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This article explores how recent technological changes 
have affected the social and cultural practices of New 
Zealand communities that are based on recorded music. 
It considers the shrinking number of brick-and-mortar 
record shops in the wider context of discussing how now 
widespread Internet usage has forever changed the music 
producer-distributor-consumer relationship, as well as the 
relationship audience members have with one another. The 
account tracks the history of the record retail space in 20th 
Century New Zealand, before drawing on conversations 
with 30 highly-engaged music consumers in order to explore 
the relevance of the record shops that remain today. 
Participants also discuss the impact Internet access has 
had on New Zealand-based music aficionados. The central 
theme that emerges during these conversations is that 
though ‘something’ is lost with increasingly less physical 
community spaces to congregate, the Internet provides 
a potentially more inclusive and expansive platform for a 
greater cross-section of audience members to feel involved. 

From K Road to iTunes: 
Social and cultural changes 
in New Zealand recorded 
music communities

Lewis Tennant
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FROM TALKERIES TO TOWER:  
MUSIC RETAILING IN 20TH CENTURY  
NEW ZEALAND

In recent years brick-and-mortar record stores have fallen on hard 
times, with over 3000 having closed in the US for the decade through 
to 2008,1 and 90% of recorded music retailers having closed in the UK 
as of 2015.2 Over the last twenty years in New Zealand the number of 
specialty music stores has fallen from approximately 300 to about 30.3 
Brick-and-mortar record shop closures are typically a result of the rise 
in online music retailers and streaming services, online music piracy, 
major recording labels trending toward backing blockbuster pop stars 
rather than developing and nurturing a wider range of artists’ careers, 
and ‘big box’ retailers such as The Warehouse offering physical music 
sales for prices smaller retailers cannot compete with. Of these factors, 
it is Internet usage that has had the most effect on the lessening 
number of physical record shops and physical recordings. Since Napster 
was introduced in 1999, the variety and amount of music available 
to the public has continued to increase, as has the ability to share, 
stream, and download music collaboratively, often for little or no cost.4 
The effects of the Internet on the recorded music industry have been 
relatively swift, considering that the industry’s supply chain remained 
fairly static throughout the 20th Century. 

Following Edison’s 1877 demonstration of the phonograph in the 
US,5 sound recordings were made available to the public in stores selling 
any combination of musical instruments, sheet music, and radios. By 
the 1940s the first stores principally selling recorded music emerged, 
such as Colony, Commodore, and Sam Goody’s in New York, and 
Wallich’s Music City in Los Angeles.6 In New Zealand the phonograph 
was demonstrated 18 months after its debut in the US, with locals 
quick to embrace recorded sounds.7 This afforded locals a greater 
sense of connection to international culture.8 In 1901 a chain called 
Talkeries was established, specialising in selling discs and phonographs. 
Charles Begg & Co followed in 1906, opening a gramophone and 
phonograph department in their Dunedin store, and by 1911 five Begg’s 
stores nationwide had such departments.9 By the mid-1920s most 
homes owned a disc player, while HMV opened a disc pressing plant in 
Australia which increased the variety of titles available locally.10 Like the 
US, by the 1940s there were stores primarily focussed on selling recorded 
music, notably HMV in Wellington, and Marbecks  
in Auckland.11

World War Two had two significant yet distinct effects on 
recorded music consumption in New Zealand. The first restricted the 
supply of records locally. By the 1940s the British-owned HMV/EMI 
controlled 90% of the music distributed in New Zealand (the result of 
Imperial Preference laws & anti-trust laws), an arrangement which 
meant that HMV could punish local retailers for acquiring discs from 
other places. Supply restriction was further exacerbated by wartime 
rationing of aluminium and shellac (used in the production of music 
discs) as well as limited access to now war-sensitive shipping routes.12 
The second effect of the War was that local tastes began to veer toward 
US music and popular culture, usurping the hitherto British Empire-
derived focus on music from England. American troops stationed in 
New Zealand had brought their culture as well as their music with 
them.13 In the early 1950s the HMV/EMI monopoly was broken in time for 
the arrival of rock and roll near the close of the decade. Record retailers 
struggled to keep up with the demand for discs. By this stage the 78 
rpm disc was being superseded by the 45 rpm single, and sales of the 
latter jumped from 125,000 in the first half of 1957, to 589,000 in the 
second half. In the same year imported sales dropped by two-thirds as 
local pressing plants were established.14 

