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Hopper’s Cool

Modernism and Emotional Restraint

Edward Hopper remains f America’s most celebrated modern artists. Contemporary
exhibitions of his work are guaranteed blockbusters: the Whitney Museum of American
Art’s 2010-11 survey Modern Sdward Hopper and His Time drew “enormously high
crowds,” observes the curator Barbara Haskell.! So did the Bowdoin College Museum
of Art’s smaller 2011 show, Edward Hoppers Maine. Attendance figures in Europe have
en astounding: in Madrid in 2012, a Hopper retrospective organized by the Museo
Thyssen-Bornemisza was seen by 322,437 people, setting a museum record. Audiences in
Paris waited up to four hours to enter the same exhibition when it traveled to the Grand
Palais, where “Hopper mania” drove the museum to extend its run by five days (with 24/7
accessibility during the last weekend) so that overflow crowds could view painrings such as
Hotel Room {frontispiece} and Nighthawks (see fig. 2). More than 784,000 people actended
the exhibition in Paris, outstsipping the numbers for the museum’s previously most popular
show, Picasso and the Muas in 2008-9.2
What accounts for H s widespread recognition today? The sce

painted, from isolated houses and industrial fandscapes to figures pe
hotel rooms or sitting silently in all-night diners, are unremarkable, even banal; his painting
style is reserved. This essay argues that Hopper’s enduring appeal relates to his visualization
of modern American feeling and, in particular, his navigation of an “emotional regime” thar
governed twentieth-century American life. Hopper’s brooding and restrained pictures embody
an emotional style thar surfaced around 1900, flourished through the 1950s, and remains an
iconic representation of modern American ¢ er, now vanished. As Peter Stearns expla
the early cwentieth century saw the rise of “American cool,” an inhibited emotional culture
“markedly different from its Vicrorian predecessor.”

especially intense affec-

f romantic love to obsessive rituals of mourning

and grief, early twentieth-century American emotional life was rempered by expectations
of disciplined self-control. Multiple factoes contribured to this shift, including widely held
assumptions that certain feelings, in particular those deemed heated, rowdy, or unpleasant,
were adverse to modernist scripts of rational thought, or coolheadedness. New pateerns of
social regulation and economic organization, including changes in middle-class family and
gender relations, increased reliance on experts for advice and guidance, and the growth of
managerial bureaucracies that imposed certain standards of appearance, collegiality, eriquetre,
and propriety in the workplace helped shape a modern culeure of emotional self-restraint and
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ouraging
Americ i 3 xcess to modern-
ism’s regulated realms of shopping, entertainment, and spectator SpOTts.

Born in 1882 {d. 1967), Ho ( T

life. Working as a commerci s social and cultural imprint
on himself and others in modern times. Drawing on popular and vernacular sources, includ-
ing advertising and the movies, Hopper distilled the subjects and sights of chis newly cool
American scene into emotionally restrained pictares chat reflecred the changed conditions
of class, communication, intimacy, and work in twentieth-century America.

Modernism

modern we
way by the early twentieth century when Hopper's art career began, and his paintings both
characterized and contributed to irs fundamental concerns. € ived Victorian-
era defects ranging from fixed notions of truth and knowledge ielding nacural
laws and. an absolute God) to sharp parated sphere seial interaction, many Americans
soughr liber: , telease, and | i in cultural projects thae en d authenticity,
change, diversity, and synchesis. Such disruptive efforts were often undermined, of course,
especially by soctal, cultural, and political institutions——themselves “modern”—-that aspired
to contain and control them. American modernism may be best seen, then, as a paradoxical
blend of resistance and rece ing art and life,
culture and experience.® Modern Ame c | strategies of
montage, collage, overlapping, fren: cing, spatiz _ nt light sou
spontaneity, and highly saturated colors to convey modernism’s fragmented, uncertain, incon-
sistent, and unstable conditions and to propose new ideas about nature, knowledge, art, and
themselves. A dynamic continuum of flux and irresolution, modernisim was essentially proces-
sual, a culture of becoming racher than of being,

Hopper's visual reckoning with modernism v 1e of stoic, if grudging, acquies

was ncither politically of d to nor completely autonomous from the ways in which ing

trialization, urbanization, mass media, mass consumption, and corporate capitalism, among
other processes of modernizacion, altered America in the carly decades of the twentieth cen-
tury. Unlike his contemporaries Thomas Hart Benton and Reginald Marsh, painters who
feverishly registered modern America’s animated, ironic, and contradictc ULES N corre-
sponding rgetic styles and, in Benton’s case, with liberal potitical o ives, He
“erip” on modernism was trained.” Perh ause of the decades he spent working
in advertising, Hopper well understood modernism’s paradoxical aspects: the clash, for
example, between its promises of individual freedom and the manner in which those freedoms
were expertly managed by powerful bureaucratic organizacions. Actentive to its unpredictable,
coniradictory, and disorienting dimensions—rto what Karl Marx called “disturbances of all
social relations, everlasting uncertainty and agitadion” and Chatles Baudelaire, in his 1859 essay
“The Painter of Modern Life” described as “the ephemeral, the fugitive, the contingent”—
Hopper's painrings evoke modetnist’s potentially damaging capacity for objectification and
alienation more than its creative and liberatory possibilities for social and cultural agency.
Still, Hopper was not an antimodernist. Focused on contemporary subjects, spaces, and
sighs—cars, trains, skyscrapers, apartments, hotel lobbies, movie theaters, gas stations, diners,
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Edward Hopper, Autonmat, 1927,
(Y on can 5 ox 28 V6 i,
Des Moi ; s Permanent
Collections, Purchased with

ds From the Edmundson Arc

, s paintings betray no sense of nostalgia for earlier
yrical periods or for a better future. Cognizant bur cautious, Hopper paine { ot

cool
ect of his times, examining how ordinary twenrieth-century Americans, mostly white
[, physically and emotionally made therselves “at home,” if
ten uneasily, in the enigmatic conditions of modernism.

