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Gertrude Stein once wrote, “There is no there there.” She was

talking about Oakland, California and how it seemed like no place

in particular and was, in fact, an abstraction. Playing on her words, 

I would like to reframe her observation to ask, “Is there a there

there?” Are we really talking about an idea of place rather than

an actual place? Social geographer David Harvey suggested that,

“Place, in whatever guise, is like space and time, a social con-

struct … The only interesting question that can then be asked is:

by what social process(es) is place constructed?”1 In bringing to-

gether visual images of suburbia from the collections of the National

Gallery of Canada (NGC), the Canadian Museum of Contemporary

Photography (CMCP) and Oakville Galleries (Og2), this exhibition

posits a place-specific answer to this question. It acknowledges

the suburban landscape and recognizes that it is a deeply engag-

ing subject for artists, who interweave its motifs of surveillance,

mobility, and the pursuit of capital in their work.

For the last fifty years, artists have asked challenging ques-

tions about suburbia — questions often invested with a political

and social edge. Indeed, the ubiquity of the suburban landscape

has led one observer to note, “the experience of suburbia is cen-

tral if we are to make sense of everyday life.”2 This exhibition is

an effort to understand the cultural significance of the suburb and

the artists who depict the most significant landscape to emerge

in recent years.

Assembling this exhibition began by researching early twentieth-

century images of Canadian suburbs from the National Gallery of

Canada’s collection. I was particularly drawn to T. Mower Martin’s

Oakville Suburbs. Looking at this early twentieth-century image

raised the question of definition for me. Despite a title that sug-

gests a suburban place, this work looked more like a pastoral coun-

try scene or picturesque enclave than what a contemporary mind

would consider “suburban.”

As I further studied the historical images in the NGC collec-

tion, it became apparent that the artists who created them were

more concerned with issues of defining a national landscape, or

the movements and styles of modernism, than with social depic-

tions of the urban fringe. The suburb mostly evaded analysis by

artists, or was considered too banal and unimportant. By and large,

art historical images of suburbia both concealed and revealed

its complexity.

In the second half of the century, Canadian artists expressed a

direct interest in suburbia for the first time. Thus, I concluded that

post-World War II would be an appropriate starting point for the

exhibition. Suburbs, at this time, were stereotyped as generic, physi-

cally standardized and socially conformist places. By the 1960s they

had become further distanced — physically and culturally — from

their respective parent cities, and brought unanticipated social and

environmental consequences. Government intervention played a

key role to the extent that mortgage indebtedness, amortization, and

building and subdivision regulations all became suburban norms.3

It is important to remember that the second half of the last

century was a period of great cultural upheaval. This era has been

largely characterized by a rejuvenation of absolute truths in favour

of new forms of subjectivity. Artists came to question, and eventu-

ally to reject, the tenets of modernism—its self-referential images

of abstraction and social detachment. A vast variety of new move-

ments and styles came into being, bringing a commitment to social

engagement and cultural commentary to the fore. A marked social

consciousness was often expressed in issue-driven debate, with

the contested suburban landscape being a significant subject to

which artists were drawn. Since the late 1950s, they have suggested

new ways of thinking about physical and psychic spaces and have

offered compelling images of suburbia.

As the post-war suburb became a breeding ground for con-

temporary anxieties, artists were quick to respond to the national

condition. They turned an eye toward a renewed interest in the

“figurative” and ”landscape” as a way to give meaning to “place.”

Additionally, the language of popular culture — especially televi-

sion, popular magazines and advertising—offered new possibilities

for artistic imagery and intervention. And it was the very persist-

ence of television and the car windshield that served as “windows”

opening on to an extensive visual playground for the artist to inves-

tigate. The massive reshaping of suburban spaces can largely be

attributed to cars, which artists employed as a “driving force” to

collect and create data.

The resistance to any sustained consideration of the cultural

dynamics of the suburban landscape may come from the percep-

tion of suburbia itself as a culturally flat, static place, or a mindless

consumer utopia unworthy of scrutiny. That perception is countered

by the depictions of suburban life and landscape in the objects 
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from the NGC, CMCP and Og2 collections. The works in the exhibi-

tion fall between two bookends—Molly Lamb Bobak’s New Housing

Development (1956) on one end, and Isabelle Hayeur’s Nadia (from

the Model Home series) (2004) on the other. These pieces and the

others between them reflect the increasingly complex vision of life

in the suburbs at the end of the century. What starts as a paint-

ing of a cosy and hopeful image of suburbia ends with a digitally-

collaged photograph of a “model” home — one closed in on itself

and seemingly oblivious to the surrounding banal environment. Thus

they represent both the promise and the failure of mainstream,

middle-class Canadian culture.

