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“The Lamentation of a Vacuum Cleaner”1: Appliance Disappointments in John Cheever and Richard Yates 

“‘Oh Mother, dear Mother, oh Mother, 

Why is the sky so dark? […] 

It’s nothing, my dear daughter, 

This isn’t the way the world ends, 

The washing machine is on spinner, 

And I’m waiting to entertain friends. 

 

But Mother, dear Mother, please tell me, 

Why does your Geiger counter tick? […] 

It’s nothing, it’s nothing, my darling, 

It’s really nothing at all, 

My Geiger counter simply records 

An increase in radioactive fall.’”2 

 

In her memoir Home Before Dark, Susan Cheever recalls visiting her father John Cheever at his home in Ossining New 

York shortly before his death. 3 Bedridden and in the final stages of cancer, Cheever could barely speak and Susan deduced, 

from his gestures and half-uttered words, a request to unplug the electric heater by his bed—a deduction based on the premise 

that he “never trusted electrical appliances. If a heater, toaster, or electric blanket was turned off without being unplugged, 

he was convinced it might still flash on mysteriously, with fiery and explosive consequences” (HBD, 213). These efforts 

however backfired, and he responded, with characteristic sarcasm, “‘How clever of you to think I want it unplugged’” (HBD, 

213). Seven years later, Richard Yates’ daughter Monica, who had moved into her father’s house to monitor his increasingly 

frequent bipolar episodes, would wake up to find her father “standing in her room wearing a raincoat, frantically pushing a 

vacuum cleaner and saying he couldn’t work it—what could he do—?”4 When Yates died in November 1992, the unfinished 

manuscript of his memoir, Uncertain Times, was found in the author’s freezer (Bailey, 5). One finds, in these anecdotes of 

daughters causing disappointment for something as trivial as an electric plug, fathers manically attempting to vacuum, and 

literary works stashed in freezers, dynamics uncannily similar to the gadget-ridden domestic relations depicted in Cheever 

and Yates’ fiction.  This article examines a selection of such gadget-ridden relations in these writers’ short stories and novels, 

which diverge from each other in important ways despite their shared effort to, in Kate Charlton-Jones’ words, “dismember 

the American dream” and, in particular, the dream represented in mid-century television, radio, and print advertising.5 I relate 

these depictions to the representation of appliances in print and television advertising of the period, drawing on a range of 

archival sources. In focussing on the literary role of domestic electrification and electrical appliances—an area hitherto 

unexamined not only in either of the authors’ works, but in accounts of post-war American literature more broadly—I aim to 

complicate existing readings of Cheever and Yates and to intervene in the scholarly debate around the place of literature by 

white male authors in the American literary canon. Finally, I wish to demonstrate the significance of electricity and electric 

objects to the project of post-war realism.  
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In Cheever’s fiction, shiny new washing machines and hand-held electric mixers malfunction with precisely those “fiery 

and explosive consequences” identified by the author’s daughter. As in the song that serves as this article’s epigraph, such 

explosions are often linked to the explosive potential of the atomic bomb. Meanwhile his depiction of his migrant characters’ 

fascination with Americans’ many kitchen gadgets forms part of a broader comment on the nation’s self-mythologisation 

abroad. These depictions are often tragicomic in nature, if not outright comical, enabling the novelist to straddle the thin line 

between playful parody and pointed critique. Indeed, the jocose tone of even the most harrowing of Cheever’s appliance 

depictions arguably allowed their critical dimension to go unnoticed during much of his lifetime, thus enabling the author to 

maintain his carefully cultivated status as a star of middlebrow fiction, champion of the American way of life, and not a critic 

but a representative, as Joe Moran puts it, of a “collective national mood.” 6 As Moran notes, the author cover story of Cheever 

published in the March 27 1964 issue of Time, like the magazine’s subsequent coverage of his work, helped “foste[r] a 

popular image of the author as a leisurely New England squire whose life revolved around his family […] the Episcopal 

Church and suburban social events” (353). Such stories enabled Cheever’s homosexuality and alcoholic excess to remain 

hidden by resolutely categorising his literary representations of these as “morality tales” (353). The cheerfully mundane 

depictions of appliances in the journal entries Cheever chose to publish in The New Yorker throughout the 60s and 70s, I 

argue, served to similarly temper the more critical dimension of the appliance depictions in his fiction, which for a twenty-

first century reader stand out as very obvious challenges to Cold War America. As late as 1977, when Cheever’s struggles 

with alcoholism and a stint in rehab had become public knowledge, such selectively picked entries presented a domestic 

context in which “Neither the vacuum cleaner nor the dishwasher will function, but the splendid thing about working happily 

is that it leaves me with very little energy for bitterness, anger, impatience, and long indictments.”7  

 In contrast to Cheever’s ambivalently lustrous gadgets, appliances in Yates’ more straightforwardly autobiographical 

fiction form part of a very explicitly sullen, shabby backdrop from which they exert pressure in inevitably negative ways, 

participating in the obsessive repetition of the author’s own unhappy childhood and adult struggles with financial 

precariousness, alcoholism, and psychiatric internment. Indeed, while it may be that, as Sophie A. Jones summarises, “[t]he 

autobiographical dimension of Yates’s writing has […] constrained interpretations of his work,” it is also true that that 

autobiographical dimension throws into sharp relief the historicity of his appliance depictions.8 The son of an alcoholic failed 

musician who worked as a regional sales representative for General Electric and a sculptress with unfulfilled aims to exhibit 

at the Whitney and live among New York’s wealthiest (the two divorced when he was three), Yates focuses relentlessly on 

the lives of labourers, impoverished divorcées, and alcoholic organisation men whose stories are seeded with anecdotes from 

his own life. 9 With the exception of the protagonists of his first novel, Revolutionary Road (1961), the characters in these 

texts live in squalid accommodation where, as the protagonist of Young Hearts Crying (1984) describes her “makeshift 

kitchen,” “Nothing ha[s] ever worked.”10 In their homes, appliances both owned and sought after throw into relief the 

characters’ vanquished aspirations. The refrigerator meanwhile participates in the Sisyphean ritual of drink making, drunken 

self-aggrandisement, and morbid self-flagellation that always and inevitably ends where it began: in the cold embrace of the 

                                                 
6 Joe Moran, “The Author as a Brand Name: American Literary Figures and the ‘Time’ Cover Story,” Journal of American Studies 29. 3 (Dec. 1995): 

349-363. Citation on 354.  
7 John Cheever, “From the Seventies and Early Eighties: Excerpts from a Diary,” The New Yorker (August 4, 1991): 49. 

https://www.newyorker.com/magazine/1991/08/12/from-the-seventies-and-early-eighties-i/amp. 8 May 2019.  
8 Sophie A. Jones, “Richard Yates’s Autofictions and the Politics of Canonization,” in Richard Yates and the Flawed American Dream: Critical Essays, 

ed. Jennifer Daly (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company, 2017), 87-107. Citation on 87. 
9 Blake Bailey, A Tragic Honesty: The Life and Work of Richard Yates (New York: Picador, 2003), 13-14; 17.  
10 Richard Yates, Young Hearts Crying (London: Vintage, 2008), 117. Henceforth, YHC.  
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refrigerator doors. And while Yates never explicitly links his characters’ appliances to the United States’ Military-Industrial 

Complex in the way Cheever does, his texts’ references to electric shock therapy and electric chairs draw attention to the 

currents that flow between the domestic gadgetry in America’s homes and the penal gadgetry used to punish individuals who 

deviate from the nation’s norms, which were powered by the same companies. 11  Most notably, Disturbing the Peace (1976) 

echoes Sylvia Plath’s famous linking of shock therapy and the execution of the Rosenbergs in its depiction of a Bellevue 

nurse who tells protagonist John Wilder, “‘You’ve heard of the electric chair […] Well, this here is an electric bed. All I have 

to do is press this button’” (DTP, 238). The nurse’s analogy in turn imbues with new and darker meaning an earlier song with 

which John had earlier regaled a lover: “Benjamin Franklin discovered the spark / That Edison discovered would light up the 

dark / Marconi discovered the wireless telegraph / Across the ocean blue / But the greatest discovery / Was when you 

discovered me / And I discovered you” (DTP, 165). The greatest discovery in this novel is, indeed, Wilder’s discovery of 

Bellevue and its electric currents—a reading made all the more tempting by Yates’s own experience of electric shock therapy, 

and his connection to the history of the chair: his grandfather, a chaplain at Auburn State Prison in New York, witnessed its 

first use in 1890.12  

While the tone and character of these two authors’ appliance depictions may differ, the depictions themselves reflect a 

shared concern with the distance between reality and the fantasy world of television advertisements and sitcoms in the post-

war era. More broadly, Cheever and Yates’s appliance narratives reflect the authors’ acknowledgement of gadgets’ status as 

veritable actors in the drama of particularly white middle-class post-war domesticity. My contention, then, is that in both 

Yates and Cheever, appliances function as more than mere contributors to what Roland Barthes terms a text’s “reality 

effect”—those objects in fiction that are superfluous at the level of plot but integral to the enhancement of the novel’s 

realism.13 In particular, these gadgets participate in subject-object relations that refer back either explicitly or implicitly to 

their counterparts on television, radio, and in print advertising. Indeed, given the frequency with which these texts both make 

explicit references to television and radio and invert the tenets of the television sitcom through tragic plotlines, one might 

more accurately compare the appliances represented therein to the furnishings of a set on a TV sitcom gone awry. They are 

there, that is, as stand-ins for reality that signal their owners’ participation in a specific socio-economic and moral system 

while (in direct contrast to actual television props) suggesting the limits of those systems’ capacity to bring them happiness. 

The General Electric, Kelvinator, Frigidaire, and Sears Coldspot appliances that populated the sets of Leave it to Beaver 

(1957-1963), The Dick Van Dyke Show (1961-1966), Ozzie and Harriet (1952-1966), and, later, the Brady Bunch (1969-

1974) and The Mary Tyler Moore Show (1970-1977) served as brand endorsements as well as elements in an extended and 

broad-ranging televisual demonstration of what Americans should aspire to own and be. By contrast, the appliances in 

Cheever and Yates serve, variously, as a moral opprobrium (an indication of the naiveté and moral corruption of believing in 

the gods of consumer goods), allegories for nuclear anxiety, and, in the case of Cheever, signs of (homo)sexual repression.14 

Where Barthes’ notion of the reality effect is in fact premised on objects that blend into the background of the narrative, 

                                                 
11 As noted elsewhere in this study, Edison Electric (with the financial backing of J.P. Morgan) and Westinghouse were at the forefront of the development 

of the electric chair: indeed, the invention was the result of the two companies’ competition to discredit each other. See Richard Moran, Executioner’s 

Current Thomas Eidison, George Westinghouse, and the Invention of the Electric Chair (New York: Vintage, 2002).  
12 Blake Bailey, A Tragic Honesty: The Life and Work of Richard Yates (New York: Picador, 2003), 12. 
13 Roland Barthes, “The Reality Effect,” in The Rustle of Language (City: Publisher, Year), PAGES. 
14 For an overview of these particular brands’ endorsements of American family sitcoms during the so-called Golden Age of television, see in particular 

Jennifer Gillan, Television and New Media: Must-Click TV (London and New York: Taylor & Francis, 2010) and Lawrence R. Samuel, Brought to You 

By: Postwar Television Advertising and the American Dream (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 2001). Roland Marchand has further demonstrated 

the emphasis General Motors placed in its early television ads on its ownership of Frigidaire (Roland Marchand, Creating the Corporate Soul: The Rise 

of Public Relations and Corporate Imagery in American Big Business (Berkeley, CA: University of California Press, 1998), 142-147). 
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lending credence without drawing attention to themselves, the appliances in these authors’ texts draw attention to themselves 

while beggaring belief. Indeed, they highlight the artifice of the systems they symbolise and of which they are a part. The 

“all-electric” home in these texts is revealed to be a performance, and only a performance—a reading bolstered by both 

authors’ time spent writing scripts for television (Cheever between 1945 and 1952, Yates throughout the 1980s).15  

The first section of this article contextualises Cheever and Yates’ texts within the televisual culture of the 1950s and 

1960s, showing the ways in which specific scenes in a select few short stories and novels engage with the appliance 

advertising strategies of the period. The texts examined include ones published in the 1970s and 1980s, since, as we shall 

see, these are almost exclusively set in the previous decades. The sections following instead centre on individual texts. In 

drawing attention to the proliferation of appliances in these works, their specific nature, and the ways in which each appears 

to “speak” to or about the broader world of commodities of the period, I seek to demonstrate the merits of reading them from 

a “thingly” perspective, and, in particular, of historicising the objects they use to subtly convey their characters’ anxieties, 

proclivities, and longings. In broader terms however my intention is to shed light on the wider significance of electricity in 

general, and of domestic appliances in particular, in post-1945 American literature. More specifically, I contend that Cheever 

and Yates’s appliance depictions are but extreme examples of a tendency identifiable across post-war American literature 

more broadly, in which the appliance is enlisted to articulate a complex array of anxieties about class, gender, sexuality, and 

race. This article is thus but a first instalment in a much bigger project that aims to demonstrate the centrality of domestic 

electrification across twentieth-century American literature as both a plot device—a catalyst for and participant in action—

and a referent for thinking about the transformation of work, leisure, consumption, gender roles, ideas about temporality, 

state power, and national identity over this period. Cheever and Yates provide a salient starting point for this exploration due 

to the authors’ own conflicted relationship to electricity and domestic gadgetry, the sheer frequency with which they write 

about these, and their paradoxical position as at once privileged and alienated subjects. 

