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INTRODUCTION

The project Beyond Bourke Street: Melbourne Buskers in the Digital World is a multi-

media oral history initiative that documents the lived experiences and artistic practices 

of Melbourne-based street musicians. Developed as a practice-based PhD at Monash 

University between 2019 and 2024, the project employed podcasting, videography 

and digital ethnography to uncover the voices, performances and spatial dynamics of 

a vibrant yet often overlooked cultural scene. By drawing on 45 in-depth oral histo-

ries and mapping 365 street music performances in the city’s Central Business District 

(CBD), my work not only preserves first-person testimonies of artistic labour but also 

explores the intersection of memory, space and music-making in both physical and 

digital environments.

The research has resulted in a comprehensive digital artefact accessible at streetmusic 

melbourne.com, featuring a podcast series, a mapped archive of street music videos, 

curated playlists, and contextual information. It has been recognised by national 

institutions such as the National Film and Sound Archive of Australia and Oral 

History Australia, and included in international cultural mapping forums. This report 

outlines the methodology, outcomes and reflections of the project, highlighting its 

contributions to oral history, public history and multimedia storytelling.

https://streetmusicmelbourne.com
https://streetmusicmelbourne.com
https://streetmusicmelbourne.com
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PROJECT ORIGINS AND METHODOLOGY

The concept of Beyond Bourke Street was inspired by the global project Street 

MusicMap, which began in 2014 and documented over 1,900 street musicians across 

102 countries. Building on this transnational framework, the Melbourne-focused 

iteration offers a unique contribution by centring local performers’ voices, spaces, 

and sounds within a dynamic digital cultural mapping platform.1 Rather than simply 

responding to a gap in scholarly or journalistic attention, this project actively reposi-

tions street music as a key component of Melbourne’s urban cultural identity. It does so 

by documenting street music as a form of creative labour, multicultural expression, and 

spatial storytelling, integrating podcasting, videography, and geolocation to highlight 

how musical performances animate public life. In doing so, the project contributes 

to the evolution of oral history practice by using podcasting as both a narrative and 

archival form that embraces performance, place and sound as constitutive elements of 

testimony.2 It demonstrates how oral histories can be reimagined as multimodal public 

histories that bridge private memory and collective space, while also engaging contem-

porary audiences through accessible digital formats.3

The methodological framework combined ethnographic observation, semi-structured 

interviews, and journalistic multimedia production. While this project employed 

semi-structured interviews as its primary method of data collection, these were 

embedded within an oral history framework. In this context, semi-structured refers 

to a flexible interview format guided by open-ended questions, allowing interviewees 

to shape the narrative flow.4 However, the project’s intent extended beyond gathering 

responses to predefined prompts. Instead, it followed oral history principles in prior-

itising subjective memory, reflexivity, and the co-construction of meaning between 

1	 Nancy Duxbury, ‘Cultural Mapping as Cultural Inquiry’, in Nancy Duxbury, W. F. Garrett-Petts, and David 
MacLennan (eds), Cultural Mapping as Cultural Inquiry (London: Routledge, 2015), 1–2.

2	 Linda Shopes, ‘Oral History’, in Norman Denzin and Yvonna Lincoln (eds), The SAGE Handbook of Qual-
itative Research, 4th ed. (Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE, 2011), 451–465; Steven High, ‘Telling Stories: A 
Reflection on Oral History and New Media’, Oral History 38, no. 1 (2010): 101–112.

3	 Alistair Thomson, ‘Four Paradigm Transformations in Oral History’, The Oral History Review 34, no.1 
(2007): 64.

4	 Robyn Longhurst, ‘Semi-structured interviews and focus groups’, in Nicholas Clifford and Gill Valentine 
(eds), Key Methods in Geography (London: SAGE, 2023), 143–156.

https://www.instagram.com/streetmusicmap/
https://www.instagram.com/streetmusicmap/
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interviewer and narrator.5 The interviewees were treated as narrators of their own 

histories, and the interviewer’s role was facilitative rather than extractive, an approach 

that aligns with the ethics and practices of contemporary oral history.6

Fieldwork was conducted between 2019 and 2023 and resulted in 21 hours of audio 

recordings from 45 street musicians. Each interview blended personal storytelling with 

performance excerpts, forming the basis for a podcast series edited into 45 episodes 

averaging nine minutes in length. In addition, 365 short videos showcasing street 

performances were produced and placed on an interactive digital map, allowing users 

to explore the busking scene geographically.