Is there a there there? privileges work from post-war Canada,

from multiple geographical positions within the country, and from

varied political viewpoints. Reading the exhibition as a whole, the

suburban landscape is seen as powerful, repulsive and compulsive.

It demonstrates the shrewd, fresh approaches artists have taken

to this undeniably paradoxical phenomenon.

The very mention of the word “suburbia” evokes a string of

images — the grid of identical houses with two car garages, the

smoking barbeque, the swimming pool — depicting the dream of

the middle class as represented in post-war popular culture. And

then there is that dream’s inverse: the vision of tepid conformity,

Wal-Marts, office parks, gridlock, and eroding ecology. This dicho-

tomy is demonstrated through several works in the exhibition. 

For example, Bobak’s New Housing Development, with its cookie-

cutter community, debates with Roy Arden’s photograph, Monster

House, Coquitlam, B.C. (1996), a lone tract house — or pretentious

“McMansion”—situated on a hilltop. Bobak’s utopian ideals of com-

munity and neighbourliness show a tightly knit Vancouver housing

district linked by telephone poles and TV antennas, with glimpses

of nature and ocean. Arden’s gloomy and solitary home, however,

looks puffed up on steroids, isolated and anchored as it is at the end

of a cul-de-sac. These two aspects of suburban existence demon-

strate the varied cultural contradictions at play throughout the

exhibition. Such juxtapositions demonstrate how precisely our

suburban landscape has become invested with various cultural

ideas and contradictions.

Another depiction of suburban housing offered up for consid-

eration is Tony Brown’s 1980 mixed media installation, Untitled

(Spinning House). He draws on the archetypal “home” to embody

an interest in the psychological, behavioural and cultural public

and private space.4 He has set a model home spinning at 150 rpm

while slide projections are simultaneously cast upon it. It functions

as an object that flips back and forth between being a pulsating

screen and a contentious whirling object. Hypnotically, in the dark-

ened room where the model house rotates rapidly, we are able to

read certain phrases: “get up,” “go to work,” “come home,” “they

ate dinner,” “watch TV,” “lock door,” and “can’t sleep.” Text and 

Above: Molly Lamb Bobak, New Housing Project, 1956, oil on canvas, 88.8 x 127.4 cm, 

National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa. © Molly Bobak. Photo: © National Gallery of Canada, Ottawa
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model home collide and conjoin. As observers, we become inert

as the daily life of the absent occupants is sketched out for us in

a twenty-one minute cycle. Brown provides a framework for an

imaginary narrative that looks to suburban housing as a site for

consumption and the merry-go-round monotony of daily life.

More and more Canadians are residing in suburban landscapes,

yet few can decode where they begin and end. Certainly Ontario’s

“905 area” — a region that encompasses the suburban Greater

Toronto Area (so named for its telephone code) — has now pro-

vided captivating subject matter for photographers Susan Dobson

and Geoffrey James. For example, James’ New Housing, North of

Highway 7, 11th September, 2001 (2001) is an image of a model home

office that evokes the tropes of old-fashioned community values

such as white fencing, while at the same time containing a develop-

ment of homogenized assembly-line homes. The ranch-like fencing

provokes a longing for places past, while the homes are unavoidably

disorienting for their very sameness. Such depictions of housing

developments are neither urban nor rural, and yet are so uniform

as to be rendered “placeless.” Hence the suburb stands as both a

“place” and a “non-place;” a “there” and a “not there,” a paradox

that helps to shape the dynamics of this exhibition.

Many artists in Is there a there there? direct their vision through

the car windshield — a lens that frames a particular view of the

external world. The reliance on cars is a powerfully defining feature

of suburbs. In July 2006, The Globe and Mail conducted an in-

depth examination shedding light on the “changing face of the oft-

neglected, ever-disparaged suburb.”5 In the fifteen suburbs studied,

eighty-three per cent of workers travelled to their jobs by automobile.

Other surveys indicate that Canadians spend an average of sixty-

three minutes a day making the round trip between their places of

residence and their workplaces.6 Naturally, the appearance of the

automobile is ubiquitous in this exhibition.

These statistics underscore the fact that many of the works in

this show have been created from the perspective of being inside

the car looking outward, or sharing space and experience with the

car. Jeff Wall’s Landscape Manual (1969–1970) and N.E. Thing Co.’s

A Portfolio of Piles (1968) demonstrate the contemporary artist’s

reliance on the automobile for mobility and getting to peripheral 

Above: Roy Arden, Monster House, Coquitlam, B.C., 1996, Chromogenic print transmounted on plexiglas, 106.2 x 125.8 cm, 

Canadian Museum of Contemporary Photography, Ottawa. Photo: © Roy Arden
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locations to make their pictures. Ken Lum’s adjustable-type busi-

ness sign, titled Mepple Falls (2001), is typical of the low-end road-

side advertising aimed at car passengers, while Robin Collyer

demonstrates what the “Golden Mile” would look like if its signage

were obliterated in his re-touched photographs. Euan Macdonald’s

video, Brakestand (1997), simply depicts a driver spinning a car’s

wheels and going nowhere fast: a metaphor for the contemporary

condition of a commuter population that is stressed, alienated

and stuck in gridlock.