 

Appliances and early post-war television 

Cheever and Yates’ anti-televisual appliances stand out among a veritable panoply of sardonic references to television 

and print, radio, and TV advertising in the two authors’ works that result in a sense of characters floundering among a network 

of multi-media messages that have no bearing on their own lived reality. Such a contrast is particularly evident in Yates’ first 

and most famous novel, Revolutionary Road (1961), and in his penultimate, Young Hearts Crying (1984)—a point which 

Yates scholars have been quick to note. In her reading of Young Hearts Crying, Kate Charlton-Jones detects “more that a 

whiff of Woman’s Home Journal” in Lucy Davenport’s efforts to stage the ideal after-school welcome for her daughter, as if 

“her actions are guided by a manual.”16 Rory McGinley in turn notes that the breakfast scene in Revolutionary Road following 

protagonists Frank and April Wheeler’s final argument, which takes place just a few hours before April has the home abortion 

that will kill her, “could have been lifted from an idealized suburban catalogue.” 17 Building on these points, I would argue 

that April’s performance of the role of the ideal housewife cooking bacon on the stove she has so painstakingly cleaned 

produces a sanitised, mechanised image that stands in stark contrast with the bloody tableau in which Frank later finds her. 

The appliances in both scenes contribute to the failure to comply with the tenets of either women’s magazines or television 

                                                 
15 Lynne Waldeland and Warren G. French, John Cheever (1979), 13; Blake Bailey, John Cheever: A Life, 193; Martin Naparsteck, Richard Yates Up 

Close: The Writer and His Works (London: McFarland and Company, 2011), 7.  
16 Kate Charlton-Jones, “What About the Children?” in Richard Yates and the Flawed American Dream: Critical Essays, ed. Jennifer Daly (Jefferson, 

NC: McFarland and Company, 2017), 122-140. Citation on 134.  
17 Rory McGinley, “Playing Suburbia in Revolutionary Road,” in Richard Yates and the Flawed American Dream: Critical Essays, ed. Jennifer Daly 

(Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Company, 2017), 30-50. Citation on 43.  
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drama. More specifically, what I want to suggest is that in the work of both of these authors, the characters’ anti-climactic 

experience of places and experiences first spotted in advertisements serves as a counterpoint to the by turns disappointing 

and horrifying appliances that furnish their homes. In Cheever’s The Wapshot Scandal, teenage grocery delivery boy Emile, 

who flies to Nantucket with unhappy housewife Melissa Wapshot, is “disappointed to find that [the airplane] was not so sleek 

as the planes in magazine advertisements and that the fuselage was dented and stained with smoke” (WS, 117). The description 

is imbued with all of the other disappointments that have preceded it, and in turn affects those that follow. Like a prism, it 

reflects and refracts the anticlimactic dissipation given off by mechanical objects throughout the rest of the text so that each 

ensuing object of disappointment effectively bears the stigma of both the event in which it participates, and those that have 

come before. Yates’s penultimate novel, Young Hearts Crying (1984), is likewise riddled with references to its protagonists’ 

involvement with television broadcasting, and particularly the tensions inherent to adapting novels for TV or writing 

television scripts to fund more “serious” writing (YHC, 195; 217). The two authors thus seek to re-purpose realism to fit a 

context in which, to quote Coverly Wapshot’s assessment of the homogeneity of his suburban neighbourhood, one’s “reality 

and passions seem challenged” (WS, 35), and in which human interaction is regularly intruded upon by mediated images. 

However, it does so without giving up on the moralising efforts of the realist project itself. The result is a network of varying 

levels of alienation. Metaphorically speaking, the energy on which appliances in Cheever and Yates run, and that they in turn 

give out, is one of cumulative sadness that can be traced through the texts’ multifarious engagements with both appliances 

and the broader rhetoric of Cold War consumerism of which those appliances are a part. 

Scholars’ neglect of the roles of domestic gadgetry and television in Cheever and Yates can be largely ascribed to the 

fact that the historical study of domestic technology, housework, and consumerism more broadly began just as Cheever in 

particular fell out of fashion (although it is interesting to note that the proliferation of gadgets in his work was explicitly 

remarked upon by Soviet reviewers: in 1964 for example Tatyana Litvinova noted that “everyday life is not burdensome” for 

Cheever’s heroes: “vacuum cleaners, washing machines, dishwashers, refrigerators which hold enough food for a week or 

more, and stores with a varied assortment of products” are all at his disposal18). Yates, for his part, has long been overlooked 

by the academy, as Blake Bailey’s 2003 biography of the author, Kate Charlton-Jones’s 2014 book-length study, and Jennifer 

Daly’s 2017 edited collection discuss in detail.19 However, the more recent proliferation of studies of twentieth-century 

popular culture, which has demonstrated the often complex commercial and ideological imperatives underpinning American 

radio and television networks’ investment, opens up opportunities to revisit fiction of the period and view it in a radically 

different light.20 Of particular note are Lizabeth Cohen’s now-canonical account of the convergence of political and economic 

interests in the post-war era, whereby consumption was framed as a form of citizenship and the availability of goods a form 

of democracy, and Anna McCarthy’s seminal study of television’s role in the transformation of ideas of citizenship between 

                                                 
18 Tatyana Litvinova, “John Cheever’s The Brigadier and the Golf Widow,” in Soviet Criticism of American Literature in the Sixties: An Anthology, ed. 

Carl R. Proffer (New York: Ardis, 1972), 24-26. Citation on 24. 
19 Blake Bailey, A Tragic Honesty: The Life and Work of Richard Yates (New York: Picador, 2003); Kate Charlton-Jones, Dismembering the American 

Dream: The Life and Work of Richard Yates (Tuscaloosa: University of Alabama Press, 2014); Jennifer Daly, ed., Richard Yates and the Flawed American 

Dream: Critical Essays (Jefferson, NC: McFarland and Co., 2017).  
20 See in particular: Gillan; Samuel; Marchand; Toby Miller, Technologies of Truth: Cultural Citizenship and the Popular Media (Minneapolis: University 

of Minnesota Press, 1988); Mary Beth Haralovich, “Sitcoms and Suburbs: Positioning the 1950s Homemaker,” Quarterly Review of Film and Video 11.1 

(May 1989); Lynn Spigel, Make Room for TV: Television and the Family Ideal in Post War America (Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press, 1992);  

Private Screenings: Television and the Female Consumer, ed. Lynn Spigel and Denise Mann (Minneapolis: Minnesota University Press, 1992); Gerard 

Jones, Honey I’m Home: Selling the American Dream (New York: Grove, 1992); Bill Boddy, Fifties Television: The Industry and its Critics (Urbana, IL: 

University of Illinois Press, 1993); Karal Ann Marling, As Seen on TV: The Visual Culture of Everyday Life in the 1950s (Cambridge, MA: Harvard 

University Press, 1994);  Nina C. Leibman, Living Room Lectures: The Fifties Family in Film and Television (Austin, TX: University of Texas Press, 

1995). For insight into the role of television outside of the United States, see: Sean, Nixon. “Life in the Kitchen: Television advertising, the housewife 

and domestic modernity in Britain, 1955-1969.” Contemporary British History 31.1 (2017): 69-90. 

 



 

 6 

1945 and the early 60s far beyond what radio might have hoped to achieve.21 McCarthy shows how both state and federal 

government relied on industry to craft programmes and public service announcements that would help to indirectly shape the 

public’s views while advancing industry interests, and, crucially, avoiding the “distinctly totalitarian overtones” of state 

television (McCarthy, 4). At a time when it “became commonplace” to describe economic entities such as the corporation as 

a citizen “in a conceptual move that transformed the production, exchange, and accumulation of goods into a moral and 

patriotic act,” it should come as no surprise that there also emerged a number of popular education television and print 

campaigns, co-sponsored by industry bodies, aimed at “creating favourable attitudes” to free market principles through stories 

that equated access to consumer goods, and particularly appliances, with democratic freedom  (McCarthy, 11).  

This is a strategy that Yates explicitly critiques in Disturbing the Peace (1976), in his depiction of protagonist John 

Wilder’s parents, the founders of a “well-marketed luxury chocolate brand” and evangelical supporters of the free market 

that enabled them to secure investment for their now-successful product. 22  Following a psychotic break that results in his 

internment in Bellevue’s psychiatric facility, this advertising salesman for The American Scientist with aspirations to produce 

Hollywood movies ends up in a psychoanalyst’s office, where he recounts: “‘As long as I can remember, [the parents]’d be 

lecturing me about ‘Management’ and ‘Free Enterprise’ and ‘Venture Capital’” (DP, 80). Wilder, whose very name suggests 

an ingrained opposition to “civilised” conformity, is unable to put his faith in either free market principles or the promise of 

happiness advanced by television sitcoms. Upon his return from Bellevue, he stares at his wife and son, wondering “How 

could any family as unhappy as this put on such a show [at dinnertime] every night, and how long could it last?” (DP, 144). 

The novel’s concluding pages see him fall headlong into a supermarket display of his parents’ luxury chocolates in a literal 

refutation of the promises of venture capital, leave his most recent girlfriend, and, crucially, hole up in a dank apartment 

where he “eat[s] only scraps from the refrigerator” and drinks whiskey until he is finally sectioned—this time permanently 

(DP, 208-209; 216). Madness and confinement appear to be the only escape from Wilder’s repeated failure to model his life 

on the “plot of a television comedy” such as those his son enjoys describing at the dinner table (DP, 169). In recounting this 

man’s rejection of venture capitalism’s fruits, the television sitcom’s formula for familial bliss, and the function of the 

refrigerator as a source of bounteous meals, Yates is making a pointed critique of sitcoms’ role, in the first decades after the 

war, in advancing an image of corporations as benign citizens and sponsors of appliance-laden happiness. The reference to 

the—distinctly unbranded, anonymous—refrigerator populated only by scraps echoes the novel’s earlier, pointedly 

ambiguous, description of Wilder going “to the place where the bourbon and the ice were kept” rather than to a sideboard, 

ice bucket, or refrigerator (DP, 65). Both instances counter the product placement efforts of appliance manufacturers that had 

become established in the two decades prior to the novel’s publication (McCarthy, 44). Most notably, Hotpoint (at the time 

owned by General Electric) not only appeared in the commercial spots and opening credits for The Ozzie and Harriet Show 

(1952-1966), which featured a 17-year-old Mary Tyler Moore as “Happy the Hotpoint Elf” jumping out of a dishwasher and 

dancing with a series of animated appliances to the tune of the song, “Every day is a holiday with Hotpoint / The dishwasher 

stops all your dishwashing drudgery!”23  The show writers also created storylines featuring Hotpoint appliances. Ozzie Nelson 

noted, “if we had the choice of where to play a scene we’d move to the kitchen where Harriet could be cooking dinner or be 

                                                 
21 Lizabeth Cohen, A Consumer’s Republic (New York: Alfred A. Knopf, 2003); Anna McCarthy, The Citizen Machine: Governing by Television in 

1950s America (New York and London: The New Press, 2010). Cohen argues that the postwar era saw the emergence of the “purchaser as citizen” who 

serves the national interest by satisfying personal material wants (Cohen, 9).  
22 Richard Yates, Disturbing the Peace (London: Vintage, 2008 [1975]), 89. Henceforth, DP. 
23 Jennifer Gillan, Television and New Media: Must-Click TV (London and New York: Taylor & Francis, 2010), 189, and McCarthy, 38. Hotpoint Opening, 

Ozzie and Harriet Show 1954. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2Eejv6NWu_4. Accessed 16 July 2018. 
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putting dishes in the dishwasher or taking clothes out of the dryer.’24 In this way, as Jennifer Gillan notes, the show became 

“a shop window in which to display Hotpoint’s latest appliances” (189). Perhaps more importantly, Ozzie and Harriet helped 

foster what McCarthy terms an “alchemy of goodwill” (38) that served to reinforce a sense of solidarity between consumer 

and corporation and to cultivate a sense of the corporation’s natural embeddedness in the lives of its consumers—be they the 

fictional characters on screen or the real people watching the show (Gillan, 189). Yates’s description of Wilder going wild in 

the supermarket and taking meagre pickings from a refrigerator he more usually approaches for ice to add to his whiskey 

forces both corporate values in general and the appliance specifically into an unflattering light. The overtly clumsy 

description, quoted above, of “the place where the bourbon and the ice were kept” can moreover be seen as a veritable 

circumlocution of the appliance: a concerted effort to erase the object that in a sitcom would be seen in every shot, and instead 

throw into relief the excessive alcohol consumption from which appliance manufacturers sought to distance their products 

(about which more later).25 Where, as McCarthy, Cohen, and Gillan’s studies show, manufacturers in the first decades of 

television used product placement to habituate the viewer to conceive themselves first and foremost as a consumer and to in 

turn see the products being sold to them as quasi-living beings, participants in human narrative, Yates makes every effort to 

disabuse the reader of such notions by disenchanting the appliance, aligning it with products that will tarnish its wholesome 

image, or removing it entirely. 