There is no formal record of the history of music retailing in 
New Zealand from 1965 onwards, but the trajectory followed by the 
industry here is comparable to what occurred in the US and the UK. In 
the US the ‘British invasion’ brought about by The Beatles in the 1960s 
hastened the growth of independent record stores there as demand 

Murray & Hayden Marbeck, c.1960.
The first Marbeck Record Store was 
opened in 1934 by their mother 
and father, Eileen & Alfred. Today, 
Murray's son Roger operates 
Marbeck's Records in Queens 
Arcade, Auckland. 
Photo courtesy of Roger Marbeck.
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grew for sheet music and 45s,15 while in the UK stores primarily selling 
recorded music began to flourish from the late-1960s onwards.16 In the 
US, UK, and New Zealand a greater number of smaller independent 
stores emerged, many of which began to specialise in specific genres, 
and these coexisted alongside larger stores selling more general titles, 
as well as mail order record clubs.17 

The 1970s saw even greater diversity between stores, with some 
known for knowledgeable staff, some for considerable back catalogue 
or second-hand stock, some for specific genres, and some for stocking 
accessories for the counter-culture such as alternative magazines 
or apparatus for smoking cannabis. Examples in Auckland included 
the Record Warehouse (which had the best singles collection in New 
Zealand), and Direction Records (which was the first of the alternative 
stores of the post-hippie era). Professor Longhairs specialised in punk 
and new wave, and the Record Exchange on Karangahape Road 
dominated the second-hand market from the mid-1970s until early into 
the 21st Century.18 As was the case in the US, corporate music retailing 
chains spread throughout the country from the 1980s onward, including 
Sounds, HMV, EMI, Tower, Tracs and The CD Store. The 1990s saw the 
advent of ‘big box’ retailers gaining discounts for bulk buying from 
record companies, enabling chains such as The Warehouse to offer CDs 
at a retail price independent stores could not realistically match.19  
The turn of the Millennium heralded the rapid disintermediation of the 
20th Century recording industry business model, and subsequent record 
shop closures.

Photographer: John 
House.  Year: 1984, Title: 
‘1980s hair in the EMI 
Shop (Cuba Mall, Wel-
lington)’

Independent brick-and-mortar record shops have traditionally 
been a key intermediary between the recorded music industry and 
recorded music consumers. The rapid decline in the number of physical 
stores has led to discussions regarding the historical and ongoing social 
and cultural relevance of these spaces, particularly as community 
hubs for those who regularly frequent them. Previous studies have 
argued that independent brick-and-mortar stores provide lifestyle 
spaces that aid in fostering music-based subcultures, scenes and 
communities.20 Gracon (2010) described independent record shops as 
counter-hegemonic, stocking a wider variety of products than available 
from the mainstream media machine.21 Everrett (2009) suggested 
independent record shops can function as educational spaces,22 
Gracon (2009) further positing that music is not the only focus, in that 
discussions instore can extend to the wider issues of the day. He argues 
that in this regard there is counter-hegemony too, with these spaces 
often fostering alternative viewpoints to mainstream media messages.23 
McIntyre (2009) contends that independent shops can foster a sense 
of community for patrons and staff, encouraging social interaction 
between like-minded people.24 The sense of community felt in many 
independent shops appears to involve a collective group identity, 
cultivated by shared interests, language, visual symbols and ideas. 

FROM BRICKS TO BINARY:  
CHANGING MUSIC DISTRIBUTION  
AND CONSUMPTION PATTERNS

The following account considers how recent technological changes 
have affected the social and cultural practices of recorded music 
communities in a New Zealand context, in turn reflecting on some of 
the key findings that emerged in the studies of Everret (2009), Gracon 
(2009, 2010) and McIntrye (2009,2011). These themes were explored 
during a series of focus groups conducted in Auckland, New Zealand. 
Over a two-month period in late 2014, 26 people who self-identified as 
‘highly-engaged music consumers’ each took part in one of a series of 
focus groups. 

