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How do we return Edward Hopper to 
history? How do we go beyond general 
observations about the artist’s long 
career—the connection of paintings from 
the 1940s such as Nighthawks to film 
noir, for example—to say something more 
historically precise about his art? The 
question might come up with any artist, 
yet it seems especially fraught in Hopper’s 
case. He devoted so much misanthropic 
wisdom to defeating, seemingly for all 
time, the ready and obvious sense in which 
any of his pictures is truly, crudely, about 
a given issue. Maybe Hopper even hated 
history. Maybe, that is, he hated the idea 
of having his work trapped in the amber 
of historical particulars. Maybe he aimed 
instead to make his art a repository of 
tantalizing but finally unhelpful clues to 
his times. Each one of these clues—like the 
Mobil Station Pegasus leaping into the sky 
in Gas (1940)—would strive to disappear 
into some universal ether, some enigmatic 
twilight, even as it springs from the stuff of 
identifiable times and locales. The film-noir 
hats of Nighthawks, no less than the Mobil 
Pegasus, twirl into an unknown that the 
artist wisely, maybe a little unkindly, 
regards as his true domain.

This essay nonetheless is about one 
Hopper painting in its moment. Ground 
Swell (frontispiece) of 1939 is one of his 
oddest. Scholars have touched on this 

Ground Swell

Alexander Nemerov

 Edward Hopper, Ground Swell, 
1939. Oil, 36 1/2 x 50 1/4 in. 
Corcoran Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C., Museum 
Purchase, William A. Clark Fund
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mysterious picture, which Hopper 
made in South Truro, on Cape Cod. 
Gail Levin has treated it in terms of 
the artist’s biography, establishing its 
place amid a chronology of paintings 
he made in 1939, and Dorothy Moss 
has addressed some of the venerable 
Hopper themes—isolation, alienation, 
melancholy—in her short examination 
of the picture.1 The relative brevity of 
treatment is understandable. Here again 
Hopper was cagey about creating an 
inscrutable scene, dissolving certainties 
into an unspecifiable mood. In writing 
about Ground Swell I do not want to 
solve the clues and reduce the painting 
to an explanation, placing the work 
in the kind of taxonomic box Hopper 
shuddered at. Instead, I am trying to get 
at precisely the mystery, the questions, 
the work itself wonders about, to put a 
finer point on these matters in his art 
than to say that each such enigma—as 
so much blue sky or black night—is 
finally only a kind of silence we are all 
invited, pretty loosely, to make of what 
we will. The questions Hopper was won-
dering about in 1939 are more specific 
than that.

Painting in 1939

Ground Swell shows a confrontation: 
four people on a catboat staring at a bell 
buoy. Three of the sailors are men, two 
standing and one seated at the rudder, 
all shirtless. The standing men are young 
and so perhaps is the third, wearing a 
hat, his back to us. The fourth person 
is a woman lying across the boat, her 
head covered in a kerchief against the 
sun, her bare feet dangling over the 
edge. Listening as well as staring, all four 
direct their attention to the bell buoy 
rocked by a sudden surge of water, the 
surge that froths the blue into white and 
creates the series of shelflike waves that 
gives the painting its title.

The day of the confrontation is bright 
and sunny. The breeze pushes into the 
mainsail, making it taut, and the high 
cirrus clouds, up above twenty thousand 
feet—their rounded forms repeating 
the curves of the hull, their patterned 
diagonals intersecting the mainsail—add 
to the sense of winds blowing, gently 
pushing the boat to the right. The man 
at the rudder steers the boat clear of 
the buoy and so they pass, angling, 

1 Winslow Homer, Breezing Up  
(A Fair Wind), 1873–76. Oil, 
24 3/16 x 38 3/16 in. National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, 
D.C., Gift of the W. L. and 
May T. Mellon Foundation. 
Photo, courtesy of the Board of 
Trustees, National Gallery of Art, 
Washington, D.C.
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curving so near this object they stare 
at, and listen to, with such unusual 
contemplation.

