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The City ( 1  939): 
The Use of Film Media in Promoting the Suburban Ideal 

UDO GREINACHER 
University of Cincinnati 

During the last century. Americans h a ~ e  left their cites for the 
suburbs in unprecedented nurribers. 4t last count (Census 
2000). more than 68% reside in the suburb. compared to 100/o 
in the citj. and 20% in  rural areas. This shitt in r eden t i a l  
patterns is paralleled b j  the  rapidl! growing number of films in 
~ h i c l i  a suburban setting plajs a significant role. l umerous  
n lo~ies  such as 11r. Blandzngs Builds H7s Dream House (1948). 
Please Doiz't Eat The Dalszes (1960). The Sfepford Wi'rec 
(1975), S~rburbza (1984). Edlcard Scissorl~ands (1990) arid The 
Ti-uman Shozc (1998) are set in a sulsurban en~ironment and 
depict the eke? daj concerns of suburban d ~ t  ellers as perce i~  ed 
b j  the molie iridustrj. Holljnood. h o ~ e r  er. \\as not the first to 
discox er the suburb as a n  al ternati~e to the urban setting. This 
distinction be lonp  to Ralph Steiner and illard \ a n  Dyke. tmo 
independent filmnialters, who directed and photographed The 
C7f1 (1939). a documentar! about the exils of citj dwelling and 
the possibility ot reclaiming the "good life" through suburban 
housing initiatices. 

T l ~ e  Cit\- marlis a turning point in lrnerican film histor!. 
Instead of celebrating the  urban environment as modern, fast 
arid exciting as nas the  case in earlier citj films.] T l ~ e  Cit), 
laments the lack 01 nature. and portrays the conternporar! cit! 
as polluted. chaotic. inhurrian and destructire. Follo.rtirig a 
problern-solution format common to Ameriran documentaries. 
it compares the modern citj (prohlerri) to the he \+  England 
\ illage (ideal) and & o ~ t  s that the qualit! of life can be improl ed 
b! the cleation of model rural-industrial comrr~unities. called 
"Greenl~elt Cities." located outhide the cit! propel (solution). 

Ploduced h~ the lmerican Institute of Planners for the 1939 
Forld's Fair. The C7t~ opened to an estimated 34.932.978 
~ i d t o l s  arid Itas &own t u o  t i nw a da! for ole1 a \ear.- The  
film Mas enthusiastirall! recei~ed I)! the press. Full-page 
spreads in L f e  and The l e t (  loih Tmps  Ilagazii7~. phss a rare 
relie\\ in the JPI( Eorh- I'o5t. helped it diau large audiences 

and thus become a successful adlertisement for tit! planning 
and urban reneual in 1merica.j And because the film 
presented an upbeat conclusion at the  end of a grueling 
Depression. it also appealed to the audience's longing for 
fundanlental social and en1 ironmental impro\ements that 
would ensure a better life. 

NEW DEAL POLITICS AKD T H E  MAKING OF 'THE 
CITY' 

The C7t\. through its focus on the el erydaj problem of malting 
our cities lixable. came about as a reaction to decades of 
dissatisfaction \+ith the haphazard. wasteful. and inhumane 
development of America's urban centers. Despite Thomas 
Jefferson's fears that  crowded urban centers j\ere inherently 
corrupting and in contrast to his dream of an agrarian Republic 
v i th  an independent. dispersed population. the nineteenth 
centur! pave birth to niajor lrnerican cities. home to legions of 
desperate and inipoverished people living in congested and 
unhealth) en\ironments.' The Depression. rriarhed b! hunger, 
unemplo!rnent. displacement and fear. further exacerbated the 
unhealth! urban conditions arid inspired politicians. planners 
and docurnentar? filni~nalters to propose alternati~ es to the 
~ t a t u s  quo. 