The oral history approach centred on first-person narrative and performative testimony, 

ensuring that participants could speak for themselves through minimally mediated 

formats. Interviewees were encouraged to reflect on their journeys, influences, chal-

lenges and aspirations, allowing stories to unfold organically. The presence of musical 

performance within many interviews created a layered aural experience, where spoken 

memory was intertwined with song. Rather than reducing participants to sociological 

types, the oral histories aimed to amplify their unique voices, styles, and lived moments 

of musical encounter. 

The project treated the Melbourne CBD as a case study for examining urban musical 

labour. Particular attention was paid to iconic locations such as the Bourke Street Mall, 

Swanston Street, Flinders Street Station, Southbank Promenade and Queen Victoria 

Market. The mapping of these spaces was informed by policy documents from the City 

of Melbourne, interviews with artists and council representatives, and the lived experi-

ences of the performers themselves.

5	 Thompson, ‘Four Paradigm Transformations’, 64–65.

6	 Valerie Raleigh Yow, Recording Oral History: A Guide for the Humanities and Social Sciences, 3rd ed. 
(Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield, 2015), 1–2.
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OUTCOMES AND PUBLIC INTERFACES

A key innovation of Beyond Bourke Street lies in its public-facing digital outputs. The 

central platform, streetmusicmelbourne.com, functions as both an archive and a story-

telling portal. It is organised into several key sections:

•	 Podcast episodes: 45 short documentary-style episodes featuring inter-

views and original music.

•	 Street music videos: 365 geolocated street performance videos.

•	 Cultural mapping: A Google Maps–based interface to explore perfor-

mance locations.

•	 Music playlists: Two curated playlists of 189 original songs by Melbourne 

buskers.

These outputs are designed to engage both academic and non-academic audiences, 

facilitating experiential learning, cultural tourism and music discovery. The site also 

includes a section on the researcher’s methodology and personal journey, making the 

project transparent and accessible.

The project’s podcast component was especially significant in bridging oral history 

and public media. Archived by the National Film and Sound Archive of Australia, the 

podcast preserves a unique cultural snapshot of artists navigating both everyday perfor-

mances and the extraordinary disruptions of the COVID-19 pandemic. Episodes 

feature artists from diverse backgrounds, including Tanya George, Glen Wee, Ernest 

Aines, Romanie, J Verse, Honeyboy Des and George Kamikawa.

COVID-19 AND STREET MUSIC RESILIENCE

The pandemic period from March 2020 to October 2021 posed a significant challenge 

to the street music community in Melbourne, with 262 days of lockdowns and public 

performance bans. Beyond Bourke Street adapted by shifting from in-person to remote 

interviews when necessary, allowing for continued documentation despite physical 

constraints. These adaptations are reflected in the structure of the podcast series, which 

https://streetmusicmelbourne.com
https://streetmusicmelbourne.com
https://streetmusicmelbourne.com/podcast-episodes/
https://streetmusicmelbourne.com/instagram-videos/
https://streetmusicmelbourne.com/maps/
https://streetmusicmelbourne.com/music-playlist/
https://www.collection.nfsa.gov.au/search/query=beyond%20bourke%20street&sort=a-z
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captures a temporal arc: testimonies recorded before, during and after the pandemic 

restrictions.

The COVID-19 episodes provide an important historical record of how cultural 

workers coped with disruption. Artists recounted the psychological toll of losing 

audiences, the financial precarity of relying on public donations, and the innovative 

strategies they employed to stay connected, such as livestreaming performances and 

embracing QR code payments. As a result, the podcast serves not only as an oral history 

archive but also as a record of cultural resilience and adaptation.

CHALLENGES AND REFLECTIONS

Several challenges emerged during the project’s development. One key issue was nego-

tiating the ethics of filming and interviewing performers in public space. While the 

street is a public domain, the project prioritised informed consent. This approach was 

essential to building trust and respecting the artistic autonomy of each contributor.

Another challenge was balancing the roles of researcher, journalist and cultural 

participant. The dual identity as both documentarian and observer required critical 

self-reflection and transparency, especially when shaping narrative arcs in the podcast 

episodes. The role of editing became central: not merely technical, but curatorial, 

determining how stories were structured and emotions conveyed.

Additionally, the project had to grapple with digital fatigue and the saturation of 

online media during the pandemic. Maintaining audience engagement across platforms 

(Instagram, SoundCloud, YouTube, Spotify) required strategic communication and 

design choices. The success of the platform in reaching both local and global audiences 

was due in part to its integration of familiar digital tools within a coherent storytelling 

framework.