The bell buoy separates Ground Swell 
from two clear precedents in American 
art, showing what is specific to 1939 
in Hopper’s way of handling a nauti-
cal theme. One of these precedents is 
the work of Winslow Homer, an artist 
Hopper alludes to in this painting of a 
Massachusetts nautical subject. Homer’s 
Breezing Up (fig. 1), painted in 1873–76, 
shows four figures, a man and three 
boys, sailing fast and exhilaratingly in a 
swift, flying wind. A glance at Breezing 
Up and Ground Swell together shows 
the general way that Hopper conjures 

Homer—the catboat, the wind-filled 
sail, the beautiful New England day—
but it more pressingly calls our attention 
to the difference between the two paint-
ings. Instead of the joyful exuberance 
of Breezing Up, Hopper substitutes 
something more meditative and grave, 
and this gravity and somberness center 
on what the Hopper has and the Homer 
does not: the buoy. This heavy, gravely 
ringing presence—the one dark object in 
the entire painting—makes the figures in 
Ground Swell stare and gives the picture 
its weight.

The same gravity is there if we 
compare Ground Swell to the work of 
Thomas Eakins, the other nineteenth-
century painter Hopper quotes and 
revises in his picture. Eakins’s Starting 
out after Rail (fig. 2), a Delaware 
River scene made early in his career, 
anticipates Hopper’s bright blue-sky 
day and striking design element of the 
taut, white sail. Hopper was fiercely 
independent, but in those circumstances 
he may well have thought himself as a 
modern heir to Eakins and Homer, both 
artists that his early critical champion 
Lloyd Goodrich was thinking about in 
those years. (Goodrich published his 
two-volume study of Eakins in 1933 
and his book on Homer in 1944).2 
Again, however, it is Hopper’s difference 
that most deserves our attention, and 
here once more the discordant note of 
the bell buoy is what most strikingly 
separates Hopper’s scene from Eakins’s. 
Hopper’s sailors may also be starting out, 
but unlike the men in Eakins’s picture, 
they come upon something that gives 
them pause.

The two paintings Hopper made in 
1939 immediately before Ground Swell 
give us a further sense of the bell’s im-
portance and allow us to say even—in 
the most preliminary way—what it 
might mean. Each of these pictures 
anticipates Ground Swell. The first, 
which Hopper worked on through 
much of April 1939, is a compelling 

2 Thomas Eakins, Starting 
out after Rail, 1874. Oil on 
canvas mounted on Masonite, 
24 1/4 x 19 7/8 in. Museum of 
Fine Arts, Boston, The Hayden 
Collection—Charles Henry 
Hayden Fund. Photo © 2008 
Museum of Fine Arts, Boston
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but relatively little-known work called 
Bridle Path (fig. 3).3 Set near the western 
edge of Central Park (the Dakota apart-
ment building appears above), the picture 
shows three riders, two women and a 
man, astride their galloping horses as they 
prepare to enter a tunnel to the right. The 
white horse, head thrown up and nostrils 
flaring, tries to resist as the tunnel looms, 
shying at this dark, enclosed space, and the 
rider leans back and grips the reins tightly. 
The painting is very different from Ground 
Swell, yet each shows people at play ap-
proaching a sign of danger.

Both paintings are leisure scenes. Both 
feature male and female figures. Both 
show these figures controlling the things 
on which they ride—the riders manipulat-
ing the animals, the sailors steering the 
boat. The man in the hat at the rudder in 

Ground Swell controls the white catboat 
in much the same way that the man in 
the hat controls the white horse in Bridle 
Path. The catboat and white horse share 
more: their bellying roundedness, their 
placement in the two pictures (both 
heading to the right) as well as the fact 
that each is a conveyance, a device for 
travel, requiring some skill to operate. 
Above all they share a kinship between the 
black void of the tunnel and the darkness 
of the buoy.

The keynote of fear or danger in Bridle 
Path is the white horse’s raised head in 
relation to the tunnel. The shape of that 
head appears many times in the angles 
of rock behind the riders, emphasizing 
the gesture. The figures in Ground Swell 
are more circumspect and measured in 
their relation to a dark emblem, but their 

3 Edward Hopper, Bridle Path, 
1939. Oil, 28 ⅜ x 42 ⅛ in. San 
Francisco Museum of Modern 
Art, Anonymous gift
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danger is appreciable, too. The buoy may 
warn of a shoal. Each picture shows a 
structurally similar situation—people 
at recreation, astride, aboard, horse 
and boat, and then a darkened sign of 
foreboding. One picture is a Manhattan 
pastoral and the other a New England 
boating scene, but they are kindred 
variations on a theme Hopper explored 
that year.

