HOPPER’S LONELINESS
The pictures of the 1940s show that Hopper's city scapes, and the paintings in which he expressed the conflict of Nature and human Civilization, always included experience that can be analyzed in psychological terms. The paintings in which Hopper guides our view from the realm of Nature into the realm of Civilization could often just as well be reversed: the two realms are finally the two halves of a symmetrical design.

   
We can see this interchangeability at work in Compartment C, which the artist painted in 1938. The picture both uses and defamiliarizes earlier approaches. Through the train window we see a landscape the features of which (a river, bridge and dark woods) reassert the familiar dichotomy. And the picture also has its own distinctive energy, owing to the slant angle at which we view the scene.

   
The picture's focus on one corner of the compartment produces a dual effect. The compartment where the solitary traveller sits reading seems strangely bigger than it actually can be: it is as if she were sitting in a luxury armchair in a spacious home. And the train chassis seems to be extending away from us - as a result of which, the landscape seen through the window has a two-dimensional look, like a picture of a landscape: it might as well be inside as out. The view through the window suggests both a divorce from the natural world and a metamorphic process affecting the immediacy of perception. The fact that the woman is reading is symbolic of isolation; she is closed off within herself, her attention on a system of signs different from that of direct representation. It is true that the isolation in Compartment C is understated. This, if anything, heightens the ambiguity of the mood. The use of colour, rather than creating a caesura to separate interior from exterior, has the effect of establishing points of reference. 

  
The 1939 New York Movie offers a parallel to this picture. This time a cinema screen occupies the place of the view from the train window; it seems the film is set in an Alpine landscape. The glimpse we have of the movie only accounts for a small part of the picture, though. In fact, that portion of the canvas is belittled by the monumentality of the interior, with its proscenium, its ornate ceiling and lighting, the columns and drapes, the passage and stairs. It is an energized interior; the very dynamism of its design is a stark contrast to the torpor of the usherette at right. The usherette seems as absorbed in a world of her own as the woman reading in Compartment C. Her isolation is reinforced by the perspective of the composition, which directs our attention firstly to the wall that divides the cinema auditorium from the exit, and then to the fact that from where she is standing the usherette cannot see the screen: this, we conclude, is a woman who (judging by her indifference) has no need of the illusions and escapism that cinema affords.

   
Hopper developed the idea in a much later work painted in 1963: Intermission. But the later picture is different. In Compartment C and New York Movie his subject was the solitary absorption of women in isolated situations, situations that also suggest a certain security and snug protection; but in Intermission it is as if the motif has been turned inside out. The woman is alone in the auditorium, a bare setting consisting of seating, emergency exit, and a fragment of the proscenium. It is she herself who conveys the desolate sense of desertion. The dominant colour is the arctic blue of the wall, and the only warmth comes from the seats, floor and stage. The effect is to emphasize the absence of pleasure - it is, after all, the intermission, and the woman is not watching anything.

   
The 1957 Western Motel is comparable in its choice of motif. Again Hopper uses a defamiliarized view outside: through the outsize motel windows we see what looks like the archetypal Western movie setting. But the woman sitting on the bed is not gazing at the view; she is turned towards us, and the overall effect is of a portrait sitter seen against a landscape frozen into a mere background. Once we have noticed this, we should not overlook the sense of movement that counterbalances the inertia. It is true that the car and the street (and the suitcase, suggestive of departure or arrival) somehow seem robbed of their dynamics by the frozen look of the woman. However, the light seems to restore energy to the situation - even as it freezes the exterior into the semblance of a movie set. The effect of the view through the windows is not unlike that of the landscape glimpsed outside the train in Compartment C or the cinema screen in New York Movie.

Adapted from HOPPER, by Rolf G. Renner, Taschen publishing, 2002.
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