iEadward Hopper's penchant for presenting dramatic encoun-
| ters may have evoived from his love of theater and movies.
iHis enthusiasm for theater dated back to his childhood in Ny-
iack, New York when his mother encouraged both Eddie, as he
‘was called, and his older sister Marion in both art and theater.
(He often helped his sister stage puppet shows and plays in their
‘home.' As a teenager, Hopper sketched constantly, often de-
;picting subjects related to the theater—from aciors on stage to
" ,elegantly dressed members of the audience (Figs. 1, 2, and 3).
¢ Hopper's interest in theater was further nurtured by Robert
Henri, his favorite teacher at the New York School of Art. One
iglassmate, Ciifton Webb, actually gave up painting to become
.an actor. Even Hopper's fascination with plays of Henrik lbsen
‘was probably promoted by Henri, for in Henri’'s book, The Art
Spirit, 1bsen is cited as "“supreme order in verbai expression.'?
‘Hopper made both an illustration {Fig. 4) and a caricature which
.refer to 1bsen, who, like him, was concerned with the problems
iof the individual as a spiritual being.® In his caricature Le réve
ide Josie (Fig. 5}, Hopper depicted himself as a tattered, profes-
isorial inteliectual. One of the five books in his basket is titled
i*ibsen.” Both the ptaywright and the painter considered sym-
‘holic value within a context of seeming realism. Hopper also ex-
ipressed his respect for ibsen in the essay he wrote for the cata-
tlogue of his exhibition ai the Museum of Modern Art in 1933.
‘Discussing “definite personaiities that remain forever modern
iby the fundamentat truth that.is in them,” he observed: “{Mod-
.ern art] makes Maliére at his greatest as new as thsen.™

During his siudent years, about 1903-1905, Hopper painted a
Group of Musicians in an Orchestra Pit (Fig. 6) suggesting his
fnierest in several paintings by Edgar Degas, one of the artists
Henri encouraged his students to siudy. Degas’ The Orchestra
‘of the Opera {Fig. 7) seems to have suggested tc Hopper both
,this theme and a similar compositional arrangement. Through-
out his career, Hopper acknowledged his admiration for Degas
and referred to himself as “‘an impressionist.”*
L In Paris from Qctober 1908 through the spring of 1907, Hop-
‘per pursued his love of the theater and wrote home about what
he saw to his mother, an equally enthusiastic fan of the stage.
He went to the opera, saw Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar, and he
noied: “f saw Cogquelin in Cyrano de-Bergerac—he looked pretty
igood to me.”® Hopper also enjoyed observing French pagean-
iity, for he later recailed the carnival of Mi-Car&me in his painting
Soir Bleu of about 1914 (Fig. B).7

When Hopper married in 1924, he found in Jo Nivison not only
afellow painier but a former actress who also adored the thea-
ter.® Their frequent aftendance at ptays and movies had two di-
-rect effects on his painting: his choice of theaters as subject
matter and the deveiopment of compositions that were often in-
fluenced by set design, stage lighting, and cinematic devices
isuch as cropping and unusual angles of vision, Hopper's enthu-
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)Fig, 1. Edward Hopper, Behind the
4 Scenes (detall), 1898, Pencil on paper.
1 Whithey Museum of American Art,
‘| Bequest of Josephine N. Hopper.
? Josephine N. Hopper (70,1565.51).

Fig. 4. Edward Hopper, Study of
iflustration for Henrik [bsen, ¢. 1900-06,
ink on paper, 14%: x 11-518". Whitney
Museum of American Arl, Beguest of

Fig. 2. Edward Hopper, Waoman with
Opera Glasses, 1889, Ink on paper.
Whitney Museum of American Art,
Beguest of Josephine N. Hopper.

Fig. 3. Edward Hopper, Belore the
Foatlighis, 1900, ink on paper. 14-13/16
x 5-5/8". Whitney Museum of American

Art, Bequest of Josephine N. Hopper
{70.1558.82).

