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During the last century, Americans left their
cites for the suburbs in unprecedented
numbers. At last count (Census 2000), more
than 68% now reside in the suburbs,
compared to 10% in the city, and 20% in
rural areas. This shift in residential patterns
corresponds to an increase in the number of
films in which a suburban setting plays a
significant role. Indeed, in the three movies
presented here, Hollywood goes so far as to
blatantly advocate that we leave our cities
behind.

This paper examines and documents how
Hollywood has presented its case for the
superiority of the suburb through films such
as Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House
(1948), Please Don't Eat The Daisies (1960),
and The Stepford Wives (1975). Spanning
almost three decades, these films compare
urban and suburban lifestyles, make an
argument for leaving the city, and present
telling imagery of the promised suburban
paradise. An in-depth analysis of the visual
presentation of these two different
environments is then used to reconstruct the
changing perception of the American city over
time.

Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House
(1948)

Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House! is
probably the first feature film to recount the
trials and tribulations of building a suburban
home. The film’s script is based on a book of
the same title by Eric Hodgins, editor of
Fortune Magazine. The author describes his
own experience of buying an ancient, decrepit
farmhouse in Connecticut, and subsequently
having to tear it down and build it anew.

According to the film’s narrator, the Blandings
are "modern cliff dwellers,” just like thousands
of other New Yorkers. For fifteen years, Jim
Blandings, his wife Muriel and their two
daughters have lived in a cramped four-room
apartment in Manhattan. One September
morning, Muriel admits that she has asked an
interior decorator for plans to improve on the
apartment, and that these plans involve the
demolition of one wall. Balking at the
estimated cost of $7,000 for a place they
don’t even own, Jim leaves for his office at an
advertisement agency. Here he stumbles on
an ad for a suburban home in Connecticut
entitled “Trade city soot for sylvan charm.”
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Figure 1. Suburban Exodus 1900 - 2000
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Jim, himself dissatisfied with the small
apartment that forces him to constantly
negotiate the use of closet space, the
bathroom, its shower, sink and space in front
of the mirror, makes an appointment with a
real estate agent. After encountering the ‘Old
Hallek Place,” a run-down farmhouse
somewhere in Connecticut, Jim and Muriel
each create an idealized version of the place
in their minds. More taken by their
imagination than reality, they offer $ 10,000
for the house and its 50-acre lot.

The proud owners soon discover that they
have been taken to the cleaners. Instead of
$40, the price per acre charged to locals, they
have paid $200 per acre, and instead of the
50 acres originally stated, their lot measures
only 35 acres, ‘more or less.’ To make matters
worse, the old homestead is unsalvageable,
and has to be torn down and constructed
anew, at an estimated cost of $15,000.
Following multiple alterations to the original
plans and disastrous setbacks during
construction, the final tally reaches over
$40,000, nearly bankrupting the Blandings.
The film concludes with a happy ending of
sorts when the narrator, who has been critical
of the endeavor throughout the movie, admits
that “maybe there are some things you should
buy with your heart. Maybe those are the
things that really count."

Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House is one
of the first anti-urban films to appear since
The City (1939) was presented at the World’s
Fair in 1939. This documentary provided a
highly unfavorable description of urban
environments., It portrayed them as
overcrowded, dirty and lawless, and decried
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Figure 2. Film clips incorporated from The City (1939)

their lack of child-friendly environs. In a very
clear message the film incited residents to
abandon the city for the suburb,

The opening of Mr. Blandings Builds His
Dream House borrows heavily from The City.?
As the narrator speaks, the camera pans from
the dark canyons between skyscrapers to
congested streets with people and cars stuck
in traffic. It then moves past an equally
congested subway system (“a transportation
systern second to none in passenger comfort”)
to a crowded and hectic lunch counter. In
spite of these shared scenes, however, the
overall tone of each film is quite different.

By very selectively incorporating edited clips
from The City's extensive urban footage,?
many of the documentary’s anti-urban
arguments have been excluded. Poliution,
social ills, the resulting lawlessness and the
lack of child-friendly environments® are not a
part of Mr. Blandings’ Manhattan.
Furthermore, The City’s depiction of its
inhabitants as mere cogs in the commercial
machinery, devoid of individualism that sets
them apart couldn’t be more different from
the highly personal portrait of Jim Blandings
as “one of these bright young fellows you see
around town. College graduate, advertising
business, lovely wife, two fine kids, makes
about $ 15,000 a year.”® This frothy, slightly
ironic tone is sustained throughout our
introduction to Mr. Blandings’ urban

environment, where, in contrast to the dark
mood evoked in The City, it ends on a light
note, with shots of one of the city’s “delightful
changes in climate,” a street-scene featuring
people navigating the snow- and ice-covered
sidewalks after a blizzard.
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Figure 3. Featured locations in The Blandings

