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al streets of North London, On Beauty is
set in the headier confines of Wellington,
Massachusetts, the suburban-Boston home
of Wellington College, a transparent stand-
in for Harvard. Like much of academe, it’s
sophisticated but not very much fun.
Smith’s target is the culture wars, and
she takes great gulping glee in skewering
both the left and the right: I've rarely read
such bitter academic satire. But while many
secondary characters are surprisingly well
realized—in particular Carl, a young
African-American performance poet adopt-
ed as a pet by several of the sillier
Wellingtonians—the estranged couple at the
center of the book remains an enigma.
Theory-sodden Rembrandt scholar Howard
Belsey, a transplanted Englishman, and his
better half, the pragmatic, 250-pound
African-American earth mother Kiki, seem
to inhabit different novels. Their joyless
partnership displays no hint of the chem-
istry upon which it was allegedly built, and |
never for a moment believed that sensible
Kiki would put up with ridiculous Howard as
long as she does. As a result, the whole plot
seems dangerously jerry-rigged, a complex
scaffold from which Smith can hang her
sharp and glittering wit. | Martha Bayne
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PHONE RINGS | stephen Dixon |

| Stephen Dixon’s 25th
(25th!) work of fiction starts off with a
simple phrase: “Phone rings.” Simple, but
in typical Dixonian fashion, full of import.
It’s not good news. Stu Fine’s nephew is
calling to say that Stu’s beloved older
brother Dan has died. Some sort of bizarre
running accident, maybe a stroke, maybe
he tripped, maybe he was mugged, maybe
a tree fell on him—no one’s quite sure.
From this Dixon weaves a complex, sincere

Wicker Park

continued from page 25

book was going to be about was tak-
ing shape.” He researched scholarly
and popular sources, returning often
to Wicker Park to observe and do
more interviews. “I was writing my
bar tab off of my taxes,” he says, “or I
would’ve been if I made any money.”
Eventually he amassed a single-
spaced typed transcript of over 1,000
pages. He defended his dissertation
in 2002 and, after moving to
Nashville, started trying to find a
publisher. He credits a Routledge
editor, David McBride, with helping
him shape the “boring, brutal” paper
into more of a narrative; some chap-
ters (like one on the history of
bohemia) were condensed.

Lloyd’s approach isn’t entirely new.
It builds on pioneering work by New
York-based sociologist Sharon Zukin,
who in books like Loft Living, a study
of SoHo in the 1970s, charted the
impact of artists on the urban econo-
my. Lloyd goes further, though, with
his often exhaustively detailed accounts
of service work—tending bar at the
Borderline, managing Mirai Sushi, or,
in an example of “digital bohemia,”
concocting marketing campaigns for
Boom Cubed, a Wicker Park design
firm that went from making flyers for
local hip-hop acts to contracting with
global corporations like Nike.

This perspective impressed Lloyd’s
dissertation director at the U. of C.,
sociologist Saskia Sassen. “It’s precise-
ly because he started from the ground
up that he produced a different type of
analysis, and thereby added a new,
powerful variable to the picture,” she
says. Many other studies, she says,
“start with the big picture and then go
find the numbers and cases that illus-
trate the larger picture.”

I n August 1993 Billboard famously
proclaimed Wicker Park “Cutting
Edge’s New Capital,” citing the musi-
cal triumvirate of Liz Phair, Urge
Overkill, and the Smashing

Pumpkins as proof. Months later the
New York Times ran a piece called
“Edgy in Chicago,” in which Red Red
Meat’s Tim Rutili predicted Lloyd’s
thesis, protesting, “It isn’t Paris in
the 1920s. It really isn’t”

The spotlight didn’t just draw art
students and aspiring musicians. It
accelerated the influx of interlopers,
members of what sociologist Richard
Florida would later dub the “creative
class”™or, in Lloyd’s words, “latte-
sipping weekend dabblers who want
to live like artists but without the
real sacrifices.” The “increasing num-
ber of young people that formed a
second and third wave of bohemian
aspirants,” he writes, “were more
interested in making the scene than
they were in making art.” The shift
spurred the ongoing displacement of
light industry and old-line business-
es, not to mention many longtime
residents, but Lloyd gives this
process only cursory attention.

Neo-Bohemia’s time frame runs
roughly from 1989, with the opening
of Urbus Orbis and the inaugural
Around the Coyote Festival, to 2001
and the street protests against The
Real World: Chicago, which was
taped in a loft in the Urbus Orbis
building three years after the coffee-
house closed, unable to pay the rent.
This late-80s start misses a lot of the
groundwork for the transformation—
like developer Wes Andrews’s efforts
to fill the Flat Iron Building and the
Northwest Tower with artists and
arts start-ups years before Bob Berger
did the same. What about the forma-
tion of the Near Northwest Arts
Council? Marc Smith and the birth of
the Chicago-style poetry slam at the
Get Me High Lounge? (Well, OK,
that was Bucktown.) What about
Green, or Eleventh Dream Day? Why
does New Crime Productions’ Fear
and Loathing in Las Vegas, which
inaugurated the Chopin Theater in
1991, rate but not earlier plays staged
by the Curious Theatre Branch in a
North Avenue storefront? What
about Face the Street, an artist-

organized studio walk and multime-
dia festival that disappeared when
Jim Happy-Delpech launched
Around the Coyote?