Yates and Cheever also engage in different ways with another strategy prominent in television commercials for 

appliances in this era, which Marsha Bryant describes, quoting Roland Marchand’s observations about early twentieth-

century American advertising, as a “‘“re-personalization” of life’” premised on “‘a tacit recognition of an unvanquished 

public propensity toward animism—the belief that all objects are alive.’” 26 Yates’s texts tend to counter this strategy with 

overtly “dead” appliances such as the near-empty refrigerator described above—objects, as already mentioned, with little to 

offer in the way of happiness and whose descriptions are so mundane as to appear to be wilfully asking the reader to look 

away.27 The two notable exceptions to such appliance circumlocution occur in Revolutionary Road and Yates’s second novel, 

A Special Providence (1969), both of which instead overtly and repeatedly subvert the notion of the mid-century American 

home equipped with helpful, friendly electrical goods by animating these with a kind of evil agency. 28 Revolutionary Road 

introduces Frank and April Wheelers’ modern suburban home, from the very first pages, as a site of discord and anxiety and 

its appliances as both witnesses to and participants in the generation of the kind of ugly pain that it is the television sitcom’s 

role to deny. The “cheerful blaze of kitchen and carport lights” is something to which the two must “tens[e] their shoulders 

and set their jaws in attitudes of brute endurance” to withstand, while the happy, helpful refrigerator of television here is but 

a prop against which April “paus[es] to steady herself against” as she “sway[s] blindly through the kitchen,” preparing herself 

                                                 
24 Ozzie Nelson, Ozzie (Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice Hall, 1973), 241-241, qtd. in Gillan, 189. 
25 I am greatly indebted to Dr David Fallon for the coining of this expression, “appliance circumlocution,” while listening to me talk (at great length!) 

about Yates’ appliances.  
26 Roland Marchand, Advertising the American Dream: Making Way for Modernity 1920-1940 (University of California Press, 1985), 358, qtd. in Marsha 

Bryant, “Ariel’s Kitchen: Plath, Ladies’ Home Journal, and the Domestic Surreal” in The Unravelling Archive: Essays on Sylvia Plath, edited by Anita 

Plath Helle (Ann Arbor: University of Michigan Press, 2007), 229. 
27 Instances of such mundane descriptions of the refrigerator in Yates can be found in the concluding scene of “A Convalescent Ego,” published 

posthumously in 1996, where the protagonist envisions a series of different more or less emasculating disasters that will either be catalysed by or end up 

catalysing a fight with his wife. The story’s penultimate paragraphs initially appear to support his fears, as his wife’s “tirade c[omes] to an end” and she 

“floune[s] off into the kitchen”: “Then there was a series of curt, businesslike kitchen noises—the refrigerator opened and shut, pots rattled, carrots 

scraped—and in a little while she came back again” (CSRY, 471). As he considers apologising to her, she beats him to it, which is “the one thing he hadn’t 

figured on, in all this plans—the one slim chance he had overlooked completely” (CSRY, 472). This happy ending revolves around the protagonist’s 

misinterpretation of appliance noises as evidence of a certain kind of inevitable outcome that doesn’t in fact occur. The refrigerator here is an unwitting 

participant in the performance of marital acrimony, in keeping with the performativity of marital relations across Yates’ oeuvre. The wife’s apology in 

fact amounts to a veritable act of improvisation, a breaking off from the script and a manifestation of authentic feeling whose expression requires stepping 

out of the circumscribed routine of angry meal-making and refrigerator door-slamming.  
28 Richard Yates, Revolutionary Road (London: Vintage, 2010 [1961]). Henceforth, RR. 
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for what Frank correctly anticipates will be “a bad one […] the kind [of fight] that went on for days” (RR, 31; 32). In focusing 

on details such as the kitchen that, on the morning after the novel’s opening fight, “gleam[s] to an industrial perfection of 

cleanliness,” the electric stove with which Frank Wheeler “fumble[s]” in his effort to make coffee before attempting to make 

peace with his wife, and the lawnmower that she meanwhile pushes in a manner that “seemed determined to prove, with a 

new, flat-footed emphasis, that a sensible middle-class housewife was all that she had ever wanted to be” (RR, 42-44), Yates 

endows the all-electric home and its appliances with an almost maleficent agency, rendering them co-conspirators in a 

seemingly cosmic effort to ensure the Wheelers never transcend their suburban surroundings, never definitively prove that 

they are, indeed, anything but bad copies of the figures on the television that dominates their living room. Yates’s critique of 

the culture of conformity and its suppressing of those impulses and inclinations that would allow one to escape becomes, 

then, an allegory about the capacity for those goods most celebrated by that culture to impede one’s escape from it.  

Such maleficence by contrast is rarely seen in Cheever, whose texts instead tend to parody television’s appliance 

animism. In his short story, “Metamorphoses,” (1963), for example, the main character is a singer who makes a fortune 

recording jingles for television commercials.29 After getting injured in a car accident in which his girlfriend dies, he finds 

that “the persuasiveness of his voice had not been injured”—thus while his life is ruined, the story ends with the statement 

that “You can still hear him singing about table polish, bleaches, and vacuum cleaners. He always sings of inessentials, never 

about the universality of suffering and love, but thousands of men and women go off to the stores as if he had, as if this was 

his song” (CSJC, 700). In this way, Cheever incisively identifies, and playfully dismantles, advertisers’ strategy of equating 

of appliances and commodities more broadly with the very stuff of human life. 

The appliance depictions in Cheever and Yates’s texts, then, can only be fully understood in the context of such televisual 

messages, which bombarded American viewers in the medium’s first twenty-five years, contributing to the stimuli of radio 

jingles, print advertising slogans and appliance manual copy. Thus one detects a shrinking of experience taking place 

underneath the veneer of abundance, freedom, and choice in Yates’s references to a financially struggling housewife’s 

aspiration to live in a “‘good, efficient, modern house’” (Easter Parade, 130); an ex-husband’s chagrin at the “daily 

discomfort” to which he subjected his first wife once he moves with his second into the first “modern, efficient house [he] 

ha[s] ever known” (Young Hearts Crying, 334); another housewife’s habit of “‘ironing and watching television at the same 

time, morning, noon, and night’” (Young Hearts Crying, 63); and a father who explains the word “dilemma” to his young 

daughter with the example that “‘maybe you want to go out and play […] but there’s a good show on television and you sort 

of feel like staying home and watching that instead […] You can use [the word] in a lot of ways” (Young Hearts Crying, 

112). Indeed, the latter two of these examples operate in dialogue with one another. In the Yates imaginary, the little girl who 

learns that words can be used “in a lot of ways” and that to be faced with a dilemma is to be faced with the embarrassment 

of two equally appealing choices will inevitably grow into the housewife whose choice is to either look at her electric iron or 

at a television broadcasting images of electric irons. Yates builds on this latter image, in turn, a few scenes later when he 

allows the afore-mentioned housewife, Nancy Smith, to speak. As she “stand[s] at the ironing board between toppling piles 

of children’s clothes and underwear,” she tells the protagonist that her brother was blown up by a land mine in France just 

before the Second World War’s end (YHC, 128-131). The at first seemingly vacant housewife who consorts only with her 

electric iron and television is revealed to be a woman long disillusioned by all that post-war America has to offer, and whose 

only true satisfaction is her son’s handicap, since, as she concludes the story about her brother’s death, “‘Now they can never 

                                                 
29 John Cheever, “Metamorphoses,” The New Yorker (February 22, 1963): 32. Republished in The Collected Stories of John Cheever (London: Vintage, 

2010 [1977]), 689-711. 
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take him into the Army’” (YHC, 131). In this antithesis of both the appliance testimonial and the “peacemaker” ads that 

characterised the Second World War advertising landscape, Yates reveals a more brutal post-war reality, in which electrical 

appliances are witnesses to suffering that their alleviation of so-called drudgery cannot counter. 

Granted, the post-war reality described in both Yates and Cheever’s texts is that of one specific demographic: white 

Anglo-Saxons in New York City, New Jersey, Boston, and upstate New York. And while Yates’ focus is on both financially 

comfortable organisation men and their wives and the struggling working-class, Cheever’s is almost entirely on the middle- 

and upper-middle class. My contention however is that this myopic focus on WASPS and the near-absence of racial minorities 

in these texts is itself worthy of study. The appliance depictions discussed here reveal a particular kind of cloistered 

disillusionment that aptly reveals what Tim Engles has termed the “white male nostalgia” unique to late-twentieth century 

literature written by heterosexual white men and exemplified by Sloan Wilson’s 1955 novel, The Man in the Gray Flannel 

Suit—to whose protagonist, incidentally, John Wilder in Disturbing the Peace is likened by another character.30 While the 

original audiences, and even later critics, of texts such as Wilson’s have tended to conflate author and cantankerous 

protagonist, Engles suggests the former were, more often than not, intent on exposing the problematic nature of their 

characters’ nostalgic longings and persecution complexes—and he shows the merits of reading them as responses to the “new 

pressures and expectations in a newly consumer-driven and hyper-individualistic era” (Engles, 6). While I am wary of 

completely dismissing the often overtly misogynistic tone of Cheever and Yates’ works, which it is at times quite difficult to 

see as anything but a reflection of the authors’ own biases and indeed may be why neither author features in Engles’ study, 

this approach does offer a way to engage critically with them and to tease out those moments when they in fact—intentionally 

or not—provide fascinating insights into the relationship between appliances, the commodification of citizenship, and gender 

anxiety. Moreover, it is certainly true that Yates in particular frames the misogyny of his male characters in a knowing way 

that in fact calls attention to the clichéd nature of both their white male anxiety and their mistreatment of women: when one 

of the writers commissioned to refine the film script based on Wilder’s time in Bellevue describes Wilder’s character as 

“‘solidly middle class [and working in] something well paid and essentially meaningless, like advertising,’” another criticises 

the “quality of cliché” in such a description: “Unhappy advertising man, gray flannel suit and all that’” (DP, 199). More to 

the point, Cheever and Yates’s particular use of appliances to express the anxieties of middle-class men—or of female 

characters who read very much like the constructions of male writers—tells us a great deal about the perception of appliances 

in this period by those who never had to use them, while also calling into question assumptions about who, ultimately, was 

influenced by the ads for objects whose target audience was ostensibly women. It is moreover arguable that the legacy of the 

image of the all-American housewife with her many gadgets owes as much to the refraction of her advertised image through 

writing by the generation of New Yorker writers of which Cheever and Yates were a part. Put differently, the myth of the 

American housewife is as much a product of Cheever, Yates, John Updike, Raymond Carver, Saul Bellow, Philip Roth, Don 

DeLillo, and Ira Levin’s responses to General Electric’s print and television campaigns as it is a product of General Electric 

itself. In the following sections, we say how this myth is both complicated and perpetuated—and the extent to which it 

involves her gadgetry. 

“All-electric” pandemonium: Inconvenient noise in Cheever’s “The Enormous Radio” (1947)31 

                                                 
30 Tim Engles, White Male Nostalgia in Contemporary American Literature (New York and Basingstoke: Palgrave Macmillan, 2018).  
31 John Cheever, “The Enormous Radio,” (1947), in The Collected Stories of John Cheever (London: Vintage, 2010 [1977]), 11-34. All short story titles 

from this collection are hereafter abbreviated CSJC.  
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The first story we turn to, Cheever’s “The Enormous Radio” (1947), features not one, but many appliances—whose 

presence is not projected via a television but rather via television’s precursor: the radio, an appliance which Ronald C. Tobey 

notes “did not cause a revolution in household labor” but, rather, “changed consumers’ values […] erod[ing] parochial and 

ethnic values by diffusing mass culture [and] intensifying mass consumerism.”32 This, too, was the distinction made by 

appliance merchants seeking to popularise the radio in the early 1920s. Time-saving appliances “‘provide added comfort 

while at the same time, create these use savings which make them […] self-financing’” wrote a merchant in Electrical 

Merchandising in 1922, while “‘[a]utomobiles [and] radios […] create convenience [and] pleasure […] but are unable to 

create use savings’” (qtd. in Tobey, 126). Cheever’s story playfully subverts the touted benefits of radio and “use savings” 

of household gadgets in a manner that satirises the advertising strategies used by appliance manufacturers of the late 1940s 

and, arguably, those he would have observed while listening to the radio as a boy.  

“The Enormous Radio” begins with protagonist Jim Westcott’s replacement of his wife Irene’s old radio with a new 

“powerful and ugly instrument with [a] mistaken sensitivity to discord” (CSJC, 11). Upon first using it, Irene: 

 

began to discern through the Mozart the ringing of telephone bells, the dialing of phones, the lamentation of a vacuum 

cleaner. By listening more carefully, she was able to distinguish doorbells, elevator bells, electric razors, and Waring mixers, 

whose sounds had been picked up from the apartments that surrounded hers and transmitted through her loudspeaker (CSJC, 

51). 

 

It transpires that the titular radio is capable of picking up not only the AM and FM frequencies that allow it to reproduce 

local and national broadcasts, but also everything that takes place in the couple’s building, effectively turning the neighbours’ 

daily lives into radio plays performed for the sake of the listeners’ entertainment, and, too, extensions of an electrically-

powered aural culture industry. Crucially, the sounds Cheever focuses on are those of domestic appliances, and, as the story 

progresses, disagreements between different family members, most of which revolve around unpaid bills, mounting debts, 

ennui, and sex. The radio thus functions as an allegory for early post-war discord and malaise and their causal relationship to 

the era’s imbrication with and reliance on consumer goods—particularly electrical ones bought on credit and that 

fundamentally changed the relationship between individuals and their domestic environment.  

The fact that the source of insight into these transformations is, itself, an appliance is intentionally ironic. Radio 

broadcasting, like television, was initially conceived as a means to advertise consumer goods and increase domestic electricity 

use. As Tobey notes, the Radio Act of 1927 was specifically aimed at nationalising the broadcast industry, stimulating mass 

adoption of the plug-in radio and in turn convincing the public to increase their electrical energy consumption (156). 

Likewise, before it invested in the television show General Electric Theater, General Electric sought to introduce the public 

to the miracles of domestic electricity via GE Symphony Hour, a radio show that launched in November 1929 and was hosted 

by journalist Floyd Gibbons, whose main responsibility was to “rhapsodiz[e]” about the “wizardry” of electrical energy. 33 

Both radio as a medium generally and GE’s radio advertising strategy specifically were thus pivotal in the communication of 

the benefits of domestic electricity and particularly time-saving appliances (165). 

