
Supporting the Sounds of State College 

On any given night in Happy Valley, a variety of opportunities arise for students downtown. 
Whether it be going to a bar, fraternity or apartment party, downtown State College stays alive 
well into the night. 

It’s no surprise that State College has a national reputation for its intense football games, THON 
festivities and Greek life activities. These elements of student culture all solidify Penn State’s 
reputation as a “party school.” And, as a tiny town adjacent to a massive university, it’s easy to 
label State College as the outlet for student nightlife.  

Despite the small town’s big reputation, State College could seem like it’s missing something: a 
thriving local music scene.  

While the Bryce Jordan Center attracts big entertainers like Justin Timberlake and Travis Scott, 
people may overlook the local music spots like Zeno’s, Webster’s and the Phyrst.  

Though the town has always been small, some local musicians have noticed a negative trend in 
the town’s music nightlife over the past few decades.  

Mark Ross, owner of Alley Cat Music Store, has observed and played in the State College music 
scene since he moved here in 1980. 

As a current member of the blues, swing and roots band Miss Melanie and the Valley Rats, and 
former member of Queen Bee, Ross has been playing downtown since 1984 and has toured in 
college towns across the country. 

“State College has changed dramatically,” Ross said while recounting its music evolution. 

“On a Wednesday night in 1995, have your choice between...blues, reggae, rockabilly, funk, 
classic rock. The college kids in that era embraced all those styles, they seemed more inquisitive 
to learn about [this music]. Now, if you go out on a Wednesday night, there are only a handful of 
venues playing live music,” he says. 

While Ross does not typically play downtown anymore, he observes that “music now is a little 
different and [tastes are] a little narrower.” 

Times and music preferences change, but some students today feel indifferent towards the 
downtown music scene. In a small poll of 72 Penn State students, only 11 said they felt 
positively about it.  

This could be because the local scene seems to go on in the background of all the town’s 
unending chaos, and only the students who feel passionately about music tend to seek it out.  

Penn State Professor and local musician Molly Countermine agrees that she’s seen changes in the 
scene in the past two decades, but still keeps a positive outlook.  



She’s been performing in different bands and at different venues since 1998, and currently 
performs at the Phyrst every Friday with Ted McCloskey and the Hi-Fi’s.  

With an interesting, “eclectic” variety of music, she often plays for newly-turned 21-year-olds 
just beginning to get a taste of the bar life. 

“[We play for] students who really like live music, they’re music junkies…they’re paying 
attention to music that isn’t just on pop radio right now,” she says as she describes her Friday 
night crowd. She also observes that the crowd usually tends to be students not involved in Greek 
organizations.  

Like Ross, she has also noticed some changes in the number of bands performing over the past 
two decades.  

“Unfortunately, I do think there’s been a bigger switch to cover bands since I’ve been here…they 
also have more DJs, even the Phyrst has DJs now and then,” she says. She has also noticed how 
the arrival of cell phones has changed how students engage in the crowd. 

“Everybody’s on their phone way more…in 1998, nobody really had cell phones, even in the 
early 2000s people weren’t really on them… [today], they’re using it in an interactive way too,” 
she notices how students use apps like Snapchat and Instagram to record performances and meet 
up with friends. 

While this has its perks, she also notices how students seem to have a decreased attention span 
when it comes to music they don’t immediately know or enjoy.  

She says she’s looked out into the crowd and seen an entire first row of students on their phones 
during their show, which is strange for her. When this happens, she says she likes to focus in on 
those who still pay attention to the music.  

Cell phone usage and social media have become common trends when discussing how students 
and millennials communicate and interact.  

Local musician and founder of website, “The Band Junkies” Luke Cimbala uses social media to 
his advantage when it comes to sharing music. Founded in 2019, his website puts all local 
musicians, bands, music teachers and studios all in one place and also regularly shares 
information on the Facebook page.   

The bands range in variety of genre, with a good amount of cover bands that play classic rock, 
90’s rock and some current music. While he knows that not everybody enjoys listening to these 
genres and prefer pop or hip-hop, he’s still going to push for rock.  



“Even in 100 years if music gets played by computers, I think ‘Stairway to Heaven’ is still gonna 
win,” he says.  

As part of his quest to solidify and grow the local music scene, he attends all the bands’ shows 
and posts videos of their performances. He does this to make live music more accessible to 
busier graduates who can’t attend the shows, and also to promote the live shows so more people 
come out to them.  

As a native of State College, he says it was easier to get people out to shows 10 years ago, as his 
core group has gotten older and busier. While he would also like to reach current students, he 
observes that it can be difficult to reach out to this age group.  

“It seems like the tolerance of fun has risen,” he says.  

He hasn’t noticed a change in the town’s opportunities, he says that students today may not be 
taking advantage of them as much as they used to. He also says that the opportunities today are 
less concentrated.  

In order to strengthen the music scene, local artists and fans have to show up to shows, be 
present and enjoy the music.  

In a small town, it can seem difficult to find music opportunities the more scattered they are. But, 
with the variety of talent the town holds, using the right resources and putting in an effort can be 
worth it. 