Cnder Franklin D. Roosewlt's presidency (1933-35). this was 
ahout to change. T h e  Sew- Deal politics needed a mediurn to 
infhrsr~ the general public about vital sorial and economic 
prohlelns as well as a wal- to underscore the necessit!. of' its 
programs. Lrider the direction of the Resettlement rldminietra- 
tion. the powrnment first sponsored radio and photography 
campaigns arid. I-n 1935. decided to produce filrns in order to 
reach a broader segment of' society. For five years the s u ~ r e e s f d  
gorernrnerital use of film as a medium for information and 
exhibition allowed critical filnimalters access to the general 
public and --put documeritar~- on the niap with a flourish.""' 



92nd ACSA ANNUAL MEETING MIAMI FL MARCH 18-21, 2004 241 

It comes as no surprise that the usefulness of the  film media in 
transmitting social and political messages \+as du l j  recognized 
b\ the American Institute of Planners. In 1938. they established 
Clr.7~ Filnls as a public relations device to communicate 
members' ideas about the '"ideal citj" to a larger audience. 
Clarence Stein. the designer of Radburn and. like Pare Lorentz. 
a consultant for the Resettlement 4dministration. raised 
$30.000 from the Carnegie Foundation for a film ahout city 
plan11ing.~ Possibl! influenced b! extensil e public criticism ot 
the recentlj built greenbelt to\\ns.- the film sponsors rhose to 
fight back h, promoting these towns - reallj suburb> - and 
selected the .1939 \e\+ York lo r ld ' s  Fair as the  xenue for 
presentation. 

Clarence Stein had originally approached Pare Lorentz about 
the film. Lorentz. ho\ \e~er .  turned it doun and Stein made 
contact mith Ralph Steiner. the cinematographer of The Plorc. 
Together uith TI illard Tan Dyke. one of tlie cameramen on TIw 
Rrr el-. Steiner founded 4merican Docunientaq Filrris to under- 
take the  production of Tlze C i t ~ . . V h e j  \+ere joined b j  H e m a r  
Rodalciewicz (production). Aaron Copeland (score). and Lrmis 
IIumford (narration). a member of the h e r i c a n  Institute of 
Planning. 

The Cit?. uith its agenda of promoting the  reform and 
irnlwox ement of ex er! daj  liling en\ironrnents. became the 
.'rriost famous film at the Fair.""q The conceptiori arid produc- 
tion of the  film. houel er. \\auld ha1 e heen unthinkable. had it 
not heen for the fertile enliron~nent created during Roo<e\elt's 
presidencj. Because numerous he\+ Deal programs challenged 
the status quo of unregulated growth and development prac- 
tices. and supported. at least initiallj. man> n e v  approaches 
and ideas geared touard the impro\enient of e ~ e q d a !  life. 
documental? filmmakers and planners uere able to appl! their 

sliills to separate projects. The uithdiawal of polern~nental 
funding. on the other hand. prompted a t ollaboration bet\\ een 
the tu o. Most liltelq. without thiy crucial initial support. neither 
the social documenta i~  nor the greenbelt tow 11 idea 1% ould ha1 e 
been ahle to flourish and betome an integral part of American 
culture. 

FILY FORM AND CONTENT 

The Czt? is essentiallj a plopaganda piece promoting the  
suburb. Its central message that a healthj liling enxironnlent 
can onlj be a c h i e ~  ed by building "a better kind of citj close to .. 
tlie soil once more. l o  f o l l o ~ s  a clear rhetorical format. Its 
three-part didactic structure presents the liewer mith the beauty 
of pastoral life in a 19th century h e n  England conmiunity 
(thesis). follows this with a clitique of both steel tonn and 
metlopolis (antithesis). and finishes b j  praising the combina- 
tion of traditional rural ~ a l u e s  and technological achiexements 
as seen in a Greenbelt town (sjnthesis). 4t the same time. the  
film. in the guise of a lineal histor! of urban de~elopment.  
incorporates Leuis hIumford's theoq of the Foul Ilz,grat7oizs: 
from rural settlements to  indust~ial cities to commercial centers. 
and finally. ma! flom the  congebted citief into the countqhide. 

