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Abstract: 

 After World War II in the United States, the household refrigerator and freezer 

became interwoven into a domestic reality defined by consumption, mechanical 

innovation, and a tension between spatial isolation and cultural interconnectivity.  This 

thesis positions narrative Hollywood cinema, television and print media as the dominant 

sites where the refrigerator and freezer’s social identities were formed and negotiated.  

These productions employ the devices to explore postwar family gender roles, the 

influence of culture industries and consumer economies within the home, and 

technological fantasies and fears.  They also illustrate a fertile conversation between 

household media technologies and kitchen accessories.  As a result, viewing the 

refrigerator and freezer through film and television representations substantially alters 

existing conclusions over who interacted with the objects on an everyday basis, and their 

effect for a culture increasingly reliant upon appliances to provide basic human needs and 

generate a satisfying, entertaining lifestyle.
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Introduction: 
The Refrigerator in Media and as Media 

 

Preserving film and video, and converting from one format to another, requires a 

welter of peculiar, temperamental, constantly evolving gadgetry, but few would consider 

an everyday household refrigerator part of the process.  Canadian filmmaker Guy Maddin 

is an exception.  During the making of My Winnipeg (2008), his avant-garde memoir of 

life in the eponymous city, Maddin struggled to combine high-definition video with 

imagery captured on small-gauge film stocks.  Finally, in an effort to massage the visuals 

into a seamless look, he employed the snowy white expanse of his refrigerator’s door as 

an impromptu movie screen and trained a projector onto the appliance.  My Winnipeg was 

consequently re-photographed onto film, its grainy, hiccupping scenes bearing no 

discernible mark of their unorthodox transport, or their brief preservation onto a device 

made to slow the natural dissolution of the fleeting and perishable.1  

 Since Maddin’s career is defined by an iconoclastic pilfering of ancient or unusual 

cinematic techniques, his particular transformation of a refrigerator is quite singular.  Yet 

he is not alone in correlating media with refrigeration technology.  In the United States, 

surprising connections begin to surface at the end of World War II and continue through 

the late 1960s, when a range of visual media began charting and imagining the effects 

that a galaxy of postwar commodities had upon Americans as they adapted to the new 

consumer-driven economic bubble of that period.  A host of examples offer an 

unexpectedly rich commentary on how notions of domestic gender roles, and conceptions 
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of the household’s place in space and time were profoundly affected by mechanical 

refrigerators and freezers, considered as synonymous and interchangeable.   

Several of these productions considered the appliances’ industrial design and 

formation of a transcendent site of consumption with a great deal of elation.  

Refrigerators and freezers, they observed, might irrevocably and fruitfully alter 

Americans’ identities and experience within the suburban home.  Hollywood cinema and 

TV shows, as well as promotional films and other advertisements, reasoned that these 

appliances would be mechanical servants increasing health and leisure time while gracing 

the kitchen with style and beauty.  Many other examples proposed that a refrigerator or 

freezer was more than a helpful household accent.  The appliance in fact produced such a 

captivating, self-sustaining ambience that it constituted a lifestyle.  Citizens might very 

well expect the kitchen item to transport them across the world, preserve their bodies, and 

ensure the continuation of their culture and ingenuity on an international scale.  

Refrigerators are the physical manifestation of a recurring sentiment in this era that 

Americans and their homes are at the center of intellectual, industrial and economic 

progress in the world.  Although often utterly outrageous in their declarations, these 

visions of the refrigerator reveal a culture struggling to measure the staggering effects 

household gadgetry exerted on day-to-day reality. 

Alternately, and much more grimly, dystopic film and television storylines 

suggested that these particular appliances could quite physically supersede their owners 

at home; or they could jettison them into inescapable voids, similar to the electronic 

cavities many social critics feared were also being carved out by television in this era.  
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Refrigerators and freezers are therefore caught up within a much larger cultural shift – so 

pervasive that it practically registers as the most logical sensibility – that mechanical 

innovation, spurred forward by science and embedded in every aspect of life by mass 

production, had produced malevolent machinery that was fully capable of eclipsing 

humanity.  A key concern was the close proximity that new technologies maintained with 

the family, where each ingenious item facilitated an inhuman, industrial authority in the 

household.  Even the most mundane items, like the refrigerator, were implicated in this 

persistent outlook that regarded each new technological fantasy with increasing anxiety, 

while paradoxically ensuring that they continued to exist as popular commodities in a 

booming consumer economy.  To begin to understand the many roles that the refrigerator 

and freezer played (and still plays) in the United States as they became indispensible and 

ubiquitous, it is necessary to contemplate the lingering ambivalence about their 

properties, and examine why these conversations find expression in cinema and 

television, among a variety of media.   

 

An Invisible Refrigerator? 

The idea that the refrigerator operates as an important, highly visible trope for 

social and domestic progress, desire and disillusionment, runs counter to a prevailing 

theory about its everyday importance.  Many scholars suggest that the appliance 

maintains such discursively low visibility in American culture that it is virtually 

nonexistent in daily life – until, as some have joked, the refrigerator breaks and your milk 

goes bad.  Otherwise, despite refrigerators and freezers’ unwieldiness in kitchens, and 
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their much more immense industrial physicality, scholars opine that in day-to-day 

experience, these devices are often among the most ignored of objects.  As Susanne 

Friedberg wryly states, “…the best refrigerators are like clean windows: entirely 

forgettable,” silently and unobtrusively caring for food while their owners focus upon 

“‘higher things.’”2  

Similarly attesting to refrigeration’s near-opacity in media, Sandy Isenstadt argues 

that within their own print advertisements in the 1950s and due to shifts in household 

architecture, refrigerators practically vanished from view as a technology, an object and 

an image.  They became replaced by an inexhaustible landscape of fresh and exotic foods 

from around the globe.3  Any work done by the appliance to preserve food as well as 

health remained hidden in media, and as Isenstadt suggests, in discourses of domesticity 

as well.  In this way, he argues that the refrigerator and freezer promised transportation to 

the culinary wonders of the outside world while citizens remain safely ensconced within 

the suburban home, blissfully unaware of the technology hulking in their kitchens and 

carrying them into extraordinary terrain.4  

While the devices’ physicality may well be erased in some architectural and 

advertising discourses, their persistent inclusion within films and television indicates that 

refrigerators do not always suffer such a marginal existence.  Additionally, their cultural 

status is far from reaching a point of sublimation in American culture and media during 

the period investigated by Isenstadt.  For instance, refrigerators and freezers are 

distinctly, visibly, physically interrelated with other commodities existing 

contemporaneously within domesticity, especially the television set, strikingly mirroring 
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the most euphoric speculations and predictions about that innovation’s powers.  The 

treatment of refrigerators and freezers reveals that the demarcation line between objects 

in the kitchen and those in the living room is not as rigid as it might initially seem, and 

suggests the extent to which media technologies in the home influenced a variety of other 

domestic objects.  Often directly appropriating from definitions of TV, household cold 

storages were heralded in films, television shows and promotional media for collapsing 

space and time, creating a continuous, material space that conveniently brought the 

outside world into the contained zone of the home.  Refrigerators thereby advanced 

international connection and interactivity while preserving American cultural and 

technological dominance.  The resultant, highly tactile global vista the appliance 

produces and presents behind its doors is prominently based on bodily engagement.    

Besides their connection to television, the majority of other media examples 

equally consider refrigerators and freezers as deeply sensual items.  Characters grasp 

their handles, and approximate for viewers the feeling of their speckled or impossibly 

smooth surfaces.  Filmmakers cut away to a band of afternoon light sliding across a 

refrigerator’s face to mark the passage of time.  The appliance is made to hum and click 

on the soundtrack.  Advertisements use its interior bulb to cast into relief a potential 

owner’s hunger, while white curlicues reference the cool, dry air that streams from the 

open door into the kitchen.  In any visual format, these qualities are rendered haptically to 

instill desire in viewers and potential consumers – or, conversely, to reveal these devices 

as kinesthetically disruptive.  Although their mechanical workings may be unannounced 
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in most of these examples, as Isenstadt argues, the appliances are far from operating as 

obscured, mundane items in this era. 

 

Visibility Versus Invention  

However, perhaps due to the prevailing belief articulated by Isenstadt that 

refrigerators and freezers function culturally as unseen household objects, a lack of 

inquiries exist about their mediated identities.  So although a wealth of representational 

evidence for the technology is available, investigating refrigeration’s cultural 

constructions in cinema and television is not an endeavor with much precedent.  As late 

as 1994, scholar Peter Grahame was still calling for the first study of the refrigerator that 

included references to the appliance’s use in “modes of artistic expression.”5  Virtually no 

work has materialized in the interim, and refrigeration’s many embodiments expressed in 

these outlets unfortunately have received scant attention as a result.   

Instead, these cold white boxes are often discussed at the points in which their 

technological history purportedly makes a grand introduction into American life, and are 

therefore understood through their revolutionary practical utility – to chill edible 

ephemera, and add nutritious food to the daily diet.  Mapping the technology’s 

coalescence into a popular appliance from the time of the Romans through the beginning 

of the 1930s, Susanne Friedberg reclaims the “ordinary” household refrigerator as 

awesome apparatus, a single-handed promoter of better living through cold foodstuffs in 

the United States.6  From soggy wooden iceboxes to enameled steel electric units, she 

argues that the ice and mechanical refrigeration industries created their products during 
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the early twentieth century to control variable seasons and climates and bring them into a 

single consistently cool site within the home.  In the process, refrigeration trumped the 

natural life spans of foods and, via advertising, radically encouraged the consumption of 

particular diets in order to combat a universe of disease and bodily degradation.  As 

Friedberg intimates, the electric refrigerator, which overtook ice-based units by the 

1920s, was ultimately positioned in the American home and family as a device ensuring 

that men munched their quota of fresh red meat, women added lettuce to their dinners, 

and children quaffed cold milk year round.7    

Although refrigeration’s influence upon what individuals eat should not be 

overlooked, disregarding its many media representations consequently paints this 

technology as having a singular purpose, to keep food cold.  Examining refrigeration 

through its primary historical periods of innovation is additionally limiting because it 

discounts the possibility that any dialogues may arise independent of mechanical 

evolution.  Indeed, Friedberg ends her account as soon as technical developments in the 

field appear to plateau in the mid 1930s.  Her finale implies that once the major 

advancements cease, the refrigerator as a cultural concept reaches a degree of stasis as 

well.8  Such an account highlights several tantalizing fissures to explore, primarily the 

refrigerator and freezer’s representations in media, usually emphasizing stylistic rather 

than technological design, and often associating these objects with domestic devices 

beyond the kitchen.  

In fact, just outside Friedberg’s timeline there are depictions of refrigeration that 

skirt a strictly linear progression, and do not cleanly coincide with mechanical 
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watersheds.  The bulk of media representations concern refrigeration’s materiality, its 

relationship to the family, the spaces of domesticity, industrial design, and media devices 

occur in the 1950s and 1960s, when the appliance had reached a point of relative 

technological stability.  With very few exceptions, the examples focus upon refrigerators 

and freezers rather than iceboxes or other permutations, reflecting the widespread 

dominance of electrical, domestic units in homes.  Such depictions do not, by and large, 

detail how a refrigerator or freezer is engineered to generate a cold space to preserve 

food.  They alternately portray these appliances’ approximation of streaming, televisually 

referential spaces, their preservation of the multimedia of individuals’ lives, and their 

physical interference with family gender roles.  Consequently, there is a need to account 

for these characterizations of the refrigerator and freezer’s dynamic relationship to 

American domesticity as the actual units become mechanically anodyne.   

 

Men, Women and Refrigerators 

Since a history built on consecutive mechanical evolutions does not explain the 

refrigerator and freezer’s many resonances in American culture, it is necessary to treat the 

appliances’ placement in the United States as less technologically than culturally 

determined.  Shelley Nickles importantly points out that the refrigerator is a site of 

considerable compromise between several different social agents, including 

manufacturing corporations, and negotiation between agencies, retailers and consumers.  

This nexus of participants, conversing largely through media, determines the 

refrigerator’s practical uses and designs, as well as its cultural symbolism and influence 
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upon masculinity and femininity in the American home and especially the space of the 

kitchen.   

As a model of this network, Nickles uses dialogues between housewives, 

published in the women’s magazine True Story, to trace the relationship between the 

refrigerator and American femininity in the 1940s and 1950s.  According to the views of 

these working- and middle-class women expressed in the tabloid, the appliance, 

depending on its design, could preserve and proudly symbolize United States 

housewives’ class and ethnic identities.  Especially in this period, buying a glossy, 

chrome-edged Frigidaire or Kelvinator served as a subtle sociopolitical action for a 

multitude of blue-collar women suddenly confronted with moving to the suburbs, and 

satisfying the material demands of the ideal life and home.  As Nickles argues, 

beautifully bulbous “Cadillac” refrigerators proclaimed one’s unwillingness to be 

subsumed into the encroaching homogeneity of middle-class life.  Catalyzed in media, 

these opinions galvanized a major portion of female consumers.  Glamorously conceived 

units won handily in comparison to sparely designed refrigerators that emphasized 

modernist, masculine ideals of “good taste.”9  Nickles deems these radically stripped-

down versions as “sterile,” totally inappropriate objects to reflect the “‘hopes, 

dreams…and despairs’” of American women.10  Buying one of these ascetic, resolutely 

square models would practically affirm one’s subservience to the upper-class, patriarchal 

systems of industrial design and marketing.   

There is a fascinating implication here that social empowerment and a sense of 

individuality for women can be located in the very touch, feel, size and shape of a mass-
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produced appliance.  And indeed, design plays a major role in postwar representations of 

refrigerators and freezers.  However, in Nickles’ snapshot of this era, there are limitations 

on who actually runs their hands over and feasts their eyes upon these alternately 

liberating, luxurious and constricting devices.  Due to her reliance on the conversations 

taking place in women’s magazines, Nickles situates women and men in relatively static 

positions, either as manipulated housewives or as detached, intellectually and financially 

elite male designers.  Actually, gendered interactions with these appliances during the 

postwar period are incredibly dynamic.  By surveying film and television as well as 

magazines, and expanding the range of evidence, a spectacular phalanx of illuminating, 

unexplored cultural narratives begins to surface.  These demonstrate that during the mid-

1940s until the late 1960s, women were not the only party deeply involved with using the 

appliance and its designs to form or dissolve aspects of their identities.  

The refrigerator and freezer are deeply interrelated with the social and consumer 

roles being created by and for white, lower-class men living in suburbia.  Illustrated by 

several films and TV shows, this group maintains an extremely ambivalent relationship 

with refrigeration and its aesthetic design, constituting an extensive pop culture trend.  

Discontented men in films and television are the individuals most likely to lose their 

breadwinner status, family authority, or even their lives because of refrigerators and 

freezers.  Regardless of make, model, or even position within the American home, 

refrigerators and freezers are a worthy adversary for a man in the years of Levittown and 

tailfins.   
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The prevalent imagery of a male character being shattered in the shadow of the 

appliance, feeds into larger cultural debates over masculinity in crisis that began in the 

1940s and continued through the 1960s.  Defined in detail by the likes of William Whyte, 

David Riesman and Vance Packard, and examined through early 1950s urban, ethnic 

sitcoms by George Lipsitz, they express a profound anxiety over the supposed 

“softening” of white, working- to middle-class American men, in part due to mass-

produced domestic spaces and objects.11  Perhaps as a reaction, the refrigerator during 

this period is popularly realized by male scholars, writers and artists as a dangerous 

commodity, its very existence evidence of male effeminization by tyrannical culture 

industries.  The appliance thereby becomes a scapegoat for widespread personal and 

social malaise.12   

I would add, however, that cinematic and televisual impressions of the appliance 

in the postwar era often channel its ideological and economic ramifications into a 

refrigerator or freezer’s surface design.  Usually conceived in relation to husbands and 

fathers as extraordinarily blank, reductively styled cubes, these appliances are seen in 

media as physically confrontational, dislocating the spaces, objects and individuals 

around them.  They therefore generate an unnerving bodily reaction usually attributed to 

minimalist sculpture of the postwar era.  Emulating the impersonal, mass construction of 

refrigerators and freezers, as well as their streamlined aesthetic, minimalist sculpture 

approximated the increasing unease that elements of the built environment produced, 

especially those banal devices intimately placed within a majority of suburban homes.  

The liberating aspects located by women in certain designs are therefore not so easily 
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found for their husbands, a sentiment that guides the framing of refrigeration within 

postwar cinema and television.   

Men’s relationship with refrigerators is a subject not only restricted to postwar 

media.  It also informs contemporary work concerning this period.  The refrigerator as an 

element of cultural memory is a strong undercurrent throughout the following chapters, 

which explore how retrospective projects overwhelmingly revisit refrigerators and 

freezers as they operated in the 1940s through the 1960s, suggesting that these decades 

were a particularly fecund period for discourses about the item.  Out of the many possible 

points of interaction available for recuperation, it is the clash between men and the 

devices that define evocative period pieces including The Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio 

(2005) and Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008).  They focus upon 

an everyday man keenly feeling the threat of advanced postwar technology, whose fear is 

expressed through their interactions with a refrigerator, cast in these films to resemble a 

missile or startling, minimalist obelisk.  In this regard, the films suggest that domestic 

appliances may have played a larger part in men’s experiences during this era than is 

commonly understood.  Reflecting the trends in a great deal of postwar media, they also 

strongly imply that conversations about the refrigerator must not only be constrained to 

the household.  The appliance maintains considerable rapport with many, seemingly 

unrelated objects outside domesticity.  
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Collecting Narratives 

Extensive in their depictions of refrigerators’ physicality, many of the illustrations 

on display exemplify how a Hollywood movie, television series, or other media visually 

translates the materiality of an object and its experiential engagements with a certain 

culture at a certain time.  Indeed, refrigerators’ tactility is often key to their satisfaction of 

abstract wishes for family unity, for a healthier, extended life, for travel.  Considerable 

examination of how light, angle and framing are used to describe these objects begins to 

evoke the fashion in which films and television, and print media to a lesser degree, 

approximate refrigerators and freezers existing in everyday life, and how individuals 

react to their physical nature.  While formal analysis moves closer to detailing their 

sensory characteristics, though, it does not totally explain these appliances’ multivalent 

functions in American culture and media in the years following World War II.  

Refrigerators and freezers are also implicated within dialogues of Cold War gender 

politics, postwar foreign policies and consumer economies – to name but a few.  These 

many disparate strands that propel related media do not constitute a single cultural 

narrative that can be located in refrigerators and freezers as objects.  Nor can the 

discourses be easily singled out.  They are a closely related, competing, intersecting 

constellation of commentaries, deriving from a multitude of prompts, and emanating 

from different formats. 

As a result, this project appropriates the methods used by Nickles to capture the 

many cultural perspectives of the refrigerator seen in media during the postwar boom.  

Far from supporting Roland Barthes’ claims that objects, and especially slick, mass-
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produced objects, are “silent” about their histories, her research reminds us that the 

refrigerator is embedded in a variety of cultural contexts.13  The device’s meanings, as 

Dick Hebdige adds, depend upon the participation of particular genders, races and classes 

at a certain time as well as mechanical construction and exterior design, and the labels 

applied by social “experts” such as ad agencies and scholars.14  Given the variety of 

agents and mediums at work, the refrigerator does not have a single set meaning.  Its 

representations additionally do not enumerate a clean indexical link to its everyday roles 

and uses.  As Peter Grahame states, the discursive methodology favored by Nickles 

allows for the refrigerator to be treated less as a “unitary ‘thing’” and more as an evolving 

universe of definitions.15   

Remaining in dialogue with the likes of Nickles and Grahame, this thesis 

continues their concentration upon refrigeration discourses in American media.  As a 

complement and extension to their research, the following chapters not only scrutinize 

the general interest magazines that inform these scholars, but focus mainly upon 

additional types of texts, especially Hollywood films and television programs, as well as 

promotional and training films (although a rich, if entirely different, project could focus 

upon the evidence found in literature, comic books, U.S. Senate bills, and industrial and 

amateur photography).  By broadening the landscape and observing the production of 

each form and piece of media, this analysis charts previously unacknowledged, under-

appreciated, and oftentimes outrageous, comic and simply bizarre associations and 

histories.   
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Breaking into two chapters, this project investigates distinct conceptual and 

historical subsets of refrigeration’s representation in postwar media as well as its 

correlation to media technologies.  Chapter one charts American film and television 

portrayals of refrigerators and freezers directly after World War II, investigating why 

media representations became so heightened during this period, and how increased 

exposure solidifies these commodities as distinctly postwar innovations in the country’s 

cultural, historical imagination, epitomized by their framing in nostalgic pieces like the 

film The Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio (2005).  As they became recognized as a part of 

suburban life, this chapter also explores why the appliances’ association to masculinity 

became barbed at this time, and how this contestation was fueled by certain design 

principles, ties to minimalist art, and class and gender dynamics.  The relationship is 

elucidated best in the 1949 Saturday Evening Post article, “Are Gadgets Replacing the 

Housewife?”, the film Bigger Than Life (1956), and the television program Les Paul and 

Mary Ford at Home (1954-1958); and it additionally informs the retrospective Prize 

Winner, which seeks to lay bare the roles men played in the home and especially the 

kitchen during this era.    

