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Mew York Has Changed Dramatically Since
Painter Edward Hopper Portrayed It, But Traces of
a Hopper-esque Past Endure

BY GAIL LEVIN

DWARD HOPPER—THE QUINTESSENTIAL REALIST PAINTER OF
90th-Century America and an artist who has been extremely
influential in many areas of American popular culture—be-
gan his long acquaintance with New York City in 1899, when
he first arrived there at age 17 from his home just up the

: { Hudson in Nyack. He spent seven years in New York art
schools, then made three trips to Europe before settling down in 1910 back
in New York, where he lived until his death in 1967.

New York in 1899 was in transition from a 19th-Century city to a modern
metropolis with the new skyscrapers that became its trademark. The grow-
ing city bustled with palpable excitement. Hopper preferred the smaller row
houses and other remnants of an older, more familiar way of life, but he was

also attracted to the lively theaters on Broadway, the rowdy burlesque shows

Levin, who lives in New York, is author of numerous books on Edward Hopper, including
“Hopper's Places,” and a forthcoming biography ( both from Knopf).
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Left, detail of a self-portrait by the artist Edward Hopper. Above,
his 1942 masterpiece “Nighthawks.” Hopper once noted that the palnting *‘was
suggested by a restaurant on Greerwich Avenue where two streets meet.”

and inexpensive luncheonettes and second-floor Chinese restaurants. And
he painted the city’s automats, movic palaces, theaters, offices, apartments
and cheap hotels with such austerity and conviction that his views of them
seem to embody the very character of modern cities. Most of the sites that
inspired him have vanished, the city’s last remaining automat closing only
a few years ago.

One painting more than any other has caught the world's imagination
and symbolizes Hopper's New York: “Nighthawks,” his masterpiece of 1942
(which now hangs in the Art Institute of Chicago). The all-night diner with
its four lonely figures has long since attained the status of an icon of 20th-
Century urban life. Contemporary artists, designers and cinematographers
regularly appropriate the painting. “Nighthawks,” Hopper once noted, “was
suggested by a restaurant on Greenwich Avenue where two streets meet.”
The vintage eatery he painted has not survived, but an unusual triangalar
spit of land in Greenwich Village, where Greenwich and Seventh avenues

meet Eleventh Street, suggests the original site.

Phatographs by Geotfrey Clements Photography/Whitney Museum of Art, top left; Art Institute of Chicago, top right; Gail Leavin
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According to Hopper, another of his best-known paintings, “Early Sunday
Morning” (1930), depicted a scene nearby, in the same neighborhood. With
its prominent barber pole standing in front of heavily corniced row houses
with shop windows on the ground floors, the site was reportedly found on
lower Seventh Avenue. But many a Brooklynite thinks he has spotted a sim-
ilar street in Park Slope or Brooklyn Heights. Hopper moved to Greenwich
Village in 1913 and made it his home base. He came to know the area espe-
cially well and found many of his subjects there. Yet he branched out tire-
lessly throughout the city, finding sites to portray all the way from
Manhattan Bridge on the Lower East Side up to 155th Street in Harlem,
where he sketched Macomb’s Dam Bridge on the Harlem River for a 1935
painting.

For 54 years, until he died, Hopper lived on the top floor of 3 Washington
Square North. The building was once a haven for artists and writers, from
John Dos Passos to Rockwell Kent to William Glackens. Today, it is the offices
of New York University’s School of Social Work. Had Hopper lived in

Gagosian Gallery

Hopper’s austere “City Roofs” was painted in 1932 from his Washington Square studio roof, looking ea

st. Encroaching skyscrapers have changed the photographic view today, left.

Europe, his house would surely be a musceum, but in this diflident and blasé

American metropolis, there’s not even a plaque on the building’s exterior.

AWARENESS OF HOPPER IS GREATER WHERE THE ARTIST GREW UP, 40 MILES UP
the Hudson River in Nyack. Some citizens of this once-sleepy town raised
funds to restore Hopper’s boyhood home, which had been built by the
artist’s grandfather in the mid-19th Gentury (see Guidebook). Hopper con-
tinued to visit the house all his life, since his sister lived there until she died.
Although there are no original Hoppers on view, the house is quite evocative
of his painting. His canvas “Summer Evening” (1947) presents a once-re-.
mantic couple squabbling on a porch that has a layout quite like that of his
boyhood home. And in 1949, he painted a view he had cherished all his life,
looking down the house’s central staircase and out the doorway toward the
Hudson River.

Even after Hopper left Nyack, he never lost his love of rivers and nauti-

Continued on Page 45
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for one night. Restaurant
prices are for dinner for two,
food only.

Getting "there: Air France,
United and AOM French Air-
lines have nonstop flights
from Los Angeles to Paris.
Connecting flights are offered
by American, United, North-
west and Continental airlines
and TWA.