Consider Hopper's Automat, an unexceptional nighttime scene of an undistinguished
young woman sitting alone in a restaurant, drinking a cup of coffee (fig. 1). Dressed in a
roomy green coat whose shawl collar and cuffs are immed in brown fur, Hopper's Agure
wears a red chemise that shows off her shapely legs. A yellow cloche hugs her bobbed hair.
Just above its Hoppy brim is a bow-like cluster of faux cherries: code, according to some, for

female independence and avaitabitity. e up in the face powder, rouge, darkly smudged

eye shadow, and oxblood lipstick popular at the time, Awtomar’s anonymous female epito-
aps a secrerary, an office clerk, ora ¢

she is onc of many women who flocked to urban America in the early twentieth century

secking the freedom of new jobs and new experiences while also negotiating the conflicted

dimensions of autonemy, alienation, and class, gender, racial, and sexual bias that circwm-

scribed modern life and ta
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Edward Hopper, Nighthawks,
Ol on cany
in, The Art Institute of

Cl
Art C
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cago, Friends of American

ection, 1942.31

sed by
1-operated machines: streamlined, steel-cased appliances that shielded customers from the

actual human beings toifing in the back kitchens. Horn & Hardart opened its first automats
in New York in 1912, and several wete located near Hopper’s apartment and studio at

3 Washington Square North, in Greenwich Village. Automats were time-saving conveniences:
ciean, brightly lit places where urban moderns too busy or disinclined ro cook could grab

a cup of coffee and maybe something to eat before rushing back to work or heading home.

"The food was not only cheap and fase bue safe and good, selling points at a time when many

g
people were gripped by the “nationwide, gastrointestinal epidemic” of dyspepsia, known in
the carly twentieth century as an especially "American Disease™ aggravated by poor food,
unhealthy eating habits, and the “anxiety and anger” of modern life.' Automats were also
modern sancruari - “unescorred women” and social outcasts: safe spaces where single
females could sit and eat wichour social or sexual harassment, and gay men could similarly
meet without reprisal.!t
Looking blankly at her cup, absently resting her left forearm (and gloved hand) on a
marble tabletop, the woman in Awromar is alone, unidentified, and pensive, neither particu-
larty distraught nor especially at ease. As Carol Troyen observes, “Hopper’s figure wants to
be modern, but she carries it off with a certain discomfort.”'* Hopper's visualization of these
qualified yearnings articulates American cool: the tense emotional deportment that many
Americans bore under the conditions of early twentieth-century modernism.
Hoppet’s palette and compositional style further intimate these modernist conditions. He
wis drawn to cool colors as an emotional register, quite literally: a chalk and pencil study
for Morning Sun (1952, Whitney Museum of American Art), a ¢ image of an isolated
worman sitting on a bed and staring out a window, features his derailed notations for the “cool
grey,” “cool shadow,” “cool halftene,” and “cooler green” that he applied in the final cas
The spatial dynamics of his typically ofF-kilter setcings, wich their distorted perspectives
and skewed designs, similarly suggest his wary take on modernism’s murable and uncertain
character. Automar’s twinned rows of ceiling lights, for example, recede into a dark unknown
figured only as bright buttery otbs reflected in the restaurant’s huge and otherwise
y plate glass window. A visual jumble of barely discernible objects—the backrest of a
rooden chair, the rounded forms of highly polished brass railings—occupies the far right
corner of the canvas, while a similarly prosaic metal radiator stands out on the far left. A col-
orful bowl of fruit—completely out of place in an automat—is the only item perched on the
marble ledge beneath the window, a sheif normally cluttered with brochures, advertisements,
and other bits of eatery ephemera. While
Hopper depicts the round Carrara marble
s and dark-painted oak chairs that were
common in interwar automats, the b
shiny machines dispensing food -
is missing from his painzing, as are
crowds that normally filled these self-se
caleterias.

The subjects of his paintings, and the
stories they tell, are similarly lacking or
incomplete. Bodies are often only par-
tially rendered, edited and diminished by

other visuzl elements: a window frame in
Night Windows (1928, The Museum of
Modern Art) slices off the right side of a
female figure clad only in a pink slip; the
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headboard in Hotel Room bites into the lower back of the half-dressed woman sitting on

the bed. In other pictures, counters, desks, pianos, sofas, and tables literally sever human
torsos into tops and bottoms. Narrative legibility is typically vague: in Nightbawks (fig. 2),
for instance, there is no discernible door through which to enter or exit the diner. Alchough
brighely lir and sheathed in glass, tempting our visual scrutiny, the scene defies clear state
ments of fact. Likewise, the text of the accordion-fold train schedule held by the woman in
Hotel Room, like that held by another woman in Compartment C, Car 293 (1938, private col-
lection), is iavisible. Inexplicably, Hopper’s figutes tend to look at things or gaze into spaces,
tike movie screens and distane vistas, that are inferred off-canvas and beyond the viewer’s
range, Other characters glance at books, newspapers, or timetables that are identifiable only
as generic objects, not specific titles.

It wasn’t that Hopper couldn’t paint these things: the preparatory drawings chat he
typically rendered for individual oils reveal a keen sensitivity to decail.1 Racher, he dida’t
want to: stabilizing forms and narrative clarity were antithetical to his larger artistic project
of picturing the disorienting emotional conditions of contemporary tweatieth-century

merican life. As Linda Nochlin observes, Hopper’s “imagery of alienation” was “part

of a larger American alienation.”s He included just enough visual information to convey

the broader context of particular modern moments: the clothing that the woman wears in
Automar quickly signifies the fashion styles of the mid-1920s; the signage in Circle Theater
(1 private coflection) references the kind of commercial script common in the 19305
red metal pumps in Gas (1940, The Museum of Modern Art) are typical of chat eras filling
stations, He left the rest of his canvases incomplete and unresolved.