Mining the same period between 1945 and 1969, chapter two continues 

examining the domestic spaces and gender roles created and affected by the appliance, 

while exploring how the refrigerator and freezer also became recognized, championed, 

and feared as vehicles of transportation and exhibition sites for a global vista of food.  

Stating that the appliances seamlessly conflated household and exterior world, 

promotional films and advertisements echoed midcentury sales campaigns for TV 
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technology.  And they also suggested that a refrigerator could exceed the sense of travel 

associated with viewing TV in this era, since citizens could literally touch and devour the 

landscapes they witnessed within their units.   

A resulting sense of personal privacy and intimacy between the appliance and its 

owners propelled the bizarre vein of scientific utopianism called cryonics.  Gaining 

popularity during this period, cryonics conceived of home refrigerators and freezers as 

multimedia spaces that could preserve human bodies, sending them into an unending 

present tense free of decay, resembling the constant electronic field critics including 

Raymond Williams argue constitutes television broadcasting.  These dialogues over 

transportation serve as a basis for another retrospective representation of the appliance 

within Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull (2008), which envisions the 

device as both a missile and bomb shelter for the titular hero.  

Despite this nostalgic reworking, as the 1960s continued, such euphoric 

pronouncements and portrayals gave way to widespread apprehension.  Science fiction 

films with an acutely dismal technological agenda, including The Blob (1958) and 

Seconds (1966) depict the refrigerator as a deeply ambiguous liminal space that if 

traversed, might trap individuals between dimensions, identities, and timeframes.  This 

chapter ultimately argues that such anxieties about the refrigerator parallel the changing 

cultural definitions of television that occurred from 1950s to the 1960s.  In this case, 

refrigerators and freezers, in addition to the TV set, contributed to a disillusioning vision 

of the American household and its inhabitants as increasingly placeless and lost.   
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Chapter One: 
Alien Design: Refrigerators Inside the Home 

 

“I set out two glasses (to St. Algebra? to Lo?) and opened the refrigerator.  It roared at 

me viciously while I removed the ice from its heart.” 

 – Vladimir Nabokov, Lolita, (New York: Vintage, 1955), 96 

 

It is a little curious that most available histories of refrigerators and home freezers 

do not in some way footnote Richard Nixon.  He is, after all, the unlikely international 

poster boy for the 1950s American kitchen, the emissary who led Nikita Khrushchev 

through a mock-up of a six-room suburban rancher transplanted to Moscow for the 1959 

American National Exhibition.  Nixon is the man who made the kitchen of this model 

home the site for a major political salvo.  As his “Kitchen Debate” with Khrushchev 

illustrates, the gadgetry installed in this space was imbued with powerful ideological 

purpose in midcentury United States culture.  Throughout the impassioned conversation 

between Vice-President Nixon, and Soviet Premier Khrushchev, Nixon avoided 

comparisons of weaponry and military defense between the two competing Cold War 

empires.  As Elaine Tyler May argues, he relied instead upon a lemon-yellow firmament 

of General Electric washing machines, oven ranges, refrigerators and other household 

products to extol the virtues of U.S. democratic government relative to the Soviet Union.1  

These appliances in Nixon’s words clearly reflected the kind of “average” kitchen 

available to every American, tangible proof of the classless society flourishing under the 

country’s capitalist economy.2  They demonstrated a society operating on gender roles 
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that were exceedingly favorable to men.  The Vice President implied that the suburban 

American home and all its appliances represented a grand advancement in the ability of 

white, middle-class patriarchs to make their housewives completely comfortable and 

fulfilled.3   

The Kitchen Debate oddly does not offer much more in consideration of 

conveniences like the refrigerator.  The discussion remains focused the ways that such 

appliances can be used to maintain power.  The dialogue clearly iterates that a man’s 

relationship to domestic devices is entirely monetary.  Nixon’s proclamation that 

appliances “are designed to make things easier for our women” suggests that a man might 

bankroll a new refrigerator or washing machine, though his wife is the member of the 

family responsible for utilizing and interacting with the item.4  It is at this separation of 

the sexes that Nixon excuses himself and American men in general from the world of 

appliances, casting them as hidden power brokers and beneficiaries of a domestic sphere 

run by “push-button housewives.”   

Press photography and an Ampex video broadcast of the debate follow suit, 

implying that the Vice President kept his distance from the installation of the American 

National Exhibition.5  A particularly famous black and white shot – indeed, the iconic 

image of this debate – from the front page of The New York Times in July 1959 frames 

Nixon and Khrushchev standing cordoned off from the model of the American kitchen by 

a metal fence.6  They gaze at this combination of architecture, engineering and design 

without actually inhabiting the space.  The photograph likewise eschews the kitchen.  It 

catches a sliver of a washing machine, a patch of linoleum and a shadow of cabinetry.  It 
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fails to capture any of the objects’ modern design championed by the Vice President, not 

to mention their possible physical, affective qualities.  Like the ideal family Nixon 

conjures during his conversation with Krushchev, this space is entirely conceptual.  The 

kitchen and all its marvelous machines – the very crux of this atomic age dispute – is 

profoundly unseen and untouched.   

This photograph’s exclusive framing is shared by nearly every other piece of 

media about the debate.  Coverage in magazines from Life to Time to the U.S. News and 

World Report provide ample diagrams and maps of the exhibition fairgrounds, but do not 

include images of kitchen technology.7  Such photographs do exist, as Ruth Oldenziel and 

Karin Zachmann point out, but were often actively suppressed.  One available image, for 

instance, captures a model housewife demonstrating the General Electric kitchen to the 

two politicians, depicting the space and appliances much more fully.  Yet it did not 

receive circulation in the U.S. since Nixon’s press team desired a picture that clearly and 

ultimately represented “a conversation between men about the ideas of capitalism and 

communism” rather than a new range of household gadgetry.8  In this case, the 

commodities, their technological and material characteristics, and the ideal female user 

produced to use them remained invisible. 

This absence of visual information for each household device, so important to the 

government’s promotion of a patently American way of life, leaves several fascinating 

ellipses to consider.  Is the separation of gender roles in this period truly so total that the 

refrigerator, or any other appliance, is practically imperceptible in a man’s life?  Is the 

modern American kitchen really so technologically advanced in its design that it no 
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longer requires human interaction?  How might historical conceptions of gender roles and 

power dynamics in the kitchen be altered if images of Nixon had been broadcast, for 

instance, opening a refrigerator and admiring its well-machined curves?  Or descriptions 

of Khrushchev scrutinizing this fridge’s incandescent chrome piping and easily cleanable 

innards?   

Nixon’s civilizing mission in Moscow may provide paltry evidence of what 

exactly constituted a government-approved suburban appliance, and where a man stood 

in relation to such a device. Yet an astonishing variety of television shows and 

Hollywood films, among other media in the postwar period, did obsessively attempt to 

imagine the types of American men that actually owned and lived with these appliances.  

Family melodramas and situational comedies that roved through suburban households 

were particularly well suited to propose how this bewildering array of commodities might 

function phenomenologically as well as socially in the spaces and tasks of everyday life.  

And the refrigerator and home freezer were the appliances that played the most recurrent, 

active roles in these fictional narratives.   

 

Refrigerators and Increased Media Representation in the 1950s 

The sudden prominence of the refrigerator and freezer across such a diverse 

media environment during this period belies the reality that mechanical refrigeration 

technology existed and was marketed to consumers in the United States since the late 

1910s.  Despite the ravages of the Great Depression, refrigerators dotted 50% of 

American households by 1940.9  And in spite of strict World War II rationing, a 
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surprising 85% of homes boasted a unit in 1944.10  However, the postwar period, roughly 

spanning 1945 to 1960, truly marked the appliance’s arrival in popular media on an 

unprecedented scale.  Its widespread appearance occurred at this time rather than any 

other for a complex set of reasons.  In the early to mid-1940s, since television did not yet 

exist as a public medium, and Hollywood portrayals of domestic commodities and spaces 

were relatively infrequent compared to their postwar output, media representations of 

refrigerators and freezers were almost wholly restricted to print advertising.  And during 

the war, few of these advertisements were given towards boasting about the existence of 

any domestic privilege.   

Refrigerators and freezers therefore underwent a curious process of invisibility in 

terms of media representation, a reflection of their temporarily diminished status in 

deference to more pressing national matters.  Between April 1942 and October 1945, due 

to the War Production Board’s rationing of metal for World War II vehicles and 

weaponry, refrigerator production was considered a “non-essential” endeavor.  Output of 

the appliance in wartime was severely curtailed.  The Production Board limited the 

acquisition of the item to war housing projects, hospitals, laboratories and nurseries and 

redirected refrigerator coolants ammonia and Freon into high explosives.11  Likewise, 

fridge manufacturing took a detour into national defense.  Companies including 

Frigidaire, General Electric and Nash-Kelvinator won military contracts and retooled 

their assembly lines for propellers, gas tanks, helicopters and machine guns.12   

The delays of war, however, did not deter any of these companies from 

continuing to promote their peacetime products, or sell their already manufactured stock 
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– the key reason for the rise in refrigerator ownership during the war.  However, in order 

to accommodate the austerity measures of the United States in the 1940s, print 

advertisements peddled refrigerators through a process of sublimation.  In their 

promotions, manufacturers refrained from imagery of luxurious, large units laden with a 

bounty of exotic foods.  They alternately emphasized the multi-faceted military 

importance of the many materials that collectively comprised a single refrigerator.  A 

1942 ad for the Stewart-Warner Corporation pointed out the valuable “copper and nickel, 

steel and tin” residing within each fridge across the country – without showing the 

appliance.13  Instead, drawings of an imposingly sized bullet and soldier in action took 

over the advertisement, combined with a question demanding, “Would You Rob Him of a 

Single Cartridge He Needs?”14  As the question suggests, the disappearance of the fridge 

in advertising encouraged the assumption that most American citizens were patriotically 

depriving themselves of these appliances so they could be turned into war materials – 

although the actual number of homes outfitted with a new Frigidaire or Kelvinator was 

quietly but quickly rising in these years.   

As a further reductive gesture towards domestic refrigerators, media also 

employed an exacting language of diminishment onto the appliances and their use.  A list 

printed in the lower right edge of the Stewart-Warner ad, for example, strictly advised 

readers to “cut in half” the times per day they opened their fridge doors.  “Excessive 

frost” in the freezer compartment required rigorous elimination to decrease energy usage.  

And the ad additionally exhorted citizens to painstakingly expunge the dust on the 

refrigerator motor’s compressor by way of a vacuum hose.15  In effect, the refrigerator 
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during World War II was unceremoniously winnowed down to a catalog of tasks and 

waste to be disposed of.  

Stewart-Warner’s helpful hints for wartime living are a far cry from the media 

and cultural landscapes that came to life after American soldiers returned.  The 

parsimonious utilization of commodities, including fridges, was speedily dispatched.  As 

Lizabeth Cohen argues, private institutions and the federal government campaigned 

aggressively, often in concordance with dominant media entities, to reorganize the 

nation’s economy and its populace towards a new ideal: the “purchaser as citizen,” an 

individual “who simultaneously fulfilled personal desire and civic obligation by 

consuming.”16  Life as well as major labor publications like the Congress of Industrial 

Organization’s Economic Outlook now ensured readers that buying items like 

refrigerators would keep the wheels of industrial production spinning.  Their 

consumption would in turn guarantee a high rate of employment and increased 

purchasing power on a national level.17   

Subsequently, manufacturing conglomerates, ad agencies, and the entertainment 

industry actively repackaged existing accoutrements of the American household, like the 

refrigerator and freezer, as pioneering elements of a new and promising future.  Images of 

the appliance returned to the forefront across media.  Particularly, the emergence of 

television as a medium, and the stratospheric rise of the suburban sitcom in the mid-to-

late 1950s, presaged Nixon’s idea of a model family, and reiterated utopian advertising 

copy that prominently featured a homemaker at work with her glittering, white enameled 

cold storage while absenting her husband.18  In Father Knows Best (1954-1960), Leave it 
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to Beaver (1957-1963), and The Donna Reed Show (1958-1966), a refrigerator therefore 

served as an icon of family health and middle-class privilege through the presentation of 

an endless chilled feast of food.  A coolly hygienic design was emphasized, refurbishing 

an approach that Roland Marchand argues first appeared in advertising during the 1920s 

and 1930s.19  In this regard, television sitcoms also correlated to refrigerator ads from late 

1945 and 1946 that depicted World War II soldiers coming home triumphant to a 

wondrous domestic bubble, replete with a brand new refrigerator and freezer combo, 

conveniences these ads claimed were impervious to any mechanical, familial or larger 

cultural hiccups.20 

Fluidly expanding upon the leisure myths outlined in these ads, the titular 

housewife of Donna Reed, for instance, owns a gargantuan, well-stocked, perpetually 

spotless refrigerator that never fails to contain a glass of orange juice already poured or a 

meal entirely prepared beforehand, needing only to be pulled from a chilled shelf and 

served.  Aligned with the selective framing in the photograph of the Kitchen Debate, 

Donna’s refrigerator vacillates between foreground and background.  When open, it 

showcases a demure design and ability to attractively store any imaginable, immediately 

consumable foodstuff.  It then sinks into unobtrusive obscurity once the door closes.21  

Donna is also the only character in her family who touches the fridge.  Her husband, Alex 

Stone (Carl Betz), is never seen retrieving ice cubes or proffering a cool snack to his 

children.  Television series such as Donna Reed thereby enumerated and championed the 

strictly demarcated roles to be played by husband and wife as they basked in the virtues 

of their cold storage appliances.   
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Such shows also allowed the fridge to become much more than the supernaturally 

fabulous technology advertisers had previously presented through the 1930s.  The 

appliance’s prevalent appearance across such a broad amount of fictional narratives, in 

this era more than any before, signaled that refrigerators were being increasingly 

imbricated into the media index of what daily American life looked like, or should look 

like.  So while the technology began entering homes many years before World War II 

ended, it was the work done by the likes of Donna Reed in the 1950s that made this 

appliance ubiquitous in further reflections of lived domestic experience.  These programs 

also revealed television and cinema in addition to print media as important sites where 

the refrigerator’s identity could now largely be determined.  

 

A Sinister Edge 

Given this greatly amplified context, the presentation of a refrigerator or a freezer 

as a delightful modern servant, its rounded edges and sleek handle always glittering in the 

background of a kitchen set, is not always uniformly euphoric.  More intriguing are the 

postwar media that repeatedly marshaled this type of appliance – in all its dizzyingly 

multitudinous shapes, sizes, brands and designs – into signifying widespread social 

malaise.  It is important to note how festering disillusionment with household gender 

roles, personal financial tension in a consumerist economy, and especially a growing fear 

of domestic technological development were attributed to this appliance that hummed 

within thirty three million kitchens across the nation.  Feelings of dissatisfaction around 
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these specific topics continue to be remembered – and are in fact given central attention – 

in retrospective work that surveys the era.22    

The discourses of disenchantment that surrounds refrigerated appliances are 

surprisingly well articulated and concentrated in Hollywood cinema and television.  Each 

of these texts universally focuses upon white families who exist within a broad working- 

to middle-class milieu, usually owning a suburban house.  Echoing advertising’s long-

running treatment of fridges and freezers as gendered objects, male and female characters 

are creatively imagined as having distinctly different relationships with their household 

cold storage devices.  But these constructs do not uphold the claims made by Nixon and 

Donna Reed that men merely purchase appliances and leave the rest to their wives.  A 

universe of fictional husbands and fathers exists who are intimately engaged with their 

refrigerators and freezers.   

What is unexpected is the depth to which men’s ambivalent relationship to 

refrigeration is explored and remembered.  Postwar American film and television only 

occasionally include housewives who express social discontentment through their 

interaction with fridges and freezers.23  Much more often, the appearance of these 

appliances onscreen notates a specifically male ennui.  A mere year after World War II 

ended, the Hollywood paragon of fatherhood, George Bailey (Jimmy Stewart), in It’s a 

Wonderful Life (1946) gave voice to his insecurities about the nuclear family by 

screaming, “We might as well be living in a refrigerator!”  And through the next two 

decades, the big and small screen were consistently peppered with images of urban and 

especially suburban men violently battling this appliance, equally spanning sitcoms on 
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television (Les Paul and Mary Ford at Home, 1954-1958) and family melodramas in film 

(Bigger Than Life, 1956).24  Their plight was further reflected in the pages of major 

mainstream magazines, exemplified by Robert Yoder’s 1949 essay, “Are Gadgets 

Replacing the Housewife?” published in The Saturday Evening Post.   

As these examples attest, the types of family men affected are most often 

imagined as blue collar or lower-middle-class.  Despite their ownership of a house 

outfitted with the latest model appliances, which masks their economic limitations, they 

further a popular postwar character type featured in sharply critical early 1950s sitcoms 

like The Honeymooners (1955-1956), The Life of Riley (1949-1958), or Mama (1949-

1957), which aired before the likes of Donna Reed buried televisual interpretations of 

domesticity under a shellac of socially conservative, toothless gloss.  Like the men on 

these shows, husbands and fathers who struggle with refrigerators often lack a personal 

sense of middle-class dignity, if not purchasing power.  And they share their urban 

brethren’s coping strategies.  George Lipsitz argues that fictional working-class, ethnic 

patriarchs, unable to provide their families with the commodities they desire, manage 

their “incompetent behavior as consumers” by lashing out when an appliance is finally 

introduced into their home by their children or wives.25  And to be sure, men in Les Paul 

& Mary Ford, Bigger Than Life, and “Are Gadgets Replacing the Housewife” are 

nothing if not wrathful of the Frigidaires, Coldspots, Kelvinators and Servels that hum 

quietly in their kitchens, appliances that appear completely benign to their wives. 

Narratives about fridges and freezers are unique from other representations of 

masculinity and postwar commodities, though, due to their concern over space and 
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design.  They emphasize that a man is shunted out of place in his home by the end 

products of an opaque American industry, whose enigmatic nature can be located in 

refrigerators’ complicated mechanical workings.  Such profound inscrutability is 

consequently expressed in spatially confrontational terms.  Films, television shows and 

magazine articles of the era additionally illustrate that refrigeration’s placement in the 

kitchen strengthens its confrontational presence.  Considered the arena of wives and 

mothers by this set of texts, the room consistently serves as a stage for male 

incompetence, refracting and intensifying the challenges the appliance poses to male 

intelligence, class, and strength. 

This debate between men of a certain class and era and their refrigerators and 

freezers is far from forgotten.  It is often embedded within contemporary nostalgic 

projects, prominently taking up time in the retrospective ‘50s-era domestic melodrama, 

The Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio (2005).  Based upon a memoir by Terry Ryan, the 

film chronicles the difficulties of her alcoholic father Kelly (Woody Harrelson), and his 

powerlessness in relation to Ryan’s determined mother, Evelyn (Julianne Moore), who 

keeps her family from dissolution by scoring big on contests that pay off in appliances.  

A new “Deep Freeze” home freezer that she wins in a contest and brings into the home 

consequently plagues Kelly.  A recuperation of works made in the 1940s through the 

1950s, The Prize Winner treats men’s hatred for refrigerated appliances as an important 

aspect of the postwar experience, and an indispensable tonic to Nixon’s whitewashed, 

hands-off version of domestic reality.  The film serves to solidify the enduring legacy 

surrounding this appliance, collecting, weaving and expanding the disparate examples 
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produced by Les Paul & Mary Ford, Bigger Than Life and “Are Gadgets Replacing the 

Housewife.”  As a cinematic and historic complement to these postwar productions, The 

Prize Winner underscores that the rocky relationship between refrigerators and men was 

directly related to tenuous socioeconomic status, the power of wives within domestic 

spaces, and especially uneasiness over technological complexity, rendered as a troubling 

physical presence in the home.  These issues, the film suggests, were reflected through an 

appliance’s design, which cast the refrigerator and freezer as incredibly advanced and 

potentially uncontrollable domestic servants.  