                                                 
32 Ronald C. Tobey, Technology as Freedom: The New Deal and the Electrical Modernization of the American Home (Berkeley: University of California 

Press, 1996), 160. Emphasis in the original. 
33 Roland Marchand and Michael L. Smith, “Corporate Science on Display,” in Scientific Authority and Twentieth-century America, ed. Ronald G. Walters 

(Baltimore, MD and London: Johns Hopkins University Press, 1997), 162. 
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The ingenuity of Cheever’s story lies in the manner in which the source of the sounds on the radio is revealed: it is 

precisely because the interactions Irene hears are not family squabbles resolved by the purchase of a new coffee maker, but 

rather intense conflicts over bank overdrafts and articulations of deep existential angst (CSJC, 54) that she is able to glean 

they aren’t staged. Both the narratives and the cacophony of gadget-generated noises are too ugly to be anything but real. 

What’s more, both these authentic traces of lived experience and the sounds of inanimate electrical gadgets that punctuate 

them replace the advertising jingles and testimonials traditionally found on the radio. This replacement exemplifies a far 

darker, more anxiety-inducing, and commercially unrewarding “magic” to that boasted about by General Electric. These 

broadcasts provide “alternative” or “counter” advertisements—authentic testimonies divested of embellishments—that  

sharply reveal the true texture of middle-class life. The influx of sounds from the Waring mixer, electric razor, and vacuum 

cleaner are correctives to the promises of Waring and other manufacturers in radio ads of the time—they tell the true story 

of the appliance, or, more specifically, true stories, suggesting a multiplicity of narratives, none of which points to either the 

supremacy of the manufacturer or consumerism more broadly, or to the effectiveness of the appliance in rationalising the 

messiness of everyday life, but rather to their likely role as a background or audience to that messiness.  

Relatedly, the radio’s broadcasting of disruptive appliance noises punctures the myth of modern technological efficiency 

and bourgeois respectability, functioning as an antidote to efficiency, as the “interference” in the radio waves also “interferes” 

in and disrupts the tranquillity of the Westcotts’ home. This is particularly apparent when, within moments of Jim’s return 

home and turning of the radio dials,  

 

[t]he ringing of telephones and doorbells set in, joined by the rasp of the elevator doors and the whir of cooking appliances. 

The character of the noise had changed since Irene had tried the radio earlier; the last of the electric razors was unplugged, 

the vacuum cleaners had all been returned to their closets, and the static reflected that change in pace that overtakes the city 

after the sun goes down (51).  

 

Rather than assisting the Westcotts in time-saving, the appliances that can be heard being turned on and off register the 

passage of time and shed light on the workings of human lives, but to individuals who don’t want to be told of them. In 

offering noise without use, and insight into conflict and dysfunction, the radio’s appliance broadcasts provide a counter to 

both the efficiency ethos broadly and the instrumentalisation of familial happiness in advertising specifically.   

Cheever’s story is also revealing in its explicit emulation of the discourse around social mobility of the immediate post-

war era as expressed by the bulletins, promotional pamphlets, and other sponsored publications disseminated by leading 

manufacturers such as General Electric, General Motors, and, indeed, Waring—the brand of blenders mentioned in the 

passage quoted above.34 These publications, which were created by the companies’ in-house public relations departments and 

largely aimed at fostering loyalty among company employees (and busting unions) on the one hand, and prospective 

customers on the other, relied heavily on a rhetoric of bountiful and unfettered growth that was in turn grounded in statistical 

evidence—specifically, data gathered by a burgeoning consumer research industry (McCarthy, 53-53). One notable example 

is the series of pamphlets General motors produced between 1948 and 1973 for its employees. 35 Produced by the GM Recipe 

Institute, “[p]ublished for GM Men and Women,” and circulated by the “Information Rack Service [for] General Motors 

                                                 
34 Howell John Harris, The Right to Manage: Industrial Relations Policies of American Business in the 1940s (Madison: University of Wisconsin Press, 

1982), 187-192.  
35 Andrew L. Yarrow, Measuring America: How Economic Growth Came to Define American Greatness in the Late Twentieth Century (Amherst: 

University of Massachusetts Press, 2010), 96-97.  
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Personnel Staff,” these publications provided GM staff with “guidance” and “advice” regarding different kinds of social 

situations that often but not always required the use of GM appliances, and based on data the company had gathered, in-

house, regarding their tastes and attitudes. Titles included The Story of General Motors (1948), Cakes Men Like (1954), Meats 

for Men (1954), Dangers in the Kitchen (1957), Manners for Today’s Living (1960), and You and the Weather (1960), 

published by GM’s “ideal indoor weather” generator, Delco Conditionair. 36 Andrew Yarrow notes that such pamphlets “were 

common in hundreds of large enterprises, and were often seen as a way of countering unions’ communications to their 

members” (96-97). They posited the corporation as a benevolent guide that helped the worker-consumer navigate their way 

through the tricky terrain of post-war culture and rendered legible everything from the era’s new technological innovations 

to the social mores of barbecuing, grocery shopping in a supermarket, and relating to colleagues in the office. In turn, radio 

broadcasters and later television broadcasters were accustomed to their listeners/viewers “registering an opinion about the 

tone of a program or advertisement” by “purchasing a product (or not)”—a tendency that Kathy Newman has suggested “may 

have led advertisers to fear ‘irritating’ story lines and techniques more than any others” (McCarthy, 275, ff. 45). The 

homogeneous, authoritative voice of the poll results bulletin, itself based on the presumed objectivity of numbers, is palpable 

in the story’s opening lines—“Jim and Irene Westcott were the kind of people who seem to strike that satisfactory average 

of income, endeavour, and respectability that is reached by the statistical reports in college alumni bulletins”—while the tone 

of the focus group leader creeps into the references to the “on average of 10.3 times a year” that the couple attends the theatre, 

and their aspiration to “someday […] live in Westchester” (49). The language of the text thus mimics that of a consumer 

report, where the more minute the attention to detail (“You could not say that Jim Westcott looked younger than he was, but 

you could at least say of him that he seemed to feel younger”), the less one actually knows.  The “stories” the Westcotts are 

exposed to via their magical radio erupt into this homogeneity, shocking their listeners with conflicts that no corporate-

sponsored pamphlet can resolve, such as the woman who desperately tells her husband that “‘you know, Charlie, I don’t feel 

like myself anymore’” (CSJC, 54).  

In broadcasting the “music” of whirring appliances into spaces where they don’t belong, Cheever’s enormous radio 

disrupts the homogeneous rhetoric of the “good life” and “all-electric living” by disillusioning its central characters. Where, 

like an electrically-illiterate Adam and Eve, neither Irene nor Jim at the story’s outset “understood the mechanics of radio—

or of any of the appliances that surrounded them,” by its conclusion they have been enlivened, if not to the gadget’s literal 

mechanical functioning, then certainly to its imbrication in a consumer culture that requires participants to get into 

unprecedented levels of debt to maintain a tenuous semblance of allegiance to the ideal of “hard-won prosperity.” The radio 

acts as a proverbial apple whose taste, or in this case sound, ruptures the fragile Edenic bliss of the “all electric” home by 

revealing the anxieties all but drowned out by the buzzing, humming, and whirring of its blenders, vacuum cleaners, and 

washing machines. It gives voice to the unhappiness these appliances’ manufacturers claim to stamp out—and in so doing, 

offers a powerful counter-narrative to that of post-war commodity culture. Instead of offering narratives that buoy up the 

dream of the good life and fuel its audience’s aspirations to keep up with the Joneses, the radio reveals both the good life and 

the Joneses to be a sham.  

 

                                                 
36  Henrietta Fleck, Cakes Men Like (Long Island, NY: Tested Recipe Institute, Ticonderoga Publishers, and Employee Relations Staff General Motors 

Information Rack Service, 1954); Meats for Men: A Tested Recipe Institute Cook Book (Long Island, NY: ibid, 1954); Dangers in the Kitchen (Long 

Island, NY: ibid, 1957); Maxine Lewis, Manners for Today’s Living (White Plains, NY: Stevens Publications and ibid, 1960); You and the Weather 

(Rochester, NY: General Motors Corporation Delco Appliance Division, 1962). All sourced from The Alan and Shirley Brocker Sliker Collection, MSS 

314, Special Collections, Michigan State University Libraries Online. Accessed 20 Oct. 2018. 
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Vanquished aspirations: Vacuum cleaners in The Wapshot Chronicle (1954) 

The appliances in Cheever’s novels arguably function more straightforwardly as socio-political critiques that require a 

firm adherence to realism than in his short stories. In these texts, Cheever repeatedly returns to the relationship between 

appliances, an unbridled consumerism, and a Cold War containment culture premised on fear of difference on the one hand 

and nuclear annihilation on the other. The most explicit examples of such explorations can be found in his first two novels, 

The Wapshot Chronicle (1954), and its sequel, The Wapshot Scandal (1964). The first of these novels chronicles the coming 

of age of brothers Moses and Coverly Wapshot and the chafing of small-town values and those of a nation in the throws of 

Cold War paranoia.37 Much of the narrative is set in St Botolph’s, the small town where Moses and Coverly were born and 

that remains untouched by the cultural transformations of the twentieth century. These scenes exploring the lives of the young 

men’s eccentric great aunt Honora and their aging parents (a retired sea captain, and a woman who dreams of turning her 

husband’s boat into a nostalgic souvenir shop), contrast sharply with the final third of the novel, which follows Moses and 

Coverly as they leave home and encounter the Cold War machine that lies beyond. Moses moves to Washington, to work in 

a job “that is highly secret—so secret that it can’t be discussed here” (WC, 130), and encounters the paranoid context of 

McCarthyism, wherein “the intense and general concern with loyalty […] made it possible for men and women to be 

discharged and disgraced on the evidence of a breath of scandal” (WC, 132). Coverly moves to New York, where he trains 

to be a “Taper,” learning code to “translat[e] physics experiments into the symbols—or tape—that could be fed into a 

computation machine” (WC, 153). He learns about cybernetics and automation, and if he “had been inclined to find any irony 

in his future relationship to a thinking machine, he [i]s swiftly disabused”—for soon “the symbols—like the study of any 

language” “dominate Coverly’s thinking” (WC, 154). What concerns us here are the events that occur once Coverly attains 

his qualifications to work for this “thinking machine,” marries a woman named Betsey, and gets a job at Remsen Park, a 

space rocket-launching station with an adjacent suburban complex that houses the organisation’s staff and their wives. 

Cheever describes Remsen Park as “produced by the values of “[e]xpedience, convenience and haste […] when the rocket 

program was accelerated” and notes that “the houses […] had well-equipped kitchens and fireplaces for domestic bliss and 

the healthy need for national self-preservation could more than excuse the fact that they were all alike (WC, 226). But well-

equipped kitchens notwithstanding, Betsey finds it difficult to adjust to this purpose-built suburban enclave where the only 

thing that connects the neighbours is their involvement in a space programme aimed at demonstrating the nation’s superiority 

over the Soviets, and where the rocket launching demonstration that takes place every Saturday serves less as a source of 

collective pride than as a reminder of the dangers of nuclear annihilation.  

Cheever articulates these different anxieties through Betsey’s encounters with a series of appliances. The first of these 

occurs during her visit to the supermarket inside Remsen Park’s shopping centre to find a replacement cord for her electric 

iron. Here she “cheerfully” asks the cashier for advice on where to get the appliance repaired, telling him in great detail why 

she needs it and at what point in her errands she hopes to have the repair completed (WC, 228). She inflicts an even longer, 

if remarkably similar, monologue on the clerk at the electrical appliance store next door: 

 

‘I’m a stranger here and when my ironing cord went yesterday while I was doing my husband’s shirts I said to myself that 

I just didn’t know where to take it and have it repaired but this morning I stopped it at the Grand Food Mart and that cashier, 

the nice one with the pretty, wavy hair and those dark eyes, told me that he recommended your store and so I came right 

                                                 
37 John Cheever, The Wapshot Chronicle (London: Vintage, 1998 [1954]). Henceforth, WC. 
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over here. Now what I’d like to do is to come downtown and do my shopping tomorrow afternoon and pick up my iron on 

my way home because I have to get some shirts ironed for my husband by tomorrow night and I wondered if you could 

have it ready for me by then. It’s a good iron and I gave a lot of money for it in New York where we’ve been living although 

my husband was out in the Pacific. My husband’s a Taper. Of course I don’t understand why the cord on such an expensive 

iron should wear out in such a short time and I wondered if you could put on an extra-special cord for me because I get a 

great deal of use out of my iron. I do all my husband’s shirts, you know, and he’s high up in the Taping Department and 

has to wear a clean shirt every day and then I do my own personal things as well’ (WC, 228). 

 

At first glance, the object Betsey chooses to talk about with the cashier might appear arbitrary and indeed besides the point. 

Theoretically, Betsey could convey her social status, provenance, husband’s job, and fulfilment of her role of good 

housewife—all elements that she is careful to pepper into her monologue here—via any other object. And yet upon closer 

examination, it becomes clear that appliances, in fact, are all that Betsey has to talk about. Both the focus on the electric iron, 

and the self-presentation as a woman who looks after her domestic appliances with as much care as she looks after her 

husband and his shirts, is not arbitrary at all but symptomatic of Betsey’s absorption of the images and rhetoric of the period’s 

advertising and television programmes, wherein the “good housewife” preserves the goods she has bought with her husband’s 

hard-earned money, and proves her abilities by overcoming a range of daily mishaps whose common theme is their 

manageability and their involvement of the gadgets the ads themselves are selling. In such narratives, the dutiful housewife 

is first confronted with a problem: a frayed cord that could pose a danger to her children, an oven that no longer works as 

well as it once did and burns the roast chicken she has so lovingly prepared for her husband, mounting gas bills that make 

her momentarily question her abilities to keep house on a budget. She then consults an expert: the General Electric-certified 

repairman, the friendly staff at the authorised appliance dealership, or the representative from the local electrical energy 

association, who persuades her of the benefits of switching to “all-electric” living. She smiles with relief as the experts show 

her the information to give to her husband, and goes home happy again, safe in the knowledge that General Electric, 

Kelvinator, Sears Coldspot, General Motors’ Frigidaire, and the like have her and her family’s interests at heart—and that 

what at first seemed to be insurmountable challenges are in fact easily resolved thanks to the seamless processes provided by 

these benign electrical manufacturing organisations. Such a template reinforced both the “alchemy of goodwill” McCarthy 

identifies in appliance manufacturers’ sponsorship of daytime television shows, and the manageability and fulfilling nature 

of housework—suggesting that the life of the housewife was punctuated by daily triumphs, and effectively drudgery-free 

thanks to both her electrical appliances and the easily navigable system of shops and repair services there to ensure they 

worked efficiently. A similar narrative trajectory was identifiable in television sitcoms such as The Dick Van Dyke Show, 

where Mary Tyler Moore’s character dealt with small mishaps involving her stove and refrigerator. 