Where to stay: For a Jefferso-
nian connection—and if price
is no object—try the Hétel de
‘Crillon, 10 Place de la Con-
corde, 8th arrondissement, tele-
phone 4471-5000, fax
4471-1502; reservations (800)
888-4747. This ultra-luxuri-
ous hotel occupies part of the
18th-Century building in
which the Treaty of Friend-
ship and Trade between
France and the fledgling Unit-
ed States was signed in 1778.
It is furnished with Aubusson
carpets, inlaid floors and an-
tiques, and its service is leg-
endary. The restaurants, Les
Ambassadeurs and L'Obélis-
que are highly rated. Rates:
$435-$710. Hétel Le War-
wick, 5 Rue de Berri, 8th ar-
rondissement, tel. 4563-1411,
fax 4256-7759. Strictly a
20th-Cemury hotel, but it
does stand on the site once oc-
cupied by Jefferson’s Parisian

home, the Hétel de Langeac..

The Warwick offers large, qui-
et rooms in a central location.
Rates: $315-$465.
to eat: Le Procope, 13
Rue de I'Ancienne Comédic,
6th arrondissement, tel.
4326-9920. Founded in 1686
and often host to Jefferson,
Franklin and their friends.
Today, the interior (though it
has been renovated and up-
dated often) seems time-worn,
and the food is rarely better
than acceptable. It is undeni-
ably Jeffersonian, though;
$36-$135. Le Grand Véfour,
17 Rue de Beaujolais, 1st ar-
rondissement, tel. 4296-5627.
An clegant place with perfect
service and excellent food,
popular with the Parisian up-
per=class since the 1760s. (The
original owner, Jean Véfour,
was chef to the Duc d’Orle-
ans, who helped send Louis
XVI to the guillotine. The pe-
riod interior is a classified his-
torical monument; $285-
$360.
For more information: French
Government Tourist Office,
19454 Wilshire Blvd., Suite 715,
qlBeverly Hills, 90212; (900)
‘|990-004O (calls cost 50 cents
\per minute). e
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cal life. Some of his first
paintings of New York depict
scenes along the East River—
““Blackwell’s Island,”’
“Queensborough Bridge”
and *“East River.” If Black-
well’s Island, now called Roo-
sevelt Island and much
changed by modern housing,
is unrecognizable today, the
Queensborough Bridge at
59th Street, then a new engi-
necring marvel, looks much
the same as it did in 1913
when Hopper painted it. On
an overcast day, the East Riv-
er still turns the same soft
blue-gray that the artist
caught in his canvas,

In 1925 and 1926, Hopper
depicted New York in water-
colors. He made several views
of the Manhattan Bridge, in-
cluding one of the triumphal
arch that defines its elaborate
entranceway. At home, “Sky-
line Near Washington
Square,” *Skylights” and
““Roofs of Washington
Square” all focused on sights
seen from the roof of his own
studio. New York’s character-
istic chimney pots, skylights
and rooftop water towers can
still be seen throughout the
city today, and the visitor in
search of Hopper’s New York
need only look up to find

shapes like those that fill these -

views out windows in such
paintings as “Morning Sun”
(1952).

His success in painting
New York in watercolor soon
led Hopper to treat similar
subjects in oil. In “The City”
(1927), he portrayed a corner
of Washington Square,
where his beloved row houses
appear to be fending off en-
croaching skyscrapers. In
1932, he painted “Novem-
ber,” “Washington Square”
(the view south from his stu-
dio) and “City Roofs” (look-
ing east from his own roof).
Most of the architecture then
visible from Hopper’s studio
window has changed. Today,
besides the Washington
Square Park itself, all that re-
calls what he painted is the
Judson Memorial Baptist
Church, with its amber-col-
ored square tower topped by
a cross.

HOPPER WAS DISMAYED AT
the new construction taking
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place around the square. In
the more than five decades
that he lived adjacent to it,
New York University moved
in and replaced many of the
old row houses with tall new
buildings. Other urban devel-
opment soon filled up the sky-
line beyond. Nonetheless, as
late as 1960, Hopper, who of-
ten sat in the park to soak up
some sun, was inspired there
to paint “People in the Sun,”
a canvas he then set in an
imaginary Western landscape.

The observant pilgrim in
search of Hopper’s New
York will delight in the mas-
sive city stoops with their
heavy masonry and hefty cor-
nices that figure in paintings
such as “New York Pave-
ments” (1924) and “Sunlight
on Brownstones’ (1956),
which the artist based on the
well-preserved brownstones
in the west 80s ncar Central
Park. Always interested in ar-
chitecture, Hopper once
claimed the magazine editors
wanted him to illustrate peo-
ple “grimacing and gestur-
ing” while “what I wanted to
do was to paint sunlight on
the side of a house.”

