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Introducing a Post-Community Perspective on Live Music Clubs
Abstract
This article explores changes in the Manhattan rock club scene to open up for new approaches to the study of live music clubs. Conventional approaches to live music clubs in popular music studies have centered on community participation and situational analysis. The post-community perspective of the article is an analytical experiment, conscious of the transitional and therefore temporary function of the prefix ‘post.’ The idea is to confront a rock club scene in a highly gentrified environment such as the Lower East Side where community and subculture have eroded and then explore some of the emerging trends in the process. The hypothesis is that new mid-size concert venues play a more dominant role and reflect dominant musical tastes of the new urban middle-classes, a new form of entrepreneurialism, and a reduction in socio-artistic experimentation. The article draws on urban sociology and studies of music scenes within popular music studies.
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People always move to New York and say, ‘I wish I had been there for something like CB’s was in 1976, or the Factory in ’66, or whatever.’

Todd Patrick, New York Times, 27 October 2006

Rock and roll had started in the clubs and the streets and the parks. Then it became a game of supply and demand. As the market price went up, the negotiations got heavier. It wasn’t just who had the better amps or piano or stage crew.

Bill Graham (Graham and Greenfield 1992/2004: 354)

You will never go [to a Bowery Presents’ venue] and complaining that the artist that you wanted to see was not presented properly

(Bill Bragin, director of public programming at the Lincoln Center, pers.comm. 30 March 2012)

1. Introduction

The process of urban change identified with the term gentrification involves complex social changes with deep implications for urban cultural scenes. The implications for popular music culture cannot be explained in terms of music-specific changes such as changes in style or music programming. Rather, the changes involve broader contexts such as neighborhood dynamics and the conditions of consumption and production in the city. The overall narrative of change in this article is the transformation of a cultural scene from underground aesthetics in the “gritty” urban environment to the “cool” gentrified environment among new urban middle-classes. Zukin has studied the transformation from gritty to cool in the general social environment but not its implications for music scenes (Zukin 2010). This article examines key aspects in the trajectory of the now dominant concert promoter and venue manager, the Bowery Presents, in New York City. The purpose of the analysis is exploratory. It seeks to identify important aspects for complementing the conventional focus on community and on situational analysis in the literature on live music clubs within popular music studies. This research task can be viewed in the context of a vast social science literature on the erosion of community in the city (Maffesoli 1996; Putnam 2001; Samson 2012). The article is based on fieldwork in New York City since 2010, but the local data is used to explore new avenues of analysis and not to write a local history. The latter is treated in more detail in another publication (Holt forthcoming).

Literature on the topic
Conceptions of rock clubs in popular music studies have evolved around an interest in community performance in small clubs. Most of this research has appeared within studies of music scenes that analyze musical and social practices in clubs in relation to concepts of performance, identity, and taste among audiences and musicians. The analytical methods have tended to evolve around individual clubs, situations, and scenes. Influential examples of this scholarship include the early work of scholars such as Cohen (1991), Shank (1994), and Berger (1999). Cohen’s more recent work (2007) contributes greatly to the study of popular music and the gentrified city, but it says little about clubs, which also play a different role in Liverpool where the concert market is smaller than in larger cities. The literature provides rich accounts of local scene experiences, but might also be complemented by more sociological macro-level analysis to counter the risk of situationism; the analysis of individual situations as free-standing entities (cf. Meyrowitz 1985). 

In the field of urban sociology, on the other hand, studies of urban cultural change have paid little attention to rock clubs. Early studies of the cultural dimension of gentrification such as Zukin’s The Cultures of Cities (1994) investigated museums and parks, for instance, and how they were becoming influenced by privatization and corporate marketing strategies such as the Disney World approaches to social control through architectural ordering, cleaning, and theming. A rare example of sociological inquiry into clubs in gentrification is Grazian’s study of blues clubs in Chicago (Grazian 2003), which focuses on authenticity and does not look across to the developments in the rock scene. Another important contribution is Cohen’s recent work on gentrification (Cohen 2007), even though it does not theorize changing venue cultures.