 Betsey’s visit to the appliance store to buy a new cord follows this same template, while revealing the fundamental 

loneliness that such activities could not allay. This becomes all the more apparent when one considers the passage 

immediately following. Betsey goes home, makes a sandwich with the peanut butter just purchased from the supermarket, 

daydreams about being pregnant despite her period being “only seven days late,” envisions a house populated with small 

children to keep her company, and thinks longingly about her native New York. She then lets in a door-to-door vacuum-

cleaner salesman whom she subjects to her third monologue in two pages: 

 

‘Well now, come right in […] You come right in. I don’t have a vacuum cleaner now and I don’t have the money 

to buy one at the moment. We only just moved from New York but I’m going to buy one as soon as I have the 
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money and perhaps if you’ve got some new attachments I might buy one of those because I’m determined to 

buy a new vacuum cleaner sooner or later and I’ll need the attachments anyhow. I’m pregnant now and a young 

mother can’t do all that housework without the proper equipment; all that stooping and bending. Would you like 

a cup of coffee? I imagine you must get tired and footsore going around with that heavy bag all day long’ (WC, 

229).  

 

Once more, Cheever uses this conversation with a salesperson to convey Betsey’s loneliness and alienation. Her purchase 

of “two attachments and a gallon of floor wax” provides her with an excuse to oblige the salesman to sit and listen to a speech 

that reaffirms her identity as someone whose greatest aspiration is to have children and afford “the proper equipment” to 

clean up after them—an aspiration whose formulaic articulation is closely modelled on the dialogue of mid-century television 

ads. The monologue self-consciously imitates the “before and after” structure of mid-century appliance ad narratives, which 

was characterised by an emphasis on the contrast between the life of the consumer before and after they took a chance on the 

product that ultimately transformed their life.38 The inclusion of her imaginary pregnancy and a future household populated 

with children in turn evidences her willingness to imitate, and in fact delude herself that she is, the universal first-person of 

the advertising testimonial. 

Perhaps more importantly, the close succession of these different appliance interactions suggests the extent to which 

certain pockets of Cold War America confined their female inhabitants to a very specific set of social relations, all of which 

were mediated or facilitated by the exchange of a new generation of mass-marketed gadgets whose attributes so easily mapped 

onto the ideology of containment culture, enabling their users to efficiently and effectively not only complete their housework, 

but signal their fulfilment of their roles as “good housewives,” a role synonymous with “good citizens.” The repeated 

depictions of Betsey’s discussions about appliances here underscore not only her isolation and alienation, but the nature of 

daily life in a community whose central meeting point is a shopping mall and whose sole reason for existence is a space 

program framed, like the goods sold in the mall, as a symbol of American exceptionalism. From this perspective, the fact that 

Betsey briefly leaves Coverly after the husband of her only friend in Remsen Park makes a pass at her, and that Coverly in 

turn has an affair with a male colleague while she is away, underscores the distance between the idealised, heteronormative 

nuclear family in the television shows mentioned above and the dissatisfactions and desires of actual middle-class families.  

 

Blown fuses and nuclear blasts: The Wapshot Scandal (1964) 

Cheever’s deployment of appliances as indications of an alienated and alienating domesticity, simultaneous catalysts 

and metaphors for psychological disturbance, and indictments of a mechanised modernity bound to render obsolete the human 

beings it was originally intended to elevate, reaches its zenith in The Wapshot Scandal (1964), 39 which takes up shortly after 

the end of the previous novel. This text also leaves St Botolph’s behind entirely, following, instead, Coverly’s work in nuclear 

research, Moses’ decline into alcoholism, and great-aunt Honora’s efforts to flee the country as the IRS seeks to persecute 

her for tax evasion.  

Appliances punctuate both the opening and ending of The Wapshot Scandal, both of which also take place on two 

Christmas Eves a year apart and contend with wider questions of faith, divinity, and the afterlife. The novel opens on 

                                                 
38 For a more in-depth analysis of these strategies, see Jessamyn Neuhaus, Housework and Housewives in American Advertising: Married to the Mop 

(New York: Palgrave Macmillan, 2011). 
39 John Cheever, The Wapshot Scandal (London: Vintage, 2003 (1959). Henceforth, WS. 
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Christmas Eve, as Mr Applegate, the alcoholic rector of the town of St. Botolph’s, blesses the carollers in his living room 

and hallucinates that “he [can] hear their prayers: “‘Lord God of Hosts, shall I sell the laying hens?’ […] ‘Shall I buy a new 

icebox?’” (WS, 8). The novel ends with Mr Applegate’s drunkenly lachrymose sermon on the following Christmas Eve: “‘Let 

us pray for all those killed or cruelly wounded on the expressways […] Let us pray for all those wounded by rotary lawn 

mowers, chain saws, electric hedge clippers and other power tools’” (WS, 301). The novel thus begins with the (imagined) 

prayer for a new appliance, and concludes with a prayer to not be destroyed by them, or any of the other modern wonders of 

the post-war era capable of both improving Americans’ quality of life and ending it altogether.  Between these two moments, 

Cheever narrates a series of interconnected tragedies involving a long cast of gadgets that are more often than not broken, 

malfunctioning, death inducing, or indicative of their owners’ redundancy in a world that considers them to be passé. This is 

perhaps most evident when Emile, the teenaged grocery boy with whom Moses’s thirty-something wife, Melissa, has run 

away, laughs at her use of the old-fashioned word “icebox” instead of “frigidaire” (the latter of which was, until as late as the 

1960s, used interchangeably in the United States as well as abroad to refer to the brand name and electric refrigerators of all 

makes40). He comments:  

 ‘that’s a funny word, icebox. I never heard it before […] It’s a funny thing to call a Frigidaire. But you speak differently, 

you know—people like you […] Now, you say divine—you say lots of things are divine, but, you know, my mother, she 

wouldn’t ever use that word, excepting when she was speaking of God” (WS, 120).  

Beyond drawing attention to the difference in their ages, Emile’s remarks underscore the speed with which the vocabulary 

of techno-modernity becomes outdated in line with the objects it identifies. They also inadvertently conjoin power-generated 

gadgets and godly power, underscoring the novel’s broader preoccupation with the Bomb, and techno-consumerism’s, 

unleashing of energies whose capacity humankind has not even begun to fathom. That it is an ignorant young man driven 

solely by his insatiable appetite for food who says this, and a frustrated housewife who in these words hears only evidence 

of her aging, renders this moment all the more poignant: neither quite realises what is at stake.  

Such dark humour is characteristic of the appliance depictions in The Wapshot Scandal, where Cheever repeatedly draws 

connections between the energy that powers these gadgets and that which powers the detonative devices produced by the 

nuclear defence organisation where much of the novel is set. The fact that most of the exploding appliances that feature in 

this novel are owned by households whose income derives from an organisation capable of blowing up the earth as a whole 

endows these depictions with particular irony. From this perspective, the novel’s multifarious depictions of blown electrical 

fuses, broken washing machines, houses burned down by exploding furnaces, and lawn mowers that chew off their owners’ 

legs function as a series of allegories for nuclear anxiety, the human toll of the nuclear arms race and space race (in which 

Coverly’s organisation is also involved), and a deep-rooted nostalgia for a time before both the Cold War and electrical cold 

storage. Indeed, while Cheever began working on the novel in early 1958, a year and a half prior to the Nixon-Khrushchev 

Kitchen Debate, the fact that he wrote the bulk of it between 1959 and 1963 makes it tempting to read the text as a riposte to 

these two politicians’ foregrounding of appliances in the debate that took place at the American National Exhibition in 

Sokolniki Park, Moscow, in July 1959.41 This debate was held in a model lemon yellow General Electric Kitchen, and centred 

on the respective merits of capitalism and communism for women and the family, in what amounted to a public relations 

stunt intended to distract from both the United States’ inability to keep up with Soviet space and nuclear research, and the 

                                                 
40 Janice Jorgensen, ed, Encyclopedia of Consumer Brands, Volume 3: Durable Goods (Detroit, MI: Gale/St James Press, 1994), 175. 
41 See Sarah T. Phillips and Shane Hamilton, The Kitchen Debate and Cold War Consumer Politics: A Brief History With Documents (Boston, MA and 

New York: Bedford/St Martin’s 2014). 
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prospect of global annihilation as the arms race heated up.42 Where the appliance depictions in Cheever’s earlier works 

highlight human pathos and suburban ennui and reveal the alcoholism, sexual frustrations, and boredom concealed by 1950s 

and 60s television and advertising, those in The Wapshot Scandal highlight the absurdity of early Cold War America’s 

simultaneous veneration of domestic gadgets and investment in nuclear weaponry that in annihilating the human race would 

render such gadgets redundant. They are, moreover, an indictment of a culture whose commitment to innovation leaves the 

people whom that innovation is intended to help feeling powerless, if not obsolete. It is worth noting that the appliances I 

examine in this section are both gas and electrically powered. I conflate what are in fact two distinct kinds of machine and 

power source that vied for market share throughout the 1960s and 70s due to Cheever’s own conflation of them, which is 

arguably as self-aware as the liberties he takes with the scientific concepts he describes (and which he justifies in the caveat 

that prefaces the novel: “All the characters in this work are fictional, as is much of the science”). 

The shift in register from The Wapshot Chronicle to The Wapshot Scandal is signalled early in the text, with the 

description of Coverly Wapshot’s move from working in subprogramming and taping at the Remsen Rocket Launching site 

to public relations at the Talifer Missile Site, where he is in charge of weaving the site’s space and weapons research into a 

broader narrative about the inviolable frontiers of the human spirit and infinite potential of the human mind (WS, 34). The 

distance between that rhetoric, and the reality of living next door to a missile site whose directors are “responsible for the 

security of the nation” (WS, 137) is made explicit early on, when a brawl between Coverly and his neighbour over a garbage 

pail is literally overshadowed by a missile test at the launching site, whose fiery light “throw[s] the shadows of the 

combatants, their houses and their ginkgo trees blackly onto the grass” (WS, 37). But nuclear anxieties are apparent in the 

narratives of other characters seemingly unconnected to the Cold War complex. Thus Melissa Wapshot, Moses’s wife, learns 

of the suicide of her neighbour Gertrude Lockhart, a housewife who kills herself following not a surrender to “immortal 

longings” of the flesh but, rather, a series of appliance breakages that drive her to drink. Cheever describes in great detail and 

over six pages the frozen septic tank and backed up toilet, exploded furnace, electrical fuse that blows after Gertrude attempts 

to replace the heat from the furnace with electrical heat, broken washing machine that floods the basement, blown gas range 

that obliges her to cook on an electric plate for two weeks, and, oil burner whose cessation prompts her to drink her last 

whisky before hanging herself in the garage (WS, 104-109).  

The text makes clear that Gertrude’s death was caused by this “house that had, in a sense, ceased to function” (WS, 104), 

and that in so doing transformed from a time- and labour-saving apparatus fine-tuned to meet the busy housewife’s needs to 

a time- and labour-consuming trap whose constant malfunctions, in turn, lead to her own psychotic break. To some extent, 

these depictions ironise appliances’ proneness to breakage. It may even have been influenced by Cheever’s own experience 

of the earliest appliances while a child in the early 1920s, when they required pre-servicing prior to installation and regular 

maintenance visits (Tobey, 19; 23).  But they also point to the relationship between the above-mentioned technologies and 

the woman’s isolation—that it is precisely the social construction of mid-century appliances as rendering women self-

sufficient, thus precluding any expectation of assistance from other family members, friends or relatives, that leaves this 

woman paradoxically powerless and alone despite being surrounded by people. The “house that had, in a sense, ceased to 

function” reflects a broader social malfunctioning, revealing a form of domestic reification, according to which the housewife 

is at the behest of her gadgets. Indeed, Cheever draws explicit parallels between the different breakages, the lack of available 

                                                 
42 See Ruth Oldenziel, Cold War Kitchen: Americanization, Technology, and European Users (Boston: MIT Press, 2009), esp. the introduction; Joy Parr, 

“Modern Kitchen, Good Home, Strong Nation,” Technology and Culture 43. 4 (October 2002): 657–667; Greg Castillo, Cold War on the Home Front: 

The Soft Power of Midcentury Design (Minneapolis, MN: University of Minnesota Press, 2010), esp. 160-169.  
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help, and Gertrude’s own increasingly erratic behaviour, and suggests the alienating effects of a mechanised domesticity: the 

darkly humorous undertone of this section is in fact ascribable to the fact that there is no one to turn to when (to mis-quote 

E.M. Forster’s eponymous short story), the machine stops.  Thus the frozen septic tank leads Gertrude to start drinking at 

nine in the morning, and to sleep with the plumber. The connection between appliance breakdown and housewife’s is still 

more explicit after the furnace blows: 

She plugged [the electric heater] into an outlet in the kitchen and pulled the switch. All the lights in the house went out and 

she poured herself some more whisky and began to cry. She cried for her discomforts but she cried more bitterly for their 

ephemeralness […] for a world that seemed to be without laws and prophets […] Some repairmen came and patched things 

up but when the children came home from school she was lying unconscious on the sofa” (WS, 107).  