With the shortcomings of city living reduced to
overcrowding, congestion and a fast-paced
lifestyle, the film's real urban critique is
centered on the residential problems of city
life. Sharing their four-room apartment with
two daughters, a maid and a canary, the
Blandings awaken each morning to a hectic
routine in an overcrowded space. For Jim, the
day begins at 7:30 am with a search for
clothes in overstuffed closets, followed by a
fruitless attempt to get the single bathroom
for himself. This is followed by breakfast in
the small dining room that is barely able to
accommodate the entire family. It can only be
navigated by the constant moving of furniture
or the birdcage. Chaos reigns, and until the
girls leave for school, the apartment is
buzzing with the same energy found in the
gridlocked streets outside. Not surprisingly, it
is the Blandings’ desire for a more spacious
habitat that ultimately triggers their yearning
for a house outside the city proper.

“What the Blandings’ wanted was simple
enough: a two-story house in quiet, modern
good taste; .. a good-sized living room, a
dining room, and a kitchen on the first floor;
four bedrooms and accompanying baths on
the second; a roomy cellar, a good attic,
plenty of closets, and a couple of nice
porches. And that was all.”®

From the onset, the film fosters the
assumption that life in the suburb or the
country will be no different than life in the
city, just much more spacious. Jim’'s work will
not be affected by the move, nor will be the
running of the household, which remains the
responsibility of the maid.” In addition,
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because none of the typical urban amenities,
such as varied forms of entertainment and a
diverse range of retail stores and restaurants,
appear to play a role in the daily life of the
Blandings, the viewer is led to believe that
their absence will not be noticed.

A few subtle twists, none of them present in
either article or book, cast a shadow on their
new-found paradise. After moving day, Jim
discovers that from now on he will have to get
up 2 1/2 hours earlier in order to catch the
commuter train to the city. This will not only
affect his marital life - “you better save your
strength, you have to get up at five”® - but
also means that he will no longer join his wife
and daughters at the breakfast table, the site
for animated family discussions. Instead, he
will now commute for over an hour each way,
spending much more time away from his
family. The move thus reduces his presence
as a member of the family.

Occasionally Jim has to spend the night in his
office to finish his work. Upon his return from
the city after one of those nights, Jim
discovers his friend Bill wearing his robe after
having spent the night alone with Muriel as a
result of a storm. Jim becomes jealous, and
qguestions his decision to move to the suburbs.
“I was once a happy man. I did have my
sanity and a few dollars in the bank, two
children who loved me and a wife I could
trust.”® Although his suspicions prove to be
unfounded, the theme of marital betrayal has
been introduced into the city / suburb
equation. With later films such as Please Don't
Eat The Daisies (1960), The Graduate (1967),
Edward Scissorhands (1990), The Ice Storm
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(1997), Lawn Dogs (1997) and American
Beauty (1999), adultery becomes a common
theme in the depiction of suburban life. Life
there may thus look perfect, but not
necessarily be perfect.

Although hardly typical of the postwar
experience in America - featuring an upper-
class New Yorker and his family -- the topic
resonated with the general public and,
according to Kenneth T. Jackson, made the
book the “perhaps most widely read of the
many postwar novels that explored the world
of rising executives and long-distance
transfers.”!® By making the book into a movie,
Hollywood did not just run behind the
emerging trend of suburban migration, but
actively promoted it as well. Over seventy
“Blandings Dream Houses” were constructed
in cities across the country, financed by an
admission fee of 25 cents, and raffled off with
the profits going to charitable institutions. Not
surprisingly, thousands wrote to the studio
asking for “dream house” building plans
following the film's release.!’ These houses
were a sensational form of real-life advertising
for Mr. Blandings. Additional corporate tie-ins
with building supply companies such as Aetna
Steel and Sherwin Williams Paint amounted to
$ 3.5 million in free print advertisement for
the film. General Electric hopped on board by
contributing the Ilatest model washing
machine, stove and refrigerator for inclusion
in the movie set.!> All over America people
dreamed of living the life of the Blandings
family.

Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House lives on
as an icon depicting the trials of

Figure 4. Featured locations in Daisies

homeownership, and continues to be available
in print and on film. The author, on the other
hand, did not experience this level of success.
In real life Eric Hodgins ran out of money, and
had to sell his New Milford house in 1945.'3
His second book on homeownership and
country life, Blandings Way, did not fare well.
It described the Blandings’ continuing struggle
with the building’s upkeep and their failure to
establish roots in their new community, and
conciluded with the family’s return to a
Manhattan rental apartment. Their failure to
sustain a suburban lifestyle, however, did not
appeal to the general public. The book saw
only its original 1950 edition, and, lacking
popular interest, was never made into a
movie. America didn't want to know about the
failure of the suburban dream.

Please Don’t Eat the Daisies (1960)

On first glance, Please Don't Eat the Daisies
appears to be nothing more than a colored
remake of Mr. Blandings a decade Ilater.
Again, the film’s script is based on a book
depicting the author's own experience of
suburban life.!* Apart from their difference in
size - the Mackay household consists of four
children, a maid and a dog - both families are
remarkably similar; the husbands are
successful middieclass wordsmiths, each
married to stunning women who stay at
home. In both cases, the move to the suburb
appears to be maotivated solely by the lack of
space to be had in a Manhattan apartment.
Furthermore, just like the Blandings, the
Mackays find themselves an old house in the
country, far away from the city and badly in
need of repairs.
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Please Don't Eat the Daisies draws a larger,
more  positive picture of the urban
environment than Mr. Blandings. Even as it
establishes its premise that the Mackays’
apartment is too small for a family with four
boys, it ends the opening sequence with Kate
(and the viewer) admiring the illuminated
cityscape as she escapes in a cab from her
chaotic apartment. The plot of Daisies also
shows her husband enjoying a variety of the
city’'s cultural events and forms of
entertainment, urban amenities largely
ignored by both The City and Mr. Blandings.

As a newly minted drama critic, Larry Mackay
is fully immersed in the city’s nightlife, with its
parties, theater productions, restaurants and
blues clubs. Although the couple had
previously agreed to look for a house in the
country, Larry’s new career now demands that
he spend many evenings in the city. It also
prevents him from attending any of the
scheduled meetings with the real estate
agent. Their inadvertent failure to renew the
lease on their Manhattan apartment, however,
forces the issue and drives a wedge between
the couple. While Kate continues to favor
relocation to the suburbs, Larry balks at such
a move, preferring to find a bigger apartment
in the city. He exclaims: “I like living in the
city now! I like being part of the theater. I like
being wanted and accepted by the people who
count, by important people.., ."®

It comes as no surprise that he is less than
taken with their purchase of a huge,
somewhat dilapidated mansion that is much in
need of cleaning and repairs. Located about
70 miles from where he wants to be, he
remarks dryly: "I am about to start a iong life
as a commuter.”*® Bothered by the noise of
home improvement and the constant
interruptions by workmen, which prevent him
from concentrating on his work, Larry
welcomes Kate's suggestion of temporarily
moving to a hotel in the city in order to finish
his book manuscript.

Once more the city is shown at its most
stimulating. Larry enjoys quiet suppers in his
hotel room, frequents restaurants and blues
clubs, and gets his work done without
interruptions. In short, he spends the
weekday as a bachelor - a status further
emphasized by his frequent encounters with
Deborah Vaughn, who attempts to seduce him
- while Kate works hard to make the
suburban residence their home.

The depiction of the city as an exciting and
invigorating environment clearly sets Please
Don't Eat the Daisies apart from the two
previous films. The choice between urban and
suburban is no longer clear cut, but has
become gender and role specific. Kate's desire
for a house in the country is primarily driven
by her concerns for the well-being of her
children. “Oh, listen to the kids out there, they
are having a ball,"’” she responds when Larry
complains about his commute. The move to
the country has opened a new world to her.
The house and its needs for repairs and
decorating cement her role as a homemaker
by providing a serious challenge; required
parental participation in the local school
furthers her involvement with children and
their upbringing; and the invitation to
participate in a benefits play produced by the
local drama society gives her a creative outlet
and fosters her acceptance in the local
community. Altogether, the move to the
suburb has elevated Kate from being a mere
appendix to her husband to becoming an
independent operator in a variety of roles.

Larry, on the other hand, suffers greatly from
the move. His professional life remains his
sole focus, and it is still centered in the city.
Because he is neither interested in the local
community nor in his children’s schooling, the
suburb has nothing to offer him. Instead, he
has to spend several hours a day commuting.
This further diminishes his participation in
family life, which he might not mind, but the
children do. Indeed, he finds himself reduced
to a mere ‘breadwinner,” a position not helped
by his temporary move back into a city hotel.
Although he continues to enjoy the city’'s
nightlife, his family’s absence diminishes his
pleasure, and his life as a weekday-bachelor
remains unfulfilled.

