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Angela Buenning has been chronicling the valley’s landscape since 2000. Here, she photographs a sign from an empty Mountain View business park.

Valley’s boom, bust through a lens
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Taking photos
forced Buenning
to look at images
she once drove by
without noticing.

   Silicon Valley can be a blur.
   In good times and bad, the change rac-
es by. But all it takes is a fraction of sec-
ond to freeze it, to stop everything, to give
us all a moment to think about what we’ve
done. For three years, Angela Buenning has
chronicled the rise and fall in photographs.
   “It was almost like the landscape was
screaming to be photographed,” says
Buenning, 32, who teaches journalism at
Eastside College Preparatory School in East
Palo Alto.
   Thousands strolling through San Jose’s
downtown are now discovering what
Buenning means. Her exhibit of Silicon
Valley photos, called “control-shift-
space,” has been mounted in the win-

dows of the old Woolworth’s on South
First Street. The exhibit, part of a visual-
arts program supported by business and
city government, will be there through
June 28.
   But that’s getting ahead of the story,
which started three years ago.
   By early 2000, Buenning was con-
vinced there was a story to be told    the
story of the meteoric rise of the nation’s
economic engine. Words wouldn’t do, she
decided. Words, she says, tell you what to
think. Pictures get you to think.
   There was the Forbes billboard near
Palo Alto on Highway 101: “Proliferate
Capitalism.” Click. There was the server
farm, with machines neatly stacked on
racks. Click. There was the barge in the

bay being used as a floating billboard, be-
cause all the roadside signs had been
gobbled up by hungry dot-coms. Click.
   “Things were changing so fast,” she
says. And she wondered: Were we even
thinking about what we were doing? Was
there time to slow down and think?
   Taking her photos forced her to slow
down, to study the change, to look care-
fully at images she once drove by without
noticing.
   And just as she got rolling, something
happened. The incredible economic run
sputtered. The answer to the question
about how long it would last was at
hand.

See CASSIDY, Page 5C
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   “When things
started to turn or
shift, I was pretty
panicked,” Buen-
ning says.
   She figured her
project was over.
   But then she thought about
it more. If an unprecedented
run-up was dramatic, then so
was an unprecedented col-
lapse. She kept shooting.
   The reception area of a small
tech company, which had been
abandoned quickly. Click. The
old Forbes billboard on High-
way 101, now whitewashed and
offering itself for rent. Click. A
server farm, looking a lot like
the first server farm, except
that the machines had been
pulled out, leaving only a spa-
ghetti of cables. Click.
   “It became apparent that
there were interesting things
to be seen in the next phase,
some of the juxtaposition that
started to develop.” Buenning
says.
   And so she went about her
work, lugging her medium-for-
mat Pentax with her every-
where she went.
   Buenning’s camera looks on
Silicon Valley with affection.
It’s her home. She asks the
question: Is the Valley a lesson
on what can go wrong, or a
model for other places that
want to do things right? She

asks, but doesn’t
care to answer di-
rectly.
   “My hope isn’t to
try to get across a
particular set of be-
liefs or convince
people of a particu-
lar way to view this
area,” she says.

   Instead, she is trying to get
people to stop and think   to
freeze the frenzy. Her photos
do that by offering a pause and
a point of reflection.

Hey! Have an only-in-Silicon
Valley story? Contact Mike
Cassidy at mcassidy@
mercurynews.com or (408)
920-5536

IF YOU’RE INTERESTED
The “control-shift-space” photo
exhibit will be on display through
June 28 at 27 S. First St. in San
Jose. To view Angela Buenning’s
photographs on the Web, see www.
angelabuenning.com/
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