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No Escape From Modernism and Modernity –  

Cary Grant, Shaving and the Inhabitable Dream 

 

‘I hate this house… $21,000! – I’m going to get my head examined and if I don’t 

throw myself of the Brooklyn Bridge, I’m going to sign a twenty year lease on my old 

apartment in the city.’1 Mr. Blandings, 1948 

 

In the 1948 comedy ‘Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House’, its protagonist Jim 

Blanding, played by Cary Grant, can no longer tolerate living in the cramped high-rise 

apartment in New York that he is forced to call home. The pressures of the modern 

city have controlled his life for far too long. His dream is to escape to the hills of 

Connecticut and rebuild a down-at-heel country house, ‘the old Hackett place’2, into 

an idyllic family home. Freeing himself and his family from the trappings and 

unbearable constraints of modern city life, Mr. Blandings will finally be able to live 

the American dream: a happy, healthy family, and wealth and success exemplified by 

his own unique home standing proudly in 34 acres of lush land purchased through his 

own hard work and determination. Finally he can leave his ‘four-room cracker box’3 

in the modern city of steel and concrete and be free. 

 

 
‘Modern day cliff dwellers’ – Blandings apartment in the city 



 
‘The Old Hackett place’ 

 

His dream, however, quickly starts to unravel as he is conned and manipulated at 

every turn. The ‘the old Hackett place’ is first condemned and then demolished. To 

live in the country he has to build anew. The design and construction of his new 

‘dream home’ to replace the demolished structure swiftly descends into farce. His 

‘freshwater spring’ is, in reality, the most polluted water source in the county. Rooms 

multiply and one bathroom somehow turns into three as the house gets larger and 

larger. Windows and doors go missing.  Every fitting costs exponentially more than 

the initial estimate while delays and incompetence attack Mr. Blandings’ declining 

finances.  

 

As an advertising executive, Blandings starts to work longer and harder to pay for his 

dream home in the hills, becoming evermore dependant on the place from which he is 

trying to flee. His hopes and dreams turn to fear and anxiety, and finally manifest 

themselves in complete paranoia: while he is commuting to and from the city, Mr. 

Blandings envisions his wife embroiled in an affair with his lawyer and his closest 

friend, Mr. Cole.  As the narrator, Mr. Cole, tells us at the start of the film, the dream 

home ‘might cost Jim his time, money, job, happiness, marriage and sanity’4. 

 



 
Mrs Blandings Dream 

 

 
Mr Blandings Dream 

 



Although ‘Mr. Blandings Builds His Dream House’ appears at first to be typical 

money pit classic, an MGM ‘laugh fest’ with an obvious and ubiquitous happy 

ending, the film raises key questions about the mindset of a generation at a pivotal 

point in American life. A generation that believes in the American dream, and 

subconsciously both loves and loathes the modern, mechanized city. In this growing 

city, modernity is in rampant proliferation whereas modernism remains an 

unachievable ideal. Through this Cary Grant exposes architecture’s inherent paradox. 

 

It is clear to Blandings what he believes he is trying to escape from and where he is 

trying to escape to – he imagines swapping the oppressive, controlling city for a 

carefree life in the country hills. He fails however, to actually consider and understand 

what the city and the country really are and what they have to offer.  

 

By looking at issues opened up by this lack of consideration of what constitutes city 

and country we can question the role of Mr. Blandings’ dream in terms of both 

modern ideal and modern production, the problems of realization and a life that seems 

to balance so precariously between happiness and anxiety. By looking beyond the 

inevitable narrative conceit of the film, I’d like to suggest that far from escaping the 

city and leaving his problems behind, Mr. Blandings is in fact inadvertently 

embracing the city and what it actually stands for. In fixating on an image of a better 

life in the country and endeavoring to make that image a reality, he is in fact 

consuming both the image of modernism and the production of modernity. Through 

this he becomes intrinsically involved in the continuation of the city he is trying to 

leave, playing a vital part in the construction of yet another iteration of it – the suburb. 

Put simply: Blandings can’t leave the city because he’s too busy building another. 

 

To expose the facets of Blandings’ predicament and to try to understand this strange 

paradox, we will look at two key scenes in the film. We will use them first to 

understand the architectures he portrays, and then as basis to question the supposedly 

modern, if subconscious, ideal and its attempted physical manifestation. 

