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EDWARD HOPPER
American, 1882-1967

Room in New York, 1932

Oil on canvas

74.4 % 93 cm (295416 x 3656 in)

Signed, lower right, in black paint:

EDWARD HOPPER

University of Nebraska, Anna R. and Frank M.
Hall Charitable Trust, H-166

Edward Hopper, a modern American flaneur,
painted important observations of the everyday
lives of city dwellers throughout his career. Many
of his most important compositions, Sunday
(Phillips Collection, Washington DC), Automat
(Des Moines Art Center), Night Windows
(Museum of Modern Art, New York), and Room
in New York were painted between 1926 and 1932.
In these canvases, the artist made use of single
figures or couples to create a sense of thoughtful,
introverted reticence and solitude.

Windows figure prominently in Hopper’s
work, providing the vertical and horizontal
structure for his pictures and illuminating layers
of viewing. We watch these people through win-
dows or within lit interiors framed by windows,
which give a sense of distance to the subjects.
We see them as a voyeur might, but the protago-
nists are oblivious to being watched. We see
glimpses of life, as though we pass on the street
and happen to look in or catch a fleeting snap-
shot view from the window of a moving elevated
train. In August 1935 Hopper said that the idea
for Room in New York “had been in my mind a
long time before I painted it. It was suggested
by glimpses of lighted interiors seen as I walked
along the city streets at night . . . although it is no
Particular Street or house, but is rather a synthe-
sis of many impressions.”*

In Room in New York, two figures seated in a
lighted interior are seen through the window.
Returning home at day’s end, the man has
removed his jacket and is reading the newspaper.
The woman, in a posture of casual boredom,
plucks at the piano keys with a single finger and is
turned away from her companion. The figures sit
at opposite ends of the room and are separated
by a table, which accentuates their psychological
solitude; the door, which has no knob for entry
or exit, acts as a further barrier between them,
and the artist initially painted a decorative bowl
on the table to emphasize their separation, an
element he later removed. The room is simple,
plain, but tasteful, with art upon the walls.
Seemingly a simple subject, like all of Hopper’s
paintings, its geometry and construction are
carefully composed: window frames echo door
panels and pictures; the round chair back repeats
the circular table; and the deceptively simple yet
visually complex red shades of the chair, dress,
and lampshade balance and unite the structure.
An inventive and sensitive colorist, Hopper
painted acid-green walls that are further offset
by these intense crimson-based accents that lead
the viewer through the composition.

Hopper was a famous moviegoer, sometimes
sitting through two or three shows a day. In some
of his compositions, including this one, movie
stills might have suggested his topics. Popular
gangster films such as Little Caesar (1930), Public
Enemy (1931), and Scarface (1932) made use of
angles, shadows, patterns of light, and scenes
shot through windows and framed by architec-
tural elements—all essentials of Hopper’s visual
vocabulary.

Eschewing the picturesque or the literal,
Hopper’s pictures remain unexplained, without
narrative, instead invoking a hermetically sealed
world of emotion not unlike the paintings of some
of the artist’s European surrealist contemporaries,
particularly the architectural compositions of
Giorgio De Chirico. In fact, in 1941 André Breton
identified Hopper as one of the few American
painters working “outside of Surrealism” who
approached the mood, introspection, and “dream-
like qualities” of the European movement.?

Hopper delivered Room in New York to his
dealer, Frank Rehn, in February 1932. It was
shown in the Whitney Biennial that year and was
purchased by the University of Nebraska in 1936.
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