Fig. 1. Edward Hopper, Hoom in New York, 1932, Oif on canvas, 28 x 38", University of Nebraska Art Galleries, Lincoin, Nebraska, F.M. Hall Coliection.

SYMBOL AND REALITY
"IN EDWARD HOPPER’S “ROOM IN NEW YORK”

GAIL LEVIN

in Edward Hopper's oeuvre, ““Room in Mew York™ is a watershed painting with respect to both composition and
content. it links his mafure work io his earlier experience as an illustrator and suggesis the direction of his
subsequent exploration into the interpersonal relationships of couples.

Room in New York of 1932 (Fig. 1) seems to many to be the
quintiessential painting by Edward Hopper. it is the earligst
of the kind of painting which inspired James Stevenson's car-
teon {Fig. 2) published in The New Yorker during the Hopper re-
trospective held at the Whitney Museum in 1980." In this Hop-
peresque cartoon, the man and woman look away from one an-
other out their separate windows onto urban vistas blocked by
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eur. The couple, resembling those in Hopper's compositions,
appears bored, burdened with time's passage. They walt with-
out knowing why.

in Hopper's oeuvre, Room in New York is a watershed paint-
ing with respect to both composition and content. It links his
mature work to his earlier experience as an iliustrator and sug-
gests the direction of his subsequent exploration into ihe inter-
nareanal raiatinnehine nf rannlee We ara raminded nf Honher's
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tic—like a close-up shot, a camera penetrating beyond a build-
ing's exterior walls to reveal some particular drama aifready in
progress.® Room in New York also suggests Hopper's deep in-
terest in both Dutch painting and French Impressionism which
often provided inspiration for him.

The germ ot Room in New York can be found in one of Hop-
per's illustrations for Carroll D. Murphy’'s “What Makes Men
Buy?” pubfished in Sysfem, the Magazine of Business {a fore-
runner to Business Week) in September 1812 {Fig. 3).% in this il-
lustration, we find the prototype for the man iost in reading his
newspaper, ignoring his female companion, The composition of
Hopper's iliustration is skilifuily organized by the rectanguiar
shapes of the architecture echoed by the framed picture which
hangs on the wall behind the couple, a device Hopper probably
learned from the work of Edgar Degas.* Twenty years later, in
painting Aoom in New York, Hopper again utilized the rectan-
gies of architecture to articulate an interior space, but he dra-
matically separated the viewer from the interior through the de-
vice of the window ledge which-exiends across his composi-
tion. He repeated the centrally placed round tabie, but shifted
the woman from behind it to s side, directly across from the
man, thereby achieving a more intense feeling of alienation.

The lett side of Room in New York suggests the infiuence of
Degas, particularly a work like Uncle and Niece (Fig. 4). Hop-
per's composition is related to Degas’ not only in its depiction
of a man seated at a circular table with his newspaper and its in-
ternal structure organized by rectangular architectural shapes,
but also in its quiet theme and pensive atlmosphere. Degas’ Ab-
sinthe {Fig. 5), with its more melancholy mood and alienated
couple who logk away from one another, may also have prompt-
ed Hopper to develop this theme.”

t{, however, we consider the right side of Room in New York,
Hopper seems to have turned to Duich seventeenth-ceniury
genre painting which he had first admired in his student days.®
Specifically, the woman at the piano bears a strong resem-
hlance to the woman in Jan Steen’s The Harpsichord Lesson
{Fig. 6) which Hopper saw in June 1907 when he visited the Wal-
lace Collegiion in London.” In both paintings, a woman is de-
picted in profile, head bowed down toward the keys. Above and
behind each woman, a framed picture hanging on the wall and a
doorway define the space. Just five years after Room in New
York was painted, the critic Ernest Brace pointed out Hopper's
relationship to seventeenth-century Dutch painting: “Hopper's
painting is first and foremost an experience in understanding
and inferpretation, It is scrupulously honest and it is as sensi-
tive to the aspects of daily iiving as were seventeenth-century
Dutch painters.”®

The palette of Room in New York is an unusually bright and
dissonant one for Hopper. The record books his wife Jo keptin-
ciude her eiaborate description of this nocturnal picture “paint-
ed in N.Y. studio' and completed February 24, 1932:

Outside night. Inside bright green walls, oak woodwork

doot, oak table. Girl in bright red, sitting front, head &

shoulders twisied sideways to face piano, picking at
keys with one finger. Arms & neck bares very white fiesh,
dark hair, profile in shadow but fight on cheek & neck.