In 1932 the Addison Gallery of American Art purchased Hopper's Manbattan Bridge
Loop (fig. 3. In a 1939 lecter to the gallery’s director, Chatles Sawyer, Hopper explained his
painting methods and intentions:

1 spend many days usually before 1 find a subject thar [ like well enough to do, and spend a long

time on the proportions of the canvas, so that it will do for the design, as nearly as possible what
L wish it to do. The very long horizontal shape of this picture, "Manhattan Bridge Loop,” is an
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effort to give a sensation of great lateral extent. Carrying the main horigontal lines of
the design with little interruption to the edges of the picture, is to enforce this idea and
to make one conscious of the spaces and elements beyond the limits of the scene iiself The
consciousness of these spaces is always carried by the artist to the very limited space of the
subject that he intends to puint, though [ believe all painters are not aware af this.16

As his rather labored statement suggests, Ho s foremost pictorial interests were
in reconciling what he wanted subjects and designs to “do” with his “conscious-
s” of their and his own limitations—and that process of reconciliation was
often painstaking and slow. Sometimes he painced only one or two canvases a year.
Although schooled under Robert Henri, who encouraged his students to make quic
and direct pictures of modern life, Hopper adopted a painting style of cautious
premeditation and control. He documented Manhattan Bri Loop’s unglamorous
urban setting (2 Lower East Side spot where trolley cars turned around) in a number
of on-site drawings, but the picture itself, he noted, was the resule of “considerable
simplification,” Hopper was neither a realist nor a social realise: his paintings were
not beholden to mimetic schemes nor did they betray any particular affection for “the
people,” as Henri advocated. 7
Hopper’s visual concerns were primarily phenor enological, focused on structures
of ciousness and experience such as looking and fecling: “the spaces and elemen
- beyond the limits of the scene itself” Hopper sought to understand how the brain
registers what our eyes how we make sense of the wotld through felt practices
of looking. His remarks about “limits” were not intended to evoke the imaginary or
fantastic but to relay his particular interests in subjective experience and mood: in
modernism’s emotional regime. As he claborated in his 1939 lerter to Sawyer:

To me, form, color and design are merely a means to an end, the tools [ work with . . |

L am interested primarily in the vast field of wperience and sensation. . . . My aim in
painting is ahvays, using nature as the medium, 1o try to project upon canvas Wy most
intimate reaction to the subject as it appears when I like it most; when the fucts are given
unity by my interest and prejudices.s

Likewise, writing in 1953 for Reality: A Journal of Artists’ Opinions, he stated: “Great
art is the outward expression of an inner life in the artist, and this inner life will
result in his personal vision of the world.”19 For Hopper, seeing and painting were
matters of sensate self-knowledge.

His artistic interests aligned with modernism’s “massive reorganization of
km_)w.lcdgc and social practices,” which, To an Crary argues, included the shift
to a radically new manner of “embodied” vi framed by the subjectivity of the
observer. Blurring distinctions between “internal sensation and external signs,”
modernism’s new scopic regime focused on “autonomous perception severed from
any external referent.”20 This is nort to suggest, of course, thar modernism actually
“severed” the hard-wired biology of human perception but thar it recalibrated visual
habits and insights toward the spectator’s sensory register: a “sensorium,” as Walter
Benjamin observed, assaulted, shocked, and distracted in the rwentieth century by
the fleeting, fragmented, and dynamic stimuli of new media such as movies and
advertisements.2! Modernism’s mode of embodied looking was seemingly liberat-
ing, a “frecing up of vision,” and hence of thought and action. Yer if loosened from
the imperatives, for example, of mimesis, artists and observers were simultane usly
restrained by modernism’s disciplinary agenda of “imposing visual attentiveness,
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rationalizing sensation, and managing perception.”?2 By extension, modernism’s vola-
tile conditions of Hux and irresolution frustrated clear or confident understandings
of its disciplinary agenda, yielding a mood-—an emotional regime—of uncertainty
and unease.

In terms of both how and whar he painted, Hopper evoked these tensions betwe

modernism’s codes of visual romy and emotional reseraing, and its unseccling

and unpredictable dynamics. Painting was a struggle for Hopper, an arduous e
whose demands on his undivided attention generated a good deal of personal anxiety.
In 1933, in a statement accompanying his first major exhibition (at the Museum of
Modern Art), he wrote: “1 find, in working, always the disturbing intrusion of ele-
ments not a parc of my most interested vision, and the inevitable obliteration and
replacement of this vision by the work itself as it proceeds.”23 Painting, in other

s desired “vision” and the
“inevitable™ distractions and impositions of modern life. Even his pictures of leisure
are fraught, Alexander Nemerov argues in his discussion of Hoppet’s Ground Swell
(1939, Nar Gallery of Art, Corcoran Collection), a sailing scene contextualized
by the impending ¢h rlobal war and the manipulative currents of mass media

3

words, was a worrisome balancing act between Hopper

3

like and the movies.24 Hopper’s pictures embodied his uneasiness with these
modern conditions and his grasp of their similarly affective sway over others.

Brian O’Doherty remarks that Hopper “had a deep pessimism about human
nature, which he fiked to observe endlessly.” Peeking at people through windows—
the format of paintings such as Night Windows, Room in New York (g, 4), and House
at Dusk (1935, Virginia Museum of Fine Arts)—or spying on them in auromats,

yoms, hotels, and ofhices, Hopper visually stalked modern America, often
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rransgressing private and public boundaries to gather data on the nation’s emotional
milieu. Spying is customarily defined in terms of hostile intentions, and Hopper’s
furtive watching was more than mere observation. J. A. Ward likened the artist’s
visual practices to voyeurism: “looking at scenes that he is not intended to see.
self-absorbed figures do not know of his presence; otherwise, they would be embar-
rassed, startled, or otherwise uncomforrable.”>s

Hopper’s surveillance did not yicld especially salacious subjects: the ungainly
bodies he painted, with their stooped shoulders, potbellies, saggy flesh, and vacant
expressions, are hardly sexy. One critic notes that the figures in Hopper’s later
paintings are “crudely drawn and out of proportion,” and even Girlie Show (1941,
private coliection), a portrait of a burlesque dancer, is less an erotic picture of ses
ged female flesh.2o0
His secretive visual operations were their own form of disciplinary authority: in
Foucauldian terms, the “docile bodies™ he stalked were the targets of modern-

display than a revelation of the artist’s cool scrutiny of middle

ist schemes of order, regulation, authority, and subjugation, een depicted
in moments of gloomy silence and imponderable waiting, Hoppet’s figures are
rypically withdraw wary, physically present but emorionally distant. Sicring
near one another but separated and disengaged, the modern middle couple
he spied on in Room in New York exemplifies this unsettling mood of emotional
1ment.

aphers have characeerized Hopper as taciturn and aloof, a “depressive
personality.” Although he was not a recluse—he frequented theaters and galleries,
went on road trips with his wife, maintained a small circle of friends—Hopper v
socially awkward: tall, stiff, direct, cerebral, and distrustful, with Hetle aptitude for
small ralk. The actress Helen Hayes, who commissiened a picture from him in 1939,
recalled: “I guess [ had never met a more misanthropic, grumpy, grouchy individt
in my life. . .. I was utterly unnerved by this man.”?$ But Hopper wasn't interested
in social niceties. Attuned to the felt experience of looking, he concentrared on how
moderns were uncomfortably faring with the twentieth century’s changed emotional
landscape of American cool.

