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Why does the idea of cul de 
sacs, well cared for homes 
and picket fences fill some 

people with such horror? In his 
seminal book Crabgrass Frontier, 
Kenneth T. Jackson puts forward 
the idea that suburbia has become 
a group of private islands, family 
focused and reclusive. ‘There are few 
places as desolate and lonely as a 
suburban street on a hot afternoon,’ 
he writes. 

As with anything aspirational, 
suburbia by its very nature works 
hard to segregate its inhabitants from 
the negative aspects of city life; the 
poverty, crowding and dirt inherent 
in big conurbations. Protectionism is 
never pretty when you are the wrong 
side of the picket fence. There are 
other issues too; a collectivism that 
can be oppressive for those who 
don’t fit in within a narrow concept 
of normality. No wonder so many 
scramble to escape childhoods 
anchored by suburbia.

Yet for many creatives, this 
conformity and the suppression of 
expression has acted as a spring 
board for inspiration. Countless 
books and films have explored 

Suburban dreams
In our story Awkward, ideas around isolation, 
conformity and protectionism are perfectly 
expressed through suburbia. Tamsin Kingswell 
discovers a long history of ambivalence when 
it comes to this particular slice of middle class 
utopia, but asks, will this antipathy be changed 
forever by Covid-19?
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Yet, as Covid-19 hot spot cities 
become crowded, enclosed ghost 
towns, the protectionism and 
collectivism of suburbia can start 
to look increasingly attractive. This 
was a trend that already preceded 
the anxiety of the pandemic, 
reflecting unaffordable, cramped 
accommodation and increasingly 
expensive living costs. The myth that 
millenials love cities had already 
been punctured by the National 
Association of Home Builders in the 
USA. A survey found that two-thirds 
of prospective millennial buyers 
wanted to reside in a suburban 
neighbourhood, compared to 10 per 
cent wanting to own a home in a 
central city.

Big cities have inevitably become 
strongly associated with Covid-19, 
the spread exacerbated by all the 
things that make city life great; 
restaurants, clubs, theatres. If 
no swift vaccine or treatment is 
discovered, the appeal of being shut 
up in a tiny flat will continue to 
wane. Will we be so quick to dismiss 
the appeal of suburbia in the near 
future? Perhaps not. 

this particular aspect; perhaps the 
best-known being Ira Levin’s The 
Stepford Wives. Written in 1972 
and subsequently made into a cult 
film, this story typifies the fear 
that suburban life will subsume 
individuality and free will, as wives 
are brainwashed into submissive 
robots. Other stories too, notably 
Revolutionary Road, written by the 
patron saint of suburban anguish 
Richard Yates, and The Graduate by 
Charles Webb, later made into  
highly successful film, explore 
the quiet, private desperation of 
suburban lives. 

For photographers, suburbia 
exerts a strange, often unsettling 
fascination. Holly Andres’ disturbing 
series Sparrow Lane and Summer 
of Hornets both play with classic 
tropes of suburbia; the perfect 
family kitchen, the built in wardrobe 
and vanity unit. Then there’s Julie 
Blackmon, inspired by domestic  
17th century Dutch paintings, 
exploring everyday suburban life of 
yard sales, pool parties and playing 
children. Or Larry Sultan’s work 
dissecting ‘the physiological as 
well as the physical landscape of 
suburban family life.’
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