The description intentionally obfuscates the order of events and their causation—lights going out and the housewife drinking 

and crying appear to happen all at the same time, as if the pulling of the switch instigated all three. Likewise, her lying 

unconscious on the sofa after the fuse has been repaired, while purportedly the result of exhaustion and excessive alcohol 

consumption, reads, here, as just another malfunction—another power shortage or breakdown in a long series. The housewife 

has, herself, blown a metaphorical fuse.  

 The story of Gertrude Lockhart is of course at least partly tongue-in-cheek. Rather than a realistic portrayal of despair, 

it is intended to amplify the mid-century obsession with household technologies, as well as to respond to Betty Friedan’s 

diagnosis of “the problem that has no name” experienced by white, educated middle-class housewives in the 1950s and 60s 

with a series of problems that can, indeed, be named.43 But the text also playfully undermines the appliance narratives set out 

by manufacturers of the time. 

Cheever is being intentionally 

ludicrous when he describes 

malfunctioning appliances that 

drive a housewife to drink, have 

sex with the plumber, or 

“thr[ow] her arms around the 

milkman” who in turn rejects 

these advances and “in a 

blackmailing humor stuff[s] the 

icebox” with items that she 

hasn’t ordered, but will now 

have to pay for. But this 

narrative is no more ludicrous 

than a Frigidaire manual that 

personifies an electric range as a “handsome and handy helper” who will “capture Mrs. Housewife’s heart” and secure her 

“lasting affection,” as promised by a 1947 Frigidaire pamphlet44 (see fig. 1 and fig. 2). 

                                                 
43 Betty Friedan, The Feminine Mystique (New York: Dell, 1974 [1963]). Friedan published parts of the book in Mademoiselle in 1962 and in Ladies’ 

Home Journal and McCall’s in 1963. 
44 The Wapshot Scandal, 107-109; Author unknown, How to Stay in Love for Years, and Years, and Years—with your Frigidaire Electric Range (Dayton, 

OH: Frigidaire Division, General Motors Corporation, 1947), 3. 
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Elsewhere, Cheever extends this scathing critique to connect appliances to the tentacular reach of American power 

abroad. While travelling by ship to Europe to escape the IRS man, Honora meets a couple who only wear Orlon clothes and 

whose adjudication of the different countries around the globe where they have travelled is based on the respective countries’ 

laundry facilities (WS, 144). On the same trip, she meets an appliance repairman whose deferral of a maintenance job in order 

to drink with friends resulted in the customer’s house burning down and killing everyone inside (WS, 157). The fact that 

everywhere she turns on this trip to Europe Honora finds Americans whose technologies either possess them or destroy them 

is an extended metaphor for the international reach of a Military-Industrial complex invested at once in the manufacture of 

new kinds of synthetic fabric, machines capable of washing and drying it, and weaponry whose effectiveness might well 

render moot the successes of the prior two. It is in turn profoundly ironic, then, that old Honora should blow an electrical 

fuse not once, but twice, on this journey. The first of these is a mistake. When she plugs in a curling iron she has owned “for 

35 years or more,” all of the lights on the ship go out, and it transpires that she has caused the generators powering the entire 

ship to function—a mishap that underscores the extent to which Honora is out of step with a rapidly evolving techno-

modernity (WS, 148). The second time, however, is intentional:  

[S]he had been raised in gaslight and candlelight and had never made her peace with appliances or other kinds of domestic 

machinery. They seemed to her mysterious and at times capricious and because she came at them hastily and in total 

ignorance they often broke, backfired or exploded in her face. She […] felt instead that an obscure veil hung between her 

and the world of machinery. This indifference to engines, along with her impetuousness and her anger […] may have 

accounted for what she then did (WS, 159). 

While I am wary of reading texts in solely biographical terms, Cheever’s own well-documented anxieties about appliances 

and their potential for harm are arguably audible in this condemnation of electrical modernity, and certainly in his sympathetic 

portrayal of an old woman maddened by the inscrutability of American tax law and the relentlessness of technological 

progress. Plugging in her pre-war appliance and its incompatibility with the post-war plugs of the ship plunge the vessel into 

darkness provides a metaphorical outlet for Honora’s building rage as well as a momentary triumph over post-war techno-

modernity.  

 

Drinking and horror behind the scenes: Blenders and refrigerators in Yates’ “Saying Goodbye to Sally” (1981) and 

“A Natural Girl” (1981) 

 The appliance depictions in Yates’ fiction are as a whole far darker—one might go so far as to say harrowing—than in 

Cheever’s, functioning either as explicitly unappealing backdrops to tragedy, or as participants in a desolate dance of unhappy 

subject-object relations. We see this in Yates’ “Saying Goodbye to Sally,” where a blender is invoked merely to underscore 

the extent to which the household at the story’s centre revolves around drinking, and to foreshadow its inevitably unhappy 

ending. The maid who works for the titular Sally tells the narrator:  

‘See that blender? Empty, right? Well, twenty minutes ago that blender was full to the top with brandy Alexanders. And I 

mean I don’t think that’s very sensible, do you? Giving a man all that drink first thing in the morning when he prob’ly 

doesn’t even know where his brains are at anyway because it’s only been three days since his wife passed way? I liked to 

see a little restraint.’ 45  

The power of this image of excessive drinking derives from the re-situating of the blender in a different context to that 

in which advertising traditionally placed it.  To emphasise the impropriety of this drinking, the text draws on implicit ideas 

                                                 
45 Richard Yates, “Saying Goodbye to Sally” (1981), in The Collected Stories of Richard Yates (London: Vintage, 2008 [1996]), 200-218. Henceforth, 

CSRY. 



 

 20 

about appropriate and inappropriate uses of an appliance. While a key selling point of blenders in the 1950s and 60s was, 

indeed, their suitability for mixing drinks, this use was underplayed in both the print advertisements for such items (including 

in The New Yorker, where this story was initially published), and in the manuals and recipe pamphlets that accompanied 

them, lest the association with alcohol sully their image and scare away conservative customers. This was even the case in 

advertisements for items such as the “Drink Mixer” accessories General Electric launched in 1947 to accompany their 

standing mixer: a cocktail shaker and sieve. Despite the obvious intended function, the product description in the promotional 

pamphlet “The Appliances Most Women Want Most” only mentioned one alcoholic drink, the sedate Hot Toddy, 

foregrounding the mixer instead as “just the thing” for mixing milkshakes and juices.46 The instructions and recipe pamphlet 

General Electric released that same year for its Portable Mixer likewise featured only one cocktail recipe at the very end of 

its beverages section—the Tom and Jerry, featuring brandy and Jamaica rum.47 Cocktail mixing was likewise conspicuously 

absent from the functions outlined for the blender in Around the World Cookery with Electric Wares, one of several brochures 

sent to households nationwide by the Edison Institute as part of “You Live Better Electrically,” General Electric and 

Westinghouse’s campaign between 1958 and 1966 to increase domestic electricity use, where Americans were instead told 

to “Use Your Electric Blender to.... Make soups, make sandwich spreads, make appetizer relishes, grate onions, mix milk 

shakes, make bread crumbs, make cookie crumbs, chop nuts, grind coffee, grate coconut, make salads and salad dressings” 

and “mix beverages.”48 An exception to this rule was the book of recipes developed by home economist and Chicago Tribune 

cookery columnist Ruth Ellen Church for Osterizer, under the pen name Mary Meade (also her pen name at the Tribune).49 

Published in 1952, Mary Meade’s Magic Recipes for the Osterizer Original Liquefier Blender featured an entire section on 

drinks, couched, however, in the language of good etiquette and prefaced with an explanation distinguishing between regular 

drinks and “‘ladies drinks’—so called because they are pretty and delicious from the first sip,” and clarifying the blender’s 

unsuitability for making manhattans and martinis as “a blender would make them cloudy” (104). The inclusion of cocktail 

recipes in this particular book is ascribable to the fact that it did not come free with the appliance, but would have been sought 

out in bookstores (it is noteworthy that the instruction and recipe pamphlets included with the Osterizer throughout the 1950s 

and 60s, or that customers could order by mail for $0.50, promoted the item as “The Modern Meal Maker” and a paragon of 

“Spin Cookery,” labels that emphasised its quotidian wholesomeness).50 The moral authority and associations with 

temperance and good taste of its author would have in turn helped to frame drinks making as a “civilised” and “proper” 

activity—an extension of the excellent cooking and good hosting she promoted in her newspaper column. By contrast—and 

despite what its title would suggest—General Electric and Westinghouse’s Easy-Do Parties Electrically: 15 Party Ideas… 

                                                 
46 Author unknown, “Mixer Accessories,” in GE: The Small Appliances Most Women Want Most (Bridgeport, CN: General ElectricCompany Appliance 

and Merchandise Department, 1947), 7. Automatic Ephemera Appliance Archive.  
47 Author unknown, Instructions and Recipes: General Electric Portable Mixer (Bridgeport, CN: General Electric Company Appliance and Merchandise 

Department, 1947), 33. Alan and Shirley Brocker Sliker Collection, MSS 314, Special Collections, Michigan State University Libraries. Web.  

https://archive.lib.msu.edu/DMC/sliker/msuspcsbs_gene_generalele27/msuspcsbs_gene_generalele27.pdf. Accessed 22 Oct 2018. 
48 Author unknown, “Get Maximum Use From Your Appliances,” in Around the World Cookery with Electric Housewares. You Live Better Electrically 

(New York, NY: Home Service Committee, Edison Electric Institute, 1958). The Alan and Shirley Brocker Sliker Collection, MSS 314, Special 

Collections, Michigan State University Libraries. Web. 
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49 Ruth Ellen Church, “Drinks,” in Mary Meade's Magic Recipes for the Electric Osterizer. Indianapolis and New York: Osterizer and Bobbs-Merrill 

Company, 1952), 104-136. The “Mary Meade” column was in fact penned by four different women; Ruth Ellen Church’s stint was the longest one. 
50 Osterizer: The New Modern Meal Maker, the Original and Finest Food Processer (Milwaukee, WI: John Oster Manufacturing, 1953); Osterizer: The 

New Modern Meal Maker (Milwaukee, WI: John Oster Manufacturing Co, 1954); Osterizer Recipes for 8-Speed Push-Button Models: Enjoy a Boundless 
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Menus… Recipes (1960), circulated at a municipal level by local water and power plants, featured only one cocktail recipe 

(pineapple crème de menthe), providing instead a section on “Electric Blender Smoothies” such as milk shakes and juice and 

ginger ale-based drinks.51 The wrap-around cover illustration, of a young man and woman putting the finishing touches to 

the party food in their open-plan kitchen while the guests dance in the living room beyond, is likewise a chaste affair, with 

no glass in sight, and the blender’s function underscored by the chilled dessert dishes to which the host is adding maraschino 

cherries (see fig. 3). 

As these different examples attest, the print 

advertising for appliances consumers would have 

likely used to make drinks both alcoholic and non- 

effectively erased the former, neutering home 

entertainment including the cocktail party of any 

elements that might be deemed subversive, 

unseemly, or—the quality most feared by 

containment America—deviant. Yates’s depiction of 

the blender, then, plays on the distance between the 

image of the appliance used for brandy Alexanders 

that are unceremoniously consumed as soon as they 

are prepared in order to chase away a hangover, and those depictions of lovingly, carefully prepared milkshakes and soups 

that populated blender ads and pamphlets. At the 

same time, it plays on readers’ awareness of the extent to which these appliances were, in fact, used for cocktail making. 

Perhaps, as well, the depiction articulates what writers at US agencies would have also known: that the more likely context 

in which such objects found themselves would have in fact been a scenario like this, rather than in an idealistic family 

breakfast—but that this was not something a campaign could lead on, at least not when selling to American audiences. That 

absence in turn is what renders the depiction of alcohol in this and Yates’s other stories more harrowing: it is the sheer 

unacceptability that makes them stand out. 

Before turning to the depiction of appliances in Yates’s novels, it is worth noting one further example of Yates’s ability 

to “re-situate” appliances that is striking in its dismantling of the narrative conventions of television drama and advertising 

alike. The story in question, “A Natural Girl,” published in the same collection as “Saying Goodbye to Sally,” recounts a 

young woman’s abandonment of her university studies and her father’s approval to marry her history professor (a man twenty 

years older), who she in turn abandons. 52 A refrigerator appears in two key scenes, in turn reinforcing a broader strategy of 

uncanny doubling whose explanation requires a detailed explanation of the plot. The story opens with protagonist Susan 

Andrews telling her father, Edward Andrews, that she doesn’t love him and that “there’s no more why to not loving than 

there is to loving. I think that most intelligent people understand that’” (201). Susan then marries her professor, David Clark, 

who briefly leaves teaching to fruitlessly pursue a career in politics, during which time he becomes increasingly unhinged. 

Susan then divorces him, repeating almost exactly the same words she first said to her father: this time, “‘there’s no more 

why to not loving than there is to loving. Isn’t that something most intelligent people understand?’” (214). She drives off to 
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California, where she plans to start a new life with her two-year-old daughter, but first stops off at her parents’ house, where 

Edward avoids showing his emotional response to her return by fleeing to the kitchen to fix everyone a drink. In the kitchen, 

he takes shelter in the space between the open shelves and semi-open door of the refrigerator (217). He: 

broke open a tray of ice cubes with more force and noise than necessary, hoping it might stifle his mounting rage, but it 

didn’t. He had to turn away and press his forehead hard against the heel of one trembling hand, like a goddamned actor in 

a tragedy. Girls. Would they always drive you crazy? Would their smiles of rejection always drop you into despair and their 

smiles of welcome lead only into new, worse, more terrible ways of breaking your heart? Were you expected to listen 

forever to one of them bragging about how paper-thin her womb was, or to another saying, ‘We can only stay a little while?’ 