American Cool

To be clear: Hopper’s cool was not hip. It was not the emotional style personified
by the oppaositional swagger and rebellious self-expression of charismatic modern
American musicians and movie stars like Frank Siratra and James Dean—
among the celebrity subjects of the photography exhibition American Cool ac the
Smithsonian’s National Porcrair Gallery in 2014. Nor does Hopper's cool resonate
with the nonchalant self-possession, and self-defense, of American jazz artises like
Lester Young and Miles Davis.2? Rather, Hopper’s cool evokes the transition to an
American emotional style of tense inhib characterized by control, discipline,
and restraint.

As Stearns argues, the eatly decades of the twentieth century saw a major break
from Victorian-era “feeling rules,” or the norms by which Americans expressed
their emotions. 3¢ The 1920s are typically viewed as a decade of frivolity and

overindulgence, as the “roaring twenties,” pulsating with fast-dancing fappers,

finger-snapping jazz, and loud, drunken parties like those staged in The Grear
Gatsby (1925). Yet the age was also one of edgy uncertainty as Americans faced
the psychological fallout of World War I, the failure of the League of Nations, the
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hotror of racial terrorism, the Red Scare, the steady advance of Taylorism—-rthe
new corporate ethos of “scientific” management and labor market “efficiency”—and,
in 1929, che coliapse of the stock market. Likewise, while the period experienced

a significant loosening of sexual (specifically, heterosexual) constraint, rules for
emotional conduct and body image that demanded new habits of self-conrrol

and consumerism were crafted by experts ranging from etiquette writers to
advertising agents.

“Intense” feelings like anger and grief were censured, viewed as derrimental to
the preferably “nice” disposition of the modern family and the calm, steady, and
hierarchical operations of modern business, from factory foors to offices. New
child-rearing manuals advised parents to firmly reprimand “unacceprable” emotional
outbursts from their children: to control their tempers. “People skills” combining
emotional restraint and affability were counseled in managerial and service sectors,
encouraged by “organizational development” and “human relations” studies thar
were conducted to improve corporate collegiality
“emorion-driven irrationality.” Best-selling books like Dale Carnegie’s How to Win
Friends and Influence People (1936) promised 1o help readers “handle complaints,
avoid arguments, keep your human contacts smooth and pleasanr.”st

Concurrent wich these admonitions against emotional intensity were aversions
to the undisciplined body. While American women gained the independence of
suffrage in 1920, they were also expected to comply with new modern standards
of appearance and grooming that demanded corporeal discipline and an increased
commitment to consumerism: exercising, slimming dowa, shaving body hair, fol-
lowing a beauty regimen that included ever-changing makeup styles and frequent
teips to the hair parlor, using recently introduced consumer products to mask body
odor and using still others to manage the “problems” of “feminine hygiene.” Midd!e-
class men were similarly expected to conform physically by participating in team
sports, cultivating well-developed muscles, and dressing for whire-collar success.

and productivity—Dby reducing

Sales of Listerine, advertised as a mouthwash, a cure for dandruf, and a deodorane,
skyrocketed in the 1920s, and the Old Spice line of male toiletries, incroduced in
1938, was similarly successful. And everyone was expected to enthusiastically take
up new norms of personal cleanliness including regular bathing, hand washing, and
tooth brushing.52

Importantly, these modern imperatives of self-control posited emotional and
physical management chiefly as matters of personal responsibility, while also posi-
tioning subjects wichin institutionally regulated hierarchies of class, gender, race,
and sexuality. Modern conceras with emotional and physical discipline, in other
words, were aligned with modern power relations: with pressures to conform to
appropriate social attitudes and behaviors, to be increasingly productive, to measure
up, to ht in. Resistance was discouraged: the righteous wrath of working-class
Americans seeking labor reform and a living wage, for example, was viewed by
many in the middle class as a dangerous problem of “bad feeling” rather than as
substantive evidence of systemic inequity in the American workplace. Even during
the Grear Depression, when middle-class Americans would also be victimized by the
economic imbalances of modern capitalism, many blamed chemselves for their grim
circumstances, “tending to feel shame ar their inability to cope rather than overt
hostility to a technological and economic order they did not always underscand.”s3
In paintings such as Horel Room and Room in New York, Hopper depicted the incer-
nalized emotional regime of failure, fright, and humiliation, of the quiet disgrace
and stoic agony, which dominated the era.
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Hopper and Advertising

Hopper learned the visual codes of American cool in the adver tising mclustn, in wh;;
he worked as a freelance illustrator for more tha
painring and drawing wich Henri, William M
New York ‘§CE1L)01 of Art, Hopper spent a year at the Correspondence School of Hlustr
Hustrating) studyin commetcial are. In 1905 he was h;
pin 1907 he began wor
5 lllust;atm in ¢l

ks, On ]‘mu[m ’() 1915, [01 L\JIHP[L, hL notcd t} hae
Ihompsnn had asked for two line drawings ro advertise Eno’s
few weeks later, on February 11, he recorded a twenty-dollar
As a freclancer, Hopper often worked only three days a week :
months w travel overseas (he visited Eure
. n Gloucesrer, Massachusetts. As Mic
explains, borders between adve 1g art and “high”
twentieth century, and Ho
colors, made etchings, and competed for galle
' » Show, for example) wl so working in graphic design. Later
when u)mmudal art was widely denounced lwy modern artists and crit
“Hlustration didn’t really interest me. [ was forced into it in an
solme n‘mncy. (et he was shrewd, prolific, and versadile, typically adapti
gha to meet the requirements of each commission. Hopper also often signed his illustration:
dubye > lll(c){::l I}'“{Ei"m ; ‘E. H. or i};. Hopper,” tl_wrcby claiming (a
Hopper as [/[,,\[,,,m (\V W and himself as an artist of recog _
Norton & C , 302 art, another nod to its developmental importance in his career.
Many of Hopper’s advertisements were targeted ac the nation’s growing
numbers of white-collar workers, a new middle class of salaried professiona