Owing to this study investigating changing human behaviours 
as a result of the recent proliferation of Internet usage, a wide range 
of age groups was sought. Thirteen who took part were aged in their 
thirties, nine were in their twenties, four in their forties, and three in 
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their fifties. Six of the participants were under 25, and though they had 
some memories of physical format recordings and physical format retail 
outlets, their primary reference point for where to procure recorded 
music was the Internet. However, in terms of these younger participants 
being skewed towards online resources, age did not always correlate 
with where music was primarily sourced. For example, two participants 
in their twenties claimed they procured over 80% of their music 
offline, while two participants in their 50s stated they sourced over 
99% of their music online. As engaged music consumers and fans, all 
participants indicated they were regular and competent Internet users. 
The latter point proved fruitful where the older of the participants were 
concerned, as all had engaged with, and had a long-term perspective 
on, both traditional and modern audience practices.

The data from the focus groups and one-on-one interviews 
was analysed using Grounded Theory 25 in order to generate a set of 
explanations about participants initial and ongoing engagement 
with recorded music, what pleasures they seek when consuming 
music, their engagement with and reflections on changing music and 
communication technologies, their involvement with and perspectives 
on recorded music-based communities and social interactions, and 
finally their reflections on the ongoing social and cultural relevance of 
the independent brick-and-mortar record shop.

  The contemporary music consumer exists in a media 
distribution and communication environment shaped by the substantial 
changes that have occurred since around the turn of the 21st century. 
The way participants described acquiring and consuming music, as well 
as interacting with other music fans, was consistent with the recent 
disintermediation that has occurred within the music industry.26 That is, 
participants described a contemporary world of choice, characterised 
by access to a vast amount of music and music-based information, as 
well as far greater potential to directly interact with other audience 
members globally.

In regard to accessing music, the environment participants 
described growing up in was limited both by geographical and  
industrial factors. 

I spent two hours in the record section of the stationers in 
Howick, which was where records were sold in those days. (Si) 
 
Yeah, we lived in Palmerston North, and I think there was  
one CD store in the city centre and we’d only go there once  
a weekend. (Paz)

Despite an age difference of 27 years, Si and Paz described the 
same situation regarding growing up in New Zealand. The following 
thoughts from Vincent highlighted the industrial restrictions of this pre-
Internet environment.

I remember growing up in Mt Manganui same thing. One record 
store and it was very much like a rock, Top 40 record store and, 
like you’d end up having to go to the Flea Markets and buy stuff 
or garage sales to buy like your old classics and stuff. (Vincent)

Participants were not only restricted by physical location 
(seemingly accentuated in ‘small town’ New Zealand), but by the 
wholesale commercial control of the supply of music globally at 
the time. With music availability once wholly dictated by the record 
company, distributor and retailer,27 these participants’ options were a 
limited selection of titles distributed and made available in a limited 
number of locations. This is precisely the scarcity Anderson28 describes 
in his reflections on the ‘Long Tail’ of the modern media environment, 
where near unlimited selection now replaces the ‘hit driven’ economics 
that led Vincent away from his local music retailer in search of more 
esoteric options elsewhere.

Age 22, Eric’s recent experience of going to Auckland’s Real 
Groovy highlighted the irreversible shift that has happened in the 
production, consumption, and exchange of music.29

It’s one of those moments where you go to Real Groovy and 
you pick up the record and you are like ‘wow I’m seeing it in real 
life!’ And it costs too much. (Eric)

What was once a physical item sold at a set price is now able 
to be shared infinitely amongst audience members. Eric visits Real 
Groovy to wonder over holding a physical copy of a record and ‘seeing 
it in real life’ as he has only known an environment where recorded 
music is available easily on the Internet for low or no-cost. Piracy is now 
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normalised,30 and many artists openly encourage accessing their music 
at a price determined by the consumer, and that price is often ‘free’.31 
It is thus unsurprising that Eric regards Real Groovy, and the trinkets it 
houses, as a curio.  