The film starts b j  visuallj iritioducing the \ie\+er to the 1 illage. 
set in a countqside surrounded by tree- and meadows. The  
camera moles from a farmhouse to a picket-fence-lined street 
to the pentlj rippled water of a lake. The following text is 
superimposed on this idjllic lalieside scene: 

* "  I. ear b\ ?ear our cities grolt niol e c o m p l e ~  and less jt for 
1mng. l77e age o f  rebuildzng 7s here. r e  must remold our 
old czties and b u ~ l d  n e 7 ~  c0n1mz1n7ties brtter suited to our 
needs." 
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The text sets the tone for things to come. It creates a stark 
contrast to the enchanting visual irnagrry- a dc\~ice used in 
abundance throupliout the film - arid introduces its message for 
the  first time. The text disappears. and the camera pans to a 
watermill where a sudden push of water starts it turning s l o \ d ~ .  
Kou the visual journe!- through the d l a g e  Iregins. 

Through the e!e; of a 1x31 we obsene a blachsrnith. a tovn 
meetirig. and women doing craft$ in their homes. % e join a 
miller at work. and see men working the fields or enjoying their 
gardens in their golden >ears. Cemeter~. chu~ch.  work shops. 
fields and meadous are the  icons of this pastoral betting. The 
pace is slo~z. unhurried. as is t he  narration that accompanies 
the first vgment. B e obsen e leisurel!. and stand b~ and watch 
as the blachsnlith forges t h e  steel. 

Shrill fanfares sudden11 break t h e  lull as the foundry takes the 
$ace of hammer and a n ~ i l .  h o  longer part of a pastoral h e u  
England cornmunit). the 1 iewer is transported to the industrial 
landscape of Pittsburgh. ha tu ra l  image?. so pre~alent  in the 
he\\  England village. does not define this enlironment. Instead. 
smoltestacks. machinery. industrial plants and their refuse 
define the landscape. This city is the antithesis ot the pastoral 
life seen earlier. Shot after shot  underscores the poor liling 
conditions of its inhabitants. and  depicts them as expendable 
attaclirnents of the machine. 

"lfachlnes. int.ention. poriler, bloch out tlze past! Forget the 
pret cltl. bring 111 tlw steanz and steel. the Iron men, tlw 
pants. Open the throttle! A11 aboard! The pronused land! 
Pzllars of smoke b~ dal-! Pillars o f j r e  by night! Pillars oj 
propesg! lfaclzines to make  mathmes! Prodr/ctron to 

expand poduction! Tlrere's ~t ood and r c  Ireat and h~tclrcn 
sinks and calico. a/~ead\ n d c  ut tons and tn~/omd lots. 
enorrgl~ for tPns. t l r ~ ~ r s r ~ n d ~ .  millrons. n~illions! Fastcl und 
faster! Better and better!"ll 

The cxcited deliver1 of the above narration. the  faster pare of 
the montage and the syncopated chords of the  sound track all 
reinforce the contrast to the first section. Time is inone! here. 
no  one has the time to sit and contemplate their surroundings. 
nor would they want to if the!- could. 

Behind the clouds of s~nolte appears another kind of cit!: the 
metropolis. the place of commerce. -4s the camera looh.. up at 
its imposing slqline. a rapid-fire monologue begins. sounding 
like a n  auctioneer trjing to sell us on the benefits of this place: 

"Follo~t the crou d! Get the big rnone? ! You make a prle 
and raise o pile. That makes another pile for you. Follozc~ 
the crozt d! We'z e reached a mzllion! T K O  ndlion! FII  e 
million! Katck 11s grotc! Groltlnp up! If 's neu.  It's 
autonlatzc. It drctntes records. seals, stamps a17d dell[ ers 111 

one operatzon, ~~ l t l lou t  lzurnan hands. TVIrat am I bid" A7lat 
ant I offered? Sold! Rho's next? The people, yes. Follou the 
cro ~i d to the Empre C i t ~  , tlze R'onder C i t ~  , the W u ~ d ~  Citj.. 
the F a h o n  Cir~ ! The people, \,es! 75ie people. perhaps. "" 

Subways. elelated trains and ferries take the  place of bmolte 
staclts. onl! to speu out cronds of people instead of toxic fumes. 
T h e  geometrical line.. and angles of the built environment rlash 
with the  chaotic niolements of people and cars in the streets. 
This meeting of men and ~nachine is portrayed through 
congestion. accidents and la15less b e h i o r .  Police. an amhu- 
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lance and a fire truck are shown stuck in traflic. unable to 
control t he  breakdown of order or to provide relief. 