at included of : , managers, and sal 1t who occupied modest
RIGHM OPI(]NS positions in corporate hierarc and for greater status and suce
Baltimore C NewYork dverti ° consumers’ ambitions by showing them the chings
buy and the ways to bdmw in ou[u to climb the corporate ladder. Hopp'
1908 ad for Brigham Hopkins scraw hats, for example, included the line
sterling hats Wlll multiply both your prestige and profits” (hg
porancous illustrations for anduruu Kincaid & Co. ("Makers of ‘Moder
Clothes”™) and for Brighton Garters, Knothe Uns Suspenders, and Licthe
Collars—stiff, detachabl re collars that designated tl &
their white-coftar wearers b signaling aspirations of cleanliness, refinement
erns how to dress fo

OVER ALL S 915 drawings fc s Salts—marketed as a cure-all for “N

of Powufu Personality™—addressed the gastrointestinal and emotional m

Brigham, Hopkins Straws . : . o
lot the Szason ol dies that were associz vith the accelerated pace of modern life.
Nineteen-Hundrod and Nine L _ . B

sed iow i fctory croising X rated during the years Hopper worked as a com-
aim i QUALIT = Lo
the United States [rom a total sales volume of
oo e ; ) illion in 1914 to almost $3 billion by 1 H Seimulared by the introduc
F and new forms of mass media,
advertising’s incredible growth came from its alliance wich the char g
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Helping Men to“Make Good” |

How Individual Efficiency is Secured by Shiftin
Traimming and Keeping Track of Employees

ML D ATURPIEY

departmeat ¢,
bren looking at Easte

rroll D. } , and emoti

their paper stock—such as

E ody’s, and Scribner

e
organs Printer’s {nk (the first national magazine for advertising

Messenger {the ‘cmpi(_)y'cc magazine of the American bank), Systemn: The M
{later Business Week), Taver
according to assignment

- . - [t ¥al (™ » ) (24 ) (" @ . ”
dozen moody canvases ilfustrating “Sacrifice,” a “story of love, mysticism, and adventure” set

in New York and Afric

working fo

. Working for System from 1912 to 1916, 1

potitical, and emotional conditions of modernism. Placing
goods and spending at the epicenter of modern American
g industry forged consumerism as a
epitome of citizenship.
Ads did not simply sell products; they sold Americans the
idea that consumption on all levels was essential to per-
sonal well-being and ro national progress. Led by powerful
agencies like J. Walter Thompson, adver s “theorized,
locared, surveyed, and interpreted consumers” by gathering
daza on their incomes, tastes, and habits “in public, in the
matketplace, and in the home.™! Assuming omuiscient
aathorit
Americans as they simultaneously fueled ¢heir escalating

dvertisers scrutinized and surveilled modern

consumer appetites.

Concurrently, new emotional codes developed to rein-
force consumerisi’s expanded importance in American life,
Envy, for c:(amplt, became increasingiy acceprable, particu-
1eled as a form of emulative consumerism
and aspirational social mobilicy—as in “keeping up with
the Joneses.” Contentment, by contrast, was disparaged as

c of success, as a kind of lazy complacency

farly when ¢l

that thwarted self- and social improvement.42 Advertising
catered to discontent, motivating purchasing by cultivating
g b g

feelings of inferiority and inadequacy. Hopper’s menswear
ads framed this discontent by representing the things,
t‘..‘-\'PC]‘iCﬂCCS, ﬂnd 50C [l] status [hﬂt n]()dt‘l‘n Americans were
encouraged to want, and legitimizing their emortional
desires to have them. His later paintings of emotionally
alienared Americans suggest that he also understood
that such consumerism did not always or often satisty or

transform bives.

er’s magazine illustrations similady articulated modern codes of consumption, social
al management. During the 1910s and 1920s, Hopper illuscrated
magazines—pejoracively called “pulps” or
ledventire, American Magasine, As
i3 He also made drawings and designed covers for the industry
y

, started in 1888), Wells Fargo
ine of Business
sgement. His commercial styles varied

ym 1921 1o 1922, Hopper painted a

ndered line drawings

for articles titled “What Makes Men Buy?” and “How I Sell Life Insurance.” Whether

visually supplementin

nal adventure tales or detailing the routines of American

smen, Hopper’s commercial work conveyed modernism’s “feefing rules.”

His illustrations for System, for example, focused on the cooperation and confidence
expected of American businessmen (fig. 6). A monthly published from 1900 to 1928 by

on skiltful salesman:

p, workpla

tem -ally featured upbeat articles
d other forms of business “betterment.™

Hopper's drawings of earncst clerks, actentive managers, and eager yet polite salesmen—all
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s and steady workers wie

cark point by paint re-

signaling their aspirational class
tus in neat, well-ftting suits
with white-collared shirts—
captured the calm, collegial, and
conformist conditions of the id
modern office
But they aiso illustrated its

biases. In drawings for a 1913

article ironically titled “The Man
for the Job,” Hopper supplemente

manager

The skerch was captioned: “He i
expert in deciding between girls
of the nervous type and steady
workers who settle down when ch
rush hour comes and handle the
work” (fig. 7).45 Decades later, in
his painting Offrce at Night, Hopp
resurned to both the theme of
gendered hicrarchy in the workplag
and the image of the typecast fem
most sought in modern business:
deferential,
and emotionally “under control”
(Ag. 8). As etiquette expert Elizab
Gregg MacGibbon—unicknan
the “Emily Post of Business” by
Time magazine in 1936—advi

cient, good-looking

working women-——and their
bosses—should “parcel-check™ th
emotions “on the way to work.™¢
Yet in Offrce ar Night, Hopper's
focus on the female secretary’s tig
dress, shapely legs, heavy makeup
and future performance—her ga
down at that piece of paper peekir
ourt from under her boss’s desk
begs a narrative—"encapsulares
contradictions in popular advice
literature” by visibly alluding to tf
tensions of sex and power in the
modern workplace