The majority of participants used the Internet as their primary 
source for procuring recorded music. However, regardless of where 
participants procured music, most suggested brick-and-mortar record 
shops do maintain relevance, though only for a particular niche of 
audience members. These individuals appeared to frequent these 
spaces not because of a singular necessity to source the music in them, 
but rather for wider social and cultural factors linked to utilising them.

I always visit, I can’t help it. Even if it’s in Wellington, I can’t 
help to walk into RPM Records and have a little dig. Even 
Conch. I’ll go there for a coffee and I’ll still just find myself 
flicking through the bins. It’s just a habit because there’s 
always those things that I want the hard copy of, and things 
I’ve been looking for for years, those elusive bits. (Drew) 
 
I like being able to pick up a record because you have that… 
you don’t know before you get there that you’re going to get it. 
And you have a feeling of like ‘sweet I’ve found it’ as opposed 
to just mindlessly scrolling through pages. (Bob) 
 
The chance factor. You gotta be rewarded. It’s a personal 
reward that nowadays is really hard to come by. Like, when you 
actually find that record. (Drew)

For participants who frequented physical stores, there 
appeared to be a sought after ritualistic aspect to record shops that 
cannot be replicated online. The degree of unexpectedness, physicality, 
and personal reward that they felt cannot be replicated digitally. 
Though all conceded that the Internet offers a far more extensive and 
instantaneous inventory of music, the chance and serendipity involved 
in patronising record stores, as well as the overall slower process of 
searching through as well as traveling to them, continued to be a 
beneficial and rewarding experience.

Participants’ described the record store space as offering 
more than just a point of exchange for money and goods. Similarly, 
earlier studies have found that independent stores often encourage 
music-based subcultures, scenes and communities32 based on 

stocking and promoting a wider variety of products than is available 
from the mainstream media machine.33 However what appears 
markedly different at this juncture is that the fulfilments these spaces 
offered participants appears overwhelmingly personal rather than 
interpersonal. ‘Digging’ for records seems to place no great emphasis 
on the community-building aspects of shops, rather describing quite a 
solitary activity in a space albeit inhabited by other people. 

Less than a decade after the studies of Gracon (2009, 2010), 
McIntyre (2009), and Everett (2009), participants described enjoying 
many of the culturally significant aspects of independent brick-and-
mortar stores described in these investigations, but very little of 
the social. None mentioned the value of independent stores as an 
alternative to the mainstream media machine,34 perhaps because 
the internet now fulfils this role in participants’ lives. Aside from Jim 
and Hannah, no one described independent stores as educational 
spaces,35 nor spaces which encourage the airing of counter-hegemonic 
viewpoints.36 Again, aside from Jim and Hannah, nobody cited store 
employees as go-to people for advice and recommendations,37 nor 
did they allude to any meaningful sense of group identity.38 It seems 
widespread access to the Internet has considerably reduced the need for 
people to interact on any meaningful level in brick-and-mortar shops. 

The apparently diminishing social draw to physical record 
shops might begin at the counter. Participants described a pre-Internet 
environment where staff members played a crucial role as both 
tastemakers and gatekeepers. 

... in the ‘90s there was one store in Tauranga called The 
Source, and there was a guy called Chook, he used to play in a 
metal band called The Abyss, and he was the guy who put us 
onto a lot of metal at one point. (Drew) 
 
Was that a result of this guy Chook? (Interviewer) 
 
I guess he was that classic record store dude. You’d go to see 
him because (a) he was older than you and (b) he was playing 
in a cool band, and he’d he’d be like, ‘oh you should check 
this out’, like he kind of got to know what we were buying so 
when we came in the next time he’d be able to recommend 
something. (Drew)
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Drew’s description of Chook, a record shop employee in 
1990s Tauranga, New Zealand, appropriately illustrates the cultural 
significance of the store clerk as key tastemaker in the then limited 
media and information environment. The significance of a ‘Chook’ was 
not uncommon amongst particularly engaged 20th Century music 
consumers. However, with widespread access to the Internet in the 
developed world, and the disintermediation of traditional industry 
structures, it might be said that now any audience member might be a 
‘Chook’ if they so wish, and their expertise need not be restricted to the 
small New Zealand town they reside in. 

As one of a handful of participants who had themselves worked 
in traditional music retail, Hannah’s description of being an ‘expert’ 
record shop employee was telling.