EDWARD HOPPER:
THE INFLUENCE OF THEATER
AND FILM

GAIL LEVIN

Edward Hopper’'s penchant for presenting dramatic
encounters may have evolved from his lifelong love of the
theater and his avid enthusiasm for movies. Theaterand
films play an important role in Hopper's work.

siasm for theater—and for arriving at performances on time—is
demonsirated by a cartoon he made to tease Jo about her tardi-
ness (Fig. 9.

Twao on the Aisfe of 1927 (Fig. 10}, Hoppet's first important
painting of a theater theme, presents an elegantly dressed
couple taking their seats near the stage before a play begins.
They have arrived early; oniy one other woman is visible in an
adijacent box and she is reading. We look down at this scene as
if we too have just arrived and have taken our seals in an upper
balcony, The next year, Hopper produced a drypoint, The Bal-
cony or The Movigs (Fig. 11), which also focused on the wait be-
fore show time. His painting First Row Orchesira of 1951 (Fig.
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Fig. 5. Edward Hopper. Le réve de
Josie, c.1924-30. Pencif on paper, 11x
84> 7. Private Collection

Fig. 6. Edward Hopper. [Group of
Musicians in an Orchestra Pif], betore
1906, Oiton canvas, 15x 12" Whilney
Museum of American Art, Beguést of
Jusephine N. Hopper (70.1243).
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12} depicts a theme similar to Two on the A/sfe: another stytish-
ty clad couple seated near the stage before the show begins,
Hopper had earlier developed various theatrical themes in sev-
eral of his magazine illustrations of theaters made during the
early 1920s, such as those for Tavern Topics, Hotel Manage-
ment, or Scribner's (Figs. 13 and 14).%

Hopper had once depicied a solitary patron seated in an emp-
ty theater before what is either a stage or an early movie screen,
in a grisaille of-about 1903 {Fig. 15). His theater or movie house
infericrs are easily distinguished from those of the other artists
—far example, John Sioan’s Movies, Five Cents of 1907 or the
noisy, crowded scene of Mabel Dwight's lithograph of The
Ciinch, Movie Theatre of 1928 (Fig. 18). Hopper characteristical-
ly depicted a nearly empty theater and focused on the patrons’
concentration, while Sloan and Dwight were both captivated by
the lively interaction of the audience. Likewise, Hopper's 1936
exterior view of The Circle Theatre {Fig. 17} reveals a nearly de-
serted streef corner, while Sloan’s view of the Carmine Theater
in 1912 represenied a more animated scene described by Sloan
himself as “wistful little customers hanging around a small
movie show.”'®

in The Sheridan Theatre of 1937 {Fig. 18), Hopper shows a
woman resting, leaning against the balustrade. He made numer-
ous preparatory sketches whife visiting the theater, paying care-
fui attention to detalls of the architecture which, along with the
artificial electric lighting, figure importantiy in the painting.
Hopper has creafed drama and mood through a vast interior
space enhanced by artiticial tighting.

Although the archiiecture remains important in New York
Movie of 1939 (Fig. 19}, Hopper's central concern is the figure of
the usherette leaning against a wall, bored, presumably having
seen the movie more times than she cared to remember. The
few members of the audience do not draw our atiention, for they
are intentfy watching the film. On the contrary, it is the evoca-
five lighting of this fictive world of dreams {both on the screen
and in the orpaie detaiis of movie palace architecture itseift
which captures our imagination. Hopper appears to have drawn
inspiration from Degas for both his composition and his sense
of nociurnal drama. As in Degas’ /nferior of about 1868-69 (Fig.
20), a painting he probably saw exhibited at the Metropotitan
Museum ahd certainly knew from its reproduction in a book he
owned, Hopper organized his composition with a sharply reced-
ing diagonat, thrusting emphatically into space and culminating
in an off-center vanishing point.** Even the pose of the usher
ette in New York Movie closely resembles the stance of the man
in fnterior. And the dramatic lights and shadows of Hopper's
dimiy lit movie house also recall the Degas picture. Hopper
made many sketches for New York Movie at the Strand, Palace,
Republic, and Globe theaters; for the usherette he had Jo pose
in the haliway of their apartment building.