Working in advertising boned
Hopper’s understanding of t
ogy: the system of stock figures at
comnon tropes whose repetitive
familiarity conditioned audie







Insteacl of

Movies give cheap, democratic amusement

ver, illuseration for
“Instead of John

From World Outlook
12, Reproduced

Collecrion,
Drew University, Madison, N.J.

on from the
iry Collecrion,
Direw University, Madison, NUJ.

f’:,',':,%.i"i&f? John Barleycorn emphasized the importance of self-

th i . . . . ~
Ailhe ocowpied control, including illustrations for ¢f
g : .
sl Y

effects on work and family and

article “How I Saved My Husband
Temperance Document” for Ameri;
Magazine in 1913.51
In 1919 he ilfuscrated Charles See|
y “Instead of John Barley
World Outlook, a monthly periodical

An oft-described °
Stelzle was a g a Presbyterian
pastor whose inspirarional editoris
By Charles Stelzle centered on ex ations of upward
) mobility and working-class respece-
ability. Nog¢ surprisingly, Stelzle was
staunch advocate of alternatives to thi
“amusement, comfort and desire” of
the neighborhood cavern, which was
soon to close {in January 1920) unde
Prohibition.52 His essay opened with
Hopper's depiction of workingmer
an ethnically mixed crowd identified
by their slouched shoulders, lotling
gestures, rumpled jackets, and fat
caps—standing at a bar drink
ge “Going out of business” sign
looming on the back wall (Ag. 10).
Stelzle’s suggestions of saloon “substi-
tutes” were accompanied by Hopper'
drawings of movie theaters, restaur:
and concert halls, all occu
men dressed in considerably more
refined garments—tailored suics with
detachable collars, for example—and
exhibiting markedly more restrained
n sts and conduct {fig. 11). Th
age was clear: if America’s uninhibited working class represented the “problen
of modern drunkenness, the “solution” was visualized in the disciplined ranks of a
socially rior middle class that had learned to curb such impulses.

Hopper and the Movies

isingly, modernist pressures t conform yielded a good deal of anxiety among
—which new forms of consumerism both mitigated and reproduced. Leisure
vities like going to the movies offered an emotional outlet: escape in the shadowy
spaces of the theater, excitement and passion on the screen. As Stelzle asserred in the W
per ilfustrated: “movies give cheap, democratic amusement,” addi
“Ihe motion picture house possesses many of the virtues of che saloon and practically no
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139, (il o0 canvas, 32V -
in. The Museum of Modermn

of its vices. In it is the free, normal atmosphere to which the average man is accustomed.”s?
Yet however “democratic” the movie mainstream movies tended to project main-
stream modernisim’s consumer ethos, its rationalization of heteronormativity, its racial biases,
and its reification of middle-class standards of respectability and taste. As an avid moviegoer,
Hopper saw and experienced these conflicted yet complementary modernist conditions
in the theater and on the screen, and drew on them to evoke American cool’s structure of
feeling in his paintings.

Reminiscing with his friend the artist Richard Lahey in the 1960s, Hopper remarked:
“You know, Lahey, when 1 don't feel in the mood for painting, T go to the movies for a

week or more. T go on a regular movie binge!” Lahey replicd that Hopper’s movie experi-

ences “had not been time wasted.”4 Indeed, movies were significant resources for Hopper
throughouc his career, providing the visual motifs and affective conditions thae, fike the
emotional codes he tearned and practiced in advertising, helped shape his disaffected views
of modern America. New York Movie (hig. 12), for example, depicts the rituals of midtown
hattan m iing the Greatr Depression, from being guided to a plush theater
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13 Edward Hopper, Conference ar
Oil on canvas, 28
) ichita Art Museum,
Wichira, Kans., Roland P.
Murdock Collection, M100.52

imes: Potiphar’s Wife!
From Photoplay 20 {December
1921): 75. Available ar Media
History Digital Lib
wwiv.mediahistoryproject.org
Advertisement for The Gap of
Death and Horrors . From
The Moving Picture World, June 20,
1914, 1649. Available ar Medi

al Library,

www.medizhistoryproject.org

et SR,

seat by a smartly uniformed female usher, to sitting in the dark and watching patte
of light flicker on the big screen. Conference at Night (fig. 13), an office scene featur

two men and an odd-looking woman, coheres more to the kind of movie Hoppe

“binged” on. Capturing three figures in a conspiratorial cage, framing them agai
a stark white wall, and confining them in a narrow gap between a crowded mass o
desks, Hopper’s painting looks like a stifl from the postwar genre of crime and derd
rive movies called film noir, and feels similarly tense and uncerrain.s?

In the early twentieth century, the movies developed as a phenomenally popular
profitable, and powerful form of modern mass entertainment: by 1920, 50 percent ;
Americans saw at least one movie a wee Between 1912 and 1920 American mos
studios—first sicuated on the East Coast in places like Brooklyn, New York, and F
Lee, New Jersey, and then headquartered in Hollywood—produced some 5,200 fe:
films and 31,300 shorts (one, two, and three reels each). Foreign film companies st
as Nordisk Film amark), Cines (Iraly), and especially Paché (France) produced
thousands more.57 Movie theaters multiplied in size and scale to meet escalating a
ence demand and, especially, middle-class interests. Beginning in the 1910s, palati
cinemas like those Hopper depicted in New York Movie and The Sheridan Theatre
(1937, Newark Museum) were built ro accommeodate one to five thousand patrons
nonstop screenings that began around noon and continued until late at night. Mar
these movie palaces were erected in the upscale urban neighborhoods where their 2
rational audiences liked to shop.58 By 1926, the movies were the fifth-largese indu
in the Unired Srates, grossing over $1.5 billion a year and accounting for 90 perces
worldwide film production.’®

The new mass medium’s meteoric rise was deeply attached, of course, to the agg
sive promotional strategies of modern advertising, and Hopper, as a commerc
and a motion picture fan, was a direct participant in this marketing. He undertoo
several movie-related assignments. In 1920, for example, the Norma Talmadge Filn
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o, Poriphur said:
“Whyt

VAMPS OF
ALL TIMES

Asseenwhenamodern
spot-lié‘] t is turned
upon ancient legends.