Oh, dear Christ, how in the whole of a lifetime can anybody understand girls? (217). 

This instance in which repressed emotion is quickly followed by its explosive expression is an almost exact recapitulation of 

a prior episode, in Susan and David’s house, when Susan:  

watched him [David] walk out of the room to the kitchen. She heard the soft slam of the big refrigerator door and the 

breaking open of an ice tray, and then came something unexpected and frightening: a burst of high, wild laughter that didn’t 

sound like David at all. It went on and on, rising into falsetto and falling only part of the way down as he gasped for breath, 

and he was still in the grip of its convulsions when he came weakly back into the room with a very dark bourbon and water 

rocking and clinking in his hand (211).  

What stands out for our purposes is the refrigerator’s role, in both scenes, as a haven or shelter for the “unmanly” 

expression of sorrow by men either about to be (in David’s case), or who have already been (in Edward’s case), hurt by a 

cold and unfeeling woman (Susan). Just as mixing a drink provides Yates’s characters with something to do, and drinking 

itself provides a means of escape, the refrigerator itself, with its great, welcoming concavity in which one can bury one’s 

head without eliciting concern, provides a momentary respite from a lifetime of repressed feeling. In both instances, the spot 

in front of the refrigerator is where these two men in the midst of their psychological breakdowns can allow themselves to be 

overcome by emotion in an explicit subversion of normative male behaviour that could just as easily be interpreted as 

catalysed by the refrigerator as condoned by it. One might go so far as to argue that this appliance that is usually the domain 

of the woman of the house infects those who approach it with feminine feelings: that it elicits both David’s “high, wild” 

laughter that “rises into falsetto” and Edward’s abandonment to dramatic gestures at odds with his ordinarily stoic demeanour. 

Put differently, it is no coincidence that the unmanning of these two paters familias coincides with their self-relegation to the 

most marginal, and hidden spot in the home: the journey into the arms of the refrigerator reflects an equivalent diminution in 

their authority. This repetition with difference in turn both parallels and inverts the repetition of Susan’s deadpan statement 

to both men—itself a subversion of the traditional dynamic of stalwart man and weeping woman overcome by affection. 

Crucially, the pathos of both scenes derives from the obvious temporary nature of the respite found, and, too, from the contrast 

between the clinical quality of this “haven” and the comfort sought—not to mention the contrast between the chilled contents 

and the man metaphorically melting in front of it. That a device for cold storage is the best the male characters can find to 

distract from the “coldness” of the women they love is an apt allegory for the crisis of masculinity that Yates so thoroughly 

explores in this and his other fiction—and serves, too, to fundamentally invert those depictions of the appliance found in the 

television sitcoms, advertisements, and print manuals just discussed.   

In both of these short stories, then, Yates frames the domestic appliance as a participant in, extension of, and even 

catalyst of emotions and behaviours at odds with the mainstream narrative around these objects. In liberating the appliance 

from the constraints of such narratives, Yates utilises it to express pathos in ways that importantly diverge from Cheever’s 

tragi-comic mode—about which more in the next section. 
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Empty refrigerators and the smell of recent vacuuming: Squalor and unmet aspirations in Easter Parade, Cold Spring 

Harbor, and “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired” 

While it would be reductive to see Yates’s appliance depictions solely in biographical terms, the frequency which these 

objects are explicitly framed in his texts as out-dated, and the refrigerators as sparsely-filled participants in the alcoholic 

decline of lonely divorced men holed up in barely habitable apartments, is certainly consonant with Yates’ own material 

circumstances in adulthood, and particularly with his well-documented “disdain for material frippery,” as Blake Bailey 

describes it (470). In particular, I want to single out how often Yates’ contemporaries mentioned the author’s empty 

refrigerator in their accounts of his living conditions. The refrigerator in the tiny kitchen in the “bare, roach-infested” 

basement apartment Yates rented between 1959 and 1961, which Bailey terms a “prototype” for the more or less depressing 

apartments he would rent in later years, contained “nothing but bourbon and instant coffee” (Bailey, 196). Friends described 

his first apartment on Beacon Street, where Yates lived from 1976 to 1978, as “‘fucking grim,’” telling Bailey that “[t]he 

refrigerator was stocked with three items: instant coffee, beer, and yogurt, the last of which Yates ate for breakfast” (Bailey, 

471). Yates’ friend in later life, Martin Napasteck, likewise hones in on the bare refrigerator in the two apartments on 

Beacon Street he visited in the late 1970s and early 1980s: “in each one [I] saw him open the refrigerator, which had long 

been uncleaned. Some beer, some bread, something left over. Less than a third of the space inside the refrigerator was 

occupied.”53 While providing a biographical context for the proliferation of images of sparse dwellings in Yates’ work, 

these descriptions are arguably more interesting in what they reveal about the social expectations of this period, and the 

texture of the grain against which Yates was writing. More specifically, the extent to which Yates’ empty refrigerators are 

invoked as evidence of a Spartan existence that his friend André Dubus saw as a “kind of objective correlative for Yates’s 

total devotion to his craft” (Bailey, 470) and, more broadly, what another friend, Mark Costello, viewed as his eschewing 

of bourgeois values (Bailey, 471), tells us more about what this particular appliance symbolised for his generation than it 

does about the writer’s own life. The expectations revealed in these comments in turn provide a fascinating context for 

examining Yates’s own sensibility for the different symbolic charges of specific appliances in this period—including, and 

indeed particularly, those he rarely used or didn’t even own. In this last section, I examine a select few appliance depictions 

to suggest the merits of reading the works across his oeuvre as a whole as connected by the invisible currents of electrical 

modernisation and its association with an ever-changing set of values linked to an American dream that remains very much 

outside his characters’ grasp. From his early short stories to Easter Parade (1975), “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired” (1981), and 

Young Hearts Crying (1986), Yates links domestic electrification to America’s unfulfilled promises to its citizens.  

Interestingly, and in keeping with the refrigerator depiction in “A Natural Girl” just discussed, we find in these texts an 

unexpected gender split, wherein the male characters are often in thrall to or reliant upon appliances that leave their female 

counterparts cold. More specifically, the appliances in this section are often the source of nostalgic, reactionary 

sentimentality for men who see them as signs of a happiness until recently beyond their reach, while—when they are viewed 

with scepticism (if at all) by Yates’s women.  

In Yates’s fifth novel, The Easter Parade (1976), domestic appliances form part of a broader depiction of female 

constraint that stands out for its oblique understatedness. This is despite the fact that only one appliance—the vacuum 

cleaner—is mentioned, and that it is mentioned only twice. My contention however is that these two depictions are redolent 
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with signification, and—as mentioned at the outset of this article—participate alongside a select few other references to 

domestic consumer goods, housewifery, and media entertainment for housewives, to provide a cumulative effect of 

circumscribed, suffocating femininity that exacerbates the tragic storylines of its three central characters. The Easter Parade 

narrates the story of sisters Emily and Sarah Grimes and their mother, “Pookie,” a divorcée who aspires to wealth and fame 

but ends up dying of alcohol-related dementia in a home for the infirm, regaling the nurses with accounts of her life as the 

mother of Jackie Kennedy. Neither of her daughters, as the novel’s opening lines tell us, is destined to much better. Sarah, 

who married young, is revealed to have been hiding a debilitating drinking problem and her husband’s physical abuse, and 

whether it is a drunken fall or a particularly violent beating that causes her early death is left unclear. Emily in turn has a 

series of failed relationships to more or less horrible men and a faltering career as a journalist before ending up drunk and 

alone. Against this backdrop, Yate’s appliance depictions stand out in stark relief.   

The first reference to a vacuum cleaner occurs early in the novel, in a description of Emily’s first visit, in the late 

1940s, to her new husband Andrew’s childhood home. Here she is received by her mother-in-law,  

a blue-haired, wrinkled and powdered woman wearing knee-length elastic stockings [who] s[its] on a chintz-covered 

sofa […] in a room that smell[s] of recent vacuum cleaning [and] “blink[s] at Emily repeatedly as if having to remind 

herself that Emily [i]s there” (EP, 70). 

 The smell of recent vacuum cleaning—which is to say, the smell of compacted dust particles and dirt together with a 

faint trace of burnt rubber and plastic, as was characteristic of such appliances up until the 1990s—functions to underscore 

the “airless” (EP, 70), claustrophobic quality of this pristine interior. Everything here is clean, but nothing breathes. Dust, 

lint, and dead skin have been lifted from the floor and furniture surfaces, but the olfactory evidence of their presence 

endures, having nowhere to go. The smell of the vacuum cleaner is also paradoxically the only sign of time’s passage (in 

the form of the removal of dirt, whose accrual signals temporality) and modernity (embodied in the appliance itself) in a 

room that has otherwise remained impervious to either. Indeed, this smell of mechanised dirt removal is the only counter 

to her mother-in-law’s belief that her son is still the same boy he was in the framed photograph to which she repeatedly 

refers during their visit (71). In this way, Yates utilises the lingering aroma of the absent vacuum cleaner to render palpable 

the anachronistic nature of Lucy’s mother-in-law’s longings for an irretrievable past, while simultaneously imbuing the 

appliance itself with an aura of staleness, stasis, and resistance to change that is all the more desolate in its distance from 

the depiction of vacuum cleaners in popular culture at the time. More broadly, the staleness conjured by the vacuum cleaner 

throws into relief, and accentuates, that of another framed image that in fact looms large over the novel as a whole: the 

photograph of Sarah and her husband in the first days of their engagement, snapped during the New York City Easter Parade 

that gives the novel its title, and whose distillation of youth and happiness grows more unfamiliar and remote as the novel 

advances its characters toward their tragic conclusions. In a novel so consumed with the inevitably tragic course of the 

future, the stench, in the mausoleum to Emily’s husband’s childhood and her mother-in-law’s past, of a modern appliance 

entrusted with removing all sign of impurity, filth, and unpleasantness, stands out as supremely ironic.  

The second reference to a vacuum cleaner in The Easter Parade is in turn central to the novel’s elucidation of the 

tyranny of Emily’s lover Jack Flanders, a poet she meets in 1955, having divorced from Andrew, and with whom she moves 

to Iowa City, where he has been invited to teach at the State University of Iowa’s Writers’ Workshop. To Emily’s suggestion 

he use the study of their rented house to do his writing, Jack explains that he prefers writing in the living room: “‘I like 

being able to look up and see you. Moving in and out of the kitchen, hauling the vacuum cleaner, whatever the hell you’re 

doing. Lets me know you’re really here’” (EP, 97). The reference to “‘whatever the hell you’re doing’” makes clear Jack’s 
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obliviousness to either the material conditions or benefits of Emily’s domestic labour, reducing it to a mere symbol of her 

devotion to him. Likewise, the vacuum cleaner amounts to a prop in her performance of said devotion. Divested of an actual 

use or purpose, this appliance is transformed into the abstracted, ethereal icon of cheerful housewifely subservience 

characteristic of mid-century advertising—suggesting, in fact, that Jack has not registered what this appliance does beyond 

symbolising a set of characteristics that are rather nice to see in a woman. What’s more, his implicit if vague identification 

of the vacuum cleaner as a symbol of domestic bliss, itself a product of advertising and television sitcoms, throws into sharp 

relief the extent to which he is beholden to the mainstream culture he claims to critique, and whose expectations Emily has 

revealed herself, throughout the novel thus far, to be both unable and unwilling to meet. The pleasure Jack gleans from the 

vision of his girlfriend vacuuming even as he repudiates the tradition of marriage and bourgeois norms more broadly finds 

its equivalent in his desperate desire to be the most popular creative writing teacher even as he dismisses popularity as 

indicative of superficiality and the academy as producing what he disdainfully describes as “academic poetry” (EP, 86). 

Jack’s delight in the “‘vacuum cleaner or whatever the hell you’re doing’” embodies all of this angry and embittered male 

writer’s contradictions, including a certain attraction to those clichés a person of letters might be expected to reject. Where, 

just a few paragraphs prior, Emily is so horrified by the resemblance of Iowa City’s “straight, tree-lined, sun-splashed 

residential streets [to] the illustrations in The Saturday Evening Post” as to ask, in dismay, “was this what America really 

did look like?” Jack’s mesmerised observation of her vacuuming belies a hidden desire that not only this is what America 

“really look like,” but that he be allowed to be part of it (EP, 96).  

Appliances instead form part of a broader depiction of social discomfort and discomfit in Cold Spring Harbor (1986), 

where the stifling ambience of the shared home of protagonist Evan Sheppard, his mother Gloria, his wife Rachel, and 

Rachel’s teenaged brother Phil is repeatedly conveyed through these characters’ clumsy relations with appliances, which 

reveal the extent of their inability to either live up to or be satisfied by their respective roles.54 Gloria “drop[s] two ice cubes 

on the floor in her nervousness” at entertaining Rachel’s father (Cold Spring Harbor, 74). Phil escapes to the home of a 

wealthy school companion who he doesn’t particularly like, attracted by the boy’s “enormous kitchen” equipped with both 

a beautiful young housemaid and a “great refrigerator” replete with half-gallon cans of Dole pineapple juice (CSH, 96). 