	  	  

Class, Gender and Difficult Design 

From the late 1940s through the 1950s, as films, television, and print media to a 

lesser extent, began extensively portraying men’s fury and bewilderment at the devices 

that surrounded them at home, these media pointed out that the popular appliance design 

principles of the era, with their tension between decoration and rigorous functionality, 

provoked complex sensory responses.  “Are Gadgets Replacing the Housewife?”, Les 

Paul and Mary Ford at Home, and Bigger Than Life illustrate that individual reactions 

may be wildly divergent from the tranquility and ecstasy appliance designers often 

thought their products instilled – myths that are further remembered as flawed through 

the lens of The Prize Winner.  As Terry Smith argues, objects of domestic convenience 

were designed from the 1920s onward to be “practical, nearly autonomous” and 

“supernatural.”  Their impossibly smooth, sweeping, reductive physicality would be able 

“to sweep through [societal] resistance of all kinds.”26  Jeffrey Meikle adds that the style 
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of these appliances was often valorized as containing the power to “raise the general level 

of taste in the country” and expand “the average person’s instinctive appreciation of 

beauty.”27  Designers including Walter Dorwin Teague, Norman Bel Geddes, Raymond 

Loewy and Henry Dreyfuss, as well as the institutions like the Museum of Modern Art 

believed that industrial design could truly thread high art through the everyday built 

environment.28  Simply opening a refrigerator door could be a charged and heightened 

experience, a transcendent tactile combination of light and shape, with the added practical 

benefit of bestowing a universe of fresh food upon your household. 

By the 1950s, though, the love affair with design began showing signs of strain.  

Many homemakers challenged industrial designers’ conviction that only a particularly 

“pure” combination of dimensionality, shape and surface could imbue an appliance and 

the surrounding kitchen with beauty.  Shelley Nickles argues that white American women 

during this decade became actively engaged in determining the design of refrigerators.  In 

venues such as the women’s tabloid True Story, in marketing research focus groups, and 

in their own purchasing decisions, working class and lower-to-middle class housewives – 

the largest postwar bloc of consumers – collectively placed social, economic and political 

value on certain appliance models.  Style was the foundation for their opinions.  Nickles 

argues that these women considered the spare, streamlined refrigerators produced by the 

likes of Servel as uncomfortably “severe” and “sterile”.  They instead preferred cold 

storage that evoked the ostentatious styling of a Cadillac: huge and glossy, dripping in 

chrome and gold coloring.29  



	  

 

32 

Their preferences were not arbitrary.  As marketing research firm Social 

Research, Inc. reported from the late 1940s through the early 1960s, blue-collar 

housewives conflated massive, elaborately decorated refrigerators with social 

respectability and financial stability.30  For women, the sheer size of these “miracle” 

refrigerators was palpable, visual evidence of their families’ ability to buy and store a 

great deal of food.31  A refrigerator encrusted in gold Plexiglas also brightened and 

emphasized the space of the kitchen, where these housewives spent the bulk of their time, 

fed their families and entertained guests.32  Most significantly, as Nickles ultimately 

argues, the overwhelming popularity of these flashy refrigerators signaled female 

consumers’ ability to influence the design and production of mainstream commodities, 

previously considered the realm of an elite male professional group.33  

Whether functionalist or excessive in style, refrigerator design throughout this 

period additionally met with widespread concealment.  Laura Shapiro comments, for 

instance, that as home freezers were foisted upon postwar consumers by advertisers and 

manufacturers to help boost the frozen food market, they encountered a prolonged and 

awkward period of introduction into suburbia.  Freezers were dumped in bedrooms, 

hallways and living rooms in a vain attempt to find a proper place for the appliance.34  

Manufacturers realized that their product also possessed an exceedingly intrusive aura.  A 

variety of adornments were briefly produced to hide or reduce its exceedingly 

cumbersome bulk, and thereby diminish its noticeable impingement upon a room.  

Through the mid-1950s and in collaboration with freezer-producing corporations, Quick 

Frozen Foods, the organ of the frozen food trade, experimented with possible disguises, 
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including wood paneling, a coverlet that transformed the freezer into an ersatz radio, or 

an additional foldout sheet of metal that turned it into an ironing board.35   

 

A Dumb Blankness, Full of Meaning: Ties to Minimalist Art  

Not all media takes such a proactive approach to the device as industrial designers 

or female consumers.  However, they do not explicitly propose that men detest these 

fridges and freezers solely because they are dressed in a gauche, feminized style, or 

reflect designers’ highbrow tastes.  Many postwar narratives channel these class and 

gender frustrations into refrigerators’ style and size, depicted as peculiarly, powerfully, 

physically disruptive.  They are neither comfortably diminutive nor impressively 

monumental, inspiring awe and admiration.  Their cooling technology hidden from view, 

they seem to radiate a frightening, “self-contained otherness.”36  They are penumbral.  

Instead of confirming designers’ confidence that refrigerators would be studied simply 

for their beauty, this appliance actually induces the kind of response from men usually 

attributed to minimal sculpture, alternately called “Specific Objects” or “ABC Art.”37  

Appearing in the 1960s, these three-dimensional works evolved from, invoked and 

commented upon modernist industrial design of the past three decades.  They 

appropriated designers’ focus on pure, basic forms, mass-produced materials, and 

evidenced mechanical rather than human construction.38  The connections this art 

maintained to the design of everyday objects was reflected in the reviews of many art 

critics of the 1960s, who often confused or compared minimal sculptures to household 

“record cabinets and Kleenex boxes,” and “furniture or hardware.”39   
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In terms of its formal characteristics, minimal sculpture may have been 

considered banal and indistinguishable from common household things.  However, as 

Michael Fried and Francis Colpitt point out, the experience of witnessing such a work 

firsthand is anything but benign or passive.40  Due to the impersonality of their creation, 

emulating mass production techniques, and their suggestively human size, Fried surmises 

that minimal sculptures radiate a palpably “disquieting” mood – an effect that Colpitt 

adds is felt in spectators’ bodies rather than intellectually registered.41  These works’ 

physicality resembles a malignant apparition awaiting interaction with a person.  Fried 

notes, “…once [an individual] is in the room the work refuses, obstinately, to let him 

alone – which is to say, it refuses to stop confronting him, distancing him, isolating 

him.”42  

Although Fried and Colpitt tailor this reaction to apply solely to high art and the 

gallery setting, their formulation of a disturbed kinesthetic response not only resonates 

for minimalist artwork.  This kind of provocative bodily effect is also dependent upon 

gender and class, and can occur with a variety of objects studded across a broader 

cultural, historical plane, predating minimalist art of the 1960s.  It readily applies to 

everyday postwar appliances of a similar dimensionality and design, chiefly refrigerators 

and freezers, as they are formally composed in kitchens on film and television.  These 

products’ aggressively blank composition and their unsettling, ambiguous presence is 

most evident, though, when framed in opposition to suburban men.  Such items are not 

disconcerting because they are sneakily anthropomorphic, as Fried might argue.  Rather, 

fictional family men often react fiercely to refrigerators and freezers because they 
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oscillate between ‘being-ness’ and inanimacy.  As saleable commodities, refrigerators are 

clearly inert objects and controllable possessions.  Yet their expensive, superior 

technological “self-sufficiency” and abstracted human scale suggest a degree of 

independent life.43  It is this lurking, indefinable quality captured onscreen, and in print to 

a lesser degree, that is seen as a threat to men’s authority, especially in the space of the 

kitchen.  

Using photographic and print media to examine the spatial, social qualities of 

scale, presence and industrial design is a process of evocation.  As many critics of 

minimal sculpture argue, the effect created by three-dimensional work when experienced 

firsthand is lost when the pieces are mediated or transposed.  Lucy Lippard cogently 

points out that these works are “felt and cannot be communicated either by photographic 

reproduction or by description.”44  The process of actually moving around minimal work 

and noticing changes in light, shadow and reflection creates a “series of changing 

perspective states” that unfolds and highlights these objects’ unique phenomenological 

attributes.45  However, in order to excavate the experience of living with a refrigerator or 

freezer in a historical period long since passed, photography and written accounts are 

incredibly useful.  They provide the closest and often only available approximation of 

dimensionality and physical interaction.  Photography is especially integral to this kind of 

project because the camera often catches an amount of physical detail that might 

otherwise go unnoticed in other types of records.  In this case, television shows and films 

contain a treasure trove of unique evidence about reactions to the placement, stylization, 

and use of the appliance, issues that have so far gone unreported and largely forgotten.  



	  

 

36 

Their visual renderings of refrigerators and freezers allow these objects’ size and design 

to resound, opening the items up to fresh scrutiny and serving as a reminder that they 

retained a power in this period to upset the space of the kitchen and the structure of the 

nuclear family.46 

 

Frozen Politics 

Media focused on refrigerators in domestic spaces complicates the purely 

economic or political weight often given these appliances during this period.  Eschewing 

tactile descriptions, a veritable cottage industry of social critics in the 1950s and ‘60s 

bemoaned the alienation suburban men felt due to the feminized, superfluous 

merchandise that had invaded their homes after World War II.  Emblematic of the whole, 

Packard believed the twin titans of advertising and mass production had worked to 

encourage women, the presumed money-managers of the American home, to badger their 

husbands into providing them with the utmost in household amenities like refrigerators.47   

Once these items surrounded men in the intimate, personal spaces of domesticity, 

they apparently wreaked strange and terrible havoc on their ability to help shape a 

dynamic, vibrant society.  Pinpointing particularly offensive objects that he felt had 

replaced these men’s intellect, morality and sociopolitical conscience, Wittner sneered, 

“Now people no longer have any opinions, they have refrigerators.”48  His polemic 

provided a sharp counterpoint to the ideal “purchaser as citizen” Nixon outlined in the 

Kitchen Debate, who voted with their dollars and profoundly altered the course and 

experience of everyday life by consuming and popularizing certain innovations.  
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Ownership of a refrigerator did not automatically prove that Americans had freedom of 

choice and the privilege of technology in their country.  Nor did the appliance magically 

usher men into active, integral roles in the nation’s internal and global decision-making 

processes, or even allow them to alter an industrial designer’s concept for next year’s 

Frigidaire model.  For men, according to Wittner, a fridge or freezer might signal nothing 

more than their mindless acquiescence to the demands of the corporations and ad 

agencies that built and sold these big white boxes.    

 Refrigerators not only functioned as shorthand for political and cultural stagnation.  

The specific materials the appliance gobbled up on a large scale were also cause for 

alarm.  In a 1956 New York Times op-ed, William Benton, a former Democratic senator 

from Connecticut, unwittingly undermined Nixon’s declaration a few years later that a 

kitchen rather than a missile could win the Cold War.  Benton argued that a surfeit of 

appliances in America constituted a grave hazard to national security.  He stated, “Soviet 

steel goes into armaments and heavy industry; it isn’t diverted to the more joyous and 

pleasurable outlets,” refrigerators being his prime example.49  His screed subsequently 

implored readers to reconsider a United States industry dangerously interested in 

producing only the most nonessential of items with its resources.  In the eyes of this 

social commentator, the family man in this period was thus beset at home and on the 

international stage by the specter of a refrigerator or freezer that not only emptied his 

wallet but also weakened his country in the fight against communism.    

 Benton’s fear that the steel paneling on a Coldspot might mean the loss of another 

defense missile is not a concern echoed in many other pieces of media.  Still, storylines 
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that pit refrigerators against men do often implicitly support Benton’s intimation that 

American industry has run amok and operates outside the knowledge and power of the 

typical suburban male, foisting products upon them that were unnecessary to their lives.  

The article, “Are Gadgets Replacing the Housewife?” in particular channels the 

oppressive institutional symbolism that attends these appliances into distinctly tangible 

terms.  Yet the connection between a single appliance in a kitchen, and its role in 

sustaining a tyrannical American establishment, is usually never as explicit onscreen as it 

is within these critics’ arguments.  Rather, storylines often boil down the struggle against 

this appliance to local terms.  Working-class husbands and fathers may detest a 

refrigerator because it evidences the political and industrial institutions that remain 

wholly beyond their command.  But as the bulk of media examples suggest, they may 

also clash with these appliances because they are kinesthetically unsettling.  A 

refrigerator’s complex ideological underpinnings may not be immediately graspable.  To 

the men of these films, TV shows and magazine articles, the fridge is simply in the way. 

 

Just a Men’s Issue?  Obstinate Fridges and Women on TV and Film 

This emphasis on the male experience, perpetuated throughout the postwar years, 

is not to suggest that women’s relationship to refrigerators and freezers during the 

Populuxe era was wholly unruffled.50  Films and television programs did occasionally 

feature female characters that regarded the ideological and stylistic promises embedded 

in refrigerators and freezers with varying degrees of skepticism, if not outright derision.  

Their scripted doubts were based on defects that could actually be found in certain 
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models.  In 1952, seven years before Nixon’s celebrated sparring match with Khrushchev 

in Moscow, a Consumer Reports review presaged the Vice President’s declaration of “a 

revolution in the housekeeping habits of American families” with an anxious caveat 

about the Kelvinator FR-63 home freezer.  The agency stated, “It’s hard to reach items in 

the bottom, and the lid can slam down on your hand.”51  An accompanying photograph 

depicted a woman bent over double as she reached into the Kelvinator, only her skirt and 

high heels visible, the rest of her body practically devoured by the unit.52   

The film Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter? (1957), and the TV show I Love Lucy 

(1951-1957) reflected the concerns of Consumer Reports with highly comic results.  

They fashioned plots around stubborn doors and nearly suffocated housewives, mocking 

the leisure and efficiency that both industrial designers and Nixon imagined appliances 

would provide.  Rock Hunter?, an anarchic skewering of the Madison Avenue advertising 

world, hurtles through a title sequence composed of deliriously flawed television 

commercials; the leading advertisement features a middle-aged suburban hostess and her 

refrigerator.  While breezily informing viewers of the “slip-easy pop-up finger-touch ice 

trays” built into the fridge, she struggles with its recalcitrant handle, unable to pry open 

the door.  Her gyrations sharply refute nearly three decades of advertising that 

unequivocally promised housewives a seamlessly crafted fridge, a wondrous box 

containing a plenitude of produce just behind an easily flung-open door.   

On a similar note, a 1952 episode of I Love Lucy entitled “The Freezer,” 

lampoons the home freezer industry.  Bent on economizing, Lucy buys a walk-in cold 

storage second-hand in a vain attempt to enjoy a bounty of expensive perishable food on 
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the cheap while lessening her work around the kitchen.  When she gushes, “With all that 

money we’re saving on the freezer we can afford to buy ourselves new dresses!” Lucy 

expresses nearly word for word the postwar advertising doctrine of freezer 

manufacturers.  Corporations like Amana assured housewives that buying a freezer would 

signal their own “Independence Day.  Independence from numerous, tiresome shopping 

trips, from costly food spoilage.”  Amana’s advertisements added that women would be 

“free of high prices, too,” because they could “buy seasonal foods in quantity at lowered 

prices and store them in [their] freezer for months.”53  Like the unyielding refrigerator in 

Rock Hunter, however, Lucy’s cold storage goes haywire, ringing up a preposterous 

butcher bill, spoiling two sides of beef, and nearly freezing her to death.  Near the end of 

the show, Lucy is carted out of the box, frozen in the shape of a Popsicle, a housewife 

consumed by her appliance and suggestively turned into dessert.  Her travails inform 

viewers that freezers not only fail to liberate women, but also instill an unnecessary 

degree of greed in the household, and this rampant materialism is not without severe 

consequences. 

The disenchantment that Hollywood cinema and television imagined occurring 

between women and refrigerators is distinct from that concerning male characters.  Rock 

Hunter and Lucy present the “mechanical brides” of the postwar kitchen as actively 

faulty.  The technology of the future is rendered as cheap and shoddy, its marketed 

guarantees exposed as completely bogus.  While Lucy and Rock Hunter’s housewives are 

consequently run through a gauntlet of inconvenience, neither is ultimately blamed for 

their misfortune.  Both the film and TV show clearly support the working housewife by 
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suggesting that the realms of advertising and mass production are actually at fault.  In this 

respect, Rock Hunter and Lucy hew closely to many other postwar tales that detail 

women’s triumph over the disorder wrought by new, modern fridges and freezers.  As 

Nickles notes, magazine stories like “The Yellow Refrigerator,” “Frozen Friendship” and 

“Split Level Blues” championed women’s ability to band together in spite of the potential 

divisiveness and jealousy that this appliance could inculcate within their suburban 

neighborhoods.54   

Texts with male characters develop a discourse that is never so agreeably 

resolved.  Unlike Lucy or Rock Hunter’s treatment of women, storylines involving men 

do not relieve characters of their competition against these appliances for space and 

control.  Refrigerators and freezers are presented in perfect working order.  This set of 

media therefore questions the myths of efficiency and leisure created to sell these 

products in a slightly different way.  The appliances’ touted self-sufficiency, 

corresponding explicitly to their solid surfaces and functional design, is framed in these 

narratives as effectively supplanting the family man, his labor and his position in the 

household.  As Fried or Colpitt add, it is the successful wholeness or unity of such an 

object, an independent, unbreakable gestalt, which allows it to become an antagonistic 

entity.55  Such a subversive, unstoppable presence causes a discrete, volatile bodily 

response in these characters that remains unalleviated.  The status of this kitchen 

appliance as an open-ended menace perhaps explains why the battle between 

refrigeration and men, rather than women, remains such an enduring narrative.   
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Food, Fridges and Feminization in the Kitchen 

The refrigerator’s ability to produce multilayered disruption is largely determined 

by how each male character categorizes their gender roles, intellect and class.  In Robert 

Yoder’s Saturday Evening Post article, “Are Gadgets Replacing the Housewife?”, an 

unnamed narrator has attended college and wears a tie to work, evidence of a solidly 

white-collar existence.56  Still, he sees himself as belonging to a lower class.  He 

discounts that his education raised his social status, and so harbors especial contempt for 

anything that could be remotely construed as progressive or elitist, whether the topic 

concerns women’s intelligence, extravagant European recipes or new-fangled appliances.  

His disdain puts him in league with the “blustering chowderhead” and “weak-willed, 

predicament-inclined clown” Lipsitz and Mary Beth Haralovich argue populated early 

television sitcoms.57  Hatred of “the good life” masks these characters’ own domestic, 

culinary, and economic fumbling, and more generally, veils their unsteady rule of the 

household.  Yoder’s man complains that can never find his socks, has difficulty combing 

his hair and confesses, “I am not one of those men who can cook,” detailing his inability 

to bake a potato or even make coffee.58   

Lack of basic cooking skills and adventurous taste buds not only denote class in 

these narratives, but also indicate the feminization of the domestic spaces and 

conveniences related to food preparation and eating.  Dolores Hayden argues that postwar 

architects and government entities like the Federal Housing Administration 

overwhelmingly defined the American suburban house as an “architecture of gender,” 

with the kitchen created specifically for women to operate as “skillful domestic 
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servants.”59  Haralovich adds that this idealization pervaded the solidly middle-class sets 

glimpsed on contemporary television programs such as Leave it to Beaver.  The kitchen 

and its appliances on these shows functions as the primary site where fictional mothers 

and wives ceaselessly put away groceries and prepare meals, entirely separated from the 

dens, offices and “workrooms” where their husbands and sons work and play.60   

Television was by no means the only medium invested in depicting such a 

division of labor and space.  Merrill Schleier observes that this hierarchical household 

layout pollinated postwar Hollywood cinema as well.  Films like Executive Suite (1955) 

feature domestic sets that seal women in the kitchen while providing men with private 

dens and studies reflective of their purportedly higher intellect – an arrangement often 

recognized by 1950s and ‘60s period pieces like the TV series Mad Men (2007 – 

present).61  As lower-class individuals, none of the men facing off against a refrigerator or 

freezer enjoy this kind of spatial luxury.  Their extended, awkward, spiteful interactions 

within the kitchen imply that they are financially unable to provide for a larger house that 

might give them their own room away from the kitchen.  Such a layout would ostensibly 

allow them to overlook the refrigerator altogether.   

 

Quantum Mechanics, Otherness and Cold Indifference 

The feminization of the kitchen does not solely provide an electric icebox with its 

intimidating quality, however.  The device’s advanced technology also elicits unease.  

