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The current state of the American Dream of domestic happiness is 

examined in a major photography exhibition opening at The Museum of Modern Art 

on September 26, 1991. Organized by Peter Galassi, curator, Department of 

Photography, PLEASURES AND TERRORS OF DOMESTIC COMFORT presents a varied and 

challenging cross-section of contemporary work, all of it devoted to life at 

home. While the exhibition makes no attempt at sociological objectivity, the 

many voices it assembles have much to say about life in the eighties. 

Long a staple of literature and film, domestic life has emerged over the 

past decade as an important theme in American photography. The exhibition 

surveys this development in approximately 150 pictures, a majority of them in 

color, by about seventy artists (partial list attached). The work, all but a 

small fraction of it made since 1980, is diverse in style, sensibility, and 

scale. A major publication edited and introduced by Mr. Galassi accompanies 

the exhibition. 

Arranged thematically, PLEASURES AND TERRORS OF DOMESTIC COMFORT 

explores the settings, rituals, and moods of domestic experience. 

Straightforward, documentary-style photographs appear alongside staged, 

frankly artificial pictures — and with a wide range of work that falls between 

these two poles of contemporary work. The exhibition concludes with a suite 

of pictures that take snapshots and family photographs as their theme. 
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The earliest works included are by William Eggleston, whose mundane 

household scenes--an open oven or the view beneath a bed--are charged with 

feeling. When Eggleston made those pictures around 1970, the public street 

was still the favored arena of American photographers. By 1980 many had begun 

to turn their attention to the private life of the home, often photographing 

their own families or friends. In this new work, domestic experience is 

described not from the detached viewpoint of the journalist or sociologist, 

but from within. 

In the accompanying book, Mr. Galassi suggests that artists "began to 

photograph at home not because it was important, in the sense that political 

issues are important, but because it was there--the one place that is easier 

to get to than the street. After they had worked for a while, many also 

realized that the overlooked opportunity was also a rich one, full of 

uncharted mysteries." In Doug DuBois's family photographs, such as My Sister 

Lise, Christinas Eve (1984), moments that only an insider might notice are 

rendered with an intimacy that only an insider could possess. 

At the opposite end of the artistic spectrum are the staged or fabricated 

pictures of Ellen Brooks, Jo Ann Call is, Cindy Sherman, and others. In Laurie 

Simmons's Coral Living Room with Lilies (1983), two women at home (plastic 

figurines posed before a magazine reproduction) inhabit a prison of their own 

making. In a photograph by Bruce Charlesworth, an archetypical ordinary guy 

studies the want-ads at breakfast. Reworking the domestic cliches of popular 

imagery, these artists examine the role of the mass media in shaping private 

lives. Although their approach is remote from that of Eggleston and DuBois, 

they share the conviction that something important is going on at home. 
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