 

These key scenes both take place in the same part of the home: the bathroom. They 

involve the same spatial configuration and the same characters playing out a nearly 

identical scenario. The first scene depicts Blandings and his wife navigating the 



awkward, tight and compressed space with happiness, flirtation and a certain kind of 

optimism.  The second shows tension and anxiety, a simmering anger. In both scenes, 

Mr Blandings is seen shaving in front of the mirror while his wife twists and turns 

trying in vain to use the mirror at the same time.  

 

 
Bathroom Scene 1 – The City Apartment 

 

 
Bathroom Scene 2 – The Dream House 



If we look further, we can start to see the emotions and ambitions created in this space 

in relation to Blandings dream and the narrative of the film. The first scene shows the 

couple dealing with the restraints of the city while dreaming of a better life in the less 

restricted environment of the country. The second reveals this dream as it is 

manifested in reality: unresolved, and tainted with disappointment. There seems to be 

no change in the couple’s actions as Mr and Mrs Blandings play them out in the same 

space. The bathroom has not changed or improved, and neither has their life. They 

come to the crushing realization that the dream is just that: a dream, an image that 

can’t be inhabited. The couple occupies the same bathroom in both the city and the 

country: a bathroom that promises everything yet offers nothing in a home that offers 

nothing yet promises everything. 

 

This scene, through a simple cinematographic device, exposes the true dilemma: there 

is no difference between the city and the country. In these simple terms, the city is not 

defined by a series of towers or brownstone blocks, and the country is not defined by 

barns or wooden porches. Rather, both are constructs of exactly the same daily life of 

Mr Blandings and all the actions and objects within it. In this way, the city and the 

country are strikingly similar. Both are constructed of the assortment of affiliations, 

patterns and relationships that both create and are created by Blandings’ life. If we 

begin to look at these relationships across the various scales of his daily life and try to 

understand how his daily life is constructed, we start to see the character of what he 

inhabits rather than the location of his dwelling as the important factor. Where he 

inhabits is inconsequential, and what he inhabits is inescapable. 

 

The idea of being in control of our immediate surroundings and habitation is not new. 

Joseph Rykwert suggests that it is an integral part of human nature to want to be in 

command of and have the ability to change our ‘home’ at will. By postulating a house 

for the biblical Adam in paradise (read as a human being in its simplest form) ‘not as 

a shelter against the weather but as a volume, which he could interpret in terms of his 

own body’5, Rykwert suggests that we are all susceptible to a deep-rooted, even 

Freudian, childlike passion to change our surroundings in order to construct and 

enclose ourselves. This process, he stresses, has been happening since the beginning 

of mankind. 

 



When we understand the ideas of control and renewal as fundamental aspects of 

human behavior, and place them in terms of the modern dream, we get closer to 

ascertaining Blandings’ problem. We have to reconsider the premise of this dream, of 

modernism, which was proposed at the start of the 20th century, and envisioned by 

Jim Blandings in 1948, and expose a clearer understanding of both its relationship to 

inhabitation and what it is to inhabit. 

 

Modernism in its most basic form is essentially man’s attempt to sever links from the 

past and start anew. However, if we take Rykwert’s proposition that ‘man’s desire for 

renewal is perennial and inescapable’6, a part of human nature, then modernism is 

only one of many moments when this desire is fuelled, or takes on a new impetus 

rather than a completely new ideal. Essentially, modernism is a new means to express 

the ideal figuratively and then physically in the form of mass and dynamic 

production. Although the aim here is not to suggest a completely new definition of 

modernism, it is important to stress the idea of renewal as an intrinsic human desire 

rather than as a novel product of modernism. Essentially modernism is the means by 

which to conceptualize a dream or ambition in the mind and modernity is the method 

to materialize it. The complexity of that situation is now exposed; if we constantly 

want to reinvent ourselves and our surroundings, then desire for the new will never be 

achieved and will ultimately disappoint us. Nothing will ever satisfy us if we are 

constantly wishing for something new. The modernist dream, and its foundation as 

explained by Rykwert, is both unachievable and fundamentally uninhabitable. 

