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Critical Studies in Improvisation / Etudes critiques en improvisation, Vol. 17, No. 1
Book Review

The Williamsburg Avant-Garde: Experimental Music and Sound on the
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Cisco Bradley

Duke University Press, 2023
ISBN 978-1-4780-1937-4
408 Pages

Reviewed by Benjamin Barson

The Williamsburg Avant-Grade is a living document: one that breathes the aesthetic richness
and creative boldness of a thriving underground arts scene in turn-of-the-century Brooklyn, one
that would later be subsumed by capital. Cisco Bradley brilliantly captures this world with an
ethnographer’s ear, in a spirit not dissimilar to a wealth of recent books that have delved into
avant-garde, communitarian arts scenes within jazz studies, including George Lewis’s history of
the Association for the Advancement of Creative Musicians, A Power Stronger than Itself: The
AACM and American Experimental Music (Chicago UP, 2008), and Steve Isidore’s The Dark
Tree: Jazz and the Community Arts in Los Angeles (Duke UP, 2006), to name just two. What
makes Bradley’s book different from these works is the recent-ness of its topic of study, and its
tragic relevance for the contest between culture and capital, between community and
gentrification. That is, his study of the Williamsburg arts scene from 1988 to 2014 contains much
needed, albeit painful, lessons on the nature of capitalism and the contradiction between artistic
production and real estate speculation, which makes the former impossible.

Bradley captures the importance of community-led arts initiatives—and the sheer tenacity of the
cultural workers who make them possible—in this inspiring monograph that is based on at least
ten years of interviews, hundreds of concerts’ worth of participant observation, and innumerable
saved fliers, newspapers, and concert posters. The result of this exhaustive investigation was
what Bradley describes as a “Word file that was over 90 pages long [that] documented the live
concerts that occurred in the borough since the 1990s” (16): the basis for this book.

Another important difference between Bradley’s book and other scene-based works in jazz
studies is that Bradley’s book does not only include jazz artists. Operating under the analytic of
“a shared interest in noise” (16), Bradley’s ethnography of creative music includes punk, noise,
grindcore, “unclassified music” (79), and avant-garde filmographers whose work contributed to a
scene that included innovative jazz artists such as Butch Morris (161), Charles Gayle (148), and
Taylor Ho Bynum (103-4). Bradley is able to weave together these varied artists into a cohesive
narrative by focusing on place and space as much as on individuals. Indeed, venues such as
Zebulon and Death by Audio drive the narrative in many parts of the work. At other points, the
narrative focuses on the influence of specific figures, such as the influence of Anthony Braxton
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on a generation of his students at Wesleyan University who would have a profound impact on
Williamsburg creative music. Bradley’s ability to move through space and time while focusing on
the musical and artistic ecosystem of turn-of-the-century Williamsburg helps us understand how
creative music scenes are situated both by place and by overlapping attitudes toward sonic
practice.

Structurally, the book’s narrative develops chronologically. Chapter 1 delves into the emergence
of the music scene from 1988-1994, focusing on various unconventional venues and events
along the waterfront. This chapter highlights the significance of postindustrial warehouses and
underground spots like The Lizard’s Tail and The Sex Salon, exploring class distinctions on the
scene and emphasizing the importance of the punk rock scene in particular. Chapter 2, taking
place from 1997-2004, examines the influence of Free103point9, an influential pirate radio
station in Williamsburg which also functioned as a venue for experimental sound performance.
Lofts are the main spaces profiled here. Key figures like Gold Sparkle Band, Nate Wooley, and
Butch Morris are profiled, as Bradley details the innovative artistic elements, like multimedia
installations, and the unconventional methods by which these events were promoted.

Chapter 3, taking place from 2001-2006, shifts the focus to art galleries, clubs, and cafés, still
within the realm of “Utopian Spaces for Sound.” It features artists like Anthony Braxton and
explores various themes, including grant institutions’ preferences, gender dynamics in music,
and captures the vibrancy and struggle of a wide ecosystem that is ultimately doomed to fall
with the 2005 rezoning of 186 Williamsburg blocks.

Indeed, Chapters 4 and 5, which document concerts from 2004—2014, mark the “fall” of the
scene, with Zebulon Cafe as a central figure. Chapter 4 details the influx of downtown
Manhattan musicians to Zebulon, while Chapter 5 focuses on younger, Brooklyn-based
musicians. These chapters discuss the immersive experiences at Zebulon, the impact of artist-
venue relationships on musical presentation, the influence of conservatory training on
musicians, and the complex and contradictory relationship many musicians have with jazz. One
of the fascinating subthemes of the book is the love-hate relationship many artists articulate
toward their training in this art form, with many critiquing, as saxophonist Travis Laplante of
Little Woman does, the “dogma of jazz,” which he explains had become “constraining for me”
(215). Indeed, the brilliant way that Bradley is able to trace the interaction between creative
spaces and creative practices really shines in these pages, as artists appear to be activated as
much by each other as by the communities of listeners and audience members who come to
constitute the avant-garde music scene.

The final chapter looks at other venues like Death by Audio and Connie Crothers’s private loft,
exploring the dynamics of artist-audience relationships and the challenges faced by
experimental music venues in balancing artistic integrity and financial viability. Here, the
economic challenges of venues and the rising hegemony of capital become even more
articulated. Montgomery Knott, the owner of the experimental venue Monkeytown, reports that
he was never able to pay himself more than the minimum wage for the four years he ran the
venue (258).
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The book concludes with an afterword that revisits the theme of the tension between capital and
cultural production. Here, Bradley’s brilliance as a cultural theorist is on full display, and it
makes one wish for more analysis sprinkled into the hundreds of pages of artist interviews and
group biographies that led Bradley to be able to make the synthesis he conjures here. The
scope of Bradley’s material means that at times the reader is asked to do a lot of heavy lifting by
keeping track of innumerable artists, venues, and bands. Bradley bookends the work with
meditations on culture and capital: provocative—and in and of themselves, valuable—essays for
thinking through neoliberal modernity and its appropriation of space and culture. Bradley
connects the hegemony of capital to the “metastasizing” of “zones of silence,” employing a
sound studies analytic framework to think through how developers not only excluded artists and
lower-income individuals but also remapped the sensorial experience of the city (266). The main
chapters of the book would have benefited from these bold theoretical claims, as their
encyclopedic chronologies of major artists, scenes, and bands can both inspire and wear down
even the most interested reader. This minor criticism should not deter anyone who is a student
of creative music processes, counterculture scenes, or Williamsburg creative arts history from
engaging deeply with this work.

In sum, Bradley's study offers a comprehensive and layered history that not only sheds light on
the Williamsburg avant-garde arts scene but the creative process itself. Whether in passages
that discuss Matana Roberts’s family ephemera as a point of departure for her compositions
(193); the band Bacteria to Boys’s use of “cells of music” to create malleable collective
improvisation (207); or Jon Irabagon’s “snapshots” of musical ideas that were able to create
repeated and assemble-able motific interchange in real time (245), the wide diversity of artistic
processes that Bradley is able to highlight is breathtaking. Any artist looking for inspiration for
new concepts could spend several years reading and re-reading The Williamsburg Avant-Garde
for inspiration. This intellectual labour of love is an invaluable contribution to a moment in
musical history whose resonance is still being felt, and made sense of, today.



