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Boylesque artist Matt Finish performs during a Hubba Hubba Revue at the DNA Lounge in the South of Market district.
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It’s Monday night at DNA Lounge — which means about 85 people are watching the
Hubba Hubba Revue, a regular burlesque act.

This week, a group of 30- to 50-year-olds upstairs cheered at the performers — Matt
Finish, a “boylesque” artist, was the featured act — while sipping fancy cocktails and
wearing vintage clothing. Just below them, gothic-industrial music blared through the
speakers as hundreds of people — representing subcultures from the rivetheads to the
Lolitas — danced to the beat.

Owner Jamie Zawinski, a software engineer turned nightclub impresario, has cultivated a
space that regulars consider a haven of only-in-San-Francisco free expression. But over the
past few years, DNA Lounge has been hemorrhaging money, according to Zawinski — and
he is close to having to shut its doors.

“To break even, we need to increase our overall attendance by 800 people a week,”
Zawinski said in a Monday blog post. “Another way of saying that is that we are running at
a loss of somewhere in the neighborhood of $380,000 per year. And I don’t have it.”

DNA Lounge is a well-known club and concert venue in the South of Market district, which
has hosted bands like the Mr. T Experience, an easycore act from Sweden, and Persian hip-
hop artists from Los Angeles alongside names like Prince and Green Day. It is a nexus of
the city’s subcultures, from the tech workers whom Zawinski once worked with at Netscape
to Latinos, LGBT people, goths and others.

“It is definitely one of the key nightlife spots in SoMa, and it’s one of those places that lots
of people go,” said Scott Wiener, a former San Francisco supervisor recently elected to the
state senate who is an ardent advocate of preserving the city’s late-night entertainment.
“We don’t want to lose these venues, because once you lose them, you tend to not get them
back.”

Zawinski, a well-known figure in the nascent days of the World Wide Web, made his
millions at Netscape, a browser company which went public in 1995 and was sold to AOL
in 1999 for $10 billion. He bought DNA Lounge in 1999, when he noticed the city’s culture
was shifting, he said. Buying and remodeling the nightclub — a yearlong process — was his
way of trying to preserve the vibrant spirit he encountered when he moved to the Bay Area.
Along the way, he faced resistance from city and state regulators, who wanted to shut the

https://www.dnalounge.com/backstage/log/2016/12/19.html
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Bartender Lisa Hyde is reflected in framed pictures of performers behind the bar at DNA Lounge in S.F.

place down. Some called the crackdown on DNA Lounge and similar establishments the
War on Fun — and Zawinski’s side ultimately won.

But this, he said, took a lot of money — $5 million over the past 17 years — and his
businesses have never turned a profit.

When DNA Lounge experienced a small boom in business between 2009 and 2014,
Zawinski opened up an attached pizza joint and decided to build a sister club, Codeword.
But, over the past few years, attendance has sharply declined: From 2014 to 2015, the
Lounge’s attendance dropped by about 9 percent, and by the end of 2016 it had dropped
another 15 percent. And, Zawinski wrote, Codeword had “no business to speak of.”

Now, Zawinski and his partner, Barry Synoground, have found themselves in dire straits:
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They are counting on revenue from New Year’s Eve to make rent for the month, they said.
For every person that doesn’t show, that is a $50 ticket, about $30 in drinks, and another
$10 in pizza that they will need to make up.

Zawinski said it is not so much about the money as it is about preserving a place that is so
dear to so many people. “If I wanted to make money, I wouldn’t have opened up a
nightclub,” he said.

The prospect of DNA Lounge closing is
“almost unimaginable, because it hits so
hard on a cultural level and personal level,”
said Morgan Tucker, a regular who said he is
at the club two to three times a week. “It
feels like a community, it feels like a family,
and the people who work there really care
about the music, the shows, and the art that
is displayed.”

In San Francisco, where soaring housing
prices have begun pushing younger people
out of the city, capturing the interests of
people in their 20s has become an
increasing challenge, Synoground said.

“We need to figure out, where are they getting their entertainment?” he said.

From 2010 to 2015, the number of nightlife venues in San Francisco grew by 13 percent
with the addition of 415 spaces, according to a September study by the Office of Economic
Analysis. That growth was concentrated among restaurants and bars, however.

While nightclubs have circled in and out of the city, Wiener said he has seen two models
thrive: clubs that have been around for a long time and have a loyal customer base, and
ones that offer something different every night.

DNA Lounge falls somewhere in the middle of that, he said, and it has the characteristics of
a place that “should be” succeeding: “I hope they are able to retool and succeed.”
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On Tuesday afternoon, Zawinski and Synoground sat in the empty nightclub. It feels much
smaller when no one is there, they said.

They hope their regulars and those who want to preserve the offbeat culture of San
Francisco will help save the space — because, on a regular night, when it is full of
dramatically different people united by music, the space feels twice its size.

“It’s one of the most beautiful things,” he said.

Trisha Thadani is a San Francisco Chronicle staff writer. Email:
tthadani@sfchronicle.com Twitter: @TrishaThadani
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