 

At the same time as ‘Mr Blandings Builds His Dream House’ was released, Sigfried 

Gideon published two important books in which he tries to understand and explain the 

complex relationship of the nature of this modernist ideal and physical modernity in 

more architectural terms. In Space, Time and Architecture, he attempts to read behind 

the steel and concrete of the factory walls and depict the thoughts and feelings, the 

ethereal aspects of the age, discussed above. In Mechanization Takes Command, he 

extends his analysis and begins to try to explain how these ideals are materialized in 

reality.  

 

It is here that we can start to look at the attempts at physical production of the 

modernist ideal. While the modernist ideal can be interpreted as unachievable and 



ultimately hollow, ironically, the products of its attempted realization have been 

extraordinary successful, powerful and binding. Read as modernity, this attempt to 

satisfy this desire through production and consumption has become the key ingredient 

that both enforces our preoccupation with this internal desire for renewal and 

accelerates our attempts at achieving it.  

  

For Gideon, this materialization happens when the mechanization and organization 

processes of industry, complete production, encounter human surroundings and enter 

the household. Through an understanding of the parts or objects that construct the 

home and in turn our relationship to them, he describes how a new mechanical core of 

the home in the form of the kitchen and bathroom has the potential to offer a 

‘lightening of household burdens’7.  These rooms carry the promises of a brighter, 

lighter, cleaner, healthier way of life: a chance of renewal. 

 

The interest of Gideon and the two texts is important as he exposes the changes 

caused by the translation between these two factors, the premise and reality, and starts 

to describe the modes in which they operate. The house no longer appears as a simple 

‘machine for living in’8, the Corbusian ideal, but rather a far more complex, 

constructed space that is defined by processes and patterns that both create them and 

are created by them.  

 

Gideon’s view offers an accurate description of Blandings’ problem: the house 

actually evolves from the objects in and around it rather than merely being filled with 

the objects. The house as a volume or vessel becomes less important, as it is one of 

many objects in a vast system. Adam’s house is not just surrounding us but is 

constructed by us through processes and actions than are more important than bricks 

and mortar. The house becomes a part of a much larger system that constructs life. To 

inhabit something takes on an entirely new meaning.  

 

To look at this in detail we need to return to the scene, either in the city or the 

country, of Mr Blandings in the bathroom with his razor. While his razor and the act 

of shaving are clearly not the sole cause of Blandings’ problems, these are the key 

starting points from which to understand the construction of his ‘home’. They provide 

a new understanding of inhabitation and his desire for a new home in the broadest 



sense. Blandings’ act of rising early to shave quickly in the bathroom allow him to 

race to work, which allows him to pay for both the razor and bathroom. These actions 

and gestures are the foundations of his architecture. The razor epitomizes both 

modernism and modernity – an image of efficiency and the product to achieve it – yet 

it also defines Blanding’s place in a system from which he cannot escape.  

 

The notion of this system has been an important subject for many authors. In his 

novel Life: A User’s Manual, Georges Perec uses this system of relationships between 

objects and users to form complex narratives of characters living in a city apartment 

block, exploring similar associations found in the film. However, both Baudrillard in 

the System of Objects and Lefebvre in The Critique of Everyday Life describe people’s 

relationships with objects in an attempt to explain the encompassing power of 

consumption and acceptance: both the fundamental aspects of inhabitation. 

 

The aim of both writers is to describe a complex process of acknowledged actions and 

relationships rather than a simple critique of capitalist buying and spending. 

Baudrillard asserts that an object is not ‘consumed’ when it is bought but that an 

‘object is cathected, commercialized and personalized whereby it attains utility and 

enters into a cultural system’9 and as this happens an object is consumed and absorbed 

into a ‘signifying fabric… a totality’10. If indeed this is the case and every aspect of 

consumption is a defining mode of industrial civilization, then even the smallest 

operation is vital to this whole. Jim’s use of a razor is indeed paramount in the 

formation of his home. In essence, he needs to consume it in order to operate as a 

well-dressed, well-groomed, family man, successful enough to have the means to 

purchase and the need to use such an object to achieve a clean-shaven face.  

 

If the idea of this, seemingly unimportant, object having an important role in forming 

Blandings life seems forced, we only have to look at Lefebvre’s assertion that ‘daily 

life, like language contains manifest forms and deep structures that are implicit it’s 

operations and yet concealed in them and through them’11.  The act of shaving is part 

of this structure, as is washing his face with a towel taken from his ‘two-and-a-half 

drawers’12 in his apartment closet. These gestures actions and objects define each 

other cyclically, and in turn they define the parameters of his life and the construction 

of his home.  



