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Book Reviews

Hollow City: the Seigeof San FranciscoandtheCriss
of American Urbanism

RebeccaSolnit and Susan Schwartzenberg
(Londonand New Y ork: Verso Press, 2000)

A Review by ElizabethW.Morris, PhD

Why should we care if painters and poets are displaced from their
homes? Hollow City joins aliterary genre of artists telling their own
storiesof urban change. Writer Rebecca Solnit and photographer Susan
Schwartzenberg provide acritical commentary and ironic counterpoint
to books such asE-topia by William Mitchell. They interpret thethemes
of community, the digita revolution, and urban progress through the
lensof San Francisco’ sbohemian subcultures. Thebook sharesshdlf-gpace
with fictional works such asEd Sanders Fame and Lovein New York
(Berkeley: Turtleldand Foundation, 1980).

Solnit and Schwartzenberg chronicle the real 'Y 2k problem in San
Francisco: afin de siéclered estate boom and accelerated crisis of hous-
ing displacement, as experienced by the City’ sartistsand cultural activ-
igs. It'sthedirect result of the World Wide Web, the propulsive growth
of the internet economy, and a more long-standing spillover of unmet
housing demand from the fabled Silicon Valley, south of San Francisco.
Class conflict isfront and center as developersand * dot-com-mers;” fu-
eled by incomes inflated with venture capital, threaten the homes and
haunts of aparticularly vital artscommunity. Over the course of severd
generations, San Francisco artists have turned voluntary poverty and
“marginality” into anindustry of culture—an economic forcein aglobal
city fed by tourism, corporate headquarters, and grants from the Na-
tional Endowment for the Arts.

The project grew from correspondence between Solnit and radical
political economist Mike Davis, author of City of Quartz. Davis ad-
mired Solnit’ searlier environmentd journdism (Wanderlust: a History of
Walking and Savage Dreams: a Jour ney into the Landscape Warsof the
American West). Davis own award-winning book focused on urban de-
sign and technol ogiesto control and limit the poor, the young, and com-
munitiesof color in Los Angdesthrough the 1980s. Hollow City takesa
smilarly aggressive tack on the class dimensions of urban devel opment
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in San Francisco but with its primary focus on the artist community.

To Solnit, artistsin placeslike San Francisco, New Y ork, and Paris,
create their city’ sliving culture. Losing artists means the loss of civic
memory. Though the artists may move on and make new lives, Solnitis
unabashedly concerned with the consequences of disruption and loss.

The two collaborators use narrative and visua images to tell true
stories from both sides of the digital/real estate divide. In words and
pictures, Solnit and Schwartzenberg show us changing urban forms. They
relay thewords of artistsand other residents faced with displacement, as
well as architects and construction workers benefiting from the boom.
Thelatter are keenly awarethat they cannot afford to liveinthecity they
arerebuilding.

While each of the chapters can more or less stand alone, as urban
research someare more successful than others. “A Red Estate History of
the Avant Garde” discussesthe movement of San Francisco bohemians
and artisssmoving into different parts of the city, shaping neighborhoods
in their effort to find the space for their work. Other writers may be
more*“objective’ about therole of artistsand gaysin urban gentrification.
Solnit askswhat happens when the people who create theimage of the
place - and give it soul - move out? In her interview with a displaced
New Y ork artist now working in San Francisco we get her answer most
clearly. Yearsof experienceintheEast Villageweretrandated into art
and cultureinspired by that place. Thisismemory and talent now lost to
that community. Nor isit clear that the artist is fully a home in San
Francisco, interms of the content of work and his sense of identity.

Solnit conveystheideathat placesbel ong to the people who make
and do thingsthere. Thisisadvocacy writing of the highest order, and
with persond significanceto theauthors. Solnit speculatesthat she and
her colleaguesmay bethelast generation of San Franciscansto havethe
time and space to explore who they are while creating their own life's
work, given the rel entless economic forcesimpacting the City. Sheac-
knowledges that her rent-controlled apartment provides both the eco-
nomic and geographic baseto pursue her writing career.

Wedso seepicturesof Schwartzenberg’ snew studio gpartment, where
limited space has pushed her into “going digital” with her art. A larger
series of shots show the effects of the real estate boom on other artists
with shots of old and new homes, studios, and studio/homes. The small
abodesand their residents, and the shots of demolished buildings, evoke
theimages of war-torn cities, the near-homelessin today’ s single-room
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occupancy hotdls, and photographs of the Depression. Thisreader found
it somewhat unsettling to consider the plight of artistsin San Francisco
inthe sametermsasthese other catastrophes.

Hollow City isawork of art inthe service of advocacy. Toward the
end lies a particularly powerful photo collection from among the 60
Starbucks coffee houses now dotting San Francisco'scommercia streets.
Thephotosareby oneof Solnit’sand Schwartzenbergs' colleagues. The
captionstell uswhat used to be on each Site: ahardware store, arestau-
rant, an auto shop, agrocery. Each caption suggeststhe color and fabric
of what were once digtinctive neighborhoods.

Aswith any good piece of art, this photo-essay provokes without
providing dl the answers. It drawsthe reader/viewer to think and fed, to
interpret what is happening in theworld critically and politicaly, and to
draw pardle swith history. The photo-essay effectively usesimagesand
afew wordsto convey acumulative sense of loss, or even outrage.

Ultimately, San Francisco artistsare not presented as passivevictims
of the clash of economic vaues and cultural values. Housing activists
and “ dow-growth” urban reformers have along history of working the
systemto reprioritize the city’ s planning and devel opment policies. Art-
istshave learned about genera plans, regiona economics, housing poli-
cies, and eviction laws, and we' ve seen an explosion of art asaplanning
medium and viceversa. They use performance and visual art to convey
elemental concepts and themes familiar to city planners and political
economists. Using their own tools of the trade, they are collaborating
with previoudy established cultura and neighborhood preservationist
groupsinwhat isconveyed dramaticaly asafight for survival.

Withitsmontage style, Hollow City feelsoccasiondly fractured (per-
hapsan apt reflection of San Francisco itsdf!). Thisisnot aseamlessflow
of research and conclusions. Itismore of ascrapbook, conveying adepth
of feding and experience through a selection of views onto a rapidly
changing urban landscape. Hollow City isauniquewindow on away of
life that may be endangered, yet is still very much a part of one city’s
identity.
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