Although the film concludes with a happy
ending - Larry forsakes his weekday bachelor
existence and moves back to the family - no
true solution has been achieved. In fact, it
seems as if Daisies might harbor a subtle
critique of the suburbs behind its generally
positive portrayal. From Larry’s point of view,
they don’t offer many of the amenities that he
is used to having in the city, such as
interesting cultural activities as well as a
variety of restaurants and nightclubs. For him,
the move to the suburbs is not a solution, but
a compromise.
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Figure 5. Featured locations in Stepford Wives

In both Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House
and Please Don't Eat The Daisies the suburb is
portrayed in glowing terms. At the same time,
however, each film shows that a move from
the city can cause difficulties to arise. In Mr.
Blandings these difficulties are minimal. They
become slightly more pronounced in Daisies.
Only in The Stepford Wives do they take an
extreme form, ultimately leading to the death
of the mother/wife.

The Stepford Wives (1975)

The Stepford Wives departs from the
introductory pattern set up in the previous
two films. At the beginning, the Eberhart
family has already made its decision to leave
the city and move to the suburbs. The film
opens as Joanna Eberhart, mother of two and
aspiring photographer, forlornly looks around
the apartment one last time before leaving
the city and moving to Stepford. We don't see
how her family has coped with life in the city,
nor are we privy to the couple’s decision-
making process concerning their move.
Gradually, though, the film reveals their
reasons for leaving. The first hint comes in the
second sequence, where Joanna and her
children observe a man carrying a nude
female mannequin across the street. As the
children recount the event to their father,
Walter remarks “Well, that's why we are
moving to Stepford,”!® thus implying that the
suburb will be a safer, less strange place. The
next hint comes as they foliow barren
motorways through industrial landscapes on
their way to their new home. Upon their
arrival in Stepford, they find a town in which
the winding streets are lined with trees in full
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bloom; horses graze on green meadows,; and
all of the houses have good neighbor fences
and curbside mailboxes. The visual contrast to
the city has made it very clear that Stepford is
the better place to live.

In time, Walter brings up the themes of the
previous two films when he mentions that it's
good to have more space, and that it's a
perfect place for the kids. In spite of his
comment about the children, however, their
well-being only plays an indirect role in the
movie. While the daily activities of the Mackay
boys are featured prominently throughout
Daisies,*® Kim and Amy Eberhart have limited
screen time (less than 7%). And, unlike the
Blandings girls, whose precocious comments
provide a humorous reality check to their
parents’ preoccupation with home
construction,?® the Eberhart children, when on
screen, are mostly relegated to the
background. They are shown tagging along in
the move to Stepford, shopping with their
parents at the local supermarket, sitting next
to mammy on the family couch, or playing at
a distance in the yard. Only a few times do
they actively contribute to the story: when
they cry out for Joanna because they can’t
sleep, when they have friends over, play in
the yard, crowd around the kitchen table, and
when, at the end of the movie, they confront
their quarreling parents.

Although they seemingly play a secondary
role, the children are indispensable when it
cames to the film’s storyline. As the subjects
of Joanna’s gaze they replace the city in her
photographs, thereby indicating a shift in her
source of stimulation from urban grittiness to
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child’'s-play. They are also the reason for
Walter’'s reluctance to leave Stepford, and
ultimately, they serve as the instrument of
Joanna’s destruction. After she has decided to
flee, her desperate search for the children not
only delays her departure, but takes her to
the Victorian villa of the Men’s Association
where she will be killed.

The filmic treatment of the children also helps
unmask the gender roles in suburbia. Contrary
to the growing “domestication of the American
Male” asserted by Life magazine in the 50's,%
Walter spends little time with his girls.
Although he occasionally does household
chores - we see him helping with the dishes
or the shopping - he is at a loss when asked
to take care of them on his own. He is in
many ways similar to the self-involved Larry
Mackay, who is unwilling to spend more time
than necessary with his sons,?? and rather
enjoys his life as a bachelor during the week,
at least to a certain degree. Walter displays a
similar level of selfishness when he brags
about transforming an unfinished space into a
playroom - for himself.3

Indeed, Walter benefits from the move to the
suburb while Joanna does not. Instead, it
deprives her of an environment teeming with
the gritty and exciting images that infuse her
work as a photographer, and cuts her off from
her friends, cultural events and professional
opportunities. An emancipated woman of the
70’s, she has no desire to follow in Kate
Mackay's footsteps and eagerly throw herself
into the role of homemaker to the exclusion of
everything else.

