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Back t

ARTISTS USED TO FLEE AND NEVER
LOOK BACK. NOW, A NEW
GENERATION IS FINDING INSPIRATION
IN AMERICA’S SUBURBAN SPRAWL.

BY EDWARD M. GOMEZ

uburbia, that vast, automobile-
loving antidote to the aggravations
of the big city, promised post—
World War II Americans “the
good life.” With relatively easy home own-
ership, shopping malls aplenty and eight-
lane highways for simple trips to the post
office, the suburbs supposedly offered room
to spread out in, free of crime, grime and
congestion. Of course, it didn’t exactly work
out that way, and many suburbanites—who
today account for more than half of the
country’s population—are realizing that the

o the

world they inhabit can exhibit many of the
same kinds of problems as the concrete jun-
gle, in addition to newer ills like ugly, green-
space-devouring, runaway sprawl.

Lately this self-contained world has
become a source of fascination to numer-
ous American artists who either grew up
in, or later became rooted in, “the *burbs.”
Overall, their shared outlook is more that
of inquisitive cultural anthropologists than
of polemical social critics. Neither senti-
mental nor damning, they regard the sub-
urbs as an intriguing environment whose
inhabitants and customs—backyard bar-
becues, car pools, bake sales—are at once
the stuff of real, “normal” life for millions
and, for outsiders looking in, the perplex-
ing trappings of someone’s wildest dreams.
(University of Memphis art historian Sara
Doris offers a lucid account of the social
and cultural forces that accompanied the
suburban boom and helped foster the emer-
gence of new art forms in her new book
Pop Art and the Contest Over American
Culture, Cambridge University Press, 2007.)

“The suburbs are neither one extreme
nor the other,” notes the New York-based
painter Peter Drake. “There’s the David
Lynch model, which looks at the suburbs
as a completely tarnished experience;
there’s also the 1950s ‘Father Knows Best’
model, which is hopelessly naive. I believe
both visions are true and false, simultane-
ously.” Drake, who grew up in Garden
City, Long Island, one of the earliest Amer-
ican suburban developments, dating from
1869, teaches art at the Parsons School of
Design in Manhattan. Among the themes

’Burbs

his paintings examine are what he refers to
as “the idiosyncrasies and metaphoric power”
reflected in the traditional roles of many men
and women in the suburbs, including stay-
at-home housekeeping moms who oversee
their families’ interior living spaces and go-
to-work dads whose domain is the yard or
lawn (think mowing, snow-shoveling and
masterminding the barbecue grill).

Drake’s artistic observations can be
provocative and rather nuanced at the same
time. Of his recent acrylic-on-canvas pic-
tures of heavily armored tanks rumbling
through ordinarily tranquil, residential
streets, he notes, “We take for granted the
images of war in faraway places, in other
people’s living spaces, that we see in the
news. But what would war look like in our
own backyard? To imagine such a scene
and paint it creates a jarring image.” By
contrast, Drake’s large-scale “Delightful
Garden” brings together every kind of
ceramic gnome and decorative lawn sculp-
ture imaginable in a composition that
evokes a classical convocation of deities.
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