Contrary to the street. order reigns inside the buildings \\here 
people are subjected to the machine and the processes it 
gmerns. Tl orh and consumption are mechanized and  impose 
the rhythrn of the ~nachine on human action. People t>pe. eat. 
drink and mox e vith machine-like precision. Intended as cornic 
relief by the  filmmakers. this depiction of human b e h a ~ i o r  is 
troubling ne\ertheless: the inhabitants of the co~nmercial  rit! 
are mere cogs in the machinel:. devoid of an indi~idualit! that 
niipht set them apart f r o ~ n  another. 

-It the end of the ~ t o r h  ueek. the city ernpties. The crowds that 
ha le  n a ~ i g a t e d  and enlivened its buildings and s t ~ e e t s  no\\ clop 
the thoroughfares at the peripheq. The desire to escape the 
hectic and conpected en~ironment  of the co~nniercial citj leads 
onlj to more congestion at its periphei?. Death ensups ab a 
\chicle crashes dovn a clift. 

ilmost t v o  third- of the film are d e ~  oted to tlie linear. histolic 
el olution of our departure f l  om a holistic existence in harmon! 
uith the natural c!de of life. U ater and legetation are replaced 
b! fire and s m o l e  and people become whserxient to the 
mdcliine. Tl h e r e a ~  the ;\re\\ England en\ ironment is dex oid of 
any separation hetween \\oik. li\ing. and communal acti~ities. 
the industrial land-cape of Pittshuigh clearl! distinguidieb 
Iretrt een home arid rt orb  en\ ironmentb. C o ~ n ~ n u n a l  a c t i ~  ities 
are nonexistent. a n d  children are left to their o\\n dexices. The 
co~ninercial citj doesn't exen shot\ the home. but limits its 
acope to the  street- and tlie  orl lip lace. Children. although 
otcasionall> s h o ~ n .  h e  no business here. Ueither spaces nor 

actixities are p ro~ ided  for them. 4 series of filmic devices 
undelscore this evolution. At the beginning. the static content 
of the frames depicts one person in h idher  en1 iron~nent.  Bj the 
time it gets to the co~nmercial  cit!. this simplicit) has gil en Ttay 
to multiple lines of people. all intelsecting the surfare of the 
screen at diktelent angles. T h e  stahilit) of the natural emiron- 
~nen t  has been captured b) an  almost r n o t i o n l e ~ ~  camera at e!e 
l e ~ e l .  Later. the cit! is l iewed f ro~n above. at an angle and at a 
distance emphasizing bod) parts oi shadorts rather than human 
beings. Shots l ~ e ~ o ~ n e  shorter and shorter in order to built up a 
henae of urgent? and to underscore the need for change. This 
leads to the last section of t he  film. .i\hich releases the built-up 
tension and provides the solution in the  form of a greenbelt 
community. 

Fanfares introduce the new toltn as we see shots of heroic 
coristruction ~ o r l t e r s  far above the ground. of the Hool er Dam. 
palter lines. an airplane a n d  a streamlined train. These are the 
signifiers of the nelt times. clean. fast. and ponerful. 

"Science takes jhgl~t  at  last for l lun~nn gouls. Thi5 nelc age 
Bzrllds a better kind of c i t ~  close to the sol1 once more. 4s 
molded to our human l t  ants  asplanes are 51iaped for speed. 
\ell cities take f o m .  green cltles!"" 

Fittingl!., we first see t h e  new settlement f r o ~ n  an aerial 
perspective, id!4ically situated in the midst of the count~-ysicle 
and surrounded hy forest and meadous  It has an orderly 
la~out .  and is connected to other settlements or industrial parlts 
hv freeways. -4s the camera descends tolvards the roadway it 
captures streamlined busses moving unhindered across an 
expense of concrete roadways. transporting the workers to the 
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"'sunlit factories and laboratories'" that  hare taken the place of 
the steel rnills and mines. Scientific and technological achieve- 
ments have made the return to the  pastoral ideal possible. 

