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Gregory Crewdson: In a Lonely Place 
 
Martin Patrick 
 
My life feels far from perfect. It’s chaotic. For me, art is a way to achieve a sort of ideal. My life 
is messy, so in art I can create order. GC 
 
The American photographer Gregory Crewdson not unlike many extraordinarily 
successful artists, mostly does one thing, and he does that one thing extremely well: 
large-scale colour photographs which offer stylized depictions of creepily gothic 
Americana. His neo-Noir imagery owes a huge debt to the classic Hollywood 
concoctions of directors Nicholas Ray (Crewdson even appropriates the title of Ray’s 
1950 Humphrey Bogart thriller In a Lonely Place for this exhibition) and Alfred Hitchcock, 
but also carries a strong whiff of David Lynch and Steven Spielberg-style fantasies. 
Painterly antecedents would range from Edward Hopper to (I would argue) the 
photorealism of Richard Estes.  
 
Crewdson, in his Beneath the Roses series (2003-08), which serves as the centrepiece for 
the current exhibition, worked in various smaller towns and cities in New England 
almost as a Hollywood director himself, with large crews assisting him in the production 
process. Towns like Rutland, Vermont, and Pittsfield, Massachusetts standing in for a 
dreamlike and dishearteningly alienated anywhere, USA. Crewdson used an old 
fashioned 8 x 10 film camera alongside high tech contemporary lighting and production 
apparatus of motion pictures, often incorporating such mechanisms as spraying a street 
with water prior to shooting to give a sense of that moment just after the rain as the 
sun breaks through the clouds, or using a smoke truck to help convey the foggy 
mystique of a chilly autumn evening. 
 
Crewdson fixates upon the toxicity of suburban contexts, but simultaneously 
monumentalizes them. He keeps them unreal, difficult to grasp, cinematic rather than 
close to hand. While Crewdon’s photographs are painstaking constructed and often 
highly atmospheric, they can also seem cold, remote, and lifeless. An overdose of dark 
postmodern irony and pastiche lingers in Crewdson’s images, like some grandchild of 
illustrator Norman Rockwell after an especially bad acid trip.  
 
One of the more disturbing aspects of Crewdson’s work is his treatment of people, 
who become as objectified as their surroundings. This is particularly the case in his 
unsympathetic representations of women: weary, waiflike, or walleyed, often 
inexplicably nude or pregnant or both, becoming strange and totemic ciphers. I can’t 
really tell exactly whether these images are specifically misogynistic or just broadly 
misanthropic. Crewdson has stated: “The weird thing about that whole body of work is 
that I’m not particularly good with people, and that photography really is, at the end, a 
lone thing anyway. One thing, for sure, is that I have a very small group I work with on a 
continuing basis.” In an era of increasingly interactive art, Crewdson’s is a singularly 
directorial vision, in which he works with actors, crew, assistants, rather than with 
creative collaborators in a looser manner. 
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Crewdson to me is a typically Postmodern artist, a psychoanalyst’s son from Brooklyn 
New York, one time member of a new wave band, shaken up by David Lynch’s Blue 
Velvet, who seeks to preserve a quality of “mystery” at all costs. Departing from the 
documentary-style aesthetic promulgated in the Yale photography department where he 
studied, he took on the influence of such near contemporaries as Cindy Sherman and 
Laurie Simmons, the former who created “film stills” in tribute to the influence of 
cinema and the latter making set up constructed images using miniature toys and tiny, 
hallucinatory sets. Crewdson’s own earliest work seems characterized by a kind of 
playfulness that is less evident in the more recent images, a quality that eroded a bit with 
his success and increasingly predictable style.  
 
But he is also a Postmodern romantic; his claims (and those of others) for his 
photographs declare a certain sincerity whereas I can’t help reading them ironically. 
Perhaps his work follows that mix of irony/sincerity that is so characteristic of much 
very late 20th/early 21st Century art and popular culture: from chat shows to comedic 
pranks, reality television to theatrical documentaries, goth to grunge. To my mind 
Crewdson is most apt at recording surfaces rather than exploring depth, privileging 
aestheticized artifice rather than conceptual weight. Often his works resemble 
extremely high quality fashion spreads or album covers, which he has done, seeming 
more Avedon than Arbus, the latter of whom he has cited as a primary influence.  
 
Despite my qualms, the artist has created some unquestionably striking images. 
Crewdson’s stated desire to photograph at twilight (when not constructing his sets 
entirely on a warehouse soundstage) often lends warmth that is otherwise in short 
supply. A group of teenagers wander along a railroad track, a woman gazes from a 
second floor balcony of a house on a dead end street, a red haired girl sits on a swing, 
flanked by mobile homes, her appearance recalling the painter Andrew Wyeth’s auburn 
muse Helga. I prefer Crewdson’s quieter attempts like these, as when he pours on the 
pathos, he frequently misses the mark, veering towards a more lurid voyeurism.  
 
Although Crewdson draws much of his influence from cinema, by working with singular 
still images, he provides anecdotal glimpses rather than compelling insights or extended 
narratives. His images hinge on his lavish detailing of the old-school everyday: hotel 
rooms, corner diners, tattoo parlors, hair salons, and porch swings. I find I’m troubled 
by Crewdson’s seeming inattention to the so-called diegetic space, to use a term drawn 
from film theory. That is to say, any narrative exterior to the frame becomes entirely 
secondary to the single image, but it would seem that his format and style would depend 
on indeed preserving a significant narrative thread.  
 