The painting Hopper made after Bridle 
Path and directly before Ground Swell 
intensifies this idea. He created Cape Cod 
Evening (fig. 4), one of his most famous 
pictures, during July 1939.4 The painting 
is close to Ground Swell in location. Levin 
notes that it is a composite of various 
locales in and around South Truro. The 
subject is tension, dysfunction. A man 
and woman are proximate but far apart: 
he sits on the doorstep, she stands by the 
bay window. He is visually identified with 
the dog, both lower to the ground, both 
connected to the bending forms of the 
finials to either side of the door, and both 
looking keenly to the left.

The dog, its gaze alert, its tail taut, has 
heard something out in the woods. “Was 
to have been called ‘Whippoorwill.’ Dog 
hears it,” Jo wrote in her explanation of 
the picture. The trees of that darkened 
wood suggest a mysterious world that at 
one point encroaches slightly on the trim 
order of the house: an evergreen branch 
extends across a window blind. “Trees 
in phalanx formation, creeping up on 
one with the dark. The whippoorwill is 
there out of sight,” summarized Jo.5 The 
agitated branches of the foremost little 
tree—branches that repeat in reverse the 
angle and fluff of the collie’s tail—seem to 
make visible the fluttering noise that has 
caught the dog’s attention and made the 
whole scene redolent, as in certain poems 
of Robert Frost and plays of Eugene 
O’Neill, of domestic discomfort and 
obscure omens.

Even so, Cape Cod Evening shares 
much with Ground Swell, the next picture 
Hopper began painting that summer. 
The sitting and standing figures rehearse 
the arrangement of the sailors. The waves 

4 Edward Hopper, Cape Cod 
Evening, 1939. Oil, 30 x 40 in. 
National Gallery of Art, Wash-
ington, D.C., John Hay Whitney 
Collection. Photo, courtesy of 
the Board of Trustees, National 
Gallery of Art, Washington, D.C.
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of high grass call to mind the water, and 
the collie amid the grass adumbrates the 
buoy floating in that water. The white and 
dark halves of the two pictures are similar, 
the boat repeating the white house and 
the buoy repeating the woods. The dark 
half of each picture, moreover, suggests 
something disquieting. The ringing bell in 
Ground Swell thus incorporates elements 
from Hopper’s two immediately earlier 
pictures, condensing the threat of tunnel 
and woods into one compact dark object.

The Second World War accounts for 
some of this threat in Ground Swell. 
Hopper began painting the picture 
in August 1939 and completed it on 
September 15. The war began on 
September 1 with the Nazi Blitzkrieg into 
Poland. A few days before, on August 23, 
the Nazis and Soviets signed their nonag-
gression pact, publicly announced to 
much surprise and dismay. Hopper knew 
what was happening as he made the paint-
ing. “How would a war in Europe affect 
your European jury men, would they 
still come[?]” he wrote to Homer Saint-

Gaudens on August 28, inquiring about 
an art show at the Carnegie Institute in 
Pittsburgh that he too was supposed to 
judge in late September. “Let’s hope Hitler 
will back down at the last moment.”6 
The particulars of Ground Swell suggest 
some correlation to the momentous world 
events of late summer 1939.

There are several reasons to think 
so. The title of the painting refers to 
cataclysms elsewhere and their effects 
on peaceable places. A “ground swell,” 
according to the dictionary, means “an 
undulation of the ocean with deep rolling 
waves, often the result of a distant storm 
or earthquake.” The rolling swells in 
Hopper’s painting—the shelflike waves 
that cause the buoy to bob and the bell 
to ring—come from beyond the horizon. 
They are the sign of a distant commotion, 
some faraway chaos, now rolling in omi-
nously on a bright and otherwise calm day 
on the New England coast.