Across town in the east

80s, some colorful remnants
of Hopper’s era remain.
Though not the same estab-
lishment that suggested
“Drug Store” (1927), Las-
coff’s Pharmacy is of the

-same genre and has been at

the corner of Lexington Ave-
nue and 82nd Street since
1931. Just one block north,
across the avenue on the cor-
ner of 83rd Street, the Lex-
ington Luncheonette is so
evocative of the period that it
is frequently chosen as a loca-
tion for period films.

Of the theaters Hopper fre-
quented so enthusiastically,
only the now-shuttered Re-
public Theater on West 42nd
Street, where he watched bur-
lesque performances in prep-
aration for his canvas “Girlie
Show”™ (1941), still stands.
Hopper sketched what he
wanted of the architecture
here, then came home and
had his 58-year-old wife, the
artist Josephine Nivison Hop-
per, pose for the striptease
dancer. (The Republic is be-
ing restored and is scheduled
to reopen next year as the
New Victory Theater.)

Central Park, which also

al, looks much the same as it
did when he represented it. In
1935, he painted ‘‘Shake-
speare at Dusk,” featuring a
monument to the bard, locat-
ed on the Mall just north of
the Children’s Zoo at 66th
Street, against the backdrop of
a menacing skyline. The mood
of melancholy at sunset that
Hopper captured endures.

Four years later, another
Central Park scene inspired
Hopper’s “Bridle Path.”
Three equestrians are about to
pass through the dark fore-
boding space beneath a bridge
(near 72nd Street on the
park’s western edge). Today,
riders continue to enjoy the
park’s six miles of bridle paths:
Claremont Riding Academy, a
stable at 175 West 89th St., still
has horses available for riding
through the park.

Hopper especially enjoyed
searching for subjects from
the “El” (elevated train). He
eagerly peeped into apart-

ments and lofts along the

route, finding inspiration for
such paintings as “Night Win-
dows™ (1928), “Office at
Night” (1940) and “Confer-
ence at Night” (1949). The
last El trains were demolished

during the 1950s, but anyone
wanting to experience the
“Hopper effect” can take
Metro North trains from
Grand Central Station north.
After leaving the tunnel at
96th Street, one can peer into
buildings along the tracks.

The point where the trains
go underground between
96th and 97th streets on Park
Avenue inspired Hopper’s
1946 canvas “Approaching a
City.” Hopper claimed that
he wanted to convey “inter-
est, curiosity, fear—the emo-
tions one has arriving by train
into a strange city.” The
tracks bordered by high-rise
buildings along upper Park
Avenue through Harlem at-
tracted the painter, who had
adored railroads since boy-
hood and had often made
trains a theme of his pictures.
“To me,” he once remarked,
“the most important thing is
the sense of going on.”

GUIDEBOOK

Hopper’s New York

Seeing Hopper’s paintings:
Excellent examples of the

artist’s work, including
scenes of New York, are usu-
ally on view in Manhattan at
the Metropolitan Museum
of Art, 5th Avenue at 82nd
Street, (212) 879-5500; the
Museum of Modern Art, 11
West 53rd  St., (212)
708-9400; the Whitney Mu-
seum of American Art, 945
Madison Ave., (212)
570-3676 and The Brooklyn
Museum, 200 Eastern Park-
way, Brooklyn, (718)
638-5000. The Whitney re-
ceived a huge bequest of
Hopper’s works from the
artist’s widow in 1968. Al-
though Hopper enthusiasts
will be disappointed to find
that the Whitney only occa-
sionally puts a small selection
of this bequest on view, the
museum has scheduled a ma-
jor Hopper show for next
summer.

Hopper's home: The Hopper
House Landmark Preserva-
tion Foundation, 82 N.
Broadway, Nyack, (914)
358-0774, offers art classes
and exhibitions by artists. The
center is open 1 to 5 p.m,,
weekends only; admission is
free, but a donation of §1 per
person is suggested. e
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At Saint-Germain-des Pres,
our 18th century
residence has recentl
been entirely renovule&f
Each of our 46 individually
decorated guest rooms

and suites blend perfectly
into a refined and
relaxed cadre which

will make your

stay in Paris a
memorable experience.

Hotel de l'Abbaye ***

10, rue Casselte, 75006 Paris, France, 011 (33) 146 4438 11

BAR-BAT MITZVAH & FAMILY TOURS

A Bar Bat Mitzvah celebrated in Israel is a very special
experience for the entire family. During my 10 years as an
Israeli tour guide, it was my pleasure and privilege to
pioneer in the development of this program.

Now, as a tour operator for 13 years, | plan every detail,
select the guide, arrange the ceremony on Masada, a
special service at Yad Vashem, a beautiful banquet dinner,
and much more...

For a vacation you will never forgel, come with me to Israel.

TOVA GILEAD, INC.

199 Curtis Rd, Hewlett Neck, NY 11598
Please call 516-374-6148 or 800-242-TOVA

EL7VALTIN.Z

“the best spa value. Even the call is toll-free.