Urban change

While the research discussed above creates foundations for the study of live music scenes and clubs, a better disciplinary integration between studies of musical experience with studies of broader urban social change might be useful. The need for such integration emerges when trying to account for recent transformations of urban music cultures. Studies of music scenes and clubs have been concerned with the musical and social experience of community in performance, and little priority has been given to issues of change. The analytical approaches have not been developed to account for change, and this has contributed to a growing gap between methods of inquiry and the evolving club culture itself. The analytical thread of this article evolves from the observation of the emergence of new mid-size venues in Manhattan since the late 1990s, which not only has larger audience capacity than the small clubs that proliferated in the same neighborhoods, particularly the Lower East Side, in earlier decades. By looking at the new mid-size venues of the Bowery Presents, a variety of complex changes can be uncovered, including changing musical tastes and perceptions of clubs in the context of changing neighborhoods and their population demographics. The conclusion of the article will sum up key analytical perspectives that emerge from the exploration of the new mid-size venues in the context of gentrification.

2. The Bowery Presents in the Gentrification Process

Cultural venues such as music clubs, art galleries, bookstores, and record stores have conventionally been ascribed the role as drivers of gentrification. This is reflected in the common sense notion of “money follows art.” Zukin, Grazian, and others have documented how experimental cultural venues have attracted college students and college graduates in the role of neo-bohemians or hipsters. This was certainly the case in New York’s SoHo in the 1980s and Chicago’s Wicker Park in the 1990s. However, this article conceives of gentrification as an infinite process and introduces the idea of the commercial rock clubs but in principle also other commercial venues such as art galleries as central to later stages in gentrification in which the neighborhood is fundamentally gentrified, and the commercial entrepreneurs play a role in popularizing and industrializing the new cultural forms. The cultural venues are not necessarily limited to notions of hipness and coolness. Certainly, this is the case with the Bowery Presents that is not centered around notions of hipness, but have a strong focus on artistic professionalism in rock-based indie music aesthetics, but also including a great deal of the folk-derived roots music and singer-song writer music.

The Bowery Presents opened its first club, the Mercury Lounge, in 1993 on the Lower East Side and quickly became an important place for developing and exploring new talent in the rock scene. The leader in this realm had been CBGBs since the mid-1970s and in the late 1980s Brownies. The Mercury Lounge would have four or five bands performing every night, with the Bowery Presents taking chances on bands that were still on the learning curve and in the process creating a bond with those who gradually experienced success, including notable acts such as the Yeah, Yeah, Yeahs, Interpol, and several other important bands in the New York – Brooklyn indie rock that surfaced in the international indie media and festivals around 2000.

Rather than handing over the artists to other organizations, the Bowery Presents decided to invest in opening larger venues in areas that were already being gentrified but still not attracting many from outside the neighborhood. According to my informants, the Bowery Ballroom and the Music Hall of Williamsburg helped popularize their respective areas to outsiders, with the Bowery Ballroom, for instance, sustaining traffic from the Upper East Side into the Lower East Side along with the other bars, cafes, and restaurants that were opening around the same time. But the Bowery Presents moved in when it was not yet completely obvious that a commercial concert club would exist there. This view is substantiated by the fact that there were the first commercial mid-size venues in the respective areas.

The small club of the Mercury Lounge then became a feeder club for the mid-size venues, allowing the company to capitalize on the acts that were growing in popularity and started touring more and could then carry the role as headliners. Around 2005, the Bowery Presents moved into yet larger venues to capitalize further on the successful artists, ultimately capitalizing on the industry tradition of a manager-artist relation being a mutual exclusive relationship for the life of the artist’s career (Ryan 1992; Bill Bragin, pers.comm. 30 April 2012).