I remember there was a guy who would come in and he was 
really interested in the alt country scene, so he came in as a fan 
of Ryan Adams. A couple of us were there when he came in and 
he was like ‘oh, what else do you think I should listen to?’ And 
we kind of gave him all of these ideas and he ended up coming 
back every month or so based on... it was really based on the 
Border Catalogue and the Rhythm Method catalogue, but that 
was it. (Hannah) 

Hannah's honest description of appearing an expert to 
the customer in question though ‘it was really based on the Border 
Catalogue and the Rhythm Method catalogue’ perfectly illustrates the 
restrictions in place for most audience members in the pre-Internet 
environment. In that more intermediated environment having access 
to the catalogues of record companies represented having access to 
different titles, and in turn being able to act as a middleperson in the 
consumption process. Now audience members can autonomously 
source, access, and consume a wide range of titles, representing 
the ‘freed’ music Hill referred to in his article on changing music 
consumption patterns.39 As a result, contemporary music consumers 
arguably have significantly less reason to call on the expertise of 
traditional ‘gatekeepers’ like the record shop employee.  

A number of participants described experiencing social anxiety 
in physical record shops, which suggests that the Internet might provide 
a less intimidating platform to interact with others.

Real Groovy was one of those places when I worked there... 
it was... there was a community, but there was definitely 
contempt in some ways [laughs]… (Jim) 
 
I mean, record stores are some of my favourite places, and 
everywhere I go I try to get to a record store, at least one. But, 
you know, they can be intimidating, and I remember record 
stores where you do get that Jack Black character in High 
Fidelity. He’s a kind of composite of people… (Nasir)

Jim and Nasir both referenced the fictional book40 and 
subsequent film adaptation High Fidelity,41 a comedy-drama in which 
central character Rob Gordon owns an independent brick-and-mortar 
record shop staffed by Dick and Barry (the latter of whom is played by 
actor Jack Black). Barry is brash and obnoxious to customers who he 
does not feel possess the requisite knowledge of (and taste in) music 
required to frequent the store, often resulting in customers either being 
told to leave or hastily exiting of their own volition. As Jim observed as 
a record shop employee, and Nasir as a customer, ‘Barry’ is based on an 
employee stereotype that exists, and does not fit well with the notion 
that brick-and-mortar shops are inclusive spaces. 

Participants’ observations regarding power relations might be 
linked to the significance these individuals attach to music in their lives, 
as it seems unlikely such social anxiety would be attached to shopping 
for something like groceries. In the following passage, Bob’s comparison 
of his record shop experiences with shopping online suggest that the 
intimidation felt by some in physical stores might be lessened by the 
relative anonymity the Internet accommodates.

I dunnoh if it’s really related but... you asked about the benefits 
of online. Like I was in Real Groovy a few months ago and I 
bought a Chaka Khan record. This ‘80s, you know fluoro... and 
the guy at the counter was like this hardcore punk and I could 
tell he was just having the time of his life... ‘look at this guy 
buying this pansy ass record’. And he had it out and he was 
displaying it. I was like ‘put it in the bag! Put it in the bag!’ 
Maybe a little in my head... but hey, if I’d bought it online...
(Bob)
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Feedback from participants also emphasised the value of 
what is now immediate access to music and music-based information, 
particularly when based in New Zealand. Whereas access to new music 
and music journalism was once dictated by the limits of airspeed or 
telephony, the Internet allows those with unrestricted connection 
instantaneous access to information and communication, irrespective 
of geographic location.42 Local audiences can now link globally to 
people with similar tastes with ease, encouraging a greater sense of 
self-identity with a customisable network of like-minded individuals.43 
From the standpoint of music production, a modern incarnation of the 
‘Dunedin Sound’ (a tag for a revered style of indie pop music created 
in Dunedin in the early 1980s) might now be the distinctive musical 
output of a global collective who convene and share ideas and files on a 
Facebook group page.

CONTEMPROARY MUSIC COMMUNITIES: 
ALONE, TOGETHER? 

The following comments from Sean, Jed, Tony, and Jim encapsulate the 
sense of community once felt in many local independent brick-and-
mortar record shops. 
Sean and Jed recounted interacting in-store.  