The peculiar quality of the sailors’ at-
tention also suggests this world-political 
danger. The catboat pulls up close to 

5 Edward Hopper, Yawl Riding 
a Swell, 1935. Watercolor over 
graphite on paper, 20 1/4 x 
28 1/4 in. Worcester Art Museum, 
Worcester, Massachusetts, 
Museum purchase
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the sounding buoy, the people on board 
staring solemnly and frozenly at it. The 
boat is remarkably close to this buoy that 
is the sailors’ only obstacle or danger seem-
ingly for miles around—as though they, 
and Hopper, have made a special effort to 
get near this anomalous object, to make it 

an allegory of some kind. The difference 
between Ground Swell and a similar but 
earlier Cape Cod picture, a watercolor of 
1935 called Yawl Riding a Swell (fig. 5), 
shows what is specific to 1939 about 
the buoy. It is as though Hopper were 
interested not only in a sailing scene but 
in a portentous story, a mysterious state-
ment: figures clad for fun and relaxation 
who contemplate at close range a dark 
bell made to sound by unseen, destructive 
reverberations from afar.

The painting is almost literal once 
seen in this way. Americans secure and 

comfortable on a peaceful day become 
aware of the danger signs across the 
Atlantic. The Nazi annexations of 
Austria, the Sudetenland, and then all 
of Czechoslovakia preceded the waning 
summer of 1939, and the Blitzkrieg and 
the British and French declarations of 
war took place while Hopper painted the 
picture. Even the clear meteorological 
explanation for Ground Swell points to 
the world crisis of the summer of 1939. 
On September 21, 1938, a hurricane had 
swept through New York, Connecticut, 
Rhode Island, and Massachusetts, devas-
tating seaside towns and even locales far 
inland. It is likely that the respectful atten-
tion Hopper’s sailors pay to the bell alludes 
to this recent epic storm. But the storm 
itself was bound with the European politi-
cal crisis. The headlines in the New York 
Times on September 22 and 23, 1938, the 
days immediately after the great hurricane, 
paired news of the storm with stories of 
Czechoslovakia’s capitulation before Hitler, 
implicitly connecting the two catastrophes, 
each with its own impact on the United 
States (figs. 6, 7). Hopper’s painting ac-
cordingly seems to mix references to the 
hurricane of 1938 with allusions to the 
political crises of 1938 and 1939.

The painting’s connection to two 
contemporaneous poems also ties it to the 
onset of war. W. H. Auden, in his poem 
“September 1, 1939,” written down the 
coast in Manhattan in the same weeks 
Hopper finished Ground Swell, focuses on 
the impact of the news on people far from 
the conflict, calling to mind Hopper’s 
picture: “Waves of anger and fear / Cir-
culate over the bright / And darkened 
lands of the earth / Obsessing our private 
lives.” Robinson Jeffers’s “The Day Is a 
Poem,” written on September 19, 1939, 
also echoes Ground Swell.7 Like Hopper, 
Jeffers focuses on the coast, except here 
the subject is the rugged central California 
seashore that was home to the poet and 
his bleak and solitary meditations. His 
poem is about listening to Hitler on the 
radio while watching the ocean:

6 New York Times front page, 
September 22, 1938 © 1938 
The New York Times, All rights 
reserved

7 New York Times front page, 
September 23, 1938 © 1938 
The New York Times, All rights 
reserved
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THE DAY IS A POEM
(September 19, 1939)

This morning Hitler spoke in Danzig,  
we heard his voice.

A man of genius: that is, of amazing
Ability, courage, devotion, cored on a 

sick child’s soul,
Heard clearly through the dog-wrath, 

a sick child
Wailing in Danzig; invoking 

destruction and wailing at it.
Here, the day was extremely hot; 

about noon
A south wind like a blast from hell’s 

mouth spilled a slight rain
On the parched land, and at five a 

light earthquake
Danced the house, no harm done. 

To-night I have been amusing myself
Watching the blood-red moon  

droop slowly
Into black sea through bursts of dry 

lightning and distant thunder.
Well: the day is a poem: but too much
Like one of Jeffers’s, crusted with 

blood and barbaric omens,
Painful to excess, inhuman as a 

hawk’s cry.