In a recent very well crafted and insightful though entirely uncritical documentary on the 
artist entitled Brief Encounters, the novelists Russell Banks and Rick Moody, both of 
whom have written acutely on the peculiarities of the American everyday existence 
themselves are enlisted to comment sympathetically on the artist’s practice. Yet while 
they would be apt comparisons yet again the writers are specifically involved in creating 
lengthy in-depth psychologically complex narrative logics that Crewdson by and large 
avoids. 
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I have to admit perhaps it’s Crewdson’s very precision that ticks me off. One of the 
reasons I love the older film noir examples which the artist mines so extensively for 
atmospheric tips is that they are often very low budget, flawed technically and 
conceptually, and allow the viewer some space to breathe. In contrast Crewdson tends 
to overcook his recipes towards the goal of seeming technical perfection, gloss and 
sheen rather than the gritty weirdness I prefer. 
 
Crewdson has stated that “every representation is an act of faith” that also in turn “will 
always disappoint you.” I do think that this endeavour to seek more perfect images that 
may not actually disappoint is a key aspect of his process. The artist has stated that: 
 

I think I always have been drawn to photography because I want to construct a 
perfect world. I want to try to create this moment that is separate from the 
chaos of my life, and to do that I think I create enormous disorder. And I like 
that craziness because I think that it creates almost a sort of neurotic energy on 
the set, and through that there is a moment of transportation. And in all my 
pictures what I am ultimately interested in is that moment of transcendence or 
transportation, where one is transported into another place, into a perfect, still 
world. Despite my compulsion to create this still world, it always meets up 
against the impossibility of doing so. So, I like the collision between this need for 
order and perfection and how it collides with a sense of the impossible. I like 
where possibility and impossibility meet. 

 
New York critic Jerry Saltz on recent scale and mode of production/dissemination of 
current art: 
 

Bigness isn’t inherently bad. The dealer Gavin Brown has said that giant art is 
suited to our age: “When we are able to fly around the globe in 24 hours, and 
that is a common occurrence … these large-scale works might be an 
unconscious attempt to rediscover awe.” I agree. But bigness raises prices, and 
big galleries encourage it. That’s not about awe; it’s about money. The shows 
themselves should be smaller, too—I see many exhibitions that would be twice 
as good at half the size. Even Rubens would’ve had a hard time filling these 
supersize spaces, let alone doing it once every two years. [Marcel] Duchamp said, 
“I could have made a hundred thousand readymades in ten years easily. They 
would have all been fake … [A]bundant production can only result in mediocrity.” 
Many artists are now in “abundant production,” seducing collectors on the prowl 
for stuff to fill their oversize atriums. I’m not sure that a lot of what they’re 
making is art at all, and if the artists aren’t making art and the collectors aren’t 
collectors, the galleries selling this product to these people aren’t really galleries 
anymore, either. 

 
Yet while Crewdson may have his issues with people, he does betray an evident 
fascination with the camera eye: how it sees, how it functions, and how it manipulates 
reality. So it is that in the two additional series on view, Fireflies (1996) and Sanctuary 
(2009), in which people are (almost) absent, Crewdson gives himself over to his 
obsessive gaze in—I would argue—a much less problematic way. Or as someone said of 
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exiting beneath the roses into the other series in the City gallery exhibition: Yay no more 
bleeding ladies! 
 
In the more recent Sanctuary works, Crewdson took as his subject the partially 
dilapidated film sets of the Italian film studio Cinecitta, founded by Mussolini and 
renowned for its close association with the director Federico Fellini. These 
monochromatic images are rich with silvery middle tones befitting their haunting tribute 
to the cinematic past. Notably, in contrast to his approach in the Beneath the Roses 
series, Crewdson shot these using a high-end digital camera. In Fireflies, a much earlier 
suite of thirteen smaller black and white works, Crewdson recorded the trajectories of 
fireflies in fading light. Here the artist registered something that is perhaps less overtly 
dramatic than in his colour images but ultimately more evocative, subtler, and revealing.  
 
But Crewdson, particularly in Beneath the Roses, reminds me of the late artist and critic 
Manny Farber, who was a spectacularly insightful and often iconoclastic writer on both 
popular culture, mostly film, and occasionally on visual art. Farber wrote the seminal 
1962 essay White Elephant vs. Termite Art in which he sets up a contentious 
framework involving unpretentious movies vs so-called high art in the following way: 
 

The idea of art as an expensive hunk of well-regulated area, both logical and 
magical, sits heavily over the talent of every modern painter from Robert 
Motherwell to Andy Warhol. … The special delight of each painting tycoon… is 
usually squandered in pursuit of the continuity, harmony, involved in creating a 
masterpiece. The painting, sculpture, assemblage becomes a yawning production 
of overripe technique shrieking with preciosity, fame, ambition; far inside are tiny 
pillows holding up the artist’s signature, now turned into mannerism by the 
padding lechery, faking required to combine today’s esthetics with the 
components of traditional Great Art.  

 
In contrast, Farber writes that: 
 

Movies have always been suspiciously addicted to termite-art tendencies. Good 
work arises where the creators seem to have no ambitions towards gilt culture 
but are involved in a kind of squandering-beaverish endeavour that isn’t 
anywhere or for anything. A peculiar fact about termite-tapeworm-fungus art is 
that it goes always forward eating its own boundaries, and, likely as not, leaves 
nothing in its path other than the signs of eager, industrious, unkempt activity.  

 
Thus art having a certain kind of status, Farber asserts becomes pompous and self-
defeating, while the burrowing termite activity is more promising for unexpected results. 
All this is to say that I have the distinct impression that while Crewdson draws influence 
from his studied appraisals of antique “termite art” his work tends toward the white 
elephant bloating that Farber is describing. Or, perhaps not, and it’s really for the 
viewers who’ve been so kind to stop by for this talk and to visit the exhibition to be the 
judge. Thank you very much. 
 