Meanwhile Rachel attempts to get through family dinner, which “in this artificial household” is “the most oppressive event 

of the day,” by drowning out her mother-in-law’s presence with the noise of an electric fan and a radio, absorbing herself 

in the plot of a programme whose title, Death Valley Days, seems be an ironic comment on the dearth of hope in her own 

home (CSH, 83). The description of her plugging in the appliances and “tuck[ing] into her meat and potatoes with the look 

of a girl determinedly at peace” forcefully conveys the efforts of a woman who, having been cheated of the idyllic family 

life radio and television would have one believe is available to all, will not be cheated out of its fantasy. Where Gloria 

fumbles with the ice from the refrigerator in her attempt to replicate social niceties that will ingratiate her to daughter-in-

law’s father and Phil seeks to experience familial affection vicariously through proximity to his schoolmate’s luxurious, 

all-electric kitchen and the paragon of feminine grace who works there, domestic electricity provides a means for Rachel 

to exit reality entirely in a parody of such dramas’ reputation as outlets for displaced female desire, and in an echo of The 

Easter Parade’s Susan’s brief career in the early 1950s as “a ‘hostess’ for a Saturday morning housewives’ [radio] program” 

(EP, 93). Such a framing of appliances as bastions to which characters cling for psychological support and social affirmation 

in turn echoes Yates’s depiction, in A Good School (1978), of the handicapped Jack Draper’s act of fetching ice from the 
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refrigerator is symbolic of his ability, in his own words, to “‘do some things.’”55 (45). While Draper’s handicap will preclude 

him from being drafted to fight in the Second World War that has just started, he clings to his ability to negotiate a newly 

mechanised domestic sphere.   

I want to conclude this section with one of Yates’s last short stories, “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired” (1981), which returns 

to his 1930s childhood, and which I suggest provides a further key to understanding the scepticism toward appliances 

evident throughout the rest of his work.56 Published in 1981, “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired” takes place just after Franklin 

Delano Roosevelt’s election in 1933, and is told from the first-person perspective of Billy, who at the time of the story’s 

events is seven, but who is narrating them as an adult from some unidentified year in the future. Billy and his eleven-year-

old sister Edith live with their mother, a sculptress who votes Republican, “believe[s] in the aristocracy,” and is showing 

the first signs of alcoholism (CSRY, 197). Their parents are divorced, and an electrical modernity just out of reach is gestured 

at throughout the story through references to their father, a regional sales manager for General Electric’s Mazda Lamps 

division (like Yates’s own father) who they only see on weekends. Of particular note is Yates’s vivid description of his gift 

to Billy and Edith of “two fragile perforated sheets of what looked like postage stamps, each stamp bearing the insignia of 

an electric lightbulb in vivid white against a yellow background, and the words ‘More light’” (CSRY, 179). Bewildered as 

to what purpose the stamps serve, Billy proceeds to use them to decorate his school notebooks and his otherwise dark 

bedroom (a point to which I return). The children’s home by contrast is a far cry from the electric idylls promoted by 

General Electric on their stamps or in their advertising more broadly. While Billy’s mother does own a Majestic radio from 

which he and his sister Edith hear FDR’s speech that “the only thing we had to fear was fear itself” (CSRY, 195), their 

“roach infested kitchen was barely big enough for a stove and sink that were never clean, and for a brown wooden icebox 

with its dark, ever melting block of ice” (CSRY, 178). The story’s plot, if it can be said to have one, centres on Billy’s 

mother’s acceptance of a commission to sculpt the head of FDR in time for his inauguration. This is a task at which she 

ultimately fails, producing a piece that rather resembles a “bank for loose change” (CSRY, 195). That failure is what leads 

to the story’s ending: with the children in bed, overhearing the sound of their mother “working the ice pick in the icebox” 

to “mak[e] herself another drink” (198).  

The significance of the images of General Electric stamps advertising electric lighting through enlightenment rhetoric, 

FDR’s voice coursing through the radio waves, and Billy’s mother’s final communion with the non-electric icebox, becomes 

clear when one considers FDR’s pivotal role in the electric modernisation of homes across the United States.57 A crucial 

component of the New Deal and FDR’s broader social welfare project was the democratisation of domestic electricity 

through policies that made electrification mandatory for the construction of new homes and that subsidised household 

purchases of domestic appliances, first among which the refrigerator, whose adoption, as Ronald C. Tobey notes, “New 

Deal public power advocates considered […] to be central to social modernization of the home” (Tobey, 156). Such 

processes were seen by FDR’s administration as integral to creating more work, boosting consumer spending, and 

improving the quality of life of white Americans across classes (African-Americans and other minorities were largely 

excluded from these policies and denied access to most loans58). In Yates’s story, this idea of the symbiotic relationship 

between electrical power and labour power is highlighted in the narrator’s reference to his father’s allegiance to the 

                                                 
55 Richard Yates, A Good School (London: Vintage, 2007 [1978]). Henceforth, GS.  
56 Richard Yates, “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired,” in The Collected Stories of Richard Yates (London: Vintage, 2008), 177-199. First published in Liars in 

Love (1981). 
57 Ronald C. Tobey, Technology as Freedom: The New Deal and the Electrical Modernization of the American Home (Berkeley and LA: The 

University of California Press, 1996). See in particular 111-119. 
58 Tobey, 197; 206. 



 

 27 

Democratic Party, which he illustrates via descriptions of the man’s efforts to “hel[p his political friends] establish Mazda 

Lamp distributorships in various parts of the city” to provide jobs for the unemployed (CSRY, 180). In keeping with 

Democrats at the time, Billy’s father thus harnesses electricity as a force for equality. At the same time however the story’s 

anti-climactic and ultimately tragic trajectory effectively negates these utopian possibilities, repeatedly gesturing not to the 

hope FDR evinced among so much of the population, the economic improvements working-class families like Billy’s would 

later experience, or, indeed, anything in the future-now-past other than the “long battle with alcohol that [his mother] would 

eventually lose” (CSRY, 178). Yates repeatedly makes clear that this is not a story about modernisation, progress and upward 

mobility, nor is it about individual or collective success brought about by hard work. It is about people for whom big breaks 

don’t come, for whom the advent of domestic electricity will not compensate for a lifetime of heartbreak and 

disappointment, and whose own deep fallibilities (in particular, Billy’s mother’s shrill anti-Semitism) render them difficult 

objects of sympathy. This notion of worn-out hope is exemplified by the short story’s very title, “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired.” 

This, according to Billy’s mother’s friend Sloane, another divorcée, is what the Virgin Mary said to Joseph as they 

approached the manger on the eve of Christ’s birth (CSRY, 192). The dark and musty manger in Sloane’s version of the 

nativity is the antithesis of domestic comfort and bears more than a passing resemblance to Billy’s mother’s dark apartment, 

while this account of Mary as a beleaguered pregnant woman, read alongside the repeated references to Billy’s mother and 

Sloane’s own exhaustion and frustration, serves to humanise the story of the Christian birth while lending pathos to that of 

Yates’s unhappy and financially struggling divorcées.  

Crucially, what I want to suggest is that this Yates story set in the early days of electric democratisation—its “eve,” so 

to speak—serves as an anti-advertisement for American progress, disclosing an alternative to the techno-utopian optimism 

more usually associated with the 1930s’ project of electrical modernisation. It is a counter to the public service 

announcements and industry-subsidised newsreels that were released throughout the decade and which depicted a nation in 

the process of convulsive positive change. Likewise, both the story’s trajectory and the future obliquely gestured at via its 

narrator’s place in an unspecified period beyond the 1930s appear all the more tragic when one considers the depictions of 

appliances in the texts by Yates I have discussed throughout this article, the majority of which were published before “Oh 

Joseph, I’m So Tired” but were set later (between the mid-1940s and 60s). To read “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired” on the back 

of these prior narratives about lonely housewives, divorcées, and bachelors fumbling with electrical appliances whose 

embodiment of the post-war economic boom doesn’t quite compensate for the other disappointments in their owners’ lives 

is to already know how the story ends. If these other texts are anything to go by, the domestic modernisation that Billy and 

his contemporaries will encounter in adulthood will bring with it no epiphany, no enlightenment. To encounter the home 

with no electrical comforts in this text, whose closest approximation to electrical modernity is a picture of a light bulb 

plastered on a bedroom wall, is not to see the “before” in a narrative of transformation such as those exploited by appliance 

advertisers, but rather to see laid bare the shabby and unromantic everyday that domestic appliance ads in later decades 

would seek to cloak. This is perhaps the single greatest distinguishing feature of Yates’ engagement with appliances and 

domestic electricity more broadly: his unfaltering ability to puncture the many myths—of romance, of familial conviviality, 

of individual transformation and self-discovery—associated with these phenomena and to disclose the pain they obscure. 

And if a redemptive strain can be found in the otherwise tragic conclusion to “Oh Joseph, I’m So Tired,” it lies not in the 

suggestion of purchases of electrical appliances that will save Billy’s mother time and effort or affirm her social status, but 

rather in the reference to Billy and Edith’s development of a sensibility, premised on the vocabulary of electric currents and 

connectivity, which allows them to see beyond their mother’s alcoholic decline. This sensibility, originally crafted by Edith 
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to quell his night-time fears, entails imagining the hum of city life as a reassuring presence, a murmur comprised of all the 

noises produced by a city of people going about living their lives, and whose sound is a reminder of the collective of which 

they are a part: 

‘I don’t mean just the loud noises,’ she said, ‘like the siren […] or those car doors slamming […] that’s just 

close-up stuff. I’m talking about something else. Because you see there are millions and millions of people in 

New York—more people than you can possibly imagine, ever—and most of them are doing something that 

makes sound. Maybe talking, or playing the radio, maybe closing doors, maybe putting their forks down on their 

plates […] and because there are so many of them, all of those little sounds add up and come together in a kind 

of hum. But it’s so faint—so very, very faint—that you can’t hear it unless you listen very carefully for a long 

time’ (CSRY, 189). 

This effort to listen to the soft, reassuring buzz of collective life—the pulse of humanity, but a humanity whose 

anonymity paradoxically endows it with a mechanised quality, like that of a whirring engine—is the antithesis to the 

oppressive intrusion of mechanical noise depicted in Cheever’s “Enormous Radio,” discussed at the outset of this article. 

Where Cheever’s story frames the cacophony of blenders, mixers, and telephones as oppressive and fundamentally 

dehumanising, in Yates’s story the whirring sound of human life transformed into a mechanical drone is comforting in its 

hugeness, in its defiance of one individual’s comprehension.  It is the sound of hope, the sound of the collective, and, I 

would argue not coincidentally, it is a sound whose description recalls the very rhetoric used to promote a nation connected 

by electrical currents. The ending in Yates’s story, in other words, mobilises the rhetoric of electrical democratization and 

vocabulary of an electrically connected society, circumventing actual electrical appliances to posit a vision of collectivism 

rooted in imagination, compassion, and child-like hope. 

 

 Conclusion 

In seeking to historicise the texts just discussed and unearth the cultural specificities of the objects depicted therein, I 

am implicitly challenging the tendency among Cheever critics to on the one hand extrapolate from his texts a series of 

lessons about human nature, and on the other hand view these texts as records of what one critic described as “changes in 

the American personality” over the course of the author’s lifetime.59 The fact that next to no scholarship on Cheever has 

been published in the last twenty years is arguably ascribable to the rigidity of these approaches. As American literary 

studies has grown more conscious of race, gender, and class, it has become untenable to claim that Cheever’s narratives, 

which are almost entirely focused on WASPs in New York City and various fictional renditions of Westchester, “confir[m]” 

that “individual people are homeless, helpless, anxious, and anguished in a world where all other people are remote because 

they seem to have accepted their part in the scene” (Collins, 2). Meanwhile, for Yates scholarship to extend beyond the 

cautious exploration of a writer unrecognised in his time but whose work no longer speaks to America—and arguably never 

saw beyond one small slice of it—it is advisable we approach his writing as a deeply subjective response to a series of 

cultural phenomena rather than either a strictly biographical or historical account of the periods in which it is set, and to 

recognise that it is this very subjectivity that renders it worthy of enquiry.  

In re-examining these works and focussing specifically on the electrical object matter within them, I have thus sought 

to challenge universalist readings of them, while demonstrating their significance for cultural studies, gender studies, and 

consumer history scholars. To read either of these writers’ texts as capturing, or seeking to capture, a universal human 

condition is to deny their historical specificity, not to mention to deny the authors’ own efforts to meticulously critique Cold 

War American culture’s planing away of difference in the interest of manufacturing consensus. But to dismiss these works 
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outright also does them a disservice. In particular, to dismiss Cheever as a paragon of white male privilege and middle-

class ennui is to fall into the same trap as those members of the culture industry who in the 1960s and early 70s appropriated 

him as a representative figure of the very myth of a “collective national mood” his writing sought to challenge. As Joe 

Moran has demonstrated, the Time magazine profile of Cheever mentioned in the introduction to this article served “as a 

vehicle for Time’s traditional celebration of the lifestyle of the American consumer at home and of American pre-eminence 

abroad, […] which became more urgent with the onset of the Cold War” (Moran, 362)—a pattern that I would argue was 

replicated by Cheever scholarship published in the ensuing decades. But to dismiss Cheever on the basis of this artfully 

constructed image of him that early reviewers of his work helped perpetuate is to miss a significant opportunity to engage 

with an author whose complicity with Cold War heteronormativity belied a fraught inability to accept his own 

homosexuality and whose seemingly playful descriptions of unruly appliances likewise belie a genuine anxiety about the 

ramifications of consumerism’s unmet promises. Likewise, Yates’ dire and dour depictions of male chauvinists and 

mistreated and misunderstood women surrounded by glowering appliances merit close scrutiny as studied responses to, and 

re-workings of, actual historical objects whose invention and innovation radically altered the lives of Americans and whose 

association with Cold War ideology remains among the most powerful examples of the marriage of politics and 

consumerism in the twentieth century. Examining the domestic appliances in these authors’ works allows us to more fully 

appreciate these authors’ enduring significance to the study of post-war American literature and to cultural studies more 

broadly. 

 

 


