals Association (AFA) in their development of a definition of “music festival”. 

The report is a companion document to the Victorian Festivals Database, produced by Drs 

Catherine Strong and Fabian Cannizzo of RMIT University, for the AFA.1  

This report contains an overview of concepts that have informed the analyses presented 

here, a summary of our methods and definitions used, as well as summaries of key trends in 

the Victorian Festivals Database and recommendations for classifying music festivals in a 7-

part classification system. This is a preliminary report, which can be expanded through 

further coding and analysis of the Victorian Festivals Database. 

Overview 

A brief literature review of festivals, in Australia and abroad, revealed several characteristics 

that shape music festivals that would be worth considering in developing a definition and 

classification of music festivals. 

Past research has suggested several distinguishing features of music festivals that have 

been considered in this study. The first is funding and motivation of the festival organisers. 

Our approach to analysing music festivals in Victoria draws on Frith et al.’s tripartite 

classification of concert promoters, as either ‘amateurs/enthusiasts’, ‘state-funded’ and 

‘commercial’ promoters. As they note, ‘[i]n this model, the enthusiast promoters [put on 

shows] because they want to… The state promotes live music via subsidy and for policy 

reasons – educational, cultural, social and economic. The commercial promoter puts on 

concerts to make money’.2 These motivations appear to be reflected in other aspects of 

festivals, such as the degree of regional community involvement in festivals and their 

capacity to rely on community volunteers to support festival activities. 

The second factor considered is the degree of community involvement in the event. In 

their book, Music Festivals and Regional Development in Australia,3 Gibson and Connell 

note that the past few decades have seen an increase in regional and rural communities 

using festivals to promote tourism and rural development in the wake of structural 

transformations to their communities. These festivals can be both sites of community-

building and economic survival for smaller communities, who may invest in music festivals 

as projects of regional revitalisation. This project hence attempts to account for the cultural 

and economic significance of music festivals for different communities and collectives. 

The third factor considered here is the cultural significance of music genres/movements 

that become expressed in music festivals. Research by Dowd et al.4 claim that music 

festivals offer opportunities for musicians and audiences to experience collective values and 

express shared ideals in immersive environments. These experiences can be transformative 

and affirming for attendees, becoming part of ethically-driven music scenes, such as the 

gendered politics that define “womyn’s music” festivals, to the anti-racist politics of First 

 
1 Suggested citation for this report: Strong, C. and Cannizzo, F. (2021) Victorian Music Festivals 
2018/19, RMIT University Melbourne for the Australian Festivals Association. 
2 See Behr, Brennan & Cloonan 2016, p. 404. 
3 See Gibson & Connell 2012; Gibson 2007. 
4 Dowd, Liddle & Nelson 2004 



Nations people’s January 26th festivals, to the Bohemian spirit that inspires Australian bush 

doofs (regional rave festivals). Festivals may draw on collective values instrumentally, such 

as the promotion of “green” festival attendance practices or the use of biodegradable cutlery 

at food stalls, or these values may drive participation in the festival itself. 

The approach to documenting Victoria’s music festivals here adopts a broad idea of what 

might qualify as a music festival (described below as a musical quasi-festival event) before 

identifying patterns in the collected sample, in order to develop a typology of music festivals. 

Given the rich cultural research that informs scholarship of music festivals, we recommend 

that a typology of music festivals take notice of the meaning that festivals may have for 

social groups, as well as the more apparent economic and social value that festivals bring to 

cities and communities. 

Methods 

How were the data sourced? 
Information on what festivals had taken place was collected from three primary sources. 

First, each of Victoria’s 79 local councils and Parks Victoria were contacted to request their 

input on the project. A total of 25 councils responded via their Events Officers. Festival 

tracking and fan sites were also used to compile lists of music festivals that had occurred in 

Victoria in either 2018 or 2019. OneMusic also kindly provided the research team with a list 

of performers at events with more than five artists, and more than twenty extra festivals were 

included as a result of this. A total of 166 festivals have been included in the Victorian 

Festivals Database through these methods. If a festival occurred in 2018 and 2019 only 

2019 information has been included. 

Next, researchers attempted to gather data on the characteristics of each festival. Some of 

this information was provided by councils. Researchers attempted to contact the organiser or 

organising committee of each festival listed in the composed database, either through email 

contact (given by Event Officers or on event websites) or via social media (Facebook and 

Instagram). A total of 44 database entries were completed with information from festival 

organisers in this way, as noted in the database (Category: “Notes on Sources”). Most 

organisers did not respond, so additional information was sourced through festival websites, 

Facebook and Instagram pages. However, it should be noted that the details of many 

festivals were not available, or were only partially available through online sources (a 

common problem was that information from 2018 or 2019 had been overwritten with 2020 or 

2021 information), meaning not all characteristics were collected for all festivals. 