One of Hopper's most suprising theatrical paintings, Girfie

Fig. 10. Edward Hopper, Two on the Aisle, 1827. Oif on canvas, 40Vs x 487 ",
Tolado Museum of Art, Gift of Edward Drummond Libhey, 1935,

Show of 1941 {Fig. 21}, presents a nearly nude burlesque dancer
seductively waving her skirt behind her as she prances acrossa
fioodlit stage above the members of an all-male orchestra. Such
overt sexuality is unique In Hopper's work, Quite possibly, in
aligning our eye level with the musicians’ heads and having us
look up at the dancer on the stage, Hopper was inspired by
Degas’ Musicians of the Orchestra, painied in 1872(Fig. 22).
The significance of theatrical themes for Hopper is empha
sized by Intermission of 1963 (Fig. 23) and Two Comedians of
1965 (Fig. 24), two of the iast four pictures that he painied be-
fore his death in 1967. in intermissfon, Hopper again presented
a solitary figure, a seated woman calmiy waiting for the others
to return and for the play to continue. Two years later, Hopper
painted Two Comedians, which Jo described as “a dark staga
(and what a stage, strong as the deck of a ship} and two small

Fig. 9. Edward Hopper, A la Routs av
Theaire, c. 1924-30. Penci on paper,
5-5/8x 8711687, Private Colleckan,

Fig. 7. Edgar Degas, The Orchestra of
the Cpera, 1866-69. O/f on canvas.
Musgée du Louvre, Paris,

Fig. 8. Edward Hopper, Soit Blau, 1814 Off on canvag, 36 x 727, Whitney
Museum of American Art, Beguest of Josephine N, Hopper (70.1208),

Fig. 11. Edward Hopper, The Balceny,
1928. Drypoint, 8 x 10". Whitney
Museum of American Art, Bequest of
Josephine N. Hopper.

Movie Theaire, 1928. Color lithograph,
8-118 x 11-11116". Whitney Museum of
American Arf.

Fig. 16. Mabel Dwigit, The Clinch, |
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ligures out of pantomime. Paignant,'? Jo later confirmed that
in the tall male comedian and the diminutive female comedian
Hopper had represented the two of them.”® It was intended as a
personat statement, a fareweli of sorts, for when he showed
them gracefully bowing out, he had been ill and wouid die iess
than two years later. Hopper's conception of a comedian on
slage first occurred in a drawing he made in 1905--which never-
thefess seems remarkably ciose {o his sketches for Two
Comedians (Figs. 25 and 26}. In an unpublished {#ustration of
sbout 1917-20 {Fig. 27}, he had shown a coupie on stage, as if
about to bow, with the man hotding a palette.

Even in his iast painting, Hopper appears to have recalled
French art. His compaosition is reminiscent of Daumier's litho-
graph The Recall of the Singer (Fig. 28), while the costumes sug-
gest those of the Commedia dell’Arte characters painted fre-
quently by Watteau, Hopper appears to have cast himself and
his wife as the young lovers Pierrot and Pierrette. They appear
2s two comedians who, by their last act, have discovered the
most ironic comedy of ali—human existence. Since Hopper
those to portray himself as a ciown here, it is tempiing to spec-
ulate that, at ihe very least, he had aiso felt some degree of iden-
‘fification with the downcast bald-headed clown in his eariy
painting Soir Bleu.'*

Hopper, if seems clear, saw the theater as a metaphor for iie,
and himself as a kind of stage director, setting up scenes {0
paint based on events he saw take place around him, casting his
tharaciers from types he observed.’® He had learned to use
light to create drama as only a master stage craftsman could. Al-
though his dramas were imaginary, his directing was inspired.
Even in his habit of having Jo pose for all the women he painted,
he acted like a director giving a favorite actress many roles to
play. Jo, who had actually acted in theater, was well prepared
for her duties. : :

During the 1920s and 1930s, we know that Hopper frequently
sitended the theater, for he saved many ticket stubs and care-
sully recorded the name of the play on the reverse of each, The
1920s marked the estabtishment of mature and original drama in
‘America, with the emergence of a group of talented piaywrights,
‘ncluding Eugene O'Neill, Maxwell Anderson, and Elmer Rice.
Just as Hopper's painiing was coming of age, he was partaking
of the fruits of the American theater, In the often brilliant sets
‘designed for these stage productions, as well by the content of
‘the plays, Hopper found inspiration for his own painting.