Throughout this process, the company’s strength has been to adapt to the tastes of the new urban middle-classes, develop relations with artists in this domain, and to achieve the perfection in the presentation of the artist in marketing and audiovisual production that is valued among the new urban audiences. The audience culture is influenced by the new social conditions in the gentrified city, involving blurred boundaries of work and non-work, increasing pressure for higher income, for career making, and a greater sense of self-control. These elements are articulated in fitness culture, the clean and trimmed non-tattooed body, and the more controlled culture of sexuality (as opposed to the carnivalesque culture of clubs in earlier decades).

Going to these commercial clubs is primarily about experiencing a professional band with a few personal friends. There are elements of sociability, with conversations between sets and some flirting in the bar, for instance. However, the club experience is not longer primarily about participating in community rituals with the musical performance as a catalyst for those rituals. My interpretation of this change in relation to the small punk clubs of earlier decades was not shared by everyone, especially those who themselves had changed in the process of gentrification and made successful careers in the new environment. For instance, one informant noted that audiences were not led directly into the show space of the mid-size venues but instead into the lounge bar downstairs. However, another informant, a specialist listener and very frequent concertgoer, resonating with my observations, noted that these lounges to most people are like waiting rooms at an airport, with the audience simply waiting for the concert to begin. There can be no doubt that the ritual community and identity dimension has eroded compared with the smaller clubs in previous decades and this presents methodical challenges popular music research on the mid-size venues so central to contemporary concert culture.

There is a common perception in New York music circles that the Bowery Presents has become a corporate company, “a concert empire” (Sisario 2010). “They own the city,” said one informant (anonymous 28 March 2012). This narrative was fueled when Live Nation executives joined the company, notably when Jim Glancy was made partner of the company. The corporatization, however, is not so simple. I use the term semi-corporate because the company uses corporate business strategies in their marketing and business models, but there is a crucial difference in that my analysis and interviews indicate that the booking decisions are not purely business decisions but also still shaped by the management’s taste preferences.

The following list shows the clubs of the company. When in 2010, a New York Times rock critic called the company a ‘concert empire’ (Sisario, 2010), it was also because of the increasing number of shows it started producing in large concert halls and arenas, including Madison Square Garden. The chronological list gives a sense of the company’s expansion:


Name of venue

Opening year

Audience capacity


Mercury Lounge

1993


200


Bowery Ballroom

1997


700


Webster Hall


2004


1400


Terminal 5


2007


3300


Music Hall of Williamsburg
2007


550


Brooklyn Bowl (as partner)
2009


600

I am primarily concerned with the mid-size venues that have become more central. In previous decades, smaller clubs had more centrality, and the commercial and cultural development brings a new emphasis on the mid-size venues in the 500-1500 capacity range. The Bowery’s mid-size venues have the same theater architecture with high ceilings and balconies and the same vintage-style interior design with black wood floors and iron gates at the balconies. The concert product line and the customer service are managed with a fine-tuned business concept to reach maximum sales and customer satisfaction. The shows follow the same basic schedule with two opening acts and the main act finishing before midnight.

The mid-size clubs of the Bowery Presents and their service logic originate in the venue model developed by Bill Graham in his Fillmore Auditoriums in San Francisco and New York 1966-1971. Graham did not start promoting rock shows to create an industry, but he contributed to this development when he discovered a local demand in San Francisco and started promoting shows on a regular basis in his Fillmore Auditorium. Within few years, the business of rock concert promotion changed radically, as some of the artists gained mass success and started performing in arenas and big festivals. The monetary interests among the successful artists became a key priority, as indicated by the opening quote above. Graham closed his mid-size clubs in frustration, but would later run a large concert hall and become a tour manager for rock super stars, including Led Zeppelin and Rolling Stones.

