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Hobos to Street People presents a social, cultural and political history of homelessness from the Great Depression to the present as seen through the work of artists from the 1930s to today. The book is based on the touring exhibition of the same name that began in San Francisco in 2008. The artists range from Dorothea Lange, Rockwell Kent, Fritz Eichenberg and Richard V. Correll to contemporary artists including Kiki Smith, Sandow Birk, Eric Drooker, Jos Sances, David Bacon and others.

Author Art Hazelwood weaves together the history of homelessness in American society through the lens of artwork that tells a story of struggle and hope, of solidarity and demonization over a seventy-five year period. Many of the images from the 1930s sought to express the nobility of those living in poverty rather than portray people as victims. And many of the artists were employed by the federal government under several programs of the New Deal of Franklin Delano Roosevelt. Artists represented the struggles of poor people and shared in them. A new activism spread amongst artists who worked on political themes from homelessness to anti-lynching and anti-fascist campaigns. This artist activism was largely suppressed by art world trends and anti-communist witch hunts in the 1950s, but returned again in the 1970s. 

New Deal programs followed by the GI Bill, the Civil Rights movement and Medicare reduced poverty for many groups but other forces were at work in society to create a new wave of homelessness and poverty. This new era of homelessness has been with us since the 1980s and takes on increased urgency with every turn of the economic cycle. With the rise of conservative economic theories of trickle down and boot strap individualism, emergency shelters began to spring up all across the country in the face of rising populations of homeless people, the first indicators for the gross inequity and wealth disparity in America. By contrasting the responses in the 1930s with today the emphasis on demonization and criminalization of poor people becomes all the clearer. In the last few decades artists have worked increasingly with activist groups to create imagery that speaks to contemporary homelessness. 

Ben Bagdikian, Dean Emeritus at the Graduate School of Journalism at UC Berkeley wrote of the book “In 1964, I wrote a book, In the Midst of Plenty: the Poor in America, describing what was shameful for the richest country in the world. Today, as depicted in Art Hazelwood’s Hobos to Street People, we still do little or nothing about the homeless poor and it is still shameful.”

Hobos to Street People is a touring exhibition that originated in San Francisco in 2009 and is currently on view through December 4, 2011 at the de Saisset Museum, Santa Clara University. http://www.scu.edu/desaisset/exhibitions/hobos.cfm
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