On February 14, 1929, Hopper and his wife saw Elmer Rice's
Streef Scene which had iust opened a month earlier at the Play-
house Theater. The set for this Pulitzer Prize-winning play {Fig.
:9) was designed by Jo Mielziner, whose mother became the
‘Hoppers’ neighbor in Truro on Cape Cod when they began to
:spend almost every summer there in 1930, That the Hoppers

Jound this set memorable is indicated by a ietter Jo wrote {o |

Hopper's sister Marion in July of 1936: “My friend, Mrs. Mielzin-

Fig. 19. Edward Hopper, New York Mavie, 1939. Oif on canvas, 32%: x 40-1/8".
tMuzeum of Modern Art.

Fig. 12. Edward Hopper, First Row Orchestra,
1951, Oit on canvas, 29 x 40", Hirshhorn
Museum and Sculpture Garden, Washingion,
D.C.

Fig. 13. Edwdrd Hopper,
Hustration for cover, Tavern
Topics, March 1921,

Fig. 14, Htustration for Lawrence
Reamer, "A Place with the Stars "
Scribner's Magazine, 75 (January 1924),
p. 32 *Lutline, in full costume,
advanced into the ililuminated zone.”

Flg. 15. Edward Hopper,

{Solitary Figure in a Theatre], 1802-04.
Oif on board, 127 x 8-3/18", Whitney
Museum of American Art, Begquest

af Josephine N. Hopper {70.1418).

er has invited -me to bring you there. She’s the mother of that
Street Scene set we loved so much. Jo Mielziner, the artist and
Kenneth McKenna, the actor, are her sons. They come some-
iimes.””*®* The set, representing the exterior of a two-story apari-
ment house, with iis flat facade extending across the width of
the stage, may well have inspired Hopper to paint Early Sunday
Morning (Fig. 30), a similar row of New York apartments in
a shallow space, parallel to the picture plane, extending across
the face of the canvis.” Originally Hopper had put a figure in
one of the windows, as in the set, but he painied it out.'®

Flg. 18, Edward Hopper, The Bheridan
Theatre, 1937, Oif on canvas, 17 x 25",
Newark Museum, Newark, New Jersey.

Fig. 17. Edward Hopper, The Circle
Theatre, 1938, O on canvas 27 x
36", Private Collection.
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Haopper's Early Sunday Morning of 1930 is the quintessential
street scene. The buildings are viewed at an angie {rom above
as if seen from a building across the way. In fact, the Hoppers
saw Mielziner's Street Scene set from the second balcony, and
it is this experience that may have suggested the siightiy ele-
vated viewpoint perspective of Earfy Sunday Morning. In a more
general way, the dramatic lighting in the painting also speaks
for the influence of theater. Hopper's interest in both stage sets
and lighting is confirmed by a comment he made upon seeing
some foliage itluminated by light coming from a restaurant win-
dow at night: “Notice how artificial trees look at night? Trees
look like a theater at night.””*®

tn 1940, Hopper was evidently approached to design a set for
a baliet. Jo recorded her reaction to this in her diary: *Some-
body wanted E to make a stage set for the Ballet Russe.
Thought | had better get some data on the proposition. . . E says
they [arel just shopping round to see what they could get. Want
a name. Would want to pay Jo Mielziner or Bobby Jones | sup-
pose. Jo & Bobby Jones wouid insist on proper handling of any
design of theirs and most skillful lighting—& no expense
spared for use of their names,”’?®