Graham had no prior experience in concert promotion, and his role model in presenting concerts was in the restaurant business from which he derived a general conception of a service experience. Graham’s service experience and mentality was deeply embodied in him from working as a waiter for several years. “I had a waiter’s eye for space,” he writes, and describes his vision of Fillmore East in this way:

I wanted a clean, well-run theater. We fixed the lobby and the concession area. We updated everything. We screwed everything down real tight. I wanted it to look classy. So the when people came in off the street, they would rise up to a higher level. Like when someone walks into a spiffy restaurant. Automatically, their back gets straighter. They change to fit the room. (Graham and Greenfield 1992/2004: 232)

Graham’s professional experience also prepared him to negotiate business deals with artist managers; exploit the venue capacity by doing more than one show per night. However, he also had an ear for talented acts that appealed to the urban population, and he developed relations with artists before they gained broad success, with Carlos Santana being an important example (Graham and Greenfield 1992/2004). Graham has been credited for creating ‘the electric ballroom’ which involves a shift from the dancing crowd to the listening crowd, and it is certain that Graham worked to create more focus on the stage through the light design and the artist attitude. Graham told artists to bow and play encores to show respect and interest in fulfilling audience desires, for instance. 

3. From experience to structural change

During a month of ethnographic research in New York in 2010 I was struck by the fact that a type of rock clubs was being replaced by a different kind of venue, not just by somewhat larger and more perfected architectural space but also by a different set of social values, with implications for the concert experience. It became clear that this could not be explained by studying the uniqueness of the individual venue, which is also rather generic. To explain the new kind of venues, we need to recognize changing business practices and audience flows resulting from general changes in market conditions and demographics. These aspects are central to urban performance spaces for rock music, but have been somewhat overlooked in the literature. To compensate for this, it is necessary to consider structural relations and not only what can be experienced in the microcosm of the individual performance space.

The changes have not been fully recognized. In the New York scene, the main field site of this article, changes are more visible because the concentration of power results in sharper social divisions. When legendary rock clubs closed in Manhattan in the early 2000s there was talk about the closing of an era, and the rise of the Brooklyn scene was apparent, but a critic could still gloss over the situation in 2006 with the following judgment: “There are no reliable statistics about the flux of the quantity of clubs over the years, but in general the ashes-to-ashes principle applies: when one closes, another opens” (Sisario 2006). The big change is not in the quantity of venues, but in their changing culture and economy within urban social geography. A new paradigm of the generic commercial concert club dominates in New York and other cities across America and Europe, as we shall see. The changes are not particular to New York, but the basic structure is more strongly articulated because of the market competition in this city.

Some of the changes in the New York rock scene are part of familiar processes of urban social change. The development of concert venues in lower Manhattan is related to the area’s gentrification, with a concentration of white middle-classes, and with the erosion of the neighborhood uniqueness associated with small-scale local businesses, for instance (Zukin 2010). The rise of the new concert venues is also related to the familiar process of spatial differentiation by which less profitable activities are priced out and re-routed to more marginal areas of the city (Sassen 1991). The market-driven changes of the global city intensify sociospatial differentiation in such a way that different kinds of culture become more separated across city zones. Spaces for less profitable cultural forms such as music with a small market have moved away from Manhattan because of structural, systemic forces. In the narratives of the cultural scene, there is a sense of exodus from the Manhattan downtown and experimental scene of the past couple of decades to the Brooklyn scene around 2000. It started in the 1990s in Williamsburg just across the river and has moved further.