You used to go to a record store and there’d be a community of 
people who play all different genres and listen to all different 
genres, you kind of mix and um... (Sean) 
 
There was the old Real Groovy thing where there was so many 
people there and I’d see like [inaudible] on the other side of the 
room and be like ‘hey here’s one for you’. The old Real Groovy 
thing doesn’t really happen and that was a massive sort of 
social ground... (Jed)  
 
Back in the day with BPM and Beat Merchants you kind of had 
a rapport with the staff. Now there’s a big turnover, and you 
just don’t know these people. And now it is less of a sort of 
social outing, and they’re just sort of doing the sales, you’re 
just in a queue, there’s not the same kind of amount of time 
and banter, and um... (Sean) 

[On record shops in Auckland, New Zealand in the 1980s and 
1990s] Had people in the music scene, you know, it wasn’t just 
a job. They might have been musicians, deejays whatever… it 
seemed like a unified kind of existence. (Jim)

Participants’ comments frame a community atmosphere in 
shops as a historical phenomenon. Sean stated ‘you used to go into 
a record store and there’d be a community of people’ and ‘now it is 
less of a sort of social outing, and they’re just sort of doing the sales, 
you’re just in a queue, there’s not the same kind of amount of time 
and banter’, Jed referred to ‘the old Real Groovy thing’, Jim described 
working in shops in the 1980s and 1990s as not ‘just a job’ and a ‘unified 
kind of existence’. These sentiments are unsurprising, considering that 
the Internet now accommodates many of the social facets of the brick-
and-mortar store environment that originally drew people to these 
spaces. The disintermediation that has occurred in the recorded music 
industry has lessened the significance of a number of middlepersons 
traditionally involved in the business, placing more power in the hands 
of artists and audience members and leaving both groups to forge a 
more direct relationship with each other. This might explain Sean’s 

Painting the Soul Mine, Kilbirnie, Wellington, 1986.
L to R. Tui Karawana (2Ski), Tony Murdoch, Rhys Bell (DJ Rhys B), and 'The Devastating Double Agent'
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observation that many store staff are now ‘just sort of doing sales’ 
while he is ‘just in a queue’. 

Vincent explained how the ability to interact online had allowed 
him to connect globally with people with the same specific interests 
rather than locally with people with more diverse preferences.

I remember when a lot of us kind of jumped online mid-2000s 
and it straight away went to a much more global kind of reach 
I guess. And so instead of going and seeing the same five guys 
at your local record store every Saturday—who aren’t into the 
same stuff but they kind of like tolerate it or whatever, and they 
talk about stuff, but it doesn’t really mesh—you all of a sudden 
got in touch with 200 people who were all around the world who 
were possibly even much more focussed into your immediate 
interests. And so that’s become really powerful. (Vincent)

Though the majority of participants agreed that physical 
spaces like the brick-and-mortar record shop can still yield significant 
social and cultural benefits, the same participants’ current engagement 
with recorded music and fellow music fans indicated the Internet 
now provides these same benefits, in turn providing a seemingly more 
inclusive and expansive place for interaction. Participants’ reflections—
from growing up with a reliance on one record shop and a radio, to now 
being able to instantly access a range of music and information on a 
global scale and with relative ease—tracked the transition from the 20th 
Century music industry model where the availability of recorded music 
was much more widely dictated by the record company, distributor, 
and retailer,44 to the modern ‘post-Napster’ media environment where 
near unlimited selection has replaced the ‘hit driven’45 environment 
of old. Where once Tauranga’s Chook guided local metal fans to new 
artists and albums, there are now many ‘Chooks’ informing people’s 
tastes globally. For those who experience social anxiety in face-to-face 
situations, the Internet can provide a potentially more inclusive space. 
Feeling a sense of community in local record shops was discussed in 
an increasingly historical context, because online environments now 
provide many of the social benefits record stores once did. Where New 
Zealand’s geographical isolation has often been woven into popular 
culture narratives—as well as narratives concerning national identity—
responses in this study indicate physical location may be becoming less 
of a marker of identity and belonging, and less of a determinant as to 
how communities form around specific interests. 
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