By
SVETEZAR
TONJOROFF

OTIPHAR'S WIFE

THE MOVING PICTURE WORLD

THAL -WELY, 7
ARING THE
LAOWDS 1

Wonderfu}
Lithographs.

c For
Fruils of” War ng Seane
Heprt-Rending Climeites
A Slery Woven A d The
of Paris in 1870 :

Corporation hir to design a color
cover for 7 Tell-Tales,” a vanity
project for Talmadge, who was one of
the most popular silent film scars of
the day. In 1921 he was commi ]
by the movie magazine Photoplay wo
3 g g
illustrate a six-part series titled “Vamps
of Ali Times,” a parody of popular
silent-film sirens such as Theda Bara that
involved casting a “modern spot-light”
[
(44 * bi tJ
on “ancient legends.” Hopper’s stylized
drawings, rendered in black ink 4 la

Allbi't‘y Bt‘ﬂl’({SlC)’, Sp()(_)f‘(id legcndary

femmes fatales like Aphrodite, Isis, and
Potiphat’s wife (fig. 14).60
s wide-ranging graphic skills
were also called on to market foreign
films directly to American audiences.
In 1914 he was hired to design ads for
Eclair, the U.S. branch of a French film
company, which aimed to lure American
movie fans to screenings of Trompe-la-
mort {released in the United Srares as The
Master Criminal, adapted from a story
by Honoré de Balzac) and Le systéine du
doctewr Goudron et du professeur Plume
{(The Lunatics, directed by Maurice
Tourneur). Hoppet's familiarity with
French (honed during his trips to Paris)
might have generated these commis-
stons; in any case, he was paid $10 per
drawing-—and an extra $2 to watch the
movies.® Two of the many movies he was
hired to advertise—T7he Gap of Dearh, an
action-packed drama about the romantic
misfortunes of a daredevil bicyclist, and
Horrors of War, a three-reel sho
the 1870 Siege of Paris—wer
ina June 1914 prine advertisement thac
appeared in the industry organ Zhe
ing Picture World (ig. 15). Blending
pencil sketches and film stills wich dra-
matic te oclaiming “Powerful acting,
realist es,” “Paper that will bring the
crowds in,” and “Wonderful lithographs,”
o
resemblance to Hopper’s other commer-

the ad, although unsigned, bears a strong
cial work at the time.62

The movies that Hopper warched and
adverrised were serialized melodramas:
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chrifling, hiscrionic shore films (each reel was 10-1

detective, we W o girl, and oth genres -atuted typecast
characters—bad guys, virtuous women, cr villains—-and plot devices like ¢ii
hangers to draw audiences back to rhe theaters, week afrer week. 63 Similar ro che
advertising campaigns thac fucled them, such movies were aligned with modernis
mode of embodied perception and emotional management. Their formulaic code
storytelling, stereotype, and feeling habituated moviegoers to the era’s hyperstimu
sensory environment while simultaneously conveying its core values and expectari
That is, while the movies thrilled their pleasure-secking audiences, their narrative
stylistic conventions also channeled them toward socially appropriate norms of be

ior and belicf, from expectations regarding public respectabilicy to an alleg

consumetism. ot The
films (Ave or more reels
Going to “the movies for a week or more” and being e:

the movies were marketed, Hopper absorbed their styles a
ously critiqued their cultural and affective auchority in various paintings.

New York Movie especially conveys Hopper’s interests in the emotional tenor ¢
moviegoing and movie theaters. Inside a cavernous auditorium, a few pacrons waic
black-and-white film while an exhausted usherette, dead tired afrer a long shift onj
feet, slumps against a wall. Movie palace rules, in fact, prohibited their working-c
ushers—rtypically young men and women hired for their friendly dispositions, goc

O

s

figures, and impeccablie public manners—from actually watching films while on
job, restricting them to nool d niches off the aisles.t3 Hopper devotes much o
painting to the deeply carv ant ceiling fixtures, and ve
scats of the ostentatious theater, with the movie screen edging the frame on the
We are visually compelled, however, by his focused confinement of the female us
on the far right, her blonde hair haloed by a wall sconce, a vivid red seripe runnian
down the pants leg of her tailored blue uniform, her gaze directed down at the tlo
not up ar the screen or out toward the theater.

Separating her working-class body from the leisure-class space of the movie tt
Hopper articulated and reproduced modernist discourses of social order, ¢l
ment, and emotional conrrol. Tsolated in her off-aisle niche, the usherette in New
Mouwie exhibits the same pensive discomfort as the working woman sitting alone it
Automar. Reginald Marsh’s Usheretre {fig. 16), also paineed in 1939, similarly dey
a blonde, blue-uniformed female usher inside a movie theater, albeit a scedier one
than Hopper's movie palace. Yet while Marsh zeroes in on her voluptuous body a:
defiant expression—note how she critically inspects the viewer with a hard stare, !
a prostirute assessing a customer—Hopper’s diffident usher personihes the emoti
regulated and restrained compliance of American cool.

Hopper’s affinity for the movies is widely recognized. “He wenc 1o the movies «
the time,” O’Doherty observes in Hopper’s Silence (1981}, a documenrary that rece
interviews with the artist and comp his paintings with film stills. Hopper wer
to many different kinds of movies, oo, ‘hological dramas like The Picru:
of Dorian Gr r Mon oncle (1958) an
the are flm Orphens (1950).6¢ He regarded movies as significant cultural indexes,
remarking in 1962, for instance, “If anyone wants to see what America is, go and s
a movie called The Savage E An inventive hybrid of drama and documentary,
Savage Eye (1959) is set in a particul: sordic g 1d follows an emotic
ally estranged divorcée as she visits a beauty parlor, strip bar, religious revival, anc
wrestling match.
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In addirion to acknowledging their revelatory cultural meanings, ver admit-
ted that films inspired him: “I got the idea in one of the movies around here,” he
casually divulged about furermission (1963, San Francisco Museum of Modern
Art), an airless scene he painted of a woman sicting alone in a theater.¢® Critics and
filmmakers have long linked Hopper’s painting style with cinema. In 1957 Parker