The neu settlement. just like its Yen England predecessor. is 
embedded in the natural surroundings. Once again. it is 
through the ejes of a boy that we explore the town. The school. 
pail'. sports field. lake. and plajground are just a fev of the 
man) stations x+e xisit. all connected h! paths for walking and 
hiking and free of autornoti~e tratfic. Cornpaled to the pre\ious 
segment. x\ork. commute. and dailj choies are rarelj shown. 
The essence of this community is leisure lking. made possible 
b j  industrial production and co~nmercial  distribution that takes 
p l a ~ e  else\+ here. 

Filmic de~ ices  and editing techniques further reinforce the 
connection b e t ~ e e n  the Ueu England village and the greenbelt 
t o ~ n .  Frame after frame s h o ~ s  m a l l  groups of people engaged 
in shared actkities. thus emphasizing the harnionv and - 
cooperation among residents. llatural c u i ~  e c  and organic lines 
allude to the light. open areas of t h e  Aeu England \illage. and 
miall suhsistence gardening recalls the liaixest scene from 
eailier in the film. The coinmunit! center and bchool. homeler. 
noI+ fulfill the role of the meeting house. Igain. the xisual 
narratile emphasizes the ~ o l r  of children: the\ pla! at the pond 
or lalie. and learn b! ~ a t c h i n g  adults doing their chores. 
Objectixe and moderate narration. as nell  as a musical return to 

melodic thernes introduced in part one. contrast with those 
used in  the  industrial and commercial sequence. At the same 
time. indilidual shots become longer again, decelerating the  
pace of the  ~ i s u a l  information to the l e ~ e l  experienced during 
the film's l!rical beginning. 

Tlze City ends ~ i t h  a reiteration of the benefits of the  greenbelt 
community. and contrasts its ad\antages n i th  the  desolate 
enl i ron~nent  prespnted in the iridustrial and commercial cities. 
4s the camera cuts from children plajing in rubble and vaste to 
children in pla~grounds. from dilapidated structures to me11 
laid-out apartment buildings. and from a polluted sk!line to an  
orderly settlement pattern amidst treea and meadoxts. the  
narrator proclainis: 

" I o u  take 1 . 0 ~ ~  clzoice. Each one 1s real. eacll one is 
possible. Slrall L (  e smk deeper. sink deeper In old g-roo~ es. 
paj7ng for bltplzt c t d z  lzunran nlrpen? Or hare  l te  I zsron, 
ha7 e z4e couiage! Sllull Ice bztzld and ~ e b r ~ r l d  our citzes 
clean agarn. closc. to the earth. open to the s k ~  ! . . . All that 
l te  knolc about n ~ a c h n c s  ( ~ n d  sod. and ralt materials. and 
Irun~nn a\ s of hrrng 1s I (  aztzng. ITP ( u n  reproduce the 
pattern and better it a thousand t~nzes. l t ' ~  I~e ie!  The 77Pl( 

crt) ! Read? to serz e n bettei u g ~ !  I ou and I our tllzldr~n, 
the chozte 1s o ~ r s ! " ' ~  
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The film"s didactic structure goes bejond the mere d~finit ion ot 
the four enlironments and their dialectic relationship. The 
lisual eniphasie on specific actions or hackgrounds in each 
segment also helps categorize the varioub stages of urban 
delelopment. T h e  dominating themes progress from KORK 
(thesis. Ye\\ England \illage) to POLLIITIO? and COlrGES- 
TION (antithesis. industrial and commercial citj) and rest on 
LEISLRE as the  sjnthesib hetween terlinological progress and 
pastoral ideal. Most importantlj. holzever. the linear progres- 
sion through the  histon, ot urban developnient artificially closes 
the potentiall? endless dialectic c!cle of the& / antithesis/ 
[sjnlthesis / antithesis . . . . R j  casting the niodel settlement as 
the inelitable outcome of the dissatisfaction vith life in a steel 
tol\n and a metropolis. the planners added d s t a n t i a l   eight to 
~ 1 1 d t  otherlkise would hale been just one of rnanj plopositions. 