Yoder’s narrator, for example, feels that the appliance is nearly autonomous in its 

complexity, symbolizing a mechanized, corporatized household beyond the 
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understanding and control of a certain class of men.  Lipsitz notes that similar characters 

on 1950s sitcoms like The Honeymooners shared a comparable feeling of helplessness in 

relation to the new products filling the spaces of domesticity.62  These commodities’ 

reorganization of family roles indicated that postwar patriarchy was a “…collapsing 

infrastructure no longer capable of wielding authority in an increasingly administered and 

institutionalized society.”63  Thus, men in the mold of Yoder’s narrator often viewed 

refrigerated devices as highly contradictory entities.  They were objects intertwined with 

the personal space of the kitchen and deeply, intimately involved in sustaining their lives.  

Yet the refrigerator and freezer also simultaneously signified the intrusiveness of a much 

larger, incomprehensible system of commodity production and consumption that actually 

operated and controlled their households.   

Like many other male owners, the narrator of “Are Gadgets Replacing the 

Housewife?” therefore admits that he cannot master his inscrutable refrigerator.  It is a 

contraption created not by himself but by a different, higher class of men at “MIT,” 

whom he considers more intelligent and authoritative, obliquely referencing the existence 

of industrial designers.  And the narrator finds no comfort in knowing that at least the 

refrigerator is ultimately “man-made,” however much its style disavows a human creator.  

Since he did not construct the appliance, its propensity to turn against its owner is 

immeasurably heightened.64  Indeed, Yoder’s narrator eventually goes as far as to believe 

the refrigerator is staging a “mutiny” against “the master of the house” – himself.65  

The refrigerator’s superiority effectively subverts the status of household 

patriarchs by turning their lack of technical expertise into a kinesthetic challenge to their 
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masculinity.  The narrator, for instance, mutters that he feels like a child simply being in 

the refrigerator’s presence, believing that if it “could speak, there isn't the slightest doubt 

what the message would be. ‘Just pay the electric bill, junior, and leave the difficult stuff 

to me.’”66  Its round-the-clock self-sufficiency is a sly reversal of the proper position 

Nixon believed men should take in relation to an appliance: that of a detached but 

empowered consumer, financing the newest gadgetry for their wives’ use.  The narrator’s 

comment alternatively suggests that this position is humiliating and effeminate because it 

entails that men play a frighteningly passive, ignorant role in the household.   

Accompanying cartoons inked by Leo Hershfield, famed court illustrator of the 

Army-McCarthy hearings, depict men’s emasculated position as spatially 

uncomfortable.67  In one image, the narrator is envisioned as an extremely slender man 

seated daintily in a chair with a heart shape carved out of its back.  His limp wrist holds a 

cup of coffee.  Hershfield places a smiling, winking refrigerator directly behind the 

narrator and out of his sight.  The appliance’s size, reflective of its technological 

dominance, underlines the vulnerability of his inactive body and inattentive senses.  The 

word “Click!” appears at the end of the fridge’s cord, indicating that the appliance comes 

to life while a man is preoccupied.68  An ensuing cartoon takes on a darker tone.  Again 

placed behind the narrator, the fridge now glowers and angles forward aggressively, its 

cord wrapped around his shoulders in a choker hold. 

Oozing with seditious threat, Hershfield’s drawings display a truly monstrous 

refrigerator, capable of violently disposing of unaware husbands and fathers.  However, 

the majority of related media in this era paint the appliance in much more latent terms.  
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Consequently, constructing it as a traditional enemy proves difficult.  Its destabilizing 

propensity is again illuminated by the fridge’s correlation to the effects felt from three-

dimensional, minimalist work.  As Colpitt argues, “The confrontational response elicited 

by objects with presence derives in part from the recognition of self-contained 

otherness,” while the object – be it a piece of sculpture or an appliance – remains totally 

static.69  The refrigerator’s “mutiny” is subsequently not achieved through brute, kinetic 

means, which might require an equally muscular rejoinder and provide Yoder’s narrator a 

chance to prove his masculinity.  Its passive capability to run itself, as well as monitor a 

variety of perishable foods vitally necessary to the narrator’s life, are sufficiently 

damaging.  Such a device reduces a man’s proficiency to care for himself without the 

appliance’s aid – a lack of aptitude that this particular range of media codes as feminine.   

Postwar cinema and television often therefore render the refrigerator as a menace 

by suggesting that such a superior appliance may be indifferent to its weakened owners.  

Nicholas Ray’s Cinemascope treatise on suburban chaos, Bigger Than Life (1956), 

powerfully captures a man’s vulnerability in the presence of this coldly oblivious white 

cube.  James Mason plays a father flailing financially and afflicted with a mysterious, 

debilitating illness.  In an early scene, he attempts to conceal the pain of his bizarre 

condition from his wife and visiting neighbors by crouching behind the open door of his 

fridge.  Yet Bigger Than Life’s creators intone that the refrigerator is competent, 

independent, and entirely uninterested in protecting its owner.  Its status can be visibly 

located in this film to its design, utterly synthetic, bearing no fingerprint, and therefore 

repellent.  So as Mason holds onto the fridge for support, he simultaneously struggles 
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against its hard, broad, insensate bulk.  Squinting at its harsh interior light, his arm 

struggles to keep the heavy door open.  His fingers clearly fail to gain a hold on its slick, 

smooth surface.  Indeed, Mason appears on the cusp of being completely thrown or 

swallowed by the appliance.  Although the fridge is framed as overwhelming, it 

simultaneously fails to shield his body from those around him, mainly the scrutinizing 

gaze of his wife.   

 

Skillets, Fists and Guitars 

Endangered by such a slippery object, male characters from this era rely on a 

shared form of resistance to the encroachment of refrigerators and freezers.  In order to 

regain what they consider their rightful position as the “lords of creation” relative to these 

appliances, they attempt to physically overpower the offending devices, transforming the 

contest into a matter of immediate strength and brawn rather than technological 

prowess.70  Their approach illustrates that the fridge and freezer, so closely corresponding 

in this era to the presence of minimalist work, both produces and encourages a basic 

physical response.  A memorable use of muscle is seen in an episode of the 1950s 

television program, Les Paul and Mary Ford at Home, starring the famed guitarist and 

his singing wife.  The show consistently mined laughs by imagining the reactions this 

charismatic, talented, popular couple might have to the humdrum hassles of everyday 

suburban life.   

True to form, Les finds himself faced with the baffling task of repairing his fridge 

that has suddenly and unexpectedly ceased to work.  His puzzlement mirrors the 
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intimation made by Yoder’s narrator that refrigerators’ workings are unfathomable to 

their male owners, even to a maestro of engineering like Les, designer of the legendary 

Gibson Les Paul solid-body electric guitar.  In contrast to the faulty refrigerator of, say, 

Will Success Spoil Rock Hunter?, however, the guitarist’s icebox is not actually broken.  

That it does not work is entirely due to Les’ own ineptitude.  Instead of simply making 

sure it is plugged in (as his wife does), Les humorously tries to “serenade it back to life” 

by performing the song “Can’t Be Love” to the fridge.  When this fails, though, the tone 

of the show shifts.  Les furiously slams his body against the device, sending the 

refrigerator rocking back against a wall.  Since its machinery seems incomprehensible, 

the fridge in this TV show visually registers as a totem that cannot be investigated or 

made known.  The guitarist never even tries to take a look behind the device to check the 

cord or the motor, and thereby gain a different vantage.  Les’ lack of exploration suggests 

that his fridge is, for all intents and purposes, unyielding, no matter how it is approached.  

Its impossible nature subsequently raises his ire. 

An everyday husband or father like Les who fails to fix an item wholly outside of 

their area of specialization is perhaps understandable.  But a trained repairman going into 

similar fits of temper over the refrigerator, despite their specific training for this 

technology, would seem quite unlikely.  Outside of film and television representations, 

however, such reactions to this device were not solely attributed to unskilled patriarchs of 

a lower class.  Beginning in 1949, the major refrigerator manufacturer International 

Harvester provided its repairmen with an illustrated manual, Service Procedures for 

Household Refrigerators, a guide that attempted to humorously defuse any possible anger 
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these men might feel towards the appliance.  “Take it easy, Doc!” a furious fridge in a 

cartoon from the manual roars as a repairman wields a crowbar and advances 

threateningly.  Another drawing urges care and consideration for the appliance’s finish 

and coating.  Each device is illustrated as a gigantic, fully equal adversary to the 

repairman, seen as fuming and petite.  Again, the confrontational encounter between this 

object and a male individual operates on a reaction to, and potential destruction of, the 

fridge’s resistant gestalt composed from its seamless design and complicated mechanics.  

As these manufacturer-produced cartoons imply, it is less important to actually fix a 

broken unit than to maintain its modern surface precision.    

Although instances like that seen on Les Paul and Mary Ford at Home may have 

appeared cathartic to male fridge owners and viewers at the time, storylines that involved 

giving the box a beating also usually suggested that this was an ultimately fruitless 

endeavor.  Like the refrigerators in the International Harvester booklet, Les’ unit does not 

disappear as an issue once it is confronted, shoved and dented.  Its presence is 

undiminished.  Undergirding their status as a household necessity that men must adapt to, 

fridges and freezers persist in narratives during this period precisely because they are 

framed as perpetually suspended between personification and ‘thing-ness.’  This simple 

oscillation, as Colpitt might note, “does not break down or ‘disintegrate.’”71  Because of 

its ambiguous position between these two points of existence, Yoder’s narrator implies, a 

refrigerator or freezer is not as easily disparaged as other similar items.   

For instance, as a part of this group of male characters eager to give appliances a 

hard time, he scorns and effeminizes a small saucepan that is readily placed under his 
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“superior intelligence,” having “no electronic mind of her own.”  Indeed, the saucepan’s 

status as a “simpleton” is “her charm” as it cannot work without his immediate 

involvement.72  The narrator’s misogynist rant also shatters “genius” appliances including 

an oven and a washing machine.  Considering the latter, Yoder’s narrator fumes, “I’m 

going to slip it a watermelon.  Let’s see what it can do with that.”73  Hershfield’s 

accompanying illustration, paints the oven as sexualized and helpless.  Its door fails to 

fend off the narrator as he jams an oversized, tubular fruit into its gaping interior.  

Spiraled stove coils stand in for the oven’s eyes, giving the appliance a dazed expression.  

Likewise, the washing machine’s construction is exploited in particularly erotic fashion, 

as the narrator is seen shoving a large bar of soap into its unwilling mouth.   

The refrigerator, on the other hand, escapes punishment.  Its conflicting and 

unresolved definitions do not allow for similar personification, gendering and 

degradation.  Yoder’s narrator cannot decide whether to consider this device “a soulless 

collection of machinery” or a being leading its own private life.74  So while its door might 

make it vulnerable to the same kind of attack suffered by the stove and washing machine, 

each of Hershfield’s cartoons depicts the refrigerator as sealed, its innards protected.  In 

line with the equally sexless cartoon refrigerators of the International Harvester manual, 

as well as Les Paul and Mary Ford at Home and other of the era’s multitudinous 

productions, “Are Gadgets Replacing the Housewife?” implies that the refrigerator 

possesses independence to a degree that it is utterly impenetrable.   
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Retrospective Versions of the Refrigerator and Freezer 

The postwar era marked a dramatic shift in the forms and amount of media that 

generated the cultural identities for a wide variety of domestic objects.  Yet, given the 

range of portrayals of an item like the refrigerator – from the wondrous unit seen on 

Donna Reed to the more malevolent model in Bigger Than Life, it is significant that 

media interested in taking a retrospective look at this period continue to treat the 

refrigerator and freezer as unsettling physical entities.  Rather than validate the myths of 

leisure, cultural progress and American technological might that the Kitchen Debate and 

suburban sitcoms channeled into refrigerators, the 2005 film The Prize Winner of 

Defiance, Ohio, preserves this appliance as a signifier for masculine disillusionment.  

Tapping into the criticism leveled by early television programs like The Honeymooners, 

and clearly expressed in Les Paul and Bigger Than Life, The Prize Winner’s male 

character, Kelly, and his conflict with a Deep Freeze home freezer are based in part upon 

hidden financial woes and competition with a strong, smart wife.   

Distinct from a show like The Honeymooners, though, this film does not 

concentrate upon a battle between the sexes, with an expensive commodity serving only 

as a catalyst.  Instead, Kelly’s anger is redirected onto the household spaces and objects 

that surround him, particularly the freezer.  Like male characters of the 1950s who 

confronted the appliance, Kelly keenly feels the Deep Freeze’s irritating physical size and 

design, as well as its disturbing mechanical autonomy.  His storyline therefore suggests 

that while class and gender certainly informed and accentuated the skirmish between man 

and machine, the conflict was not solely based upon these issues.  It also took shape 
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around the material nature of these appliances, qualities visually evoked in great detail by 

The Prize Winner.   

The film scrupulously recreates the tensions that “Are Gadgets Replacing the 

Housewife?” and other media suggested arose for a working-class man as he interacted 

with the kitchen and the appliances contained therein.  Lacking private space in a 

cramped house, Kelly turns the kitchen into a den, replete with a bottle of bourbon and a 

radio tuned loudly to a ballgame.  His wife and children reluctantly and temporarily 

concede the space during these periods, vacating to a nearby room.  The Deep Freeze 

does not pay Kelly the same consideration.  Its scale is framed as palpable and radiant in 

the film, suffusing the entire kitchen space with its immobile presence, in a manner 

analogous to minimal sculpture.75  And like these works, the freezer not only activates the 

surrounding space but also amplifies bodily sensations.   

 Far from upholding midcentury industrial design’s promise that such an 

appliance would melt seamlessly into daily life as an unobtrusive aid, the unit is therefore 

arranged within the kitchen of The Prize Winner to appear imposing and impenetrable, its 

exact purpose and power undefined.  This is no banal object of convenience.  It is imbued 

with omnipresence by the filmmakers as it hovers behind Kelly while he listens to his 

radio.  In comparison to the drab surrounding walls and linoleum floor, its edges wink 

and its chrome hums.  The entire object, in fact, is brighter than the key light trained on 

Kelly’s face.  As such a powerfully sensual object, it ultimately refuses to be relegated to 

the background or ignored, in one instance tripping Kelly as he attempts to walk out the 

back door of the kitchen.  After this moment in the film, his radio and bourbon also 
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disappear from the room; once the freezer arrives, The Prize Winner implies that Kelly’s 

use of the kitchen is effectively thwarted.     

Excepting its vaguely streamlined, rounded corners, the effect of the freezer is 

additionally framed as inescapable.  Throughout the film, Kelly bemoans what Smith 

might consider the appliance’s “gross clatter” of available space.76  Like many minimalist 

works engineered to interrupt the experience of a space by being too large or small, the 

freezer’s size is unrelievedly troublesome.  As it is first moved into the kitchen, Kelly 

snips “Looks like overkill to me,” adding “Even Howard Hughes couldn’t fill that thing.”  

And when he is finally tripped up by the Deep Freeze a few scenes later, he is even less 

politic, bellowing, “This goddamn thing is too big for this goddamn house!”  His focus 

on exterior size is matched by shots from Kelly’s point of view that repeatedly exaggerate 

its cavernous interiors.  Whether open or closed, the film suggests that the freezer takes 

up an egregious amount of space – at least in this man’s estimation.  

Given its appropriation of the postwar conflict between refrigerated appliances 

and men, The Prize Winner also distills the violence visited upon the kitchen device by 

these characters.  Kelly tries to subvert the Deep Freeze’s reign in his family’s kitchen by 

shoving it out the back door.  When the freezer proves too heavy, he finds a skillet and 

bludgeons its lid, ruining the appliance’s enameled coating and perfectly square shape.  

Where the freezer initially appeared practically alien in its flawlessly engineered, mass-

produced unity of shape and design, the sense of the object changes entirely after the 

attack.  The lighting scheme no longer provides the highlights that gave the freezer its 

distracting sensory appeal in earlier scenes; instead, for the rest of the film, the Deep 
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Freeze is simply an undifferentiated part of the kitchen and background.  Yet it remains 

in the house, utilized by Kelly’s wife and his children throughout the rest of the story.  

The film implies that as domestic technology advanced beyond the Everyman’s 

understanding and invaded his home during this era, a good, hard push might not 

necessarily bring it into line.  The refrigerator and freezer were clearly here to stay, 

requiring a substantial adjustment for its owners. 

As a Hollywood film surveying wrenching changes in the fabric of the postwar 

American household, The Prize Winner is a nod to the increased media representations 

from this period concerned with reflecting and solidifying a qualitative sense of life at 

home – especially life buoyed by a constellation of often startling, complex commodities.  

However, perhaps more than any production outside of advertising in this era, The Prize 

Winner spends an incredible amount of time visually approximating the very material 

nature of the refrigerator and freezer, as well as their place in a suburban abode.  Usually 

described in a few scenes (Les Paul), a few shots (Bigger Than Life), or even a single line 

(It’s a Wonderful Life), The Prize Winner gives the device much greater prominence, 

suggesting that the film’s is purpose to recover and encapsulate, rather than simply 

participate, in a discourse about the appliance.  As a work that also grapples with 

imagining a period in the past, the film’s general mise-en-scene is additionally 

heightened – no longer a reflection of contemporary everyday experience, the objects 

onscreen appear unfamiliar by degrees.  Given its own storyline, the freezer is 

particularly prominent in this regard. 

The film, as a result, considerably realigns and repositions the narratives that 
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historically circulate around this object.  No longer the white box in the background that 

keeps food cold and cuts housewives’ work in half, as Donna Reed economically 

illustrates, The Prize Winner portrays the appliance as an central, discordant everyday 

element during this time whose affects crossed gender lines.  The film therefore 

rearranges an historical tendency to treat kitchen technology as singularly the experience 

of housewives.  Recalling storylines on the likes of Les Paul, The Prize Winner suggests 

that conversations about these devices in the 1940s and ‘50s also included a certain class 

of men, who did not simply buy refrigerators and freezers, but also engaged with them 

constantly, whether attempting fix their broken innards, accidentally bumping into their 

corners, or simply resting against them.  The utter detachment between men and domestic 

appliances – so succinctly and famously established for the postwar era by that New York 

Times cover photograph of Nixon and Khrushchev gazing into a kitchen – edges into the 

realm of fiction.   

 

Postwar Prosperity, Kitchen Backlash – Towards the Fridge’s Detour in the 1960s   

Although the mechanical refrigerator and freezer existed as commodities 

beginning in the early 1920s, the appliances’ sudden eminence in media representations 

of everyday domestic life in the late 1940s and through the 1950s occurred due to a 

complicated set of cultural, political and financial factors.  As World War II ended, the 

discourse created by a majority of wartime advertisements that entirely concealed 

refrigerators behind war imagery shifted drastically.  Fridge manufacturers reverted 

entirely to their peacetime production of commodities and their publicity campaigns 
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followed suit, placing the item and its functionalist, streamlined design at the visual 

forefront of advertising layouts.  Due to the wholesale renovation of the U.S. financial 

system into a consumer economy, beginning in the mid 1940s, the fridge became 

considered in a wide range of advertising media, highly publicized political discourses 

like the Kitchen Debate, and especially TV sitcoms and Hollywood domestic dramas as a 

luxurious commodity.  It signified a well-deserved reward for citizens after several years 

of dutifully practicing wartime thriftiness.  One of a dazzling array of domestic items and 

devices to accompany a new “purchaser as citizen” lifestyle, the presence of a refrigerator 

in almost ninety percent of the country’s households seemed to prove that the architecture 

of American culture – ideological, financial, technological, familial – truly worked and 

was indeed superlative to any other national system. 

 However, by 1949 at least, media evidence both in magazines as well as in 

Hollywood cinema and television programs strongly suggests that the refrigerator was 

just as rapidly and vociferously being defined by working-class families as an 

outrageously expensive, burdensome commodity.  The appliance’s controversial 

definition increasingly split along gender lines.  A major contingent of male social critics 

angrily proposed that husbands and fathers were unfairly expected to procure a new cold 

storage for their homes, their wives and their children, irrelative of whether the device 

could actually be afforded, or was even needed.  In this case, the appliance functioned as 

a telling emblem of the hidden emotional and financial strain placed upon a certain strata 

of American citizens as they struggled to keep up with the lofty expectations produced by 

their country’s changing classification of domesticity.  
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 Adding to the ideological and economic tension was a historically unheralded 

characterization, explored thoroughly by films, TV shows and articles in major magazine 

publications, that the refrigerator was a veritable technological black box.  Ineffable in its 

workings, media texts across type and genre overwhelmingly regarded postwar cold 

storage units as machinery produced by an incredibly advanced industrial system far 

exceeding the comprehension of most working-class individuals.   Perplexing mechanics 

went hand-in-hand in these media interpretations with an equally opaque design 

sensibility that merged and molded the household element with reductive high-art 

aesthetics, a style and taste foisted upon consumers by industrial designers.  However, 

while many working-class housewives actively and successfully contested the aggressive, 

spatially disruptive presence this functionalist design created by simply refusing to buy 

such refrigerators and freezers, media evidence suggests that their male spouses engaged 

in a much more uncoordinated, violent, ineffective attempt to put the appliance in its 

place. 