Blond man in shirt sleeves reading newspaper. Pink apol- -

stered [sic] chair. Dark red lamp shade showing sticking

out from piano at top of gir¥'s head. 4 blocks of masonry
outside at left & pillar (side ieft) in retlected light. Under
window black.
Jo's care in describing the details, color, and lighting of this
canvas undoubtedly reflects Hopper's own great concern with
these elements. In this record book entry, however, aimost no-
thing is revealed of the painting’s content,

In response to an inquiry about Room in New York, Hoppet re-
sponded:

The idea had been in my mind a long time before | painted

it. It was suggested by giimpses of lighted interiors seen

as | walked along city streets at night, probably near the

district where | live (Washington Square) although it's no
particular street or house but is really a synthesis of many
impréssions.®
Just four years earlier Hopper had painted Night Windows (Fig.
7}, his view of another harshiy lit interior observed from the
street. There the viewer is clearly cast in the role of voyeur look-

ing in at a woman undressing. Yet the erotic tension porirayed
in Night Windows is beiween the observer and the observed,
while in Room in New York, Hopper makes the observer witness
an uncomfortabie situation-—an absence of communication be-
tween a man and a woman painfully contrasted to the intimate
domesticity of their surroundings.™

When Room it New York was exhibited in 1932 in the First Bi-
ennial Exhibition of Contemporary American Painting at the
Whitney Museum of American Art, critic Royal Cortissoz re-
marked: “The theme is pure banatity and what the artist wreaks
himself upon is simply the exact registration of fact.”'* By the
19505, however, critics perceived much deeper meaning in
Room in New York and credited Hopper with more complex in-
tentions. Margaret Breuning noted that *'the isolation seems to
immobilize the figures,” while Loring Holmes Dodd described
the two people as “so palpably in want of secmething to do, the
man listlessly bent over a newspaper, the woman idly fingering
the keys of a piano.”'* J.G. Smith went even further in describ-
ing the painting's somber mood: _

Room in New York is more than an excuse for delighiful

patiern—it is a pointed comment on the shallowness of

Fig. 2. “Say, why don’t we go see the Hopper show at the Whithey?”
Drawing tiy Stevenson; € 1980 The New Yorker Magazine, inc., Getober 20, 1980,

= M8y, by don't se g sen the Hopper show. nt the W hitneps”

Fig. 3. Edward Hopper, usiration for Carroll D. Murphy, "Whal Makes
Men Buy?," 1912, System, The Magazine of Business, 22 (September 1912}, p. 231.
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Fig. 4. Edgar Degas, Uncle and Niace, ¢, 1876. Oif on canvas, 39% x 47". The Art
institute of Chicago, Mr, and Mrs. Lewis L, Coburn Memaorial Coflection.

Fig. 5.
Edgar Degas, Absinthe, 1B76. O/ oncanvas, 36% x 30%7. Musde du Louvre, Paris.

unanchared tiving. A shirt-sieeved man bends iistlessly
over his newspaper as the girl {oys apathetically with the
piano keys. The dull interior, bare table, monotonous door
paneling, ali bathed in an irritating light, combine to create’
as depressing a setting as one can find in this era that
boasts its special refinements.”
Perhaps the most insightful commeni on this painting was
made by Hopper's friend and fellow painter Charles Burchfield
who wrote: 'The eiement of silence that seems to pervade every
one of his [Hopper's] major works. . . .it can almast be deadiy,
as in Room in New York....""* How strange that Burchfield re-
marked on the almost deadly silence in a picture where a wom-
an is ciearly shown striking a piano key, making music. The pi-
ano becomes a substitute for spoken communication.'® in this
encounter the substitution seems necessary, for the man, tost
in his newspaper, even appears to desire escape from his fe-
male companion. in 1971, James Meilow referred to the couple
as "“bored young marrieds.”'® As the man ignores her, the wom-
an seems rasigned and melancholy.

Hopper's painiing sets up a pronounced, if stereotyped male--
femmale dichotomy: he sits on the ieft reading a newspaper, em-
phasizing his inteilect and pragmatic character, while she, seat-
ed opposite him, turns to make music, revealing her artistic,
more emotional, feminine nature. She is shown disturbing the
deadly silence, interjecting her presence, demanding his atien-
tion. He is introspective, withdrawn, unresponsive. This situa-
tion appears {o mirror Hopper's own withdrawn personality and
his relationship with his gregarious wife Jo, but it is also consis-
tent with his earlier aloof attitude toward women.

A narrative drawing on two sheets of paper (Fig. 8) which sur-
vives from Hopper's boyhood probably dates from about 1896,
during his awkward adolescence; it seems to express his own
deep-seated fears of intimacy.”” Captioned “Act I,” “Act i
‘Neck’,” and “The Escape,” this drawing depicts a man warding
off an approaching woman, repulsing her embrace with his cha-
grined expression, and his fleeing, with the woman eagerly pur-
suing, her arms extended toward him.