Jeffers and Hopper both focus on 
rumblings—the poem’s earthquake and 
dark screeching, the picture’s toll of 
warning. Each omen portends disaster. 
Hopper was working on totems of general 
foreboding all through 1939—the tunnel, 
the woods—but the bell seems specific as 
a reference to the late summer’s political-
military crisis. Everything in America is 
sunny and unchanged, but into this calm 
and blue brightness the bell interjects the 
clamor of its one insistently ringing note.

What was beyond that the bell might 
communicate? In those years the ringing 
of a bell might be the signal of a lone 
human fate decided far away, a seem-
ingly irrelevant death that hits close to 
home—a connotation brought out in 
Ernest Hemingway’s Spanish Civil War 
novel For Whom the Bell Tolls, pub-

lished in 1940, with its epigraph from 
John Donne ending “any mans death 
diminishes me, because I am involved 
in Mankinde; And therefore never send 
to know for whom the bell tolls; It tolls 
for thee.”8 Hopper’s figures, alike listen-
ing to their bell, almost diagram what 
Hemingway had in mind when he ad-
dressed his readers with Donne’s words. 
The bell that sounds for the person 
unknown, ringing out a cataclysm from 
afar, is not so irrelevant as it seems. Read 
through Hemingway, Hopper’s figures 
seem to understand not only that there 
is a world crisis abroad but to realize that 
individual lives like their own are even 
then being lost.

Maybe this is why Ground Swell seems 
haunted by Nicolas Poussin’s Arcadian 
Shepherds (fig. 8), a painting Hopper 
likely knew from his student days in 
Paris. Poussin’s famous picture of beauti-
ful young people contemplating the 
stony sign of their mortality, examining 
a tomb inscribed “Et in Arcadia Ego” 
(I too once lived in Arcadia), shows 
through as a kind of ghostly template in 
Ground Swell. Three men and a woman, 
the men’s bare arms visible; all these 
figures pondering a grim emblem that 
interrupts the idyll: so Hopper’s sailors 
contemplate the buoy almost as if it 
were a memento mori, a tomb, the one 
grave in a sea of calm, the one darkness 
to despoil the white-sail idyll of their 
happy blank slate. So too for these sailors 
“mourning and shadow replace the 
unknowing present of innocent happi-
ness,” as Elizabeth Cropper and Charles 
Dempsey write about Poussin’s shep-
herds. So too the fate of Hopper’s figures 
in 1939 is a “Fall into history.”9

The Radio

Yet it is finally too simple to say that 
Hopper’s picture is only an allegory 
of distant wars making their presence 
felt on American shores. It is not only 

Poem by Robinson Jeffers, The 
Collected Poetry of Robinson 
Jeffers, ed. Tim Hunt (Stanford 
University Press, 1988) vol. 3, 16 
© 1987 Jeffers Literary Properties
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faraway events but the sound or news 
of those events that is the painting’s 
equal preoccupation. Jeffers’s poem 
describes listening to the voices of Hitler 
and the sick child in Danzig on the 
radio. In Ground Swell radio transmis-
sion is somehow equally relevant, in a 
far more cryptic but still central way. 
Scholars of American art such as Leo 
Mazow and Asma Naeem have recently 
begun investigating the way American 
paintings portray sound and sound 
technologies. Mazow notes how Thomas 
Hart Benton’s murals of the 1930s 
suggest “the sonic dimensions of radio 
and phonographs by way of ray lines, 
exaggerated perspective, and echoing 
forms.”10 In different and more oblique 
ways—not conscious, not intentional—
Ground Swell might itself be a painting 
about radio.