This outlook continues to steer representations in contemporary pieces like The 

Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio, which attempt to retrospectively excavate, comprehend 

and define the domestic, gendered geology Richard Nixon tried to officially map when he 

traveled to Moscow in 1959.  While mechanical refrigerators and home freezers 

undoubtedly became an essential part of an ideal American life, as the Vice President 

believed, the highly mediated definition of this appliance as an exceedingly thorny, 

obtrusive entity is perhaps more prominent and enduring than his euphoric 

pronouncements.  In this case, it is imperative that the histories of refrigeration not only 
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follow a timeline of dominant cultural statements, technological advancements, or focus 

solely upon sales strategies.  Following the methods of inquiry outlined by Mary Beth 

Haralovich and George Lipsitz, media reflections of domesticity in television and film, 

beyond the realms of advertising, are exceedingly crucial sites where conversations 

concerning the refrigerator and freezer’s fraught identities were and still are being 

challenged and negotiated.  

A sense of this device as a troublesome thing, distinguished from other 

appliances, also edges toward explaining its appearance in midcentury media separate 

from the dramas and comedies that explored the refrigerator’s spatial, gendered and 

familial effects.  As the decade of the 1950s reached its midpoint, refrigerators 

increasingly became key players in wildly fantastic territories inhabited by radical, 

immortality-seeking American factions, promotional films drunk on space-age adventure, 

and their much less ecstatic, highly critical science fiction cinema counterparts.  This 

range of media, however, would focus less on the reverberations produced by fridges and 

freezers’ minimalist design, or its problematic ideological and economic roles.  The 

appliance was instead considered a portal, a wonder cabinet, a vehicle able to transcend 

time and space whenever its door opened.  Resembling the nascent medium of the 

household television set in these transportational aspects, the fridge would effectively be 

identified as a media object through the late 1960s – a unique characterization duly 

acknowledged by a particular retrospective representation of this period, involving 

rockets and a nuclear test site. 
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Chapter Two: 
Cold Coffin: Refrigerators, Mortality, and Transportation  

 
 
“Look over there!  A dry ice factory.  Good place to get some thinking done!” 

– The Talking Heads, “Cities,” Fear of Music (Sire, 1979). 

The names George Lucas and Steven Spielberg are not often included in 

sentences that contain phrases like “historical authenticity.”  Nevertheless, there is a 

scene early on in their pulp fantasia, Indiana Jones and the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull 

(2008) in which an unassuming refrigerator suddenly plays an integral, culturally salient, 

and entirely unexpected part.  Taking place in 1957, this fourth installment of the 

blockbuster Jones franchise drops the intrepid professor (Harrison Ford) in a Nevada 

wasteland, chased by a rogue Soviet faction.  Indiana makes his way towards an 

apparently thriving suburban desert community, and sneaks into a house to call for help.  

Unfortunately, as he quickly realizes, the house and surrounding neighborhood are 

completely ersatz and populated by mannequins.  A siren commences wailing overhead 

while a man’s voice begins a countdown.  The camera zooms out from the neighborhood 

to reveal an atom bomb suspended over the city.  Indiana dashes back inside the house to 

look for cover, seizing upon a refrigerator.  Shelves full of chilled soda, fruit and meat go 

flying as he scrambles inside.  He shuts the door behind him, but not before a close-up of 

a tab on the fridge door tells us the appliance is “Lead Lined for Superior Insulation.”   

The bomb drops.  While the entire neighborhood combusts, the lead fridge is born 

aloft and hurtles through the air like a jet, an association encouraged by sound effects 
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approximating the aircraft’s trademark whining scream.  The fridge reaches such a speed 

that it actually outpaces a car driven by Indiana’s Soviet enemies, who are subsequently 

overtaken by a nuclear shock wave.  Reminiscent of footage of early Apollo rockets, the 

fridge arcs back to earth spewing contrails, its outsides scorched as though it has traveled 

through the atmosphere.  It slams to the ground.  The door opens and Indiana rolls out, 

gasping for breath but bearing nary a scratch.   

Envisioning an isolated desert site composed solely to test the damaging effects of 

the Bomb, The Kingdom of the Crystal Skull consciously references the existence of such 

well-known atomic guinea pigs as “Survival City.”  This detailed suburban mock-up, 

created by the U.S. government in rural New Mexico in the mid-1950s, provoked a 

blizzard of publicity.  Newsweek, Life, CBS and NBC ran extensive coverage of the city 

before and after its devastation, letting readers and viewers witness what would happen to 

their clothes, furniture, kitchens and front yards – not to mention their own bodies – when 

a nuclear attack finally arrived.1  With a half-century’s retrospective distance, The 

Kingdom of the Crystal Skull takes a much more light-hearted approach.  Indiana’s lead 

refrigerator is emblazoned with the words “Keep Cool” in chrome, playing what was 

once a nation’s deepest fear for comic relief.  Unlike the photo spreads and footage that 

pictured total annihilation, the film intimates that no matter how awful the blast might be, 

certain heroes can always be counted on to survive.  And while the American house itself 

may be decimated, the objects and elements inside can provide a safe haven, allowing 

domesticity to continue despite the extinguishing of any other cultural, architectural 

landmarks.   
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The scenario did not go unnoticed by viewers.  Fans on the Internet Movie 

Database’s message boards for the Indiana Jones series posted a litany of angry 

comments, ridiculing Indiana’s preposterous choice of vehicle for getaway.  The furor led 

to a hastily-coined neologism, “nuke the fridge,” defined as, “the precise moment at 

which a cinematic franchise has crossed over from remote plausibility to self parodying 

absurdity, usually indicating a low point in the series from which it is unlikely to 

recover.”2  Although the term has yet to enter the everyday lexicon like its more popular 

predecessor, “jump the shark,” and might ultimately register as an infinitesimal pop 

cultural blip, its existence is intriguing.  Why did this particular plot point prompt such 

derision and disbelief, couched as it is within Indiana Jones’ far-fetched universe of 

aliens, Nazis, magic stones and biblical Arks?  And why is the fridge seen as such an 

unbelievable element of escape?  Is it, by and large, considered only as food storage, a 

dull white cube with little possibility for more fantastic implications?  Is there no chance 

that it might prevent otherwise inevitable personal, national disintegration?3  

Contrary to the displeasure many viewers of the film have expressed, The 

Kingdom of the Crystal Skull is a surprisingly rich retrospective look at the roles that 

fridges, freezers, iceboxes and meat abattoirs have often played in the popular 

imagination as objects of curiosity and wonder.4  In the fifteen years after World War II, 

advertising and Hollywood science fiction framed refrigerators in a fashion similar to that 

remembered by the Indiana Jones chapter: as vessels and time machines, enclosures that 

brought together past and future, protected bodies, and linked people to alternate 

identities and unexplored dimensions – powers not singular to the refrigerator, but greatly 
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affected by popular discourses about media innovations in this period, especially the 

emergence of television.  These visions of the refrigerator provided a dynamic contrast to 

other postwar films and TV shows that envisioned the appliance as an impenetrable, 

repellent kinesthetic presence, and an enemy to beleaguered fathers.  They also coincided 

with the arrival and brief popularity in early the 1960s of a small, self-labeled “scientific” 

community called cryonics.  Practitioners belonging to this group proposed that humans 

should be frozen just after death and stored in a freezer that would serve as a permanent 

multimedia database of their lives.  These “patients” would then be preserved and carried 

into a utopian, medically advanced age, where they might reawaken into an endlessly 

young and healthy existence, a continuous present tense bearing much more than a 

passing resemblance to the unending reality flowing within and through television.  In 

this case, the postwar period not only stands as the era in which film, television and other 

forms of media became the locus points for discussing and determining the refrigerator 

and freezer’s identity.  This period also includes media characterizations of the fridge as a 

media object first and foremost, rather than a culinary device in the kitchen, or a 

disruptively designed commodity. 

Each of these sites that redefined the appliance as a means of transportation treats 

the promises of refrigeration as unheralded.  Yet they actually weave a fluid transition 

from the marketing ploys devised in the heat of World War II.  During combat, the 

refrigeration trade produced ads that imagined their products as mobile aids integrated 

into the bodies of soldiers.  The appliance provided a perpetual source of strength through 

chilled foods, especially beef, and it also supported troops as it was reconverted on a 
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large scale into weaponry.  Domestic units also resembled tiny, hopeful beacons, 

hovering on the horizons of wartime ads’ images, waiting for victory so that everyday 

domestic life could resume.  Now, in the postwar landscape, these distant appliances 

returned to the foreground “better than ever before.”  For instance, in their immediate 

postwar ad campaign gracing the inside covers of Life and The Saturday Evening Post, 

the Nash-Kelvinator Corporation commonly termed its refrigerators “magic 

compartments.”  These units carried with them an expanded cultural geography expressed 

in edible terms.  Overflowing with steaks, pheasant, and “all the green things our garden 

will grow,” fridges and freezers also promised “luxurious things like ice cream, asparagus 

and brook trout.”  There is so much food of such a variety, ads suggest, that a family will 

practically never need to leave their picket-fenced “kingdom” to replenish their stock.5  

Every personally owned appliance is a ceaseless well of vitality.   

So as the next two decades advanced, several major appliance manufacturers as 

well as individuals independent of the industry focused up and out while remaining safely 

ensconced at home.  This chapter explores how these agents, mirroring the promises 

made by contemporary ad campaigns for the TV set, increasingly boasted to select 

segments of the American population that the fridge could both contain the universe for 

them – signified by food from every corner of the globe – and serve as a vehicle for its 

exploration.  And like the TV, an individual could take a trip through a refrigerated 

device without ever leaving the cozy confines of domesticity.  In this case, the device 

literalized the sense of travel associated with the tube since citizens actually consumed 
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the landscapes contained by the fridge, rather than projecting themselves onto the world 

by way of TV’s electronic window. 

 

The Allure of Cold Spaces 

In the utopian conjecture that saturated postwar commercials, cryonics, and 

science fiction cinema, the appliance as a cosmic archive and vessel possesses a unique 

magnetism.  Fridges, freezers and meat lockers are all posed as objects whose 

extraordinary powers become apparent when an individual gazes or slips into their 

interior spaces.  And refrigerators retain their mystery in these examples precisely 

because they are placed just beyond Americans’ grasp and imagination in popular media 

of this era.  As the makers of The Kingdom of the Crystal Skull retrospectively conceive 

of a fridge located at ground zero of a top-secret test site, so refrigerators in many 

postwar film and television instances are simultaneously recognizable as a part of 

everyday life, yet distinctly off limits.  Household units glimmer in the Far East, and 

beckon from the bottom of the arctic in Out of This World (1964), a General Motors 

promotional film made for the New York World’s Fair.  Refrigerators store food headed 

for the kitchen while hovering in an unfamiliar, industrial part of town a character usually 

does not traverse, an arrangement envisioned by Seconds (1966).  They are even hidden 

in the rear of the local, small-town grocery store, as in The Blob (1958), revealed to 

characters and viewers in the depths of midnight.  In advertising, cryonics and science 

fiction of the postwar period, the refrigerator continually dangles out of reach, so the need 

to inhabit and explore these objects is palpable. 
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A view of the fridge as a captivating presence, its door open, urging individuals to 

step inside, operates somewhat apart from the era’s many critical domestic dramas and 

sitcoms, which disparaged the fridge as a resolutely impermeable block, squeezing 

owners out of their homes and positions of power with its sheer bulk and expense.  

Rather than suggest a permeable, mysterious portal to a larger universe outside the home, 

the appliance appeared coldly unbreakable and supremely fused in its design – an 

unwanted thing of preposterous proportions, sitting statically (albeit aggressively) in the 

kitchen.  These fridges are freezers were certainly no place to hide or find alternate 

dimensions. 

Media created under more fantastical auspices largely bypass any investigation of 

the polarizing, emasculating effects specifically caused by exterior design.  Instead, their 

depictions of the refrigerator as a penumbral transportation device, harboring 

unimaginable possibilities within its many interior alcoves and drawers, signal a mediated 

interpretation of an enduring literary history that surrounds other household enclosures.  

Writing about desks, chests and wardrobes from the vantage of poetry, Gaston Bachelard 

suggests that the tangential areas in these pieces of furniture appeal to readers and artists 

alike on the basis of intimacy.  Cherished for their protective shape, size and design, they 

provide room for daydreams and secrets, fantasies and memories, while serving to hold 

and organize more tactile yet no less personal items, from clothing to letters.6  For a short 

time in the 1950s and 1960s, the “treasure chest” of the fridge joined this coterie of other 

objects and spaces as a site of reverie and fantasy.  It was idealized by cryonics and 

promotional films for containing the most fragile, integral elements of life: bodies, 
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dreams, identities and the food necessary to sustain them.  Mirroring the self-contained 

privacy provided by a wardrobe’s inner partitions and heavy locked doors, refrigerators 

were seen as securely, satisfyingly latched.  Their “seductive” hermetic seal, as Helen 

Watkins points out, “enacts a form of spatial separation that marks off the refrigerator as 

a contained and controlled environment, a space apart.”7  Many postwar commercials and 

cryonics therefore presented cold storage as a refuge from the bewildering travails and 

terrors of the outside world, an area where desires, especially for leisure and travel, could 

be safely indulged.  Adding to its transportational appeal, the fridge as a mass-produced 

item could be found literally anywhere, always stocked with the edible comforts of the 

American home, making its form of domestic intimacy ever present and cosmic.   

 However, as science fiction films point out in contrast to the claims of 

advertisements and cryonics, there is no model of refrigerator that will keep things 

indefinitely.  In fact, this device usually cannot “arrest” the ravages of natural decay for 

much more than a period of weeks.8  So unlike a desk drawer, which might hold a lover’s 

note or a child’s fragile baby teeth for a great span of years, a refrigerator is increasingly 

regarded as a diorama of fleeting, highly perishable matter as the 1950s and 1960s 

progress.  Indiana Jones’ backwards-glancing acrobatics to the contrary, this appliance is 

repeatedly seen onscreen in science fiction as a poor place to save a life, store the essence 

of the American home, or search for immortality.  Its status as a failed, untrustworthy 

mechanism reflects Thomas Clareson’s and Vivian Sobchack’s respective arguments that 

after Hiroshima, science fiction honed an “essentially anti-scientific mood,” preoccupied 

with visions of technology either run amok or ineffective.9  Indeed, films in this genre 
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diverge from advertising by repeatedly expressing characters’ frustration with electric 

iceboxes that cannot prevent the corrosion of bodies, neighborhoods or nations, a threat 

often represented allegorically by monstrous beings and sensational substances.  Science 

fiction entries specifically in conversation with cryonics lay bare the vain attempt to halt 

old age and degenerative diseases by graphically, visually illustrating the refrigerator’s 

inability to keep anything in permanent limbo.  Like a photograph that has yet to 

succumb to reticulation and vinegar syndrome, this device provides only an illusion of 

stasis.   

Other sci-fi titles suggest that when a refrigerator does successfully bridge 

alternate timeframes and landscapes in order to provide a continuous present unmarred by 

rot – similar to the constant “now” valorized as existing within early TV – the big white 

box may in fact take citizens into unforgiving, limitless chasms.  Such films are a total 

reversal of the jocular remembrance of The Kingdom of the Crystal Skull, where the 

appliance keeps Indiana from being obliterated by the most pressing form of postwar 

destruction, the atom bomb.  Instead, these more fantastic examples utilize the fridge as a 

curious analogue to the partial realities captured by photographic media, able to collapse 

time and distance but failing to record and preserve information about identity and the 

body.  Far from the teleporting, all-encompassing ceaseless well of vitality the 

refrigerator so strongly represented in advertising and cryonics, films like Seconds 

alternately suggest that this hybrid object might actually carry each of its individual 

owners – desires, dreams, personalities and all – into their own sealed voids.  Once 

trapped in limbo, individuals are faced with the unutterably horrifying prospect of being 



	  

 

72 

endlessly separated from their own lives, personally cultivated and carried out over years, 

and further unable to progress in any future state of being.   

The uneasiness surrounding the appliance puts the refrigerator into close 

conversation with certain gloomy postwar discourses about the spaces produced and 

broadcast by the television set.  Like the fridge, TV was central to what Jeffrey Sconce 

calls “a vast reservoir of cultural anxiety” in the era, due to the “increasingly atomized” 

nature of American life created in part by the tube’s never-ending “flow” of 

programming.10  Valorized for its ability to carry viewers along on a seemingly 

instantaneous tour of worlds both terrestrial and beyond the stars, Sconce argues that by 

the mid-1960s, the TV set was increasingly considered a terrifying rabbit hole that might 

imprison individuals and communities in an electronic space apart, jammed helplessly 

between timeframes and tangible terrain, cut off from friends, family and their own 

identities.11  Both science fiction pieces and a range of social commentators additionally 

vilified the TV set as destabilizing and defamiliarizing the suburban home, turning lived 

spaces into lost worlds.12  The following pages illustrate the fridge’s surprising inclusion 

within these discourses that seemingly defined only contentious media technologies.  

From World’s Fairs to independent B-film productions, the postwar period is littered with 

low-temperature gateways to alternately wondrous and terrifying dimensions, where the 

fridge untethers individuals from any recognizable localities.  The existence of these 

portals in popular media is triggered equally by the refrigerator’s deceptively foolproof 

solution to decomposition, and its resemblance to the streaming, enveloping, endless 

presence of TV.   
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A Nation and Household of Blurring Boundaries 

For a brief time directly after World War II ended, refrigerators were placed on 

par with the other domestic innovations for their perceived ability to shuttle middle-class 

consumers across exotic vistas.  Key among these innovations, the television set was 

introduced into the American living room as a box that could instantly and magically 

produce entire worlds from an invisible airborne current of electricity.13  As Sconce 

observes, the spaces recorded and exhibited in an unbroken procession on television were 

not considered a “mere photographic record” but “live” and immediate, and could 

conflate the private interiors of the home with the rest of the exterior world.14  The 

household was thus made to contain and operate at the center of the universe.  In the 

process, Lynn Spigel argues that euphoric advertisers and social commentators opined 

that viewers, sitting in the discrete intimacy of their living rooms and dens, would be 

turned into omniscient travelers.15  Their vision would fuse with that of television to 

extend globally, an ideal approximated by the first live international simulcast, Our 

World, in 1967.  Sconce adds that speculative programs like The Twilight Zone (1959 – 

1964) and The Outer Limits (1963 – 1965) repeatedly suggested that even more 

extraordinary interzones could be found, entered and navigated with the aid of this new 

gadget.16  

As TV moved into the American household, bringing with it a streaming, 

hyperreal world, it produced its own living room where it operated as the new focal point, 

edging out or subsuming items that previously took up space and attention in the family 

room.  Spigel notes that beginning in the early 1950s, magazines in the vein of American 
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Home and House Beautiful presented the television set as usurping the fireplace as the 

room’s gravitational element around which families gathered.  The replacement occurred 

to such an extent, in fact, that the TV was virtually transmogrified into the fireplace, seen 

built into the mantelpiece, with a Yule log burning on its screen for Christmas.  Baby 

grand pianos likewise disappeared from these magazines’ depictions of the middle-class 

home as “entertainment centers,” packaging televisions with radios and phonographs, 

took their place.17  

The definition of what a refrigerator and freezer could be was tweaked to fit into 

these reigning discourses of amalgamated interiors and exteriors, personal spaces and 

simultaneity.  Like pianos and fireplaces, the promotional tactics used for refrigerated 

appliances are a revealing marker of television’s irradiating, porous influence upon 

devices not previously considered a part of media, or even located in the living room.  

Bearing the tube’s imprint, the majority of 1950s magazine advertisements moved away 

from touting the fridge as an engineering coup that rewarded owners with its mechanical 

reliability, a tactic employed roughly from the 1920s through the mid-1940s.18  Instead, 

these advertisements borrowed TV rhetoric.  They classified refrigerators as functioning 

chiefly as a “window” to bring the freshest, most suggestively “live” foods from around 

the world into a single, controllable place within the house, merging inside and outside.  