Happer was an especially avid fan of the cinema. As an illus-
trator, he had made many posters for movies, He iater com-
plained: “Sometimes | did movie posters. Say the movie was
about the Napoleonic wars. I'd do the soldiers in French uni-
forms of that period. They'd make me re-do them and put them
in khaki uniforms and campaign hats like American soidiers.”?*
He once reportedly told a friend: “When | don't feel in the mood
for painting | go on a regular movie binge!”?? In 1934, Hopper
and Jo saw Alexander Hall's movie Pursuit of Happiness about
which she wrote in her diary: “Went to see fool movie—Pursuit
of Happiness. E says pity they couldn’t give it any reality at all as
much available in architecture & costume—why not give any of
it the dignity of reality.”?* As late as 1962, Hopper said: “If any-
one wants to see what America is, go and see a movie catled
‘The Savage Eye.” "?* He told one interviewer that he was im-
pressed by Marty, a 1955 movie of Paddy Chayefsky’s story
about a lonely fellow meeting a ionely giri in a Bronx dance
hafl.*® To another interviewer, Hopper remarked that he was
looking forward to seeing Jean-Luc Goddard's Breathless, a
fitm set in Paris, and that he admired French “producers” (he
meant directors},®

Hopper often cropped his pictures very aggressively as
though seen through a shifting camera lens. Paintings like New
York Pavements of about 1924, The Barber Shop of 1931, or Of
fice in @ Small City of 1953 might weil be frozen frames from a
movie. The [atter painting recails the opening scene from Dods-
worth, a 1936 film by William Wyier. Recently, cinematogra-
phers have drawn inspiration fram Hopper's compositions for
their own fiims, fust as he had once borrowed ideas from eartier

Fig. 26. Edward Hopper, Study for Two
Comedians, 1985, Charcoal on paper,
© 8% x 11", Private Coflection.

Fig. 27. Edward Hopper, A Couple
Dancing, ¢. 1917-20. Wash on
illustration board, 20 x 15", Whitney

Museum of American Art, Bequesl! of
Josephine N. Hopper{70.1348).

movies. For exampie, in Alfred Hitchcock’s Psychio of 1980, the
old house resembles and evokes the mood of that in Hopper's
well-known painting of 1925, House by the Railroad {Figs. 31
and 32). As Hitchcock aimed to recreate the powerful symbalic
content conveyed by Hopper's painting, so Hopper had jearned
to enhance drama from his experience at the movies and ihe
theater, As early as 1928, a critic noted of Hopper: “His style de-
fied description as the purest drama defies its printed fines, de-
pending on the art of the theatre for inspiration.””?”

This article was orlginally presented In a similar farmat in New Orleans on Janu-
ary 31, 1980 at the annual meeting of the College Art Association. For further infor
mation, see Gail Levin, Edward Hopper: The Art and the Artist, W.\W. Norton & Ca.
in association with the Whitney Museum ot American Art, New York, 1980, which
accompanies the exnibition Edward Hopper: The Art and the Artist, spansored by
Philip Morris Incorporated and the National Endowment for the Arts:

Fig. 22. Edgar Degas,
Musicians of the Grehestra,
1872, Oil on canvas, 27-118x

19" Kunskingtitul,

Frankfun,

Fig. 2t. Edward Hopper, Girfie Show, 1941, Qif
on canvas, 31 x 40", Private Colfection.

Fig. 20, Edgar Degas, The Interior,
1868-69. Oif an canvas. Henry
P. Mciihenny Coliection, Philadelphia,

Fig. 23. Edward Hopper,
intermission, 1963. Gilon
canvas, 40 x 60", Privaie Collection. |

Fig. 24, Edward Hopper, Two
Comedians, 196a. Qi/ on canvas,
28 x 40", Private Coliection.

Fig. 25. Edward Hopper, Anno Domini
XIXCV, 1805. Conte orayon on paper,
18%: x 24", Whitney Museum of
American Arl, Bequest of Josephine N.
Hopper{70.1532).
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Haywarr Gallery, London {Arts Council of Great Britain); February 11-March
29, 1981

Stedelijk Museum, Amsterdam; April 22-June 17, 1981

Stadtische Kunsthalle, Disseldorf; July 10-September 5, 1981

The Art Institute of Chicago; October 3-November 29, 1981

San Francisco Museumn of Modern Art; December 16, 1981.February

14,1982
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