PROGRAM 

The film tlearl! shows vhat it ~ o u l d  he like to l i le in a 
greenbelt town. B e  ohe r l e  people at home and in the 
con mi unit^. doing their ddilj chores in a planned enxiron- 
merit.'> This exposure dllovs us to reconstruct the program 
through obserxation. despite the fact that none of the design 
principles uriderl\.ing the suburban settlement t)pe are explicit- 
l! stated. BJ incorporating ihots of a moling train and airplane 

the film implies that the nen settlement is to be located outside 
the city. 

Emhrdded in a natural environment of forest and meadow. the 
greenbelt town features quaint streets and quiet neighborhoods. 
resembling to some degree t h e  Neu England xillage. The 
surrounding greenbelt prevents its shape fiom changing and 
discourages growth. 

\PI er let t~ng crties too big to manage. 1e1 er pushmg 
the meadolcs, fields and ~ ~ o o d s  too far a ( [  ay.  T l~ i s  ~ t o r k s  as 
rt ell for moderu 17ui7g as once it did in old \ere England 
to1t11s. 

Honies are separate from the xi  orkplace. Residents ideall! ~ a l k  
to work. but most liltel! commute either h! automobile or bus. 

Factorirs are set apartfrom living quarters, but close to rail 
and motor I-oad. Kith space to spread aboz~t 111. L ~ g h t  
industries are w a r  at hand. the  11ea1;\ ones are set apart. 

U1 residences. either 1014 -houses or multifamilj dl+ ellings. are 
arranged in clusters and are in close \itinit! to the educational. 
rommrrcial. and cultural estalslishmerrt> of the romrnunit!. 
Cur\ilirleal footpaths ~zind through the clusters and connect 
them. Lnderpasses separate the  pedestrian from the automotile 
routes. 



246 ARCHIPELAGOS: OUTPOSTS OF THE AMERICAS 

T h e  school. pla!giound. sports field. and l ib~dn  ale tlie most 
important elerrieritb of the n e ~  cornniunil~.  4 sl~acious arrange- 
ment d>  me11 as functionalit! and sunlight ale the rnairi 
chaiactelistics of tlie educational facilities. 111 addition. seleral 
a~nenitieb such as a golf course. a concert hall. a clinic. and a 
public pool sene  the residents. 

R e  can't tell ithere tile pla\mg ends arid !there the (cork 
begmc. 
R e  m ~ s  tlwm lzere. R e  learn b y  licing. Pla\pounds. 
schools, librar~es are meant for el erj.one, not juct for a felt 
l t  110 get a bleak. 

The settlement pattern fosters collaboration. Srnall subsistence 
gardens near the residential clusters, a corn~riunal laundq 
facilit! and a produce market allou female residents to do their 
dailj chores while ~ a t c h i n g  their children. 

The gardens are eve1-j z~lzere. Tlaey are we?? bodjp's busi- 
ness. too. 
Ez en tlze I (  asking needn't break the rt oinnn's back. 
Mac111nes can tah-e 1 1 ,  and the xlJe needn't be cooped up 
a17d lone/? on L( ashing da? s. 
The dull?. marh-etrng is part of the f i n .  h~ fact the market ~s 

just an a m e v  to tlze Xztclien. Another cltance to chat about 
the clddren i ~ z t h  the measles or t he  I (  eatlzer. 

Finallj. the filni proclaims that the pattern presented is not 
unique. but will be replicated all over the country. 

A nlilllon people sprcad rn a dozen or true of open cities are 
f i e  to m o l e  about muclz faster t h a n  if the! are jammed 
togethtr in one oz ercl-oicsded center. E'e can reproduce the 
pattern and better it a tho~lsnnd times. 