The Stepford Wives thus marks a distinct
departure from previous accounts of suburban
housewives. More attuned with Betty Friedan’s
assertion that mass relocation to the suburbs
positioned women within a “comfortable
concentration camp,”®* the film features
women who do not 'adjust' as housewives,
and who did not grow up wanting to be ‘just
a housewife.' Once they are isolated in a
suburban landscape, disconnected from social
relationships outside of the family and home,
and separated from employment
opportunities,?® the women of Stepford lose
their distinguishing characteristics.

Newcomers, who have moved from the city,
are portrayed as independent individuals with
numerous interests, who are somewhat

politically active, and who, despite marriage
and children, frown on servitude. Their homes
- just like the city - are messy and
unorganized, but full of activity.?® In short,
their lives and homes reflect the vitality of the
urban environments they have just left. Once
replaced by a -- somewhat improved?’--
mechanical replica, however, the female
suburban residents lose their distinctive,
independent personalities. They conform to
the ideal that their husbands expect of them,
through language (a reduced vocabulary that
no longer supports criticism), a common
appearance (form-revealing clothes on top of
enlarged breasts), and singular interests
(baking, cleaning, raising children). Indeed, in
their ruffled aprons, dresses, and padded
uplift bras, the women of Stepford have
become commodities of their husbands,
stylistically interchangeable just Ilike the
decorated boxes they now live in.%®

This commoditization of the family goes hand
in hand with tight control over the entire
suburb. Diz Corba, president of the men’s
association and a former employee of Disney
World, has sought to rein in the residents of
Stepford by adapting the strategies of a
theme park, where the details of the
landscape and those who inhabit it are tightly
controlled. Police officers and their cars are
omnipresent, but, rather than preventing the
violation of personal property or guaranteeing
the well-being of the residents, they “reinforce
the sense of suburban Stepford as a closely
monitored, regulatory environment. "

At a time when suburbs are becoming the
dominant landscape of the country, the
Stepford Wives supports the notion that
personal independence and freedom of choice
can only be obtained in an urban context.
Whereas the Blandings exchange city life for a
more spacious version in the country, and the
Mackays have to compromise between the
needs of the family and those of the
individual, the women who move to Stepford
encounter the complete erosion of personal
autonomy, the erasure of identity and the loss
of individual agency in their new
environment.’® What has been the motive
behind the rural exodus since the middle
ages, and has led to the establishment and
growth of numerous cities around the globe, is
now no longer available to Joanna Eberhart:
the right to choose one’s fate.
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Put In Context

On a superficial level, Hollywood's depiction of
the suburb appears to have remained
unchanged. In each of these three films, the
studios peddle the advantages of the spacious
suburban home, surrounded by extensive
grounds, and containing multiple bathrooms.
In addition, they each advocate suburbia as a
refuge, where certain family values as well as
social and racial homogeneity are the norm. It
seems that the suburbs aren't really meant to
be for everyone as The City had once
proclaimed. Indeed, Hollywood's focus on
white, upper middle class professionals with
above average incomes and educations
prompted Bosley Crowther, the New York
Times film critic, to remark that

Yif the much-talked about housing problem
could be as happily resolved for all as it is for
those fortunate people who watch “Mr.
Blandings Builds His Dream House” on the
Astor's screen, then one of our major
dilemmas in the domestic area would be a
national boon."3!

The on-screen quest for more living space was
subsequently shared by millions of Americans,
who, just like the families depicted in the
movies, did everything to exchange an
apartment in the city for a house in the
suburbs. Between 1948 (Blandings) and 1975
(Stepford), the percentage of people residing
in the suburbs almost doubled. Moreover, the
average size of the American home increased
by two thirds, while the number of people per
household declined.®® As the suburban
migration grew - from 20% in 1948
(Blandings) to 40% in 1975 (Stepford) - the
amount of screen time depicting the city
declined drastically. The portrayal of urban life
that accounted for over half of the footage in
Mr. Blandings and Daisies has almost
vanished in The Stepford Wives. Only a small
fraction of the film features the city, its
activity, noise, vistas and people. Later
productions completely reduce the urban
environment to an abstract concept, and
either totally ignore the city or reduce it to a
symbolic stand-in such as a generic office high
rise or a Los Angeles limousine.®* By this time,
it appears as if Hollywood no longer needs to
compare the city and suburb in order to
convince us that suburbia reigns
unchallenged.
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