What was included and excluded? 
To cast a broad net, the research team adopted a broad definition of what might be 

classified as a musical quasi-festival. The following definition should be treated as a heuristic 

tool - a temporary stand-in for a more formal definition and classification of ‘music festival’, 

which was used to guide the research project: 

 



Box 1. A Working Definition of a Music Festival 

The research team attempted to catalogue any advertised event that occurred in the 

state of Victoria during 2018 or 20195 that was called a festival and/or involved a central 

music element that consisted of more than two artists/bands but was not a ‘gig’ (an 

event held for the purpose of promoting a headlining band or group of bands, in a 

traditional single-stage venue setting over a short time period such as one evening) 

 

This criterion has led to the inclusion of a number of border cases: that is, events that seem 

to fit the inclusion criteria, but may still not qualify as music festivals because of another 

aspect of the event. Below are lists of excluded events, border cases, and reasons that the 

research team developed for assigning these events to these categories. Excluded events 

are not included in the Festivals Database, while border cases are included in the Festivals 

Database (highlighted in dark grey in the Database). The most notable types of exclusion 

and border cases were events that had musical components, but which were not music-

focused (i.e. the Formula 1) and music gigs. 

 

Table 1. Excluded Events 

Name of Event Reason for Exclusion 

Expo Liaison Recurring gig, featuring Client Liaison and supporting acts. 

Falcona 10th Birthday One-off private promotional event for the Falcona company 
and their artists. 

Festival of Sails (Geelong) Sailing regatta with some music elements, but mostly 
focused on the boat race. 

Fiesta Del Sol Includes music and dancing, but it is primarily a food and 
cultural event and not located in Melbourne in 2019. 

Flow Festival A deaf arts event that did not emphasise music as a key 
component 

Formula 1 Racing event with some live music, but mostly focused on 
the race. 

Man From Snowy River 
Festival 

Primarily a carnival of competitive bush-themed events, 
such as horse riding, music and art. 

Mullum Mullum This event is mainly focused on First Nation’s People’s 
heritage, environment and education, with some music 

 
5 Some 2020 versions of events are noted in the database, as information about that year’s event was 
more accessible or was provided by organisers, or they fell over a New Years period and were 
therefore in more than one year. 



elements. 

Piknic Electronik This event is held once a week over a few months and is 
hence more of a series than a festival. 

Pop Up Park This describes a practice of branding the creation of 
outdoor community and commercial spaces, which may 
involve live music, but is often not music-focussed. 

Seven Sisters Festival This is a women’s spirituality festival with few musical 
elements. 

The Pleasure Garden This festival went into administration before its 2019 show 
was held. 

 

Table 2. Border Case Events 

Name of Event Reason for Definition as a Border Case 

Ball Park Music and San 
Cisco Concert 

Unclear if this event is a large gig or a small festival. 

Kelly Country Pick This event appears to be a music camp with a strong 
participant performance focus. 

Hume Carols by Candlelight Carolling events are recurring music-based events, but 
they don’t fit a common-sense definition of a ‘music 
festival’. 

RnB Fridays Live This event appears to be a touring event series to promote 
musicians, organised by Frontier Touring. 

Spotify Front Left Live This is a promo event organised by Spotify, so it is unclear 
if it is a festival. 

The Cable Ties Ball Unclear if this event is a large gig or a small festival. 

Red Hot Summer Tour Unclear if this event is a tour or a festival as it seems to 
have council sponsorship. 

 

Findings 

Characteristics of festivals  

Longevity 

Our study revealed a number of long-surviving festivals, the earliest being the Moomba 

festival, dating back to 1955. Notably, the oldest of festivals tended to be regional cultural 



and folk festivals, such as the Myrtleford Festival (1961), National Celtic Festival (1967), 

Maldon Folk Festival (1974) and Port Fairy Folk Festival (1977). Younger festivals were 

much more likely to be commercial ventures; for example, 15 of the 29 festivals that began 

in the years 2018 and 2019 were commercial ventures, run on a for-profit basis (52% of 

festivals in those years). These more recent festivals also consisted of a much broader 

variety of musical genres, although there is a notable dominance of pop, rock, electronica 

and blues music across festivals that began during this period. Figure 1, below, shows the 

distribution of festivals across the decades that they began in. 

 

Figure 1. First Time that the Festival was Held, by Decade 

 

 

Dates and times 

As expected, most festivals clustered around the summer months, with January through to 

March being the peak of the festival season. The most renowned and iconic festivals fall in 

this period, from Moomba, to the Golden Plains, and numerous community folk festivals. 