4. Illustrative moments of experience

A sense of the deeper cultural changes in the venue culture and its relation with changes in the urban social environment can be conveyed through a few illustrative moments of participant experience. The quote reports on an outsider experience of the small pre-gentrification club, and this person would surely have had a very different experience in the gentrified mid-size venues in which the distinction between insider and outsider is non-existent. The person is reporting from a visit to the legendary CBGB rock club on the Lower East Side. This self-designated “middle class suburban woman” named Carol, working in a “computer-research lab” was at CBGBs one night in 1989. She describes her first (and for some time probably the last!) visit to this club:

It was an interesting walk from [South Street Seaport] through Chinatown and the districts above CBGB. It was also sad. So many poor people walking in the streets. I wondered what stories they had to tell. We approached CBGB about a half hour before show time… How do I even begin to describe this place? Could this gray place with graffiti all over the outside be this famed club? … The club’s walls looked like the inside of a prehistoric cave – lumpy and scrawled upon. But Kathy and I decided to brave the elements and head to the back and down the stairs to the restroom (another funny term-if you rested there, heaven knows what you would pick up). I won’t describe some of the places graffiti was. We were afraid to flush the toilets for fear of flooding the basement and drowning! Mirrors on the walls? Oh my, yes, if you call slivers of glass pasted above the grimy sinks mirrors! (Haliski 1989: 79-80)

Such an outsider perspective would be unlikely in today’s Manhattan venues, which Carol might actually have enjoyed. She would most likely have enjoyed walking among affluent residents and stopping by an Apple store or a gourmet café before “show time.” She would be pleased to see that the rooms are cleaner. I’d like to avoid a simplistic gender generalization, but the dirty, subterranean rock clubs of previous decades were more male-dominated, and the dirt is one small factor to consider.

Carol only went to CBGB because one of her colleagues was playing in the band that night. In fact, the encounter with the urban social environment was unexpected. Today, she would have been on more neutral ground because she would not deviate from the dominant middle-class demographic of the new venues and because there is little if any sense of neighborhood or community ownership. Carol would have been able to hear the band and go home before midnight. The only thing is this: Her colleague’s band might not have played a show in Manhattan today. It might not have met the current market criteria.

Another quote to introduce here is about the community dimension that erodes in the process of a more product-driven company and the concert culture that it institutionalizes. The concentration in slightly larger venues creates a more anonymous crowd and a formalized business. Said DIY promoter Ariel Panero:

In a DIY show space you know that you share more with the average person than if you go to a Bowery Ballroom show. If you found about this, you know, not in a cool sense, but you trust people more. A DIY show feels more like a house party. You don’t go up to someone at the Bowery [Ballroom] and say “Hey, how’s it going?” (Ariel Panero, personal communication, 23 April 2010).

5. The Differentiation of the Social and Aesthetic

The social dimension of musical performance has been important to the experience of small live music clubs since they first emerged as a distinct area of urban nightlife in the early 20th century. Clubs for live entertainment emerged along with the popular cabaret and vaudeville (Segel 1987). Although the boundaries with theatrical entertainment were fluid as in the well-known examples of Café Society in Greenwich Village and Cotton Club in Harlem, this era also saw the development of a concert culture in jazz clubs (DeVeaux 1989). The performance generally served as accompaniment to drinking and dancing, but the concert culture that developed in jazz in the 1930s gave the word club a new and more distinct aesthetic meaning. The social dimension was still important as this development culminated with the birth of modern jazz in Manhattan clubs of the 1940s. The social meaning can be traced back to the origins of the word. In the 1600s, according to the Oxford English Dictionary, the word club took on the meanings of ‘combination’ and ‘association’ as well as the specific reference to “a meeting or assembly at a tavern, etc., for social intercourse.” In the late 1800s, the word started being used for a building when the assembly was organized regularly in the same space for profit and not for an association. The notion of the social club as a space for an audience with shared values and a sense of insidership has been strong in alternative and underground clubs but not in the commercial concert club that dominate contemporary music scenes. Meanwhile, the notion of the social club is being explored commercially in spaces such as VIP clubs in which the primary purpose is not the experience of an aesthetic performance but rather socializing, partying, and networking (Currid 2007; McRobbie 2002). This differentiation of the social and aesthetic in urban musical nightlife in the late 20th century is part of the general business development of the city into a “landscape of consumption” (Zukin 1995).