Altl~ough the planners refer to these settlerrients as greenl~elt 
tomr~s. their program actuall! conforms to tlie definition of a 
suburb as "a residential dibtrict located on the outsliirts of a 
cit!."" It ma! look superficiall! l i l~e  a h e n  England ~il lage.  but 
the p~ogrammatk requirements of deceritralizdtion and the 
separation of ~ o r k  and home. as well as an emphasis on 
cliildren and their schooling. differentiate the nelr settlement 
from the old xillape. This uas  compact. coinhined vork  and 
home - often under one roof - arid prepared children for 
ddultlibod through exposure to the adult wo~ld. The garden 
suburb thus share> onl! its bucolic surroundings bit11 its 
agrarian predecesor. 

Rather than propo41ip hov citieb can he repaired or improx ed. 
TIP C ~ t j  is an anti-urban call to action. Both the text at the 
beginning and the ridriation of the final ~egnient propose that 
Me rebuild '-our d i e %  clean again. close to the earth. open to 
the ili!." far alja! from the "-disordered turns of steel and 
stone." The c i t ~ .  described a; a place  here people ha \?  an 
"unrolling ticliertape instead of life"" arid .'where Vr. h d  A h .  
Zero cannot move or act until the other nlillions zeros do." ii 
~isuall! presented ab lawless and be)ond control. as either 
polluted or o\ercro\\ded. and is deemed be!ond repair. 
Lnfortunatel~. this one-dimensional depiction of t h e  urban 
enlironment makes no attempt to explain the socio-economic 
reasons that led to o ~ e r c r o ~ ~ d i n g .  pollution. and substandald - 
living quarters." nor does it propose a solution to these 
problems. It also ignores the city's posithe attributes. Cultural 
institutions such as the concert hall. the theater. the museum. 
or the librarj are conspicuously absent in the metropolitan 
sequence. The  eye of the camera axoids sho\\ing us t h e  parks. 
the neighborhoods. and the  plajgrounds. all of which contrih- 
ute greatlj to metropolitan life. Instead. albeit humorously. the 
city is shown as a ~nacliine instead. dominating and de~our ing  
its occupants. Chaos. speed or individualism. the  tjpical 
positix e metropolitan attributes of modernity in previous rit! 
films.18 are presented as negati~e.  ominous. and inhumane in 
The Cit\.I9 

This nega t i~e  portrajal of urban life is countered b! the 
proposal of a nelr communal society. The chic culture of the 
greenbelt tomn affirms traditional American patterns based on 
order. security. cleanliness and collecti~e activity.?' To  achiele 
this nev order. the dirt\ and mess! production process is 
banned from the cornmunit\. The p h j  sical separation bet\+ een 
~ o r k p l a c e  and li~irig-place is mirrored 1 , ~  the division of 
co~nmunal and  residential functions into separate entities. Each 
element is tightl! scripted, and consists onlj of mono-hnctional 
spaces. There is no rn! s ten  here. no possibilitj of disco1 ering 
anything new. Each actiaitj is clearl, spelled out through its 
location. placement and design. Planned order replaces the 
~ h a o s  of the cit!. and sameness of appearance takes the  place of 
d i ~  ersit!. 

The filrn goes on to s h o ~  a homogenized ~ o r l d  of uhite 
middle-class residents mith clearl! defined gender roles. R om- 
en. depicted as an equal part of the vorldorce in both the  \el+ 
England 1 illage and the cornniercial citj. no\\ find thernseh ef 
rclegdted to cllildrearing. shopping. meal preparation and the 
occasional gossip ~ession in the communal laundry iacilit!. 
Ven. on the other hand. are prornised to ..lla\e a little tirne to 
\rat& [their] kids and p l a ~  \kith thern." despite the  remote 
location of the  model communit~ that demands an  extensile 
highna! s!stern in order to connect it with tlie place oi 
ernplo!rnent. 
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r .  I l r p  C l t \  in oidq t l ~ e  p l i t ica l  ( onti 01 e r s ~  that -1ir1ounded t h e  
estal~lishir~ent of Greenlr~lt  tour~b and cffecti\el\ qtdlli an! 
dibcussivn ahout its ideological framework. It eHectixel> com- 
rrlunicates the need lo1 tliii 1 m . r  settltrnent tJpe b? appealing to  
our primal instincts t ha t  >eel\ the \\ell-lwing of o u ~  children. a e 