yler described Hoppet’s pictures as “camera-shots consciously framed to give us a
purified version of that strange blend of communicativeness and incommunicative-
ness that is ‘Hollywood.”0? The German filmmaker Wim Wenders, who credics

ser as a huge influence, remarks, “Mote chan anything else I liked his sense of
framing. It was very cinematic and reminded me a lot of classic American movies, «
Anthony Mann or John Ford.”70

and plays) made him well versed in drama-

sign, and, more specific to the movies, framing and

i os—the samc as a movie screen——feature
a number of compositional strateg emingly lifred from cinema. In Nighthaiwks
and other works he established scenes and subjects in the middle ground, avoiding

intimate close-ups and distance shots. Many pictures allude to out-of-frame spaces,
much as movies suggest “blind” or off-screen narratives and settings beyond the cam-
era’s fetd of view. His “cinematic camera-eye,” as Bryan Robertson called it, also rook
iar interior and exterior views simultaneously—as shown in voyeuristic canvases like
Night Windows and Room in New York.71 Relying on strong horizontals and overlap-
ping vertical elements, Hopper surrounded and trapped his subjects, fixing them so
firmly, O'Doherry remarks, “rhat his pictures seem like solid frames in some slow-
motion, life-long movie

In many of his pictures, the “movie” in particular was filim noir, a bleak and

uncompromising style of American film that emerged in the carly 1940s and resonated
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Digiral fratme from John Huston's
The Maltese Falcon, 1941, Warner
Brochers

Digital frame from Joseph H.

[ Hhe Big Combo, 1955,
Security Pictures, Inc.

throughout the postwar P
From 7The Multese Falcon |
and This Gun for Hire {194
The Big Combo (1955) and
Feil {1958),
the anxiety, insecurity, anc

movies ar

simism of modern life in
unglamorous style fortific
mented narratives (Aashba
voice-overs) and distorted,
compositions (figs.
diner in Nighthawks and o}
in Conference at Night, amy
paintings, Hopper's forcil
underscore oppressive
ally restrained states thas ¢
similarly claustrophobic s
noir classics as The Fallen |
Night Has a Thowsand Eye
The Third Man {1949), ali 1
Hopper himself w i
New York theaters.” As Sl
muses, “the paranoia of th
universe is primarily visua
upon the suspicion that ou
of reality is always already
by some invisible frame be
bﬂck 'W\Vhich 15 ‘.-Vh}’ Ed\
should also be included an
ALy auteur
Links between Hopper
movies, especially film noi
established; the critical poi
is that in terms of boch sty
sensibility, paineings like /v
and movies like 7he Maltes
and The Big Combo exempl
twenticth-century America
Hopper's nighttime scene £
a diner plunked in an oddl
urban landscape. In a 196(
he remarked, “Nighthawl
to be the way I think of a night screer . .. T simplified the scene a great dea
made the restaurant bigger. Unconsciously, probably, I was painting the lon
76 Urterly still and oddly suffused in yellowish-green tones—il
lights became commercially available in 1938—Nighthawks centers on the ¢

ala rge ciry,

four trapped inside: three customers leaning over a highly polished counter

a white-capped busboy methodically attending to some kitchen duty. Silent
absorbed, the troupe is emotionally and physically detached from one anotl
outside world. The icy female in the red dress stares at her fingernails or wh
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holding in her right hand—a pack of cigarettes? a book of marches? a compact?—
while the sharp-faced figure next to her, a tight-lipped tough guy in a dark suit and
steel-gray fedora, gazes into space and smokes a cigarette,

Dominated by themes of distrust, miscommunicacion, and hopelessness, the Alm
noir universe similarly featured disaffected characters—hard-boiled detectives, femmes
fatales, psychotic killers, tormented grifters, doomed lovers—entangled in enigmaric
and fatalistic plots. Like many of Hopper’s paintings, film noir focused on isolated
individualism: the lack of intimacy in Nighthawks and other canvases is echoed in
hundreds of noir films whose characters are similarly incapable of prolonged human
contact, connection, or communication. Both refuse narrative certainty, leaving
viewers with more questions than answers. Grappling with issues of purpose and

meaning, Nighthawks and &lm noir evoke and embody modernism’s emotional regime
of restraint and alienation.

Conclusion

Reflecting on a 2004 Hopper retrospective at the Tate Modern in London, Annie
Proulx observed: “Torrents of words and phrases fall on Edward Hopper's paint-
ings. Deadly silence, erotic despair, haunting ambiguity, irony, symbolic decoding,
metaphysical, mysterious. Almost every critic . . . sees in his mature paintings
solitude, alienation, loneliness and psychological tension.””7 Such interpretations
stem from the inherently affective character of Hopper’s paintings. Navigating the
transition from Victorian to modern “feeling rules,” Hopper’s typically spare and
tightly controfled pictures embody American cool: the dominant emotional style

of twentieth-century America. Hopper's response to this emotional transition was
cautious and critical. Working with a repertoire of banal, ordinary subjeces in unglam-
orous scttings, tending toward off-kilter compositions, disorienting perspectives, cool
tones, and ambiguous and incompiete narratives, he pictured modern American life in
terms of the tense uncertainty and emotional restraint that so many people, including
himsel, felt.

Uncovering the “feeling rules” dominant at certain times, and identifying their
shifting standards, emotions history positions and qualifies the methods and styles of
individual arcists wichin targer contexts and discourses. Emotions history recognizes
that feelings have “social and political implications and can shape public realities.””%
In 1942, for example, pondering the popularity of Hollywood movies abroad,
Siegfried Kracauer queried: “What would an intelligent European observer learn about
American life from American films?” He speculated that modern Europeans assumed
rhat American movies made visible “the direce and realistic way in which Americans
feel, cthink, and behave.”7? Edward Hopper’s widespread appeal today among
American and European audiences similarly turns on assumptions that the paintings
he produced from the 1920s through the 1960s mirror modern American characrer:
a cool, reserved, and repressed character far removed from the bristling disdain and
furious rage that seem to define America and Americans in the twenty-first century.
Anger is the nation’s contemporary emotional currency, visibly pervasive in its vitu-
perative and vindictive politics, public culture, and social norms alike. Hopper's cool
invokes a different emotional regime, prompting questions about what changed, and
why, in modern times.
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