CONTRIBUTION TO ORAL HISTORY PRACTICE

Beyond Bourke Street exemplifies the evolving possibilities of oral history when inte-

grated with multimedia and mapping technologies. By treating podcasting as both a 

narrative and archival form, the project extends the reach of oral testimony beyond 

Reports: Bacchieri
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traditional interview transcripts or audio archives. While the podcast episodes were 

formally archived by the National Film and Sound Archive of Australia, the original 

full-length oral history interviews were not deposited as separate archival entities. This 

was a deliberate choice, reflecting both ethical considerations (particularly around 

consent and public exposure) and a curatorial intent to prioritise crafted, context-rich 

narratives designed for public engagement rather than raw documentation. The use of 

geolocation and video further enhances the sense of place and immediacy, reinforcing 

the idea that oral histories are not only spoken but also spatial and performative.

The project also contributes to the practice of public history by showcasing how 

community-based cultural production can be documented in ways that honour 

complexity, emotion and aesthetics. Moreover, the project offers a replicable model for 

documenting ephemeral or mobile cultural practices. Street music, by nature transient, 

poses archival challenges. The integration of mapping, short-form video and podcasting 

allows for a flexible, user-oriented archive that resists erasure while remaining adapt-

able to future technological shifts.

RECOGNITION AND IMPACT

The project’s impact has been recognised both nationally and internationally. The 

podcast was acquired by the National Film and Sound Archive of Australia, affirming 

its cultural and historical value. The digital map and research findings have been cited 

in academic publications and featured in public forums such as the Music Cities 

Awards (as a finalist in the 2023 Music Cities Awards, under the category of Best Music 

Tourism Initiative). In 2025, the author of Beyond Bourke Street was invited by the City 

of Port Phillip, in Melbourne, to be the street music curator of two stages at Acland 

Street, as part of the official lineup of St Kilda Festival, known as Australia’s largest 

community festival.

Engagement with institutions such as the City of Melbourne, City of Port Phillip and 

Oral History Australia further demonstrates the project’s relevance to policy, urban 

planning and cultural preservation. It has also served as a pedagogical tool in higher 

education, particularly in journalism and cultural studies courses.

https://www.musiccitiesevents.com/_files/ugd/214dbc_6b52bdf5c2f542a6bb3623981e4f082a.pdf
https://www.musiccitiesevents.com/_files/ugd/214dbc_6b52bdf5c2f542a6bb3623981e4f082a.pdf
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CONCLUSION AND FUTURE DIRECTIONS

Beyond Bourke Street: Melbourne Buskers in the Digital World demonstrates the poten-

tial of oral history when combined with digital storytelling, cultural mapping and 

journalistic inquiry. This interdisciplinary synthesis enables not only the preserva-

tion of memory but its reanimation through multimodal forms that engage broader 

publics.7 Podcasting and geolocation technologies allow for the creation of spatially 

situated, performative narratives that situate testimony within lived environments.8 

These methods enhance accessibility, sensory engagement, and affective resonance, 

expanding oral history’s reach beyond traditional archives or transcripts. In doing 

so, the project exemplifies how digital oral history can foster both civic listening and 

cultural recognition, offering a rich account of Melbourne’s street music scene while 

foregrounding the voices and sounds of artists who shape the city’s cultural identity.9

Looking ahead, the project could be expanded through collaborations with cultural 

institutions to develop exhibitions or educational modules. There is also potential for 

comparative studies with street music scenes in other cities, using the same method-

ological framework. As urban spaces continue to evolve and digital platforms reshape 

cultural participation, projects like Beyond Bourke Street will remain essential for 

capturing the nuances of creative life at the street level. In doing so, they affirm the 

importance of listening – closely, contextually and collaboratively – to the voices that 

animate our shared spaces.

Author note: This report is based on the author’s practice-based PhD thesis ‘Beyond 

Bourke Street: Melbourne Buskers in the Digital World’, completed at Monash Univer-

sity in 2024.

7	 High, Telling Stories, 111.

8	 Karin Bijsterveld and José van Dijck, Sound Souvenirs: Audio Technologies, Memory and Cultural Practices 
(Amsterdam: Amsterdam University Press, 2009), 14–19.

9	 Doug Boyd, Achieving the Promise of Oral History in a Digital Age, in Donald A. Ritchie (ed.), The Oxford 
Handbook of Oral History, Oxford Handbooks (2010; online edn, Oxford Academic, 18 September 2012), 
299–301.
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