Brian O’'Dcherty has recatled that the vivacious Jo often sur-
rounded Hopper's “inertia with a dazzling series of provoca-
fions,” explaining:

He and she were so opposed to each other in tempera-

ment they were a continuai source of life and dismay to

each other. Opinions are much divided as to her role. One

view holds that Mrs. Hopper persecuted her husband. An-

other claims that she stung him to life.*
in this sense, we can link Jo to the woman who, by playing the
piano, disturbs her companion’s quiet, disrupting his reading
the newspaper. Her role in Hopper's life as female provocateur,
spoiler of man's peace, is even more pronounced in a later work,
Four Lane Road of 1856 (Fig. 9), in which the woman yells out of
awindow atthe placid man seated inthe sun.

The Hoppers’ relationship was complicated by Jo's own am-
bitions as a painter. She came to resent the fact that, after their
marriage, her own work commanded iess aitention.'® Most of
the critics, curators, and dealers who championed Hopper ignored
Jo’s work and her {ime was increasingly consumed as his sole
model and archivist, although she continued to paint. in a 1958
fetter to Rosalind irvine of the Whitney Museum, Jo admitted
that she had taken out “the whoie gamut of tragic frustration”
on Edward, but claimed: “And richly he deserved itf These mala
animais,”?°

Hopper may have captured Jo’s frustration and his own de-
sire to avoid her wrath in Summer in the City of 1850 (Fig. 10
where the sunlight brightens the room but does not touch the
woman's gloomy mgod. Her companion, whose arms ook too
tense to suggest peaceful sleep, has turned away, burying his
head in a piilow for escape. Since Room in New York painted
seventeen vyears earlier, Hoppei's sense of estrangement
seems to have heightened considerably. He shows a woman,
even more obviously restless and depressed, seaied on the
edge of a harrow, unforgiving bed in a spartan interlor. Hopper's
concern with this overwhelming sense of malaise, of romance
gone stale, was expressed once again in his 1959 Excursion into
Philosophy (Fig. 11}. There a man bends under the weight of
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Whiie, as ncted earlier, some critics tike Royal Cortissoz have
narrowly maintained that Hopper painted only “the exact regis-
tration of fact” orjust what he observed, Hopper's realism often
allowed, even consciously intended, for the expression of other
iess obvious themss. ?*' Occasionally, Hopper gave a clue 1o his
meaning in his titles (Excursion into Philosophy, Nighthawks,
Solitude, Summer Twilight),?? but, usuaily, he chose to remain
elusive with statements such as “Any psychological idea wiil
have {c be suppiied by the viewer. ., .”'»

Yet Hopper was fascinated by Symbolist poetry and even
quoted Paul Verlaine in French on several occasions.?? He was
first interested in Symbolist literature during his years of study
with Rebert Henri at the New School of Art where it was much
discussed, but continued to refer to Symbolist poetry during his
laler years, even giving Jo avolume of poetry by Arthur Rimbaud
for Chrisimas in 1951.%% It is the melancholy spirit of this paetry
Hopper loved that we find in Room in New York and its succes-
sors; all are comments on the frustrations of human relation-
ships. Poet John Hollander has even suggested that Room in
New York is “'the earliest of Hopper's many muted versions of
Verlaine's Collogue sentimental."*® indeed, this poem poignani-
ty recalls old ecstasies, now distant memoties, for those who
have losi ali feeling: ““Leurs yeux sont morts. ., .” The last lines
demonstrate how close Room in New York is ta the moaod of
Vertaine's “Sentimental Conversation”

Ah! Les beaux jours de bonheur indicible

Od nous joignions nos bouches!—C'est possible,

Qu’il était bieu, le ciel, et grand I'espoir!

—'espoir a fui, vaincu, vers le ciel noir.

Tels ils marchaient dans les avoines folles,

Eilanuit seule entendit leurs paroles.?”

Recent interpretations of Room in New York have even

stressed the specific symboiism of details in Hopper's setting:
By closing the door, the artist negates its penetrative po-
-tential. No ionger a transmitter between the world within
and the world without but rather a barrier between the two,
the closed door metaphorically establishes the disposi-
tion of the coupie. it underscores their non-interaction,
the utter separation of their realities. .. .The pictures an

Fig. 6. Jan Steen, The Harpsichard Lesson. O en canvas, 14-5/8 x 16-718”.

The Wallace Collection, London.