see frame after frame of happ! children engaged in pla!. 
learning and painting at - t l~oo l  or loanling a ~ o u n d  in a 
sprauling en\ ironment. '"The children need the earth for 
pla!ing and gro\\ing.-"I "Just vatcli us grou. the scales ~ o n ' t  
hold us soon.^'" ..ltqs here! The rle\\ citj! Read! to w r \ e  a 
better age! I o u  and your child~en. the choice is !ours!"" R 110 

can argue \\ith children pla!ing a t  a jungle $In. testing their 
first steps on the meadov. building rrlodel airplanes and gazing 
happih at the bright future! 

4fter bears of depression and at the eve of R orld R ar 11. The 
Cit1,prolides the audience \\ith a chance to enrision a return t o  
the agrarian myth promoted b! Thomas Jefferson and others. 
Despite the rnanj critical xoices that challenged the film's 
*-emotional plea for a decentralized future [as pa7.ing] little 
regard to the hard realities of housir~g.'"'~ that complained 
about the ..utterlj aseptic" life portrayed in a greenbelt town 
where "all the citizens [are] practicing to be acrobats." and that  
argued that it is not  "a question of 14ithdraning from t h e  
metropolitan scene ... . hut a question of shaping it.'": The 
Czt!. rernained immensel! popular and. for !ears. helped 
promote the suburban settlement pattern. 

Later films continue to promote the cultural message first 
emplo~ed in The Cit!. Ihracl~ on 34th Street (1947) presents 
the suburban home as the ultimate Christmas vish and offers it 
to the single ~borlting morn and her daughter. complete uith a 
husband/father. h o t h e 1  film. Ifr. Blandings Bullds Hls Dream 
House (1948). is an  ironic cornmentar! on the cost of home 
ownership. It depicts the  heroic struggle of a familj staking its 
claim in a future suburb. the ne\$ frontier of the 50's. And in  
Plense Don't Eat the Dazszes (1960) D a ~ i d  \iven olercornes t h e  
temptation5 of the ci t j  in faror of the wholesome familj life 
onlj to he found in the  suburb. Each of the fihm depicts t he  
cit! as a terrible place to raise children. and promotes the  
suburb as the sole alternatile. Similarlj to The C l t ~ .  in uh ich  
\ iev el s are asked to decide  bet^ een the greenbelt t o ~ n  and the  
~netropolis. these later nlo~ies confront the main characters 
~ i t h  a choice hetu een  indi~idual  self fulfill~rler~t in the cit! arid 
the demands of the  collecti~e (family) best catered to in t h e  
count17 side. 

I ltiinatel!. the film-s title is a misnomer. The Czt\ '3 anti-urban 
message that declares the ~irhan en~iionrnerit is ill suited for 
l i~ ing .  Rather than suggesting n a j s  to i m p r o ~ e  or iepair it. t he  
filrn faxorc abandoning the citj altogether. It surcessfully 
c*on~n~unicate> the desirable qualitj of life to he had in t h e  
planned suburb to a broad audience b! immersing the xiewer in  

the actual er~\~irorlnier~ts rather than presenting the design 
I~i~lc, iples that h a l t  t'ornied them. Fu~thermore. tl~rougli its 
dialectical structure. tlic film implies that elearl! defined inono- 
functional spaces \vith predetermined uses. as found in the 
greenlxlt t o ~ m  or suhurl~. are the  inex-itable answer to our 
dissatisfaction \\-it11 the tit!-. 11s the  Sirst motion picture to 
estal~lish a blueprint for the sul~urb. The Ci!\. has defined our 
expectations of' suburban life. Further research and anal\-sis of 
later Holl!~vood films s ~ t  in the suburb will shou- to what degree 
thcsr expectations continue to b e  shared. and whether the 
suburb as set t le~r~ent tj-pe succeeds in the mind of the people or 
not. 
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