Such activities weren’t “visible to
outsiders, or arguably to insiders,”
insists Lloyd. “There’d been an artist
presence going back decades. .. but
there wasn’t a scene. For it to be a
scene, it requires spaces that lend it
coherence.” Urbus Orbis was the first
space, he argues, that “allowed for
interactions that fostered a sense of
community and opportunities for
mutual support and collaboration.”
(Patrons of the Rainbo circa 1985
will no doubt take issue with that.)

He did make a point of seeking out
people who'd been there longer,
including sculptor and onetime Urbus
Orbis manager Alan Gugel, Rainbo
manager and sometime musician Jim
Garbe, poet and Club Dreamerz
bouncer Michael Watson, and a bar
worker and poet identified only as
Raul, who grew up in the area. “What
was it like then,” Lloyd wanted to
know, “when Phyllis’ goes from
pumpin’ out polka to punk instead?
How does this happen, where [the
neighborhood’s] nothing and then
becomes something?” But Lloyd
could’ve talked to more established
Wicker Park artists and musicians—
those who actually make a living from
their work. Surely they’ve had some
impact on the local economy too.

rbus Orbis closed in 1998; the

first Starbucks arrived a few
years later. Lloyd’s penultimate point
is obvious: the more investment
moved in, the more “cultural produc-
ers” moved out. Of course some still
live or work in the neighborhood.
Some manage full-time careers,
bearing the brunt of higher housing
costs; others subsidize their work
with outside jobs, art-related or oth-
erwise. But “Wicker Park isn’t the
same kind of vibrant platform now
that it was ten years ago for new,
innovative work—it’s too expensive.”

In The Rise of the Creative Class,
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Richard Lloyd
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Richard Florida asserts that terms like
“bourgeois” and “bohemian” are
increasingly irrelevant because artists
no longer feel alienated in the “creative
economy.” As Lloyd explains it, Florida
believes that bohemia has become the
new mainstream. But Lloyd argues
for bohemia’s continuing vitality, even
if such vitality is in the service of cap-
italism, and faults Florida for not
posing a crucial question.

“Who pays the price for the privi-
leges of the ‘creative class?’” he asks.
“Artists themselves are forced to bear
the burden. In Wicker Park you have
the displacement of a population
who are unable to participate in the
benefits of neighborhood renewal”
Wicker Park still remains vital,
though, because “artists continue to
come back here and act in ways that

have a disproportionate impact on its
ethos. They still decorate the side-
walks and work behind the bar and
play at the [clubs] and show in the
galleries. . .. There’s still the Flat
Iron, the Chopin Theater, the Guild
Complex, the Double Door. They're
enduring institutions.”

Neo-Bohemia is ultimately a record
of Lloyd’s commitment to Wicker
Park’s value as a subject of ongoing
study. His MacGuffin analogy isn’t
very flattering to Chicago’s cultural
establishment, which has finally got
around to realizing it needs to sup-
port and nurture its artists to help
fuel Florida’s “creative economy.”
What Sharon Zukin said about art
and commerce in New York ten years
ago could just as well apply to
Chicago today. “When push comes to

shove, culture has been an interim
development strategy, useful in peri-
ods of uncertainty,” she wrote.
“Artists have been welcomed as
‘bridge’ gentrifiers—but not as statu-
tory tenants deserving protection
when property values rise.”

Lloyd doesn’t offer any solutions.
Wicker Park, he says, “will always be
a dynamic entity. It'll always be vul-
nerable to rising property values or
colonization. . . . People will always
feel it’s embattled. Even though
artists who are committed to con-
structing this scene we might call
bohemia want to feel a sense of
autonomy or authorship, it’s always a
contingent and vulnerable thing.
They’re never masters of their envi-
ronment in the way that they might
hopetobe” @

KRISTINA MARIE KRUG

tale of brotherly love.

Nine years older than Stu, Dan has
always been there for him. Over the years
they’ve kept in touch by phone—about the
daily news, about the safety of their college-
age daughters, about Stu’s mean cat (a high
point of the narrative, actually—very funny).
Both brothers are writers—Dan’s a newsman
and Stu’s a teacher and novelist—and in
effect they narrate each other’s lives here,
recounting family tragedies and fleshing out
childhood memories. Toward the end, a
grieving Stu wonders: “Now what am | going
to do without him? Who am | going to speak
to?” As in his previous novel, Old Friends
(2004), Dixon offers wonderful detail and a
telling glimpse into how a writer thinks. |
Jerome Ludwig

POPCO | scarlett Thomas | Harcourt |
Reading Scarlett Thomas’s latest novel is
like going to church: the music is terrific,
but then the preaching starts.

Alice Butler is a 29-year-old “creative”
at the titular toy company, sequestered at a
“thought camp” with a couple dozen other
hip young things to come up with a new
product and/or marketing stratagem for
teen girls. They attend all the usual and
ridiculous bonding and brainstorming semi-
nars and while away the rest of their time
with portentous chitchat that plays up their
arch cleverness while also casting a gen-
uinely suspenseful shadow over the pro-
ceedings. Alice, an amateur cryptographer
and math whiz, is receiving anonymous
coded messages, and each new friend she
makes seems to be guarding a secret:
maybe it takes more than flexible hours
and no dress code to make the perfect job.

Meanwhile, a twin narrative of Alice’s
childhood reveals the book’s most real and
continued on page 28
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