As a result, the fridge resembled a televisual doorway into an ever-changing landscape 

that could be reached instantly – and which bore no trace of its journey before it reached 

the house.  In fact, as Sandy Isenstadt observes, postwar consumers were encouraged to 

think of the refrigerator as both alpha and omega, with neither nature nor the farm 
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existing independent of the appliance.  This imaginative rearticulation of the American 

“cold chain” rendered invisible the human and mechanical labor that actually harvested, 

prepared and shipped refrigerated foods.  In their place, Isenstadt argues that visions of an 

instantaneous “garden in the machine” bloomed, where formerly separate units of food 

became, in relation to a fridge or freezer, an edible tapestry.19  The insides of the 

refrigerator became a mirror image of the televisual worlds playing out in non-discrete, 

constant sequences, contained in a single flickering box in the living room.20  

Subsequently, advertisers suggested to housewives, husbands and their children 

that they would be virtually transported by way of the food they stored in their 

refrigerators and freezers.  A voyage would take place whenever they simply opened the 

appliance and gazed across this plentiful panorama, akin to turning on the television to 

witness events taking place in an entirely different part of the nation or world.21  The 

fridge provided an outlet and a container for one’s wishes of increased leisure and 

instantaneous travel, with the emphasis in these ads placed on sight, turning the appliance 

into a place of projection as well as consumption.  Therefore, while refrigerators in the 

postwar period were discursively recognized as privately possessed domestic objects, the 

appliance, like TV, connected its isolated owners to the public sphere by way of its 

transcendent interiors.22  Integration into the surrounding world was realized through a 

refrigerator’s collection of food from a crazy quilt of geographies, ready to be eaten.  

This connection to and consumption of larger outside currents, advertisements suggested, 

would ensure one’s place and participation in progressive international, technological 

communities. 
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A sense that this appliance could catapult its passive owners across amazing spans 

of time and dimension offered a space-age-tinged addendum to idealizations of the 

refrigerator formed by sunny suburban sitcoms of the late ‘50s, like The Donna Reed 

Show, as well as during ideological tête-à-têtes such as the Kitchen Debate in 1959.  

These programs and cultural deliberations outlined a new kind of American life marked 

by the saving of labor and an incredible extension of leisure time, thanks to an ingenious 

army of domestic devices, the refrigerator and freezer key among them.  Donna’s 

practically supernatural fridge, eternally stuffed as it is with meals ready to eat, was 

positioned in the show as the household aid that would ostensibly allow her to escape the 

continuous toil of cooking and cleaning in the kitchen so she could relax – perhaps even 

by treating herself to some quality time in the living room with her family and their TV.  

Advertisements that regarded and promoted the refrigerator as an approximate media 

device, on the other hand, expressed the hope that the appliance could actually produce 

its own space of leisure and entertainment.   Family members would be awed and 

entranced before its near-celestial collection of edible items, and could undertake 

entertaining sensory excursions similar to the experiences offered by television.   

The refrigerator’s position in advertisements as a commodity providing 

amusement in addition to cutting food preparation time gives the appliance a unique, 

magnetizing quality not usually applied to kitchen devices, a power usually reserved 

instead for the television set.  Indeed, if a mechanical aid in the kitchen appeared 

exceptionally diverting in this era, it was probably due to its incorporation with a TV 

screen.  As Spigel observes, several corporations like the Western-Holly Company made 
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experimental overtures to an integrated kitchen-media unit, such as the TV Stove in 1952, 

which placed a tiny screen right above the oven window, letting an owner tune in to a 

program while checking on the cooking of a meal, conveniently conflating (and 

confusing) work and play.23  Most kitchen appliances, however, were sold in relation to 

television as part of a “corrective cycle of commodity purchases,” allowing the housewife 

to quickly finish her duties at the cutting board, oven and sink so she could escape to the 

couch and her favorite broadcast.24  The refrigerator and freezer, by contrast, were 

transmogrified into televisual objects without actually being combined with that 

technology.  They remained distinct devices, offering their own attractive, chilly version 

of a visual screen. 

Although television, perhaps more than any other media technology, affected the 

definition of refrigerated appliances during the postwar period, fridges and freezers were 

additionally employed by new film technologies similarly interested in containing and 

projecting the world to an unprecedented degree.  In collaboration with Hollywood, 

fridge manufacturers and ad agencies therefore sold the refrigerator as a suggestively 

cinematic vehicle for encountering and enjoying the multifold marvels of American 

landscapes.  The opening of Disneyland in July 1955 featured a novel panoramic screen 

projection system called Circarama, sponsored by the American Motors Corporation, 

parent company of Kelvinator refrigerators.  Directly inside the theater’s entrance, 

visitors traversed an immense circular foyer giving equal space to showcase AMC’s 

newest automobiles, as well as mock kitchens centralized around the Foodarama, 

Kelvinator’s model fridge, defined as a gargantuan collection of immersive, adjustable 
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environments.25  Placards bragged that the device, “the last word in foodkeeping,” could 

hold a staggering 166 pounds of meat in the freezer compartment, and as an added 

benefit, included an unrefrigerated bin for bananas.  This information worked to 

transform the otherwise well-known cavity of the fridge into something expansive and 

slightly mysterious.  Could the Foodarama model standing right in front of viewers – its 

doors flung open to expose its empty interiors – really hold that exact amount of beef?  

Would each of a unit’s many drawers really turn into their own separate climate when the 

fridge was bought, taken home and plugged in?  The incomplete nature of the display in 

Circarama’s foyer was cast to encourage speculation, making the fridge’s dimensionality 

plastic.26 

Foodarama’s expanded, delicately calibrated inner space was considered 

coterminous by Kelvinator and Disney with the broadened horizons available to the 

nation’s moviegoers, courtesy of the entertainment empire’s striking innovations in 

cinematic technology.  The arrangement of the Circarama theater’s screens in a circle 

mirrored the equally round foyer viewers had just walked through – an attempt to make 

Disney’s film presentation indistinguishable from the palpable world and the products 

existing therein.  To make the connection even more explicit in visitor’s minds, 

Circarama’s main feature, A Tour of the West, began with Kodachrome slides of 

Foodarama units and sedans that flashed in increments across the theater’s eleven 

screens.  The products’ movement towards the edges of the display tutored viewers’ sight 

in the incredibly widescreen range of vision offered within Disney’s setup.27   

This also meant that the refrigerator, like the automobile, was enlarged beyond its 
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actual size and literally overlaid onto vast panoramic shots of the American West.  The 

space filled onscreen by the banana bin or meat compartment would gradually be given 

over to a shot of a mythic ‘last frontier’ like the Grand Canyon, Monument Valley, or 

modern-day Los Angeles, places retrospectively evoked by the vast desert that Indiana 

Jones’ fridge shoots across.  Circarama viewers were sensitized to this appliance’s ability 

to be both a set of landscapes and a vessel through those scenes.  The fridge visually 

stood in for the image-capturing power of Disney’s unseen multi-camera, multi-projector 

arrangement.   

As Bachelard might additionally note, like a wardrobe or a desk, the Foodarama, 

with its bananas neatly separated from its steaks in customized drawers, is a space of 

extraordinary classification and categorization.28  By superimposing such a personally 

owned portal for consumption as the fridge over sublimely untamed, overwhelming 

landmarks, Circarama’s visitors were additionally encouraged to see the appliance as 

ordering United States geography.  In Disneyland, then, the refrigerator as an object and a 

cinematic image became synonymous with the way Americans would visualize, travel 

and ultimately claim a gleaming, new postwar nation as it unfurled around them.  

 

From America to the Universe  

Circarama’s use of the Foodarama presaged the more international, televisually 

evocative part the refrigerator would play in a promotional film produced by General 

Motors for its Futurama ride at the 1964 New York World’s Fair.  General Motors, parent 

company of Frigidaire, used refrigerators both in Futurama and Out of This World, an 
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ensuing short movie about the ride, to symbolize the extent of human resourcefulness 

working to create and maintain a better way of life no matter the latitude or longitude.  

Appealing to scientific rationality, this film paraded the benevolence of big business, seen 

as a heroic colonizer of increasingly rugged and untamable landscapes both terrestrial and 

otherwise.  Out of This World presented Futurama exhibits where lasers mowed down 

jungle forests, satellites combed outer space for resources and submarine trains fetched 

“rich fuel deposits” from ocean depths.29   

Yet the civilizing genius of General Motors and Frigidaire was ultimately 

couched in products that viewers could conceivably buy after seeing the film or riding 

Futurama.  So the company’s loftier advancements happening at the ends of the earth 

were channeled into spectacular appliances in GM’s “kitchen of the future.”  In any land, 

Out of This World promised that a Frigidaire refrigerator in particular would be nearby, 

stocked with the comforts of home and country.  And if this American manufacturer had 

the stars at its disposal, so its customers would never run out of space.  Their fridges 

would always have an extra shelf or a new drawer for more groceries, items that signified 

new landscapes available to view, visit and devour.   

The film, the refrigerator and the perishables it cooled therefore placed Americans 

at the heart of galaxies geographic, industrial, economic and intellectual, a reverberation 

of the virtual centralization of viewers and their homes performed by television.  Out of 

This World begins by encouraging audiences, “Forget the world around you.  Forget the 

people around you.  You are entering Futurama, alone with your own thoughts.”  To 

solidify its individualized form of address, a solitary, strawberry blonde middle-class 



	  

 

81 

housewife takes up the entire diegesis, reclined passively in one of Futurama’s padded 

seats.  Serving as a proxy for audiences, she demonstrates throughout the film that GM 

and its products can take care of U.S. citizens anywhere in the world.  

Yet as the makers of Out of This World admit in the beginning section of the film, 

the world of 1964 is an increasingly fraught and competitive place.  A narrator on the 

soundtrack gravely states, “Have you ever wondered where we will find the food, 

clothing and shelter we will need to sustain the world’s exploding population in the years 

ahead?”  To prove that the corporation will solve this dire situation, GM uses its products 

to signify the American cultivation of several distinct landscapes, selling a cheerful 

vision of global supremacy.  For instance, the narrator explains that a bevy of unspecified 

natural resources, “locked in the frozen wastes of the Antarctic,” are currently being 

harvested and disseminated across the world by GM’s mobile scientific laboratories.  The 

continent is depicted in miniature as a bustling grid of ice-encrusted vehicles and 

extensive colonies.  Its attraction, the film implies, is not only that the icy blue tundra can 

be explored and visualized as a new dwelling, but that it can also be acquired.   

Antarctica’s remote, unremitting nature is again called to mind and further 

brought into line a few scenes later, when Out of This World presents a refrigerated ice 

cart to the housewife for “wheeling into a game room, or out onto a patio.”  The new 

portability of the fridge, available in any room of the house, ties into Futurama’s general 

preoccupation with the privileges of an immediate, interconnected world.  More 

specifically, its chilled insides suggest that Antarctica’s extreme climate can be radically 

reduced, domesticated and turned into moveable storage for an endless stockade of food.  
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The world’s population may be on a wild upswing, Out of This World observes, but in the 

United States there will be plenty of provisions, available literally everywhere. 

The ice cart also prepares audiences for the appliance’s attendance in even more 

unexpected and fabulous cultural terrain.  A series of nimble crossfades takes the 

housewife and viewers to Italy, the “exotic” East, the “Orient” and Spain, or at least to 

kitchens purportedly representative of these societies.  A golden statue of Buddha, adobe 

walls, and palm fronds are organized around the markedly different surfaces of Western 

ovens, washing machines and refrigerators.  The amalgamation of objects, textures and 

spaces makes these everyday appliances unfamiliar, prompting reinvestigation.  GM 

products’ distinctiveness is made all the more apparent since Out of This World chooses 

to represent each foreign culture as “traditional,” that is, quaintly retrograde and non-

industrial.  The Italian kitchen is lit with candles fashioned from wine bottles; the Buddha 

statue evokes ancient religious beliefs; the kitchen walls of the Orient are crafted from 

raw, thatched bamboo rather than the processed tile and fiberglass in the “kitchen of the 

future.”  Each of these spaces is an unevenly heterogeneous zone, refracted by the 

acquiescent body of the housewife, who finds herself suddenly wrapped in saris and 

kimonos, her strawberry locks blackened to signal a broadly Asian or Middle Eastern 

flair.   

Through her character, the film suggests to its American viewers that they too can 

fluidly inhabit and control a variety of cultures through the purchasing of transcendent 

appliances.  Whenever the housewife tastes the simmering fruits of a stove, starts a 

washing machine or gazes with admiration across the interior expanse of the fridge, the 
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filmmakers use each revelation of these splendid operations – or, in the fridge’s case, 

spaces – to fade into another culture’s kitchen.  As the ice cart’s door swings wide, for 

example, the homemaker’s face fades in over the fridge interior.  She is then replaced by 

a shot of the Italian kitchen, conflating owner, commodity, and distant foreign nation in a 

seemingly unbroken sweep.  The fades happen in time to the opening of the refrigerator 

door, giving it a unique agency over the visuals.  Akin to Circarama’s superimposition of 

refrigerators onto the American West, the appliance in this film therefore contains a 

variety of disparate geographies.  And the ease with which the refrigerator literally 

transports the housewife across far off lands – before she appears fully aware of a shift – 

is a remarkably tangible embodiment of television’s fluid, visual suturing of disparate 

spaces.30   

Using the refrigerator to teleport effortlessly between ever-distant locations 

specifically calls to mind a body of early TV broadcasts designed to showcase the 

instantaneous potential of the medium.  Perhaps the ultimate example in this period, Our 

World employed the “electronic wizardry” of satellite television to present what Lisa 

Parks calls a sanguine “Western fantasy” of “global presence.”31  Airing in June 1967 

across twenty-four nations and including scenes from fourteen participating countries, the 

satellite broadcast reflexively beamed images of landlines, microwave links, studios, 

ground stations, control rooms and especially video cameras.  These shots acquainted 

viewers with the awesome “apparatus” underwriting each “live” image of the show, 

providing for the instant flow of information across the globe and the visual, auditory 

interconnection of nations.32  Replacing its own media elements with a refrigerator, Out 
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of This World imbues the kitchen appliance with an electrifying aura.  Equated with 

advanced image-making technology off limits and outside the purview of many postwar 

citizens, the refrigerator effectively replaces the production equipment and broadcasting 

avenues that actually produced and disseminated popular American daydreams of travel 

and global connection in this period.  And since the film yokes the act of projection with 

the actual consumption of refrigerated items, the appliance becomes a household site that 

welds these nationalized jet-set desires into the bodies of its citizens. 

Despite the fridge’s mediated ability to leapfrog nations and cultures, its elliptical 

movement is constructed as gently unmooring.  It integrates different dimensions and 

cultures only up to a point.  Out of This World again echoes Our World in this regard, 

which Parks remarks operated “not as a sphere of cultural exchange but rather as a return 

to the Western self.”33  Spearheaded by the BBC in London, Our World used its 

electronic architecture and the images it gathered as evidence of unshakable Western 

intellectual, industrial dominance.  Segments involving The Beatles recording “All You 

Need Is Love,” for instance, filled the vacuum of an unseen, woefully undeveloped Third 

World.34  Similarly, no matter where Out of This World lands via the refrigerator, natives 

of Spain, Italy, or the Far East remain totally invisible.  A humble blonde housewife has 

the kitchen and the whole world to herself, a privilege provided by the transcendent, 

enduring authority of GM.  In spite of the rapidly changing spatial, ethnic environments 

onscreen, the film therefore assures its presumably white viewers that this dizzying, 

potentially frightening new congregation of nationalities, spaces and objects will not 

subsume them.  Through tangible, purchasable appliances, America and its citizenry will 
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remain easily demarcated and clearly in control.   

The refrigerator’s interior and exterior consequently take on a unique gravity 

much more viscerally affecting than the media apparatus of Our World, yet similarly 

fixing the United States as the axis of the international stage.  In the Oriental kitchen 

segment for example, the housewife pantomimes bowing to a painstakingly trimmed 

Japanese bonsai, yet her awe remains reserved for the Frigidaire, which is registered at 

dead center of the film’s frame.  “Oh, now there’s something I like!” she exclaims, 

dashing over to open the door and admire the unit’s recessed storage capabilities, as well 

as its decidedly stars-and-stripes bill of fare: canned hot dogs, pickles and soda.  As the 

housewife enthuses, the fridge is truly a private space apart, a protective enclosure where 

the nation always exists and is immediately available, even if the appliance is actually 

located overseas.  A palpable element of the country and its form of domesticity persists 

through the food preserved and stored within, and which also endures whenever citizens 

like the homemaker enjoy a ballpark frank or a soft drink.   

In addition to the items it contains, the American-made physicality of the fridge 

itself is equally important to the film’s promotion of United States culture as 

internationally present and accessible.  In the Spanish kitchen segment of Out of This 

World, the housewife lovingly strokes the appliance’s surfaces while her eyes close in a 

rapturous ecstasy that, in the space of a cut, leads her away from her globetrotting to her 

kitchen and family.  The camera likewise caresses the refrigerator, panning over it from a 

variety of angles in an effort to visually impart this mechanical bride’s glittering 

materiality.  This imagery grounds the device in the film, making it part of an ethereal yet 
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familiar, homogenized world.  Akin to the much less tactile Western iconography aired 

on television, the refrigerator always returns travelers back home.   

 

Will the Fridge Save Us From Ourselves? 

Boundlessly optimistic, Out of This World by no means offered the only opinion 

of the refrigerator’s influence on daily life, either in the present or future.  In particular, 

GM’s promotional work did not reflect the existence of popular postwar media narratives 

that regarded the excavation of Antarctica, and that continent’s connection to suburban 

refrigerators, with a great deal of ambivalence.  Low-budget blockbusters such as 

Howard Hawks’ The Thing From Another World (1951) and The Beast From 20,000 

Fathoms (1953) presented prophecies of aliens or savage prehistoric dinosaurs encased in 

centuries of arctic ice.  Set loose upon humanity by atomic explosions, the monsters in 

these films suggested that recklessly flaunting the United States’ global reach could be 

perilous.35  The Blob (1958) uses the frozen pole, and its domesticated cousin the fridge, 

to impart a more stinging indictment of the country’s greed that underwrites the likes of 

Out of This World.  In this wildly successful independent production, refrigeration is seen 

as a natural landscape and a technology that can help curb what Bruce Kawin calls the 

prototypically American “monster of appetite: an absolute consumer” passing as a space 

invader.36  Midway through the film, teenage lovers Steve and Jane (Steve McQueen and 

Aneta Corsaut) huddle in a grocery store’s meat locker in an attempt to escape the blob.  

The gelatinous being oozes towards them from under the locker’s heavy, tightly latched 

door, illustrating that even this securely segregated space may not be entirely impervious 
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to outside attack.  Fortunately for the young couple, the monstrous goo suddenly retreats 

when it realizes the room’s low temperature.  Steve and Jane’s knowledge of the blob’s 

weakness enables the teens’ hometown to band together and freeze the monster before it 

wolfs down an entire diner.   

The Blob is diametrically opposed to prevailing postwar American visions of a 

world explored solely in order to ease and enhance the country’s ability to hoard and 

absorb.  The refrigerator is therefore employed to literally freeze sites of consumption, 

like the grocery store and diner.  As a result, the film implies that mindless American 

exploitation can be held in check by the very technology created to help preserve and 

distribute consumables.  But will the refrigerator keep these self-destructive urges 

contained, inert and isolated from the neighborhood and Main Street?37  In the film’s final 

dialogue, Steve and a cop reluctantly admit that the alien is “not dead,” but “just frozen,” 

immobilized only “as long as the Arctic stays cold.”  The Blob ends with a wide shot of 

the beast, boxed up, tied to a parachute and dropped over a sere, uninhabited frozen 

location.  A question mark coalesces and lingers over the scene, bringing to the fore the 

inherent failure of both natural and mechanical refrigeration to stave off agents of 

dissolution.   

The shot presents a profoundly different take on polar landscapes than Out of This 

World.  It captures territory more akin to the inhospitable void of the moon than the 

stable, happily controlled arctic communities “kept warm within their walls of ice” that 

World envisions.  The Blob’s final image also contests the idealization of electric 

iceboxes as dependable, never-ending worlds of sustenance, showcased by GM’s promo 
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reel.  The tone of the scene, guided by its towering question mark, suggests that 

refrigeration will not ensure a definite future of any kind, much less a safe, global and 

bountiful one.  It suspends elements of human nature only in so far as it will allow them 

to eventually return and haunt us, no matter how remotely stored.  Oversized American 

consumptive tendencies in particular are not permanently quelled but simply rendered 

immobile – for the time being. 