In other words, the term club not only has different meanings but evolve in different social configurations, as in Weber’s conception of ideal types. In this article, the small underground club of the pre-gentrified neighborhood is one configuration, epitomized by CBGB’s. In this configuration, the social dimension involved not just stranger sociability but also elements of ritual community performance and a sense of community and neighborhood ownership over the venue (Kozak 1988; Graham and Greenfield 1992/2004). Another configuration is the mid-size venue of the gentrified neighborhood. By analyzing the process that led to the dominance of the latter, key factors are demographic change and real estate development. The mid-size concert clubs cater to a new population of middle-class professionals in gentrified “white” Manhattan (Holt forthcoming). In contrast, the early history of clubs and other small venues with live music entertainment in urban modernity were concentrated in low-income, ethnic neighborhoods, and sometimes in an area of drug dealing, prostitution, and other underworld nightlife activities (see, e.g. Guralnick 1971/1999; Chevigny 1991). These elements have almost disappeared from public nightlife of the Lower East Side, and the experience of going to rock clubs there is not associated with underworld activities.

As the commercial club venues increasingly focus on the market of professional concert artists for an affluent audience, they separate the musical performance from its potential function as a ritual community performance. Instead, the performance becomes a professionalized concert with a heightened commodity character. Gentrification and industry development have led to the erosion of the heterotopian space, to speak with Foucault would have it (1967/1994), that was an important part of the underground club experience. The erosion results from the changing urban environment and from the specific change in the limitation of experimentation. The commercial clubs operated by the Bowery Presents do not and perhaps cannot afford to provide the same space of social and artistic experimentation that small clubs could in the pre-gentrified era. The limitation of experimentation has implications beyond the styles of music performed in the club. A more fundamental implication is that the musical and social styles of the urban rock music scene cannot evolve from the club and the neighborhood anymore. The contemporary commercial clubs are essentially venues for distribution of music somewhat similar to cinemas. They present a product that has evolved elsewhere and not with a close relation with the individual venue and or within a neighborhood community. My use of the cinema metaphor resonated with informants and how they experienced co-presence but not deeper levels of social interaction in performance. Whereas the small clubs of the pre-gentrified era could be social places, the clubs of the gentrified era are destinations and mediums for the experience of a certain intimacy of music already known from the media. 

6. The Profile of the Bowery Presents

I present the following outline of three core aspects of the mid-size venues of the Bowery Presents. The aim is to distill some of the complexity into a few hypotheses that might provide useful for future studies of gentrification era clubs.

1. An Urban Indie Aesthetic for a Semi-Specialist Audience
The music programming evolved from the focus on small rock bands at the Mercury Lounge to more professional headliner acts. The performance by the headliner stands out as the primary attraction for attending one of the mid-size venues. Audiences generally arrive late and simply wait for the main act to begin, and some get to the showspace during the last of the two opening acts just to get a good spot. The audiences for these headliner acts are semi-specialist music consumers. They usually come in couples or peer-groups of 3-5 persons, with one of them being the lead fan who hears about the band and the show from popular indie blogs such as Pitchfork and middle-class media such as New York Times, Time Out, and NPR. The lead fan is not so specialized as to explore emerging bands for hours every day on obscure indie blogs. The others in the group are less interested in music journalism.

The overall profile of the music programming of the mid-size venues is characterized by an emphasis on artists with original compositions, band collectivity, stylistic sophistication, and other aspects commonly associated with indie aesthetics. It is an indie aesthetic characterized by lyricism, dance-friendly grooves, and emotional states that are generally more positive than in the punk-derived early indie rock. It is not characterized by alternative and aggressive sounds, although occasionally a popular band in this area such as the Liars will appear. There are many contemporary indie rock bands with pop sensibilities such as Animal Collective, Arcade Fire, Beach House, Dirty Projectors, the Joy Formidable, St. Vincent, Yeasayer, the Yeah Yeah Yeahs, and the Joy Formidable. (Some of those bands have already migrated to larger venues, but are included here to suggest the stylistic profile to a wider readership.) There are also more pop-oriented indie bands and some with roots in electro rock and disco. The Bowery Presents does present some bands that are not playing any kind of indie music, but it is a significant of the company’s music profile and its role as an urban taste-maker that the indie aesthetics can be traced outside rock and in the other prominent areas of roots music and singer-song writer music.

