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Chapter 10 – Section 4
Cultural Innovations


Narrator: The greatest American artist of the 1930’s didn’t paint collective experience. A solitary, deeply inhibited man he focused on lonely people in an indifferent world without much social connection, his name of course was Edward Hopper.  

If you live in New York you see Edward Hopper everywhere: in a man staring out of a window, in the sunlight on a cornice, in the lobby of the third class hotel, there hasn’t been a painter in the 20th century whose work was more associated with the look and feel of a certain kind of America, a basic America that has nothing to do with the rhetoric of patriotism, but goes much deeper. Earlier artists had painted the frontier, but it was Hopper who saw that the frontier had moved inwards and now lay inside the self, so that the American man of action was replaced by the solitary watcher. He was a man of extreme plainness, straightforwardness and tact of feelings. He was candid but his candor always holds a certain mystery. He is a painter that I trust absolutely.

Hopper was convinced that in his words American art should be weaned from its French mother, but Europe always meant a great deal to him, he was no cultural isolationist. Hopper wanted to capture what he called, all the sweltering, tawdry life of the American small town, the sad desolation of our suburban landscape. 

You can get a sense of the nuances of Hoppers imagination from one of his best known paintings “Early Sunday Morning”. It’s a frontal view of a row of stumpy brownstones in New York too early for people to be up or for traffic to be moving. Silence, stillness and yet there’s an air of expectancy and Hopper pays so much attention to the exact wake of light and shadow across that band of red brick that you feel yourself drawn into the details. Plus the buildings seem to go on outside the frame and so without alerting you and without telling any kind of a story he manages to slip a sense of time into his space.

Male Speaker: He was you know a rather noble, somber, stately, silent fellow. His wife Jo, she was a wonderful eccentric, who was much under rated in the Hopper literature. She is a sophisticated woman of great character who kept him alive.  He had a wonderful uninterrupted apprehension of things which he then put together massively in a Cezanne like way, he adored Cezanne and the other great passion was light. He wanted the fall of light everywhere. He watched light, he watched it wherever he could see it, the slanting light, the movie light, so you can imagine Hopper at the movies looking at the slanting film noir light.  The people who still have in some ways the deepest sense of what Hopper did, and was, are cameramen, cameramen just adore him, that almost objective stony gaze of his, which projects the picture like a movie. 
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