 

When we extrapolate this idea, we start to realize his home is neither a box of bricks 

and steel in New York nor a box of wood and tiles in Connecticut, but actually a 

system of architectures that take in various forms. The system of consumption spreads 

out of the country house and into the city; it includes the car that he needs to drive to 

the train station and the train that takes him to his job in the city. 

 

 
Suburbia - American Dream 

 

For Beatriz Colomina, this system or flow is indeed part of the house – a continuation 

of domestic space. She sees the advent of suburbia, ultimately Blandings’ modern 

country, as something new and different from the city.  Suburbia, the result of the 

escape from the city en mass, she describes as a new space of freedom, of happiness 

and of potential, of movies watched from cars13. This is a space where the modern 

dream of stillness and calmness, leisure and pleasure play out. Her analysis of 

suburbia is the key argument against what is being suggested here. Somehow this new 

space offers the openness that the city can’t – mechanized objects in the form of cars 

and trains releasing people from the density of the metropolis. Colomina conceives of 

the city and the suburb in terms of physical space, comparing the density of towers, 



blocks and subways to the freedom of large houses and sprawling yards. However, 

Blandings inhabits an intensely dense space even though he lives in the suburb.  He 

experiences this density through consumption rather than crowded rooms in a city 

block. In his attempted escape from the city, Blandings ultimately lives in in a far 

denser space. Blandings is both suffocated by objects and constrained by time.  He 

has three bathrooms instead of one, two cars instead of no car, and more work and 

stress. Blandings has more to do, more objects and more relationships, yet he has less 

time to enjoy the so-called rewards. The myth of less work and more play is just that, 

a myth. 

 

In reality, Blandings’ attempted escape bound him even more strongly to his 

overworked, overburdened lifestyle. The space he inhabits is an area that Lefebvre 

describes as a ‘space of consensus’14, and in turn an ‘acceptance of society, a mode of 

production – in a word a totality’15.  For Lefebvre, by inhabiting a space of consensus, 

people condemn themselves to not desiring or even imagining new possibilities 

outside of this system.  

 

 
Citiies in the 1940’s – Manhattan and Levittown 



This system is not defined by the physicality of Levittown sprawl of detached houses 

or the high-rise blocks of Manhattan, but a homogeneity of production and 

consumption that creates an environment that is just as constricting and demanding in 

both. This conformity and pressure is exposed in Thomas Ktsanes’ ‘Suburbia – New 

Homes for Old Values’, where he describes sociologists finding ‘no warmth, sincerity 

or happiness’16 in this new, flat city. In this space, not only do houses look alike, but 

people think and act alike in a space that exerts a merciless and unyielding pressure 

on its inhabitants, to conform and compete. The ideal suburban home desired by Jim 

Blandings and described by Colomina, a home filled with every imaginable appliance 

and object, projecting the image of a ‘good life’ of prosperity and excess17, is truly the 

universally constricting city of consumption. The various forms of these flat cities or 

‘Sprawling Babels’18 are formed both through an unachievable desire and the 

acceptance of attempting its realization, forms that a conservative notion of 

architecture arguably has little control over or involvement with. The architecture of 

least consequence is Blanding’s physical house. 

 

 
Consumption and Conformity – Blandings Dream and Dream House manifested 

 



As Blandings does everything in his power to pay for his escape, ironically funding 

his own dream by creating images and slogans to persuade others of the same dream, 

he succumbs to the true manifestation of modernism: disappointment and paranoia. 

Even his flippant mock suicide threat involves the Brooklyn Bridge, which takes him 

to and from the inescapable city.  He sees potential in the bridge for ending his 

melodramatic nightmare rather than the tree in the nostalgic country of his 

imagination.  

 

Obviously, in true Hollywood tradition, Jim Blandings is stronger than that and 

prevails, finishing his house. As the film closes, we see Jim and his family happy in 

their new home, living out a modern life but without realizing it reveling in the 

blandness and control of a life of consumption and conformity, finally and 

inadvertently admitting there is no escape from the city and the inherent paradox of 

architecture: vital yet inconsequential. 
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