Despite these many criticisms, and although Out of This World is further 

problematic in terms of subjugating race and gender in the interest of American 

globalism, its treatment of the refrigerator as matching and literalizing the spatiotemporal 

simultaneity of televisual technology remains unexplored by The Blob or any other arctic 

science fiction production.  However, GM’s film, like Circarama, is only a single part of 

a larger discursive shift that edged the refrigerator closer to media innovations than to its 

kitchen brethren in the postwar era.  Other agents in this period would take Out of This 

World’s use of the fridge even further, again conceiving of the appliance as a chilly 

approximation of a televisual feed, yet urging individuals to climb inside, turning their 

bodies into snapshots of eternally perfect health and vitality.  

 

Immortality is in Our Kitchens!  The World of Cryonics 

“You can freeze like a 30 century man/like a 30 century man/I'll save my breath and take 

it with me/‘till a hundred years and so/Shame you won’t be there to see me/shaking hands 

with Charles de Gaulle/Play it cool and Saran Wrap all you can/like a 30 century man.” 

– Scott Walker, “30 Century Man,” Scott 3 (Philips/Fontana, 1969) 
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When pop balladeer Scott Walker’s single “30 Century Man” hit in the late ‘60s, 

it not only conveyed a sneering contempt for an era of unchecked avarice, depicted as a 

culture of status climbers who aim to mingle with heads of state, and refuse to even share 

the air around them.  The song also hinted that certain of these individuals had found 

another use for the refrigerator.  Indeed, corporations like General Motors, Frigidaire and 

Kelvinator were not the only entities that seized upon the fridge as a futuristic ferry 

finally come to fruition.  Nor was The Blob the only illustration of the self-preservational 

feats the refrigerator might be capable of.  In the early 1960s, an increasingly visible 

contingent, cryonics, staked its vision of immortality upon harnessing low temperatures 

to greater preserve perishable, ephemeral matter.  Spurring cryonics’ growth in this 

period and its elevation into the American popular imagination, Robert Ettinger, a 

physics professor, published The Prospect of Immortality in 1964, a bestselling, highly 

unsubstantiated outline of the scientific possibility that a frozen body might be viable for 

“reanimation” and a new life.38  Receiving considerable media coverage, Ettinger became 

a figurehead for the movement, gracing the talk show circuit in the ensuing decades with 

appearances on The Merv Griffin Show, The Tonight Show Starring Johnny Carson and 

ABC World News Tonight.39   

Appearing in the same year as the New York World’s Fair and Futurama, and 

taking part in the era’s general preoccupation with technological simultaneity, Ettinger’s 

Prospect of Immortality conceives of the refrigerator as a controlled frozen space that can 

store human bodies and offer an “American way of living on.”40  His suggestions fit into 

a larger postwar tendency to link technological commodities with social, moral and 
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intellectual advancement.  The cryonics theorist therefore takes the “citizen consumer” 

model to an extreme.  Not only does purchasing a fridge provide owners with quality 

food and entertainment.  The appliance can actually save their lives.  Specifically, 

Ettinger argues that “patients” should have their dead bodies placed in a household or 

commercial freezer filled with liquid nitrogen and registered at minus 320 degrees 

Fahrenheit.41  This low temperature, Ettinger states, completely arrests any advancement 

of decay.  In fact, he argues, without the presence of decomposition, a body is not 

actually “dead” at all.  It remains live, turning the fridge’s interiors into a place of 

potential immediacy, rather than an airless stage of slow-rolling putrefaction.   The 

appliance will therefore allow future scientists and doctors to successfully bring 

preserved bodies back to life in a lavishly gilt-edged future.42   

In The Prospect of Immortality, the refrigerator not only salvages the flesh, 

however, but also collects information as well, casting the device as a multimedia 

database.  To help technicians reconstruct their lives, Ettinger encourages patients to 

surround their bodies with multitudinous evidence of what they have “seen, felt, heard, 

thought, said, written and done,” documented on everything from snapshots to 

encephalograms.43  With this information maintained alongside the larger recording 

technology of the fridge, the appliance becomes a corporeal variation on the mediated, 

streaming “worlds-in-a-box” that it also stood for in Out of This World and Circarama.  

The geographic, intercultural, domestic topographies contained by the refrigerator in 

those two examples are further redefined by cryonics as personal landscapes that an 

individual can take with them into the future.  The appliance not only opens onto an 
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unlimited vista of fresh food and drinks, or other societies, but a reality waiting to be 

woven, where one’s second life awaits.44   

Indeed, it is the personal that is of paramount importance for cryonics.  Within 

Ettinger’s blueprint for reanimation, he defines the freezer as a solitary space, leading to a 

completely tailor-made future.  In this regard, The Prospect of Immortality is again 

reminiscent of Out of This World, which advised viewers to “forget the people around 

you” and head on a beatific tour of the cosmos accompanied solely by the trusty 

appliances that encircled them in their suburban plots.45  Ettinger takes the era’s popular 

conception of personal escape through domestic commodities to an even greater secular 

degree.46  Just as Scott Walker croons, “Shame you won’t be there to see me,” so each 

brave individual is enclosed utterly alone in a freezer.47  While the cryonics spokesman 

guesses that many millions of individuals will choose to be frozen at a rate eventually 

requiring management by the Social Security system, he focuses on refrigerator units as 

irretrievably self-sustained, personalized tapestries of data.48   

 

Lost in the Fridge 

Making their proudly lonely journey towards a marvelous future while holding 

disintegration in check, the interiors of freezers for cryonics are gloriously “suspended” 

spaces; time capsules that correlate to the constant Americanized presence Out of This 

World imagines the fridge maintaining, as well as resembling television broadcasting’s 

temporal stability, heralded in the 1950s for its simultaneously static and streaming 

nature.49  By the late 1960s, though, the utopian veneer Ettinger applied to the appliance 
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began to crack.  Representations of cryonics as well as refrigerators and freezers in 

popular media overwhelmingly treated these subjects as both containing and leading 

towards an exceedingly alienating future.50  And, as media such as Bigger Than Life, 

“Are Gadgets Replacing the Housewife?” and Les Paul and Mary Ford at Home suggest, 

middle-aged, married men would be most likely to experience such disaffection in 

relation to the appliance’s effects.  A fridge provides no saving grace in Seconds (1966), 

John Frankenheimer’s dark ode to midcentury male anomie and the fantasy of a new life 

and a fresh body.51  The film is invested in plumbing the isolated and freeing dimensions 

the refrigerator may lead American citizens towards when used as transportation.  Yet as 

a work that participates in the larger dystopic postwar view of scientific and 

technological progress, Seconds ultimately portrays the appliance as producing an 

immersive, infinite netherworld, similar to the voids many contemporary narratives 

believed television created.   

Frankenheimer’s piece subsequently shares a historical connection to the 

threatening televisual penumbra often channeled by the era’s science fiction.  Sconce 

notes that many films and television shows of the genre expressed particular concern with 

television’s transfer of viewers into an “electronic nowhere,” rather than welding them 

together with family members in their living rooms, or figuratively taking them to 

concerts, ball games, and foreign countries.  Science fiction storylines were instead rife 

with “zone[s] of suspended animation…from which viewers might not escape.”52  In 

particular, Sconce argues that creators of The Twilight Zone and The Outer Limits framed 

these shows as pathways to the sentient inner terrain of the television set.  Once they 
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drew their viewers into this indeterminate state, both programs warned that gaping 

fissures could open up literally anywhere due to mechanical apparatuses – especially 

those trafficking in electronic simultaneity.53   

Seconds is in much the same spirit, with its insistent exploration of the liminal 

spaces wrought by technology.  In place of the televisually allusive oblivion that traps a 

wife within her own home in The Outer Limits episode “The Bellero Shield” (1964), or 

the unseen suburban doorway into another dimension detailed by “Little Girl Lost” 

(1962), a segment of The Twilight Zone, Seconds offers an industrial freezer stationed 

between households and identities.  This void physically embodies the supernatural 

electronic spheres commonly glimpsed each week on these shows.  In this case, Seconds 

implies that the vacuous spaces The Outer Limits and The Twilight Zone attribute to TV 

are just as apparent and much more tangibly accessible within a refrigerator.  The film 

therefore makes clear that television is not the only contributor to a larger, acute postwar 

sense of the American household and its inhabitants as placeless and lost.   

Contemplating the era’s prevailing obsession with technological innovation and 

its generation of a sublimely irresponsible lifestyle, Seconds details a man’s dreams of 

personal escape through a refrigerator.  The film considers a middle-aged bank executive, 

Arthur Hamilton (John Randolph), deeply disillusioned with his suburban existence.  He 

voluntarily agrees to be shuttled into cold storage and reborn as the younger, healthier, 

boundlessly virile painter Tony Wilson, played by no less than archetypal American 

beefcake and heartthrob Rock Hudson.  Thereby erasing Arthur’s dissatisfaction at home, 

a faceless “Company” who performs his surgery sets him up in a swank California 
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beachfront pad.  The future awaiting this reanimated patient in Seconds operates as an 

immortal, bucolic “now” as suggested by Ettinger.  Arthur’s new status as an artist is 

already achieved and assured indefinitely.  His body will never degrade.  And his home is 

akin the breathtaking landscapes Circarama and Out of This World promised their 

viewers would be accessible and controllable through the refrigerators in their kitchens.  

The appliance in Seconds therefore also appears to subjugate the outside world to further 

personal transformation.    

However, eschewing any optimism these examples express for the refrigerator’s 

potency, Arthur’s new lifestyle is presented as an incomplete break from everyday 

reality.  His fabricated world is horrifying and imprisoning, Seconds suggests, because it 

is not a truly clean slate.  It hangs between previous and fresh personal narratives.  

Undermining cryonics’ especially naïve enthusiasm for immortality, as well as those 

related cultural discourses impressed with TV’s creation of new spaces both constant and 

astonishingly intimate, Seconds evidences the awfulness of existing perpetually in the 

present.54  The film does so primarily through its visualization of an immense, frozen 

meat abattoir, which Arthur traverses in order to begin his rebirth and reach his new 

home.   

 

Between Time and Dimension in the Abattoir 

A transitory space, Seconds frames the abattoir as a structure of continuous lateral 

movement, progressing onscreen in each shot from left to right.  Indeed, in the 

spectacular first image the camera pursues two sides of butchered beef as they plunge 
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into the depths of the meat locker on a moving conveyer belt of hanging hooks, while a 

man appropriately bellows, “Let’s go!  Let’s go!”  Despite this great rush of movement, 

however, the film does not depict the abattoir as actually leading anywhere concrete.  So 

as Arthur enters the cold storage facility and is shuttled through the frozen space, he 

becomes eternally wedged amid competing identities.  The surrounding objects in the 

freezer graphically convey his irreversible, endlessly jammed transition.  As he is led 

through the meat locker, he passes rows of gutted, headless carcasses extending in every 

direction.  These chilled, stiff corpses are abstracted from their former, living selves: 

systematically killed, cleaned, prepared and packaged into neatly identical hunks bound 

for the grocery store and kitchen freezer.  They are, in fact, so coolly estranged from their 

existence as cows that their transformation into steaks remains hidden.  Only a grinding 

saw on the film’s soundtrack hints that these cuts of meat are actually the product of a 

long process from life to death.  Although a fully physical space, the abattoir is thus a 

realm of shattering atomization, offering no clear path back to previous actions or 

identities.   

Bearing no mark of their creation or coordinates, identifiable only as floating 

constants, the carcasses suggest that a refrigerator preserves an item incompletely, calling 

into question the viability of resuscitating an individual identity, or a culture, with the aid 

of the appliance.55  Any intimations of history within the meat locker are considered by 

this film as partial and less than palpable.  For example, the frozen carcasses’ weirdly 

mechanized dance through the cold storage space approximates the living animals from 

which they came.  Arthur’s horrified reaction to this spectacle illustrates, however, that 
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the corpses cannot regenerate into living beings, so they offer an exceptionally grisly 

illusion of animacy.  The suspended “nowhere” of the freezer, Seconds grimly counters, 

is simply that – hovering and placeless – severed from the memories and the physicality 

of former and prospective lives.   

It is this uneasy, dynamic stasis that Seconds applies to the changing body of 

Arthur.  The filmmakers visually situate him in contrast to these carcasses, so that their 

size and shape becomes a telling analogue to his body.  As the camera tracks past the 

rows of meat in the foreground, its movement allows each carcass to be briefly, visually 

overlaid onto Arthur, who strides in the middle ground of the scene.  The bizarre strobing 

effect that results gives the impression that as the character walks through the freezer, he 

is repeatedly transformed into a constellation of new individuals, while his old identity 

runs alongside, winking intermittently between the gaps.  Subsequently, Seconds 

illustrates that Arthur, like the characterization of the unfortunate TV viewer created by 

postwar science fiction, are trapped by technology and sent into an unsettling void 

between selves.  Like the slabs of butchered beef, he is neither completely reborn nor 

completely separated from his past by this modern technology for food storage and 

preservation.  Arthur may undergo a radical visual, physical shift directly after he leaves 

the abattoir – so extreme, in fact, that a different actor portrays him.  Yet this space 

reminds us that traces of his former self are still existent, albeit in distressingly alienated, 

unreachable form, floating between possible homes.   

 Science fiction entries like Frankenheimer’s cautionary tale were the kinds of 

productions most likely to take a pitch-black view concerning the promises of extended 
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and reborn identities, thanks to refrigerated appliances that, like television, was often 

perceived as quite literally leading individuals nowhere.  However, by the late 1960s, 

manufacturers and department stores were, at least according to their private media 

records, feeling equally grim when it came to the life-enhancing properties of these 

devices.  At its outset, the truly bizarre “internal training” film, Freeze-In, from 1969, 

bluntly depicts a young, dead woman carried along by pallbearers atop a freezer serving 

as her casket, this graphic, distressing image casting a shadow upon cryonics’ proposed 

use for the appliance, and bringing to mind Arthur as well, turned as he is into a cut of 

slaughtered, frozen meat.  The woman briefly comes to life and cries bitterly in relation 

to her freezer, “It’s just a cold, dark hole!  Inconvenient and nothing but a coffin!”  In its 

ensuing runtime, this film illustrates the combined efforts of Coldspot, a maker of 

refrigerators and freezers, and Sears Roebuck and Co. to educate their sales force and 

revamp their selling tactics.  In the process, the film tries to combat any detrimental 

connotations their products have with oblivion and death, edging away from the 

connections other advertisements built between refrigerators, freezers, televisions, and 

the infinite zones they engendered.  

Produced by the Calvin Corporation for Sears and Coldspot, Freeze-In tapped 

Arte Johnson, Judy Carne and Gary Owens, three stars from Rowan and Martin’s Laugh-

In (1968-1973), a highly popular, sexually and politically edgy variety TV show, to teach 

salesmen how these appliances could be peddled to hipper, younger consumers.56  Not 

only were Coldspot products given a makeover in this production, their formerly white 

countenances blasted with fire-apple red paint and more chrome.  Replete with a 
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throbbing psychedelic soundtrack, flashy zooms, whip pans, and plenty of string bikinis 

and go-go dancing, the training film also placed Coldspot units at the very heart of 

several risqué sketches, suggesting that these cold, purportedly vacuous cubes could 

actually strike a libidinal spark.  Johnson, playing a perverse salesman in a recurring 

scenario, flirts with Carne, cast as a potential female customer, believing she has a fetish 

for “a whole bushel” of frozen strawberries in the freezer.  In another scene, Carne, 

hearing a great deal of moaning and squealing coming from the vicinity of a Coldspot, 

opens its lid to find Johnson covered in lipstick kisses, glasses askew.  His blissful 

excuse: “You gotta keep moving in here to keep warm.”  The refrigerator and freezer in 

these scenes, as a result, appeared to be hot new items for a certain burgeoning set of 

consumers more likely to “swing” and wear minis and Nehru jackets than sober skirts and 

gray flannel suits.  Once seen in the latter half of the 1960s as bottomless pits of inertia, 

these appliances now practically registered as loveseats.   

Further revising gloomy postwar conceptions of refrigerated devices as housing 

zones of limbo, the training film also steered away from the transportational imagery 

employed by other advertising examples from the mid-1950s through the 1960s.  Instead 

of a refrigerator that contained the universe and placed it within reach, Freeze-In 

eschewed visual or verbal suggestions of simultaneity.  The training film also refrained 

from describing a private, immersive refrigerated environment that customers could enter 

and abandon themselves in a delirium of travel.  The Coldspot Time-Bank, a freezer 

accompanying Carne and Johnson, is markedly classified as a personal “filing system,” 

its insides ruled by “findability, accessibility, flexibility, and visibility.”  These four 
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tenets meant that an owner would “always know where things are” since they could 

adjust shelves to see and retrieve everything in the Time-Bank easily.  Severing 

correlations to television, “visibility” in this film operated quite unlike the discursive 

sense of sight defined by many other advertisements.  The fridge in this film was not cast 

as an entertainment center that radiated a global vista into the kitchen, a realm that an 

individual could penetrate and inhabit.  Freeze-In used vision to simply underline the 

ease of navigability within the contours of a Coldspot.  

In order to additionally distance fridges and freezers from television’s perpetual, 

ungrounded flow of information, the training film also conveyed that the insides of the 

appliance were based upon a much more comprehensible amount of time.  Therefore, the 

food contained and preserved in a Coldspot was broken down into highly discrete units, 

rather than registering as a constant stream.  “That’s the idea of the Time-Bank,” Johnson 

informs Carne during one sketch, “When you make one pizza, or anything else, make an 

extra two or three at the same time, and put them in the freezer.  It takes just a few 

minutes more to make extra servings of a meal.  So when you store them in the freezer, 

you’re actually storing up time!”  Attempting to erase any implications that the fridge’s 

interiors constitute a lost space, time therein is made literal, physical, and visible, where 

the prepared dishes one sees stored inside the freezer concretely represent the abstraction 

of years, days and minutes.  The unbroken tide of food emanating from every corner of 

the globe into the fridge or freezer is alternatively realized as separate, unique meals, 

lovingly cooked by a spouse.  In this case, Freeze-In promised that Coldspot’s products 

would still provide owners with anything they craved, both now and into the future.  
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However, their expansive, desirable space would also be strictly ordered and controllable.  

The Time-Bank was not a time machine that brought past and prospective eras into a 

collapsed present.  It saved moments rather than transcending them.  As a result, the film 

implied that this company’s models, and refrigeration technology in general, would not 

unmoor their owners. 

In spite of the pervasive free-love innuendos, and the creation of temporally and 

spatially regimented refrigerated interiors, Coldspot, Sears and the cast members of 

Laugh-In were ultimately unable to overcome a sense of fridges and freezers as yawning 

voids that entrapped their owners, especially men.  Freeze-In is the rare kind of 

advertising instance that fails to overcome its own revelation of product drawbacks.  A 

sketch near the end of the film, involving Johnson and Carne as husband and wife, rather 

subversively suggests that, like Arthur in Seconds, Johnson is engulfed in an unchanging, 

inescapable netherworld – this time populated by subpar food.  The scenario presents 

both characters sitting at a kitchen table, huddled away from one another behind 

newspapers.  The filmmakers cut to a medium shot of Carne, who whispers to the 

audience that her husband is “going to be so proud of me when he finds I’ve stored a 

year’s supply of salami sandwiches in my new Time-Bank.”  The camera then frames 

Johnson, who sneers, “If she serves me another salami sandwich today, I’ll…(he growls 

furiously)…and maybe something else too.”  Johnson’s reaction reveals that the 

organization of refrigerated food into a series of isolated items does not absolutely ensure 

that resulting meals are quality, satisfying events.  In fact, the Time-Bank here represents 

the sinister outcome of technological convenience, birthing a domestic existence bereft of 
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any freshness or variety.  Perhaps even more alarming, Freeze-In suggestive that such a 

lack of diversity might instigate not only detachment and aloofness in couples, but 

abusive discord as well, a disturbing insinuation that the film never counters. 

Sears and Coldspot’s strained joint effort with Laugh-In to rescue the identities of 

their kitchen appliances ultimately serves as an important historical marker.  From the 

final stages of World War II in 1945 to Freeze-In’s release in 1969 popular media 

conceptions of the refrigerator and freezer’s influence upon American citizens’ lives 

fluctuated drastically.  These appliances and their enthralling interior spaces became 

discursively recognized across these two decades as sites of transportation, seamless 

conflations of household and exterior world, reordering the universal under the personal.  