Notably, a peak appeared around November, which included a number of commercial and 

local jazz/blues/folk festivals, as well as Melbourne’s Music Week. July is perhaps 

unsurprisingly the least festive month, at the peak of Victoria’s rainy winter season, with the 

only events the research team could find including the Robert Burns Scottish Festival (in 

Camperdown), the Whisky, Wine and Fire Festival (at Caulfield racecourse) and the aptly 

named Winter Blues Festival (in Echuca-Moama). Figure 2, below, shows both the number 

of festivals that begin in each month (in blue), as well as the yearly average, which is around 

13.8 festivals per month (in orange) 

 



Figure 2. Month that the Festival was Held 

 

 

No analysis of the opening times of festivals is given here, although it should be noted that in 

the Festivals Database document, festival times are written as the longest opening times in 

any one day of the festival. For example, a festival such as Rainbow Serpent, which runs 

through the night and day over one or more days, reads “all hours”. Other entries describe 

the opening and closing hours of the events, such as in the case of one-day festivals. 

Locations 

Most music festivals were held in urban areas, although only 42% of festivals were held 

within the City of Melbourne itself - that is, 70 out of the 166 we counted. Our team has used 

the Australian Bureau of Statistics’ (ABS’s) “Section of State” (SOS) classifications to 

describe how rural or urban the event locations of music festivals in Melbourne are (see ABS 

2017). This classification system is based on census data, making for a robust classification 

system based on city locations and population size. Figure 3, below, shows the number of 

festivals that were hosted in locations classified under one of the ABS’s four classifications: 

Major Urban (i.e. Melbourne city and adjacent “inner” suburbs, with populations of 100,000 

people or more), Other Urban (urban areas not directly adjacent to city centres with larger 

populations, between 1,000 and 99,999 people), Bounded Locality (population hubs that are 

smaller than urban areas, between 200 and 999 people), and Rural Balance (the remainder 

of rural areas with very small population - less than 200 people). 

Beyond the “Major Urban” classification lies 58% of Victoria’s music festivals, most of which 

are in regional hubs (or “Other Urban” in the ABS classification), only 23.5% of festivals 

occurring in “Rural” areas. 

 



Figure 3. Number of Festivals in Urban and Rural Areas 

 

 

Genres 

Victoria sports a diversity of music genres at its festivals, with festivals often merging diverse 

styles in the same event. Notably, common genres include alternative, folk, rock, pop, rap, 

soul, indie, blues, country, bluegrass/Americana, EDM, electronica, jazz, Celtic/traditional, 

and acoustic music. While there are no general patterns in where or when these genres of 

music might be heard, there is a notable clustering of folk, Celtic and acoustic music located 

in more rural areas and in rural community events especially. In the Festivals Database, 

festival genres are presented either as the festival advertising presents them, or as 

contributing artists self-classify their music, as discovered through the artists’ own web 

presence or advertising. 

Format 

Victoria presents patrons with a mixture of community-run and commercial music festivals, 

including numerous free public and street events, especially during the Summertime. As 

shown in Figure 4, below, these events can last a little as a day to up to 19 days long, with 

around 6% of festivals being 10 days or longer. Victoria favours multi-day festivals, with 60% 

of festivals lasting more than one day. 

 



Figure 4. Length of Festival (Days) 

 

 

Perhaps somewhat more surprising is that around 45% of Victoria’s music festivals 

presented performances on only one stage, a common feature of many of the ‘border cases’ 

described above. It is notable that festival staging arrangements also vary widely among the 

research sample, with many festivals setting up formal stages with speaker and lighting 

systems, while others combine elements of venue-based stages and street fiestas or 

outdoor carnival events. Figure 5, below shows the number of stages found in each music 

festival, with 38 festivals appearing to be held at multiple separate venues, or be street 

events with an undefinable or uncertain number of stages both formal and informal. 

 

Figure 5. Number of Performance Stages 

 



Activities/services 

Information about the presence of activities and services was not always clearly available, so 

some caution should be exercised as activities and services are likely to be underestimated 

in the Festivals Database. While larger commercial events more often relied on food and 

drink vendors to supply their patrons (with many putting out open tenders for stall holders), 

many smaller and community events drew on local businesses' support to feed patrons, 

creating a mutually beneficial arrangement. The next most common form of activity was 

interactive events, such as workshops, carnival rides, group dancing and children’s activities. 

At least 56 (or 34%) of the 166 festivals included such interactive events. A more limited 

number of regionally-hosted festivals provided information on transport/busses or arranged 

these for attendees. 

Funding 

Approximately 63 of the 166 festivals identified advertised that they received some form of 

council/local or state support for their festival (approximately 38% of festivals), although 

caution should be exercised as information about funding sources was not always readily 

available. 

Although it has not been conducted yet, a further analysis could reveal what kind of 

successful festivals are more likely to have been funded by some level of government, 

compared with those that did not receive or apply for government funding/support. 

