Hoopla over Hopper 
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Eyes Right

Washington, DC   - Art, at least the good stuff, is big business.  Nowhere is this more apparent than at the East Gallery of the National Gallery of Art here in the nation’s capital.  
The exhibit which is bringing in tens of thousands of visitors daily is that of the American artist, Edward Hopper (1882-1967).  I stood in a long, winding line outside the entrance to the exhibit on the second floor of the East Gallery.   But the line moved quickly, and in 25 minutes, I was inside.  The wait was well worth it, as there were literally hundreds of Hopper’s works spanning his career. The collection had been assembled from museums and collectors around the world, and was made possible by “a generous grant from the global consulting firm Booz Allen Hamilton” [as announced in red print on the bottom of the free program].  Bank of America and several other usual suspects of corporate America also had pitched in to make the exhibit possible.
Being a longstanding Hopper enthusiast, I found myself enchanted with so many of his paintings which I had not seen.  The exhibit chronologically detailed Hopper’s evolution as a painter in the early years of the 20th century.  It was interesting to learn, for example, that his commercial success did not occur early; he sold his first canvas to a public institution at age 41.  In fact, he was forced to work as a commercial illustrator and art teacher for many years until finally moving into etching where he began to find some buyers.  His first solo exhibition was not until 1924, but from that moment, his stock began to rise quickly.  His most famous painting, Nighthawks, depicting four detached individuals in a diner late at night on a lonely, empty street was completed in 1942, at age 60.  By this time, Hopper had become, if not wealthy, then extremely comfortable.  He and his wife, Jo (also an artist) were able to travel extensively and have a summer home built to his specifications on Cape Cod.
What was equally fascinating to the exhibit itself was the absolute feeding frenzy at all of the museum’s gift shops where Hopper items were flying off the shelves almost faster than they could be re-stocked.  A person could buy any of a number of refrigerator magnets, umbrellas, calendars, puzzles, key chains, post cards, diaries, - you name it - each featuring some famous Hopper painting.  Of course, there were also numerous prints and reproductions of many of Hopper’s works for sale, including an online method called “Art on Demand” where you could order prints on paper or on canvas, framed or unframed, at prices ranging from $25 to $325 with extra shipping costs up to $79.  Without ordering any prints, I managed to spend nearly $100.

There is no admission fee to the National Gallery, and there is an excellent dining facility underground between the East and West wings, with relatively modest prices.  You can easily spend an inexpensive day seeing not only Hopper, but a wide assortment of art work ranging from my favorites, the French Impressionists, to Flemish masters (not a favorite), to Dada art (definitely not a favorite).   In addition to the Hopper exhibit, the other currently featured artist is the British master, J.M.W. Turner.  Over 125 of his works have been assembled from all over the world, and will be exhibited through next January.
So, if you find yourself in or around Washington, DC in the near future, spend a day at the National Gallery of Art.  You will congratulate yourself for investing the time.  But do yourself a financial favor by leaving your credit cards at home and avoiding the gift shops.
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