Yet these realizations were met not only with enthusiasm, but a great deal of 

apprehension.  Films like The Blob, Seconds, and Freeze-In suggested that the innards of 

the device were not entirely under control – either for the corporations that built them or 

the individuals who bought them – nor were the capabilities of refrigerators’ extreme 

temperatures totally understood.  These seemingly basic enclosures and sites of 

preservation were in fact profoundly ambiguous and troubling.  Such concern took form 

in many media examples featuring refrigerated appliances that caused sinkholes in space 

and time and ensnared nearby individuals. 

Since the anxiety around this object closely mirrors the discursive arc television 

made from electronic wonder cabinet in the 1950s to “vast wasteland” in the 1960s, 

analysis of the refrigerator also reveals that TV was not the only gadget considering 

revolt against its owners.  In fact, an entire range of appliances was murmuring mutiny 
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from their positions about the house.  And fears over the fridge perhaps felt more acutely 

kinesthetic than did similar suspicions about television.  After all, the possible oblivion 

tied to the fridge literally lurked behind its door, whereas TV’s treachery pinged inside 

invisible airwaves and minute electrical connections.  Nightmares of domestic 

displacement and loss of identity were not only attributable to technological intrusions in 

the living room, therefore.  They also had a material base in the kitchen. 
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Conclusion: 
Refrigerators and Freezers Beyond Film, Television, and the Postwar 

Landscape 
 
  

With a slightly melancholy little puff of air, and a magnetic thpock the fridge and 

freezer doors close.  What I have tried to illuminate is an alternative means of reading 

refrigeration, an incredibly useful, ubiquitous product and technology, an element that not 

only helps sustain life in the United States through the preservation and transportation of 

food, among countless other perishables, but is also deeply ingrained in visualizations of 

domestic existence in this country, becoming especially apparent during the economic 

and consumer commodity boom in the late 1940s through the 1960s.  This project is 

guided by a desire to edge away from considering the refrigerator and freezer as grand 

interventions in modern life, as so many technological histories are wont to do.  The 

preceding chapters have instead attempted in some detail to weigh the ways in which a 

few forms of mass media survey how a society interacts with these appliances in a given 

historical period – illustrating a rotating phalanx of social actors who continually 

negotiate with and against one another to determine the appliance’s principal meanings.   

As they either intermittently or repeatedly appear in and around media 

representations, this constellation of agents sometimes apprehends the actual mechanical 

apparatus that underwrites the enterprise of refrigeration.  But more often, they remain 

interested in creating, or harshly discounting, the deliriously inventive discourses about 

how these objects might satisfy familial relationships, help achieve an idealized, 

comfortable middle-class existence, and productively bring suburban owners into 
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breathtaking, expanded social and industrial networks.  In short, the refrigerator and 

freezer in media were marshaled to help create, typify, and even question the quality of 

an American reality more advanced and modern than anywhere else in the world, a lofty 

cultural and ideological vision the country endeavored mightily to promote in the decades 

after World War II, regularly using domestic consumables as the building blocks.   

In the process, certain discursive strategies were borrowed from nearby 

commodities.  Dishwashers, ovens, stylized cabinetry and the like often became packaged 

with refrigerators and freezers as constituting a “miracle kitchen.”  Each object played a 

role in the overall erasure (or masking) of work, creating a space and lifestyle of total 

leisure.  A view of the total kitchen rather than its individual elements, favored by the 

majority of existing scholarship and encouraged by midcentury designers’ focus on this 

space as a seamless whole, does rather simplistically render each appliance as 

interchangeable, though.  My goal at the outset of this project centered upon plucking a 

single device from this larger landscape to reveal the refrigerator as simultaneously a part 

of and distinctly separate from its surroundings.  Indeed, media treatment of its size, 

shape, design and technological capabilities, and the reactions it provokes from owners, 

are quite unique in comparison to other nearby items.   

In contrast to the dishwasher, for instance, regularly relegated to a recess under 

the counter, visual media depictions of the refrigerator and freezer evidence a commodity 

trying to find its rightful place, constantly shifting through a variety of hiding places and 

decorative designs.  A personal favorite remains the short-lived coverlet that turned a 

freezer into a gargantuan radio.  Narratives of political ideologies, technological progress 
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and consumerism do not entirely or successfully explain these frequent relocations.  My 

borrowing of theory about kinesthetic reactions to minimalist sculpture, an artistic 

practice explicitly and evocatively culled from the design of products like refrigerator, 

suggests that these appliances are much more spatially complex that they might initially 

seem.  They are not simply “streamlined,” as so many critics rather hastily argue.  Rather, 

as Lynn Spigel reveals in regards to the television set, each domestic device takes up 

space in a highly singular fashion, generating a fundamental reorganization of 

surrounding areas.   

On this note, the refrigerator and freezer do not only speak with products and 

objects purportedly existing in close spatial proximity.  More specifically, my work 

shows that their aura does not remain bounded within the kitchen.  Virtually unspoken in 

almost every other available historical account, yet strongly endorsed by advertising 

media such as Out of This World, are the connections created between fridges and 

freezers and the television set in the living room.  Considering the associations between 

these two seemingly disparate technologies reveals productive space for future 

scholarship focused upon how and why the refrigerator and freezer converse with other 

household items and areas that might initially appear ancillary.  My investigation into 

framing these kitchen devices as conduits of escape and screens of entertainment begins 

to explain one possible avenue through which advertisers worked with manufacturers and 

retailers to expunge the labor that actually occurred around the fridge.  More areas await 

attention.  Little substantive research has been done, for instance, which details the 

cooperative efforts between the frozen food trade, television manufacturers and the ad 
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industry to create that strangely tasteless, boldly colored, neatly prepackaged confection, 

the “TV dinner.”  A postwar innovation, these frozen, instant meals clearly foreground 

and deepen the links that exist between refrigeration and television, accounting for meal 

preparation, diet, activities around the TV, living room, kitchen, and the corporate, 

technological production of amusement in the household. 

Given that media texts and technologies are a key part of these associations, 

utilizing media representations to compose historical narratives of an appliance is a fertile 

approach that could easily continue beyond this project.  Discovering how mainstream 

film and television productions convey and help establish the multifarious features 

surrounding such an object entails a curious dance, though, a collecting of shards.  Both 

forms of media in the United States remain incredibly reliant upon a format where human 

actors propel a narrative, so the things around them are firmly delineated as secondary in 

importance.  Therefore, although innumerable moments exist where a Coldspot or 

Kelvinator appears onscreen, in most of these depictions refrigerators and freezers are 

often used very briefly and solely to help characters move the plot forward.  In 

Goldfinger (1964), James Bond is knocked out as he pulls a fresh bottle of Dom Perignon 

from a refrigerator drawer.  The appliance is clearly woven into the action; its interior 

illumination used as motivated light, its hanging door referencing Bond’s open 

vulnerability.  Yet as soon as he awakes, the appliance is brutally cropped out of the 

image’s framing, fades out from focus, and escapes viewers’ attention.   

Or, even more commonly, refrigerators and freezers simply stand as mute 

witnesses to the machinations of the story, relegated to the background, failing to 
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maintain much substantive context.  Behind this research lie many frustrated evenings 

spent peering over characters’ heads and between their arms, pausing images frenetically 

in an attempt to better contemplate the ghostly white apparition of a Philco or Frigidaire 

before it vanished.  However, as Les Paul and Mary Ford at Home, Bigger Than Life, 

Seconds, and retrospectively, The Prize Winner of Defiance, Ohio and Indiana Jones and 

the Kingdom of the Crystal Skull each reveal, there are extended scenes or moments 

which do not simply wield a fridge or freezer to advance a story but which, when canted 

at a different angle, express complex historical evidence about the fridge and freezer’s 

cultural roles.  As filmmaker and critic Thom Andersen argues, looking at Hollywood 

cinema and television in the “wrong way” – i.e. at the objects and spaces around 

characters, rather than at the actors angling to convey a story and seize our attention – can 

open up a goldmine of evidence about the cultural life of a particular subject.1  In this 

case, my close analysis of the narrative and formal visual structure of films, shows and 

commercials – how they wed a refrigerator and freezer to ideological, technological and 

cultural desires – endeavors to estimate how consumers might have reacted to these 

appliances.   

However, the research and conclusions made here about the functions of 

refrigerators and freezers in the United States during the postwar period places media 

texts in the uneasy position of accounting for the devices’ everyday existence.  My 

primary focus on movies, television programs, promotional films and print advertising 

admittedly limits an overall picture of the range of social forces involved.  The media 

examined from this era favored the input of manufacturers, appliance design departments, 
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corporate advertising agencies, retailers, and workers within the film and TV industries.  

These agents chiefly operated to compose an ideal audience to respond to the depictions 

they broadcast.  In this case, a certain, narrowly defined race, class and nationality of 

female and male citizens are portrayed on the big and small screen as the principal 

potential purchasers and owners of refrigerators and freezers.  Only occasionally, as 

Nixon’s highly publicized deliberations with Khrushchev over a General Electric kitchen 

demonstrated, does the presence of other influences upon these domestic commodities 

become apparent in media.   

While I augment what this range of examples only partially provides in regards to 

gender, class, design, and the domestic, spatial arrangement of refrigerators and freezers, 

inevitably, gaps and ellipses still yawn, and require further research.  As Ruth Oldenziel 

and Karin Zachmann observe, many more entities on an international scale took part in 

shaping and using the kitchen and its attendant devices during the postwar era.  

Therefore, it is important to remember that in addition to government officials and policy 

makers, voluntary consumer groups, professional home and national economists, 

architects, university researchers, social critics, consumers, and individuals engaged in 

artistic ventures outside Hollywood and television were (and still are) each intimately 

involved in defining the refrigerator and freezer.2   

A more inclusive reflection of these cultural actors involved in negotiating the 

appliance might begin by focusing on who absorbed media representations of 

refrigerators and freezers, an approach beyond the methodological scope of this project.  

It remains to be seen how deeply portrayals of the refrigerator penetrated the many 
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different viewers who either owned or lacked a refrigerator or freezer.  Shelly Nickles 

provides an excellent example of the benefits of conducting such a project focused on 

reception.  And as she considers female consumers, she underscores how owners of 

refrigerators in the United States during the 1950s were surprisingly savvy to the hidden 

class and gender distinctions manufacturers instilled into certain refrigerator and freezer 

designs.  There is no reason to believe that consumers in ensuing years, for example, 

were utterly taken by advertising rhetoric that promised connectivity between these same 

kitchen appliances and the pleasures of watching television.  However, as Nickles also 

points out, and as scholars Liesbeth Bervoets, Kirsi Saarikangas, Julian Holder, and Irene 

Cieraad additionally discuss, citizens in countries around the world were not always 

inured to the framing of refrigerators and freezers as unheralded, truly awesome 

technological mechanisms that would profoundly change the shape of their daily 

domestic lives.  The possibility for such an amazed reaction cannot be wholly discounted.  

Nor should future surveys disregard the tendency for consumers to fully comprehend that 

a refrigerator’s more marvelous qualities are merely a marketing ploy, yet willfully 

delude themselves to allow the appliance to retain a residue of wonder.  As Nickles 

argues, American housewives clearly knew that no model of a Frigidaire or Servel would 

ever erase their work in the kitchen.  Nevertheless, they remained adament in their desire 

for a fridge that “brightened the day,” reflecting personal aesthetic tastes as well as their 

power to determine the attributes of the product they purchased.  

Exemplified by Nickles’ research, gender dynamics form the crux of almost every 

examination of the cultural function of refrigerators and freezers, especially in terms of 
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mapping their introduction into homes and the reactions they receive.  However, in many 

cases research on this item follows the dictates of the discourses laid out by advertising.  

No one else seems to operate within this realm but white, middle-class housewives – the 

purported foundation for the development of every modern kitchen implement.  Nickles 

massages this dominant, idealized consumer into greater ethnic and economic complexity 

yet remains focused on identifying refrigerators and freezers from the vantage of a female 

experience.  An equally complicated male reality hovers in close proximity, one desiring 

attention beyond its media representations.  And despite my analysis of the relationship 

between fridges, freezers and working- to middle-class men, the examples utilized in this 

project continue to illustrate the presence of white citizens.  A thoroughly racial reading 

of these appliances’ media incarnations during this period is still needed, which would 

provide a necessary antidote to the veritable sea of available research about white 

citizens’ relationship with postwar domestic commodities.  The range of films and 

television shows produced during this period that I studied remained steadfastly silent 

about the presence of any nonwhite individuals in regards to refrigerators and freezers; 

likewise, ethnic sitcoms of the early 1950s provided surprisingly little evidence about a 

clearly Jewish, Italian or Irish reaction to these appliances.  But their invisibility certainly 

does not mean that the devices and their onscreen representations never reached or 

affected minority populations.   

Mainstream film, television, and the audiences they maintain are certainly 

profitable sites to begin exploring the refrigerator and freezer’s existence in a variety of 

consumerist, technological, gendered and nationalist contexts.  What about other forms of 
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media that allow individuals, often in the role of consumers, to express their observations 

on the subject?  Akin to the aims of the movies and shows that I studied, numerous 

novels and short stories from the late 1940s through the 1960s strive to wed the 

appliances and surrounding domestic space into overarching Cold War ideologies about 

family, gender, class and technological progress.  Harriette Arnow’s The Dollmaker 

(1954) places the refrigerator as a particularly prominent influence upon a destitute 

southern family relocated to World War II-era Detroit.  The appliance becomes a telltale 

totem of the invasion of mass-produced commodities into the home and their 

regimentation of everyday life.     

In addition to literature, photography receives rare mention in the preceding 

chapters.  Yet since the early 1970s at least, American photographers including Stephen 

Shore, William Eggleston and Henry Wessel have regularly taken landmark shots of the 

interiors and exteriors of fridges and freezers as part of their commentaries upon the 

visual landscape in this country.  What do such still images provide in addition to 

cinematic and televisual representations of the appliance, and their roles in the human, 

built environment?  As Christy Lange observes in regards to Shore, the artist documents 

the United States as a post-industrial zone “already beginning to look worn around its 

edges,” a sentiment easily applicable to the work of Eggleston and Wessel.3  Unlike 

advertising images, or the majority of films and TV shows produced from the late 1940s 

through the 1960s and surveyed here, these photographers peer into fridges and freezers 

that are bent, trashed, overstuffed, fingerprinted and filthy – sites quite unlike the 

eternally spotless units that advertisers and manufacturers sold as self-sufficient and 
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transcendent, and which I argue consequently generated a response similar to 

experiencing a detached, unearthly piece of minimalist sculpture.  Shore, Eggleston and 

Wessel move closer to an illuminating examination of these appliances in used condition, 

a seemingly common state that, by and large, eludes the grasp of most research to date, 

including this project.  Scholars interested in a cultural studies approach to the 

refrigerator and freezer invariably tend to rest their viewpoints upon a wealth of easily 

accessible advertising evidence that routinely places the appliances on the desirable edge 

of ownership and untouched perfection.  It is time for a study that elucidates upon 

refrigerators and freezers as something other than a perpetually pristine, brand-new 

commodity.    

Others who vibrantly portray fridges and freezers within alternative forms of 

media, or reconvert and identify the appliances as media objects and technologies, have 

also yet to receive attention.  A bevy of important examples can be located both within 

and beyond the constraints of the American postwar years.  Several significant instances 

offer a cinematic complement to the relationship between refrigerators and television 

sets.  Mentioned at the very beginning of this project, Canadian filmmaker Guy Maddin 

regularly employs his refrigerator as a cheap movie screen, a use of the appliance also 

explored for several years by American experimental filmmaker Stan Brakhage, who 

projected fellow avant-garde practitioners’ pieces onto his fridge and held salons around 

the humming electric box.  Like Maddin, Brakhage defines himself as an amateur 

filmmaker, exploiting the small-gauge stocks and camera equipment that first became 

available to consumers after World War II.  Perhaps his notable exhibition practices are 
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therefore rooted in the larger tradition of recreational or “living room” cinema that began 

in earnest around this time.  Future investigations into the refrigerator’s participation in 

home movie projection might prove particularly fruitful.   

For considerably different aesthetic and sociopolitical reasons, another occasion 

of refrigerators and freezers as objects of amorphous media utility occurred in the 

aftermath of Hurricane Katrina in 2005.  New Orleans residents returning to flooded 

homes frequently found their fridges, freezers, and the food they contained utterly 

unsalvageable.  Bound with duct tape and unceremoniously huddled on street corners, 

these appliances became impromptu message boards, broadcasting the despair and fury of 

the city’s residents.  Such examples not only reveal the refrigerator as an important site to 

collect and convey continuing narratives racial and class disparity in America, but also 

the appliance’s ability to function as communication device.4  From Maddin and 

Brakhage to New Orleans, the refrigerator as a media object has served cultural, political 

and technological roles profoundly different than the gleaming commodity any 

advertiser, manufacturer or retailer typically imagines.   

The work of a group of Cuban artists bear more than a few similarities to this 

conflux of American industrial production, the Cold War era and participatory art in and 

of the household. Responding in 2010 to Fidel Castro’s nationwide eradication of 

American-made Frigidaires, Kelvinators and Westinghouse refrigerators, artists began 

collecting these maligned commodities that spread through the country before Castro 

took power and the United States erected a trade embargo in the early 1960s.  Concerned 

with reflecting and expressing their country’s long-running, painstaking preservation of 
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foreign technology before the revolution, the artists transformed fifty-two refrigerators 

into sculptural works.  Exploiting the possibilities offered by the appliances’ size, shape 

and surface, fridges were alternately turned into homemade boats, cars, skyscrapers, a 

Trojan horse, a stereo, a neon-blue casket, a jail cell, even a sly version of Castro himself, 

entitled “General Eléctrico.”5  Future explorations that bridge domestic culture and high 

art, such as the insightful edited volume, Not at Home: The Suppression of Domesticity in 

Modern Art and Architecture (1996), or the Museum of Modern Art’s 2010 exhibition, 

“Counter Space: Design and Modern Kitchen,” would open up a valuable new range of 

thinking about how individuals like these Cuban artists aesthetically articulate the 

cultural and ideological characteristics instilled within the refrigerators and freezers that 

encircle them. 

What I’ve listed are but a few prospective outlines for future research upon the 

refrigerator and freezer as they function inside and outside American culture and its 

evolving domestic discourses, paying attention to the appliance as an object defined 

largely and concomitantly by those who create, sell, use, creatively transform and live in 

its shadow, its identity further managed by these actors through an array of media.  Of 

course, within any rigorous, focused analysis, historical or otherwise, there are always 

those curious tangents that will fail to fit a rubric, however flexibly constructed: key in 

my mind is the one-of-a-kind Kandy Kolored Kelvinator that holds Jack Nicholson’s pet 

turtle in the criminally under-seen hippie epic Psych-Out (1968).  Where does one begin 

to locate such an instance and object?  In the realm of pure fiction?  Or as the sliver of a 

fresh angle onto life in the well-trod Haight-Ashbury district during the Age of Aquarius?  
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Such moments make contemplating a cultural object necessarily frustrating, bewildering 

and continually fascinating.  Despite comprehensively acknowledging the intersecting 

historical, social, technological effects upon this mass-produced, omnipresent appliance, 

certain of its documented uses and depictions will, rather than becoming revelatory and 

instructive, simply remain slippery and utterly unexplainable.  It is here that the 

refrigerator and freezer, evading any conclusive, single management of their innumerable 

representations, finally take on a life all their own. 
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NOTES
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  
1 Andersen outlines this particular way of looking at Hollywood productions in his video essay, Los 
Angeles Plays Itself (2003), which collages hundreds of films together to reveal their collective, hidden 
“documentary” about the architecture and urban layout of the eponymous city which makes up their 
background. 
2 Ruth Oldenziel, Karin Zachmann, “Kitchens as Technology and Politics: An Introduction,” Cold War 
Kitchen: Americanization, Technology, and European Users, eds. Ruth Oldenziel and Karin Zachmann, 
(Massachusetts, London: MIT Press, 2009), 8-9, 11-12. 
3 Christy Lange, “Nothing Overlooked,” Stephen Shore, (London: Phaidon, 2007), 62. 
4 The “Katrina Fridges” phenomenon is extensively documented on the online photo-sharing site flickr.  A 
book collecting many of these images also exists, Katheryn Krotzer Laborde’s Do Not Open: The 
Discarded Refrigerators of Post-Katrina New Orleans (2010). 
5 Simon Romero, “In Cuba, a Politically Incorrect Love of the Frigidaire” The New York Times, September 
2, 2007, http://www.nytimes.com/2007/09/02/weekinreview/02romero.html (accessed 2/7/10). 
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