The programming of roots music is a key component and interesting because it builds on a history of presenting professional performers of folk and rural musical experience in the city that goes back to the urban folk revival in New York in the 1950s and beyond. Roots music is my term here for music that draws on folk and rural traditions such as country music, gospel, and bluegrass, but performed with a sense of contemporary urban sophistication. The pastoral and exotic approach to the rural in the 1950s has certainly faded, and more blurred boundaries of rural and urban can be registered. Many younger people at the shows have moved fairly recently to New York to study or work, and there are many tourists from other cities. Neither audiences nor artists articulate a specialized identity such as hipster behavior or slang. This suggests a less intense urbanism according to the subcultural theory of urbanism (Fischer 1995). However, the venues are located in areas that are revered in narratives of the New York experience among the new white middle-classes and among artists and audiences in the venues. Rather than creating a distinct New York cultural space, there is a more general set of urban values reflected in place narratives surrounded in the venues and the music in the media, especially the blogosphere construction of ‘New York - Brooklyn indie rock’ (e.g., Sisario 2007). Urban values are also reflected in responses to the stage persona of the artists. In March 2012, for instance, I experienced a country music duo from the South appealing to the audience at the Mercury Lounge with an image of rural authenticity, but a similar band received a less positive response when it performed as an opening act at the mid-size venue Webster Hall a few days later and expressed an everyday rural experience without adapting to a professional performer persona expected from a headliner.

2. Optimized Venue Facility With a Semi-Corporate Identity
In terms of acoustics and audiovisual technology of reproduction, the mid-size venues of the Bowery Presents represent a culminating point in the evolution of rock music venues. The managers have no doubt experienced poor sound and air condition in many clubs over the years and tried to optimize the facilities. They have improved the material and technological functions to create a more professional service environment for concerts. This does not necessarily improve the social experience of a rock show. Some insiders of the Brooklyn DIY scene find the venues a bit sterile, but most audiences I talked to do not understand this criticism and instead find them pleasant, well designed for the purpose, and conveniently located. A few patrons made the point that they as architects or layers could not hang out in a remote club in Brooklyn and had no romantic feelings about a dirty and noisy basement. One insider felt that audience sociability were integrated in the venues design with the lounge bars where patrons can look at other patrons across the room. In the Bowery Ballroom, the audience enters through the bar in the basement, and they have this option in the Music Hall of Williamsburg. Another insider, however, felt that these bars were just like airport room, with audiences waiting for the headliner. The significant change from both underground clubs and earlier mid-size venues is, in my view, the creation of neutral spaces that are comfortable for the gentry.

The overall experience of going to these mid-venues is also shaped by the organizational identity of the Bowery Presents. The organization communicates with a passive voice typical of corporate communication, as indicated above, and it has a logo, but the organization’s identity is kept discreet, and each venue has a unique name rather than a franchise name. All of this suggests that its audiences perceive the relation between the concert and the venue with the artist at the center and the venue as a provider. The Bowery Presents, moreover, is positioning itself as an independent promoter without the corporate franchise approach of the House of Blues, for instance, only to sustain its urban niche identity against the mainstream, suburban connotations of the latter. Further research could explore audience attitudes and how venues institutionalize the consumption of live music as professional art rather than street and community art.