Performer demographics 

From three categories of performer demographics that we explored, we were able to find 

information most of the time. We found information on the percentage of women and non-

binary persons as performers for 80% of festivals; the percentage of First Nations persons 

as performers for 66% of festivals; and the percentage of local artists for 82% of festivals 

(local was most often defined as being Australian, although some event organisers defined 

this more exclusively as members of a regional area or suburb). In assessing the gender 

identity and First Nations identity of artists, some estimations and assumptions were made 

through two means: firstly, when the research team contacted festival organisers for 

information, the organiser’s knowledge has been relied upon and, secondly, researchers 

estimated the identities of artists based on publicly available statements, images, and claims 

made by artists or their representatives about the gender identity or identity as a First 

Nations person. The publicly available information may not always match how a person self-

identifies. 

Overall, women and non-binary persons were under-represented at festivals. Only 44% of 

festivals that this data was collected for could be classified as ‘balanced’ (32%) or skewed 

towards women and NB performers. Figure 6, below, categorises festivals into categories, 

based on the percentage of acts with at least one woman or non-binary member. 

 



Figure 6. Women and Non-binary Persons as Performers 

 

 

First Nations artists’ presence at festivals was overall quite low. Ninety-four percent of the 

festivals had less than 20% of their acts containing First Nations performers, with many 

having no Indigenous performers that were identified by organisers or could be identified by 

the research team. There were, however, three festivals that had at or close to 100% First 

Nations performers as promoting First Nations’ culture was the focus of the festival. 

Additionally, on average, 77.3% of acts are considered ‘locals’ by event organisers or are 

Australian-based acts. Figure 7, below, shows the number of festivals with different 

proportions of local and international acts, based on the percentage of acts that are local. 

The “Very High: 80%-100%” category comprises 64% of all festivals, while a total of 16% of 

Victorian festivals have a proportion of 60% or more international acts (by merging the “Very 

Low” and “Low” categories). 

 



Figure 7. Local Performers 

 

 

Future research could undertake correlational assessments of this data, possibly revealing 

what kinds of festivals have been more likely to employ women, non-binary persons, First 

Nations persons and ‘locals’. 

Accessibility 

There was only limited information about accessibility, and a sense that this is an 

afterthought for many/most festivals. One hundred and seven of the 166 festivals (or 64%) 

did not have any publicly available information about any accessibility measures. The forms 

of accessibility information stated on websites or relayed to the research team by event 

organisers include: accessible seating, accessible parking, accessible toilets, viewing 

platforms, Auslan interpretation, hearing loops, sensory spaces, staff training for different 

ability needs, companion ticket discounts, shuttle bus services, warning about inaccessible 

terrain, claims that accessibility is “dependent on venue”, and invitations to contact venues 

about accessibility needs. 

 

Conclusion 

What is a festival in Victoria? 
Given the diversity of music festivals in Victoria, our research team suggests that the AFA 

consider both the form of music festivals and their cultural and economic relevance for 

communities in developing a classification system. Table 3, below, suggests a 7-part 

classification system, which distinguishes festivals firstly on the basis of their funding (either 

commercial or community) and secondly by the cultural and economic significance of these 

events for communities. The categories suggested below are not always mutually exclusive, 

as some festivals may reasonably fit into multiple classifications. With further research and 

probing, this system could be further refined to classify the significance of these events for 

the music industries and the Victorian community. 

 



Table 3. Classification of Music Festivals 

Commercial: Recurring Privately funded, commercial festivals that have 
established a reputation as an annual or regularly 
recurring event in the one location. Example: Beyond the 
Valley. 

Commercial: 

National/International Event 

Series 

Privately funded, commercial festivals that tour multiple 
locations, either interstate or internationally, which share 
most of the same artist line-up at each iteration. Example: 
Electric Gardens Festival. 

Commercial: Other Any privately funded, commercial festival that doesn’t fit 
the above commercial festival descriptors.  

Community: Local Culture 

Festival 

Festivals that are funded by local communities, small 
businesses, donations and volunteering that act as annual 
gathering points for community members, centred around 
specific cultural identity and traditions (i.e. Celtic or 
Scottish). Example: Robert Burns Scottish Festival. 

Community: Specialty Genre Music genre specialty festivals that are usually funded by 
not-for-profit, small businesses or community groups that 
share an interest in a musical genre (i.e. Jazz, Blues or 
Folk). Example: Inverloch Jazz Festival. 

Community: Village Festival Community, small, business and not-for-profit sponsored 
festivals that take place in sparsely populated areas, with 
the effect of drawing tourism and economic benefits to 
small communities (i.e. regions classified by the ABS as 
having less than 200 residents). Example: Lake 
Charkegrak Country Music Marathon. 

Community: Other Any community, not-for-profit, or local-business funded 
festival that does not fit the above community festival 
descriptors. Example: Frankston Music Festival. 
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