Fig. 7. Edward Hopper, Night Windows,

1928 Oif on canvas, 29 x 34”7,
The Museum of Modern Art, Gift of
John Hay Whitney.
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the wall behind and around each figure seem to further en-
frame the divergent realities of their private worlds.*®

The “private worids” mentioned here have since been describ-

ed in another commentary:
The painting is crowded with rectangles: Thoae of the
framed pictures behind the man and the woman are no
longer the emblematic images in a Victorian narrative
painting but more softly expressive images of outward-
ness and inner withdrawal. A wide landscape is behind the
man, who is reading of the worid of light ouiside the room;
the woman, pushed up by the painting's formai against
the dark upright, is commented on by the unreadable,
dark, vertical print.?®

Fig. 8. Edward Hopper, Neck and The Escape, ¢. 1896, Pencil on paper.
Private Collection.

Fig. 8. Edward Hopper, Four Lane Ruad,
1956, Qif on canvas, 27%: x 47",
Private Collection,

Convincing as these interpretations seem, we must ask how
much of such specific symbolism Hopper intended. Mahonri
Sharp Young has recentiy insisted: “Ail his life Hopper intended
that his paintings should be descriptive and topical; now he is
not only the realist that he intended to be, but the painter of vi-
sions which he never saw.”***

Hopper was steeped in Symbolist poetry, but surely he never
pragrammaticaily produced a painting to iliustrate a verse. He
was in no sense a narrative painter and by 1932 had transcended
his own early work in iilusiration. Nonetheless, many of his can-
vases were improvisations produced in his studio, combining
his imagination with sketches made in many locations.®” Thus,
Roam in New York and most of Hopper's mature oils are noi
simply records of what he saw around him. What they are is best
expressed by the guotation from Goeethe that Hopper carried
around in his wallet and cited for its reievance to arlistic endea-
vor:

The beginning and end of all literary aclivily is the repro-

duction of the world that surrounds me by means of the

world that is in me, all things being grasped, related, re-
created, moulded and reconstructed in a personal form
and an originai manner.*
To insist that Hopper's work was only descriptive of what he
saw is 1o miss the many levels of meaning in these paintings—
for Hopper transformed observation into poetry. '

1. Roam in New York wasrecently on view in the ratrespective exhibition, Edward
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Edward Hopper: The Art and the Artist {New York: W.W. Norton & Co. in
association with the Whitney Mussum of American Art, 1980} The author is
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Hopper as HMlustrator (New York: W.W, Norton & Co. in association with the
Whitney Museum of American Art, 1980}

4, For exampies of Degas’ use of this device, see Theodore Relf, Degas' The
Artist's Mind {New York: Harper & Row, 1978}, Ch, Hi, “PFictures within Pictures,”
pp. 90-1486.
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book Degas by Paul Jamot (Paris: Editions de la Gazetie des Beaux-Arts, 1924)
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Degas’ exhibition at the Durand-Ruel Galleries in New York in 1928. Hopper may
have known Degas' Uncle and Niece as a result of its exhibition in French Painting
of the Nineteenth and Twentieth Centuries, March 6-April 8, 1929, at the Fogg Art
Museum, Cambridge, Massachusetis. Uncfe and Niece, no. 34, was reproduced in
the catalogue. Hopper showed three of his own works in "An Exhibition of
American Art,” at the Harvard Society tor Contemporary Art, 1400 Massachusetls
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Niece was also reproduced in Arf News of October 1926 and in James Bofivar
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saw the collection of works by Hals and the Rijksmuseum in Amsterdam, where he
described Rembrandt's Nightwaich as ''lhe most wonderful thing of his | have
seen, it Is past belief in its reafity—I1 almost amounts to deception.” {Edward
Hopperio his mother, letier of July 18, 1907.)
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Journal & Star, March 29, 1938, Section C-D, p. 7.
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22. For discussion of the significance of titles, see Gait Levin, "Edward Hopper's
Evening,” The Conneisseur, 205, September 1980, pp. 58-63, and Gail Levin,
“Edward Hopper's Nighthawks " Arts Magazing, 55, May 1981, pp. 154-161.
23. BEdward Hopper, gquoted in Katherine Kuh, The Artist's Voice. Talks with
Seventeen Artists (New York: Harper & Row, 1982}, p. 135.
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1981, p. 158. Hollander was correct in assuming that Hopper knew “Cologue
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discussion of the influence of Degas’ Interfor on New York Moavie, see Levin,
Edward Hopper: The Art and the Artist, pp. 53-54. L
32, Hopper read this quotation aloud during “Invitation to Art,” a television in-
terview with Brian O'Doherty, WGBH-TV, Buston, April 10, 1961,

Fig. 11. Edwari Hopper, Excursion it Phitosephy, 1958, O/ on canvas, 30 x 407
Private Collection.

Fig. 10. Edward Hopper, Summer in the
Clty, 1950. Oil on canvas, 20 x 300",
Frivate Collection.