3. Entrepreneurial Capitalism
The capitalist entrepreneurialism of the Bowery Presents can be briefly identified in a few key aspects. Central is the focus on developing artist relations in a career perspective in a small club and then opening larger venues in strategic locations to ripe the rewards when artists gain wider popularity and to enter the financially more lucrative area of headliner-based concerts in mid-size venues, concert halls, and arenas. The mid-size venue culture would not exist without this entrepreneurialism, and it is also reflected in the increasing monopoly status of the Bowery Presents. All the managers of indie rock artists that I interviewed said that they could not afford not to conduct business with the Bowery Presents, and some of them wished for more alternatives.

4. Conclusion: Perspectives for the study of gentrification era clubs

The explorations of the Bowery Presents in this article were motivated by the question about how popular music studies might approach live music clubs in the gentrified city from other analytical perspectives than the dominant community perspective. The question is difficult because it questions the dominant approach to clubs and one that is fundamentally compromised by the commercialization into mid-size venues where community plays a small role.

Based on the explorations of the material in these Manhattan clubs, the following three analytical perspectives can be summarized. They might be useful avenues of analysis for further studies of gentrification era clubs:

1. Cultural style in the urban environment (performativity, rituals, and aesthetics)

One avenue is to analyze cultural style in the urban environment and how it is performed through social interactions, musical performances, and the material design of the environment. The small underground clubs of the 1970s and 1980s Lower East Side were relatively informal social environments for more low-income residents and with more carnivalesque behavior, whereas the contemporary mid-size venues are more controlled service environments for a new professional middle-class. The club environment and the styles of social behavior and music have thus changed along with changes in the neighborhood environment, as suggested above. The analysis of cultural styles can go beyond affect and atmosphere of the moment and into more structural changes such as the housing and working conditions. For instance, the career conditions in contemporary flexible capitalism (Sennett 1998) might be one of the explanations for the restrained behavior and search for niche culture distinction in the contemporary mid-size venues.

2. Music markets and media publics

Analysis of structures in urban music markets and their media publics have become important for two reasons. First, market forces have more power in the gentrified city as higher-income residents move in and the real-estate prices go up. Second, the circulation of indie rock in the blogosphere has created new urban markets and partially deterritorialized public spheres for indie rock.
 Again, the mid-size venues of the Bowery Presents are central to these changes. They have gained market shares by focusing on the popular forms of contemporary indie rock that appeal to the new urban middle-classes. During the same period clubs with jazz, world music, noise or experimental music programming have declined in numbers. The media perspective is also necessary for explaining the middle-class association with indie rock. This happens in middle-class publications such as Pitchfork, New York Times, and Time Out. Analysis of changing market and media structures require systematic data sampling. These aspects cannot be accounted for through analysis of the immediate experience alone.

3. Producer agency

Humanists have conventionally given priority to audience and artist, and the interest in producers within popular music studies have focused on the recording industry. This is changing these years with the growing research interests on live music, but the role of venue managers and promoters in facilitating scenes and ultimately institutionalizing new forms of live music consumption are yet to receive closer investigation.
 A particular aspect of the Bowery Presents is the entrepreneurial development of artist relations and the opening larger venues in strategic locations as the artists grew in popularity to capitalize on the artists and thus provide them the possibility of growing within the organization’s orbit. Another important aspect is how the artist development is reserved for a small club, but generally without much space for experimentation. Without the experimentation, the clubs of the Bowery Presents represent a shift of emphasis in the club scene from production to distribution. Some of the small clubs in earlier decades allowed for more community improvisation and experimentation between emerging artists than in the contemporary professionalized organization of the Bowery Presents where the small club is a testing ground but not an experimental space and with the dominant mid-size venues presenting artists with a safe and tested sound and never with an experimental sound that brings the boundaries of genre and performance into question.
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� These figures are my estimates. The company does not provide them, and there is no documentation provided when numbers are mentioned in the blogosphere and on Wikipedia, for instance.


� For a pioneer contemplation on the media dynamics of scenes, see Straw 1991.


� A pioneer project is the research conducted on the history of concert promotion in the United Kingdom under the leadership of Simon Frith and Martin Cloonan.
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