Similar evocations of placelessness can also be found in

images by Stephen Shore, Brian Sims, and Philip Bergerson. Their

photographs of strip malls and gargantuan parking lots result in

landscapes that seem flattened by an inexorable and desultory

standardization. The parking lots and malls know no regional iden-

tification; they look the same in Winnipeg, Manitoba as they do in

Saskatoon, Saskatchewan, or London, Ontario. This dislocation of

place reflects a historically specific reaction to the understanding

of landscape in an age when the automobile subdues and com-

presses our spatial experience.

To be sure, this sense of lost connections and placelessness

in the suburbs suggests a need for ordinances and constraints.

An overview of the work in this exhibition reveals that motifs of

surveillance, control and alienation are also interwoven with these

concerns.

Roland Brener’s Capital Z (1992), a cardboard configuration of

suburbia, also engages with notions of control, sameness and dis-

affection. Capital Z is not a model of anywhere specific, but every-

where in general. Brener has regimentally structured the piece

into sections: ordered Monopoly-type houses, office towers, and

less-ordered shanties on the periphery. Suspended over this land-

scape — and over the viewer’s head — is a large mechanical arm,

or boom, that acts as a controlling device. A sense of displace-

ment and disorientation is further enhanced when the boom slowly

rotates and strikes perpendicular rods that rock back and forth,

triggering a soundtrack that momentarily cuts in and out. The sound

resonates from one speaker system to another — a rhythmic call

and answer determined by the swing of the boom.7 The emitting

sounds are those of chanting and percussion beats suggestive of a

variety of cultural sources. Brener’s work can be read as an emblem

of suburban experience since the viewer is made to reflect on the

notion of sameness within difference and the idea of difference

within fixed patterns of organization.8

Above: Geoffrey James, New Housing, North of Highway 7, 11th September 2001, 11 September 2001, photograph, 75 x 100 cm, 

collection of the artist, Toronto. © Geoffrey James
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The sound in Brener’s landscape suggests the alienation and

confusion that arises when people of disparate backgrounds meet,

a theme also tackled by Ken Lum’s roadside signage. Mepple Falls

deliberately mimics the type of signage found along suburban

highways. The upper portion of the sign reads “Mepple Falls Town

Centre Plaza / largest shopping centre in the Northlands” in a blue

font against a bright yellow background, accompanied by a blue

and white logo of waterfalls. The lower portion displays three lines

of text in plastic lettering: “Save Our Town / Save Our Jobs / Don’t

Let Mepple Falls Die.” A tension exists between the upper and

lower texts, suggesting the potential closure of the plaza and the

town’s loss of identity.

Lum’s work forces us to look critically at the edge nodes of the

landscape, where rural fringe areas continue to spread out from

new nodes. He asks us to consider the contestation between those

who wish to enjoy suburbia and those who seek to profit from it.

He makes clear that “place” takes on complex meanings in such

an environment, “where inhabitants are constantly transformed by

their surroundings and conflicts are never far from the surface.”9

Suburbia is the hinge, the connection between past and future,

between old inequalities and new possibilities. Robert Harris re-

cently stated,

The Canadian-lived environment is overwhelmingly a suburban envi-

ronment. Canadians don’t think of themselves quite that way, but

that in part is a question of reality taking time to catch up with the

kinds of myths or the narratives, the stories that we tell each other

about who we are.10

The artists in this exhibition challenge us to rethink our relation-

ship to suburbia wherever we live. As they remind us, suburbia is

part of our history and part of our future. After almost fifty years

of suburban growth one would think that Canadians would by now 

have made their peace with the suburbs. And yet this is not the

case: we continue to wrestle with the seemingly inexorable pro-

cess of sprawl and the destruction of the natural environment. The

suburb may be the environment we, as a culture, continue to crave

even when we know it is not good for us.11 Either way, such paradox-

ical relationships to this place, this landscape, suggest that sub-

urbia continues to reflect both the desires and fears of Canadian

culture at large. Is there a there there? These artists suggest to us

that all lived places resonate with the energies and longings of those

who inhabit them. Indeed, these works forcefully serve to remind

us that the suburban landscape has now become at once an alien-

ating non-place and a place far more intimate—the most profound

and perplexing of all: the place that most Canadians call home.

— Marnie Fleming

This text has been adapted from the catalogue essay by Marnie Fleming for

the exhibition, Is there a there there?, organized and circulated by the National

Gallery of Canada. It has been reproduced here with the permission of the

National Gallery of Canada.
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