Radio had become hugely popular in 
the 1930s, especially at the end of the 
decade. Since its invention in the early 
years of the century, it had gone from 
the specialization of a few experts, to 
a miraculous technology available to 

the first wonderstruck listeners among 
the populace at large, to a ubiquitous 
source of information found in many 
American homes. A 1942 publication 
called Radio in Wartime features many 
charts demonstrating the medium’s 
burgeoning popularity. According to 
one of those charts (fig. 9), radio could 
be found in twenty-six million homes 
in 1938, up from a mere five hundred 
thousand in 1922. Another chart from 
the same publication (fig. 10) shows that 
by 1942 Americans owned some fifty-six 
million radios, and still another points 
out that most Americans preferred the 
radio for news and entertainment over 
other media such as the newspaper. 
The publication is partisan—note the 
words “The target” on the right-hand 
border of figure 9 indicating room for 
still greater growth—but there was no 
denying the newfound spread and power 
of the medium by the late 1930s, when 
Hopper painted Ground Swell.11

It is possible to be still more specific 
about this. The late thirties were a 
time of huge radio personalities such 

8 Nicolas Poussin, The Arcadian 
Shepherds (Et in Arcadia Ego), 
ca. 1640. Oil, 33 1/2 x 47 5/8 in. 
Musée du Louvre, Paris. Photo, 
René-Gabriel Ojéda, Réunion des 
Musées Nationaux / Art Resource, 
New York
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as Father Coughlin, Walter Winchell, 
and H. V. Kaltenborn. As a measure 
of his popularity, Kaltenborn appeared 
in Frank Capra’s Mr. Smith Goes to 
Washington, a film made in the spring 
and summer of 1939 and released in 
mid-October of that year, in which 
he played himself during the record 
filibuster of Senator Jefferson Smith 
(James Stewart), intoning into his radio 
microphone words about democracy in 
action. The thirties and the war years 

were also the time of Franklin Delano 
Roosevelt’s fireside chats, radio broad-
casts that made listeners feel in the very 
presence of their president, leader and 
populace together in an intimate public 
sphere. Those years were the time too of 
radio soaps, mysteries, comedy hours, 
and their corporate sponsors: the Pepsi 
Company created the first nationally 
aired radio jingle in 1939.12

The late 1930s were also the time 
of infamous radio scares and outright 
panics, some based on fantasy, others on 
reality. Orson Welles’s War of the Worlds 
broadcast took place on October 30, 
1938. The previous month Americans 
had purchased radios in record numbers 
to listen to Kaltenborn report on the 
Munich Crisis, catching the latest 
news of Neville Chamberlain trying 
to appease Hitler and avoid world 
war. The imagery of people huddled 
around their radios extended into the 
war. On December 7, 1941, Americans 
listened to news of Pearl Harbor, and 
the representation of Roosevelt’s “day 
that will live in infamy” as an affair of 
listening—of people tuning in to their 
radios—quickly became an iconic na-
tional memory.13

It remains to be seen, of course, how 
or even if Hopper’s painting connects 
to any of this. Hopper shows people on 
a boat both looking at and listening to 
a bell—there is no radio in sight. But 
for now let us note that his boat-bound 
listeners are of a serious sort. They 
correspond to the way people were to 
be shown around their radios during 
the war and the international crises 
of the late thirties (fig. 11). Hopper’s 
figures absorb the sound of the bell in 
a studied, austere, deeply focused way. 
Even the woman on her stomach—in 
Hopper’s gendering of attention, prob-
ably the least formal of the listeners—is 
alert and attentive to the sound, her 
chest and head lifted up, her weight 
resting on her elbows. At the time radio 
could be cast as a sign of frivolity, of 

9 9 out of 10 U.S. Homes Have 
Radios. From Sherman Dryer, 
Radio in Wartime (Greenberg, 
1942), 117

10 Radio—Most Popular Family 
Servant. From Sherman Dryer, 
Radio in Wartime, 161
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time frittered away. It was also the sign 
of a willful credulity, that of the listeners 
who tuned in to hear even a ventrilo-
quist perform, laughing at the shtick of 
Edgar Bergen and his dummy sidekick 
Charlie McCarthy. Hopper’s serious 
listeners are not like that.

Nor are they like the lemmings 
or automatons that Marxist cultural 
critics such as Theodor Adorno saw in 
those enthralled to the popular media, 
and that even milder observers such 
as Rudolf Arnheim warned of. “Busy 
and idle, rich and poor, young and old, 
healthy and sick—they all hear the same 
thing,” Arnheim wrote in 1936, during 
the fascist rise in Europe. “That is what 
is great, moving, dangerous and dread-
ful about our time.” The “omnipresent” 
sounds of the radio are tokens of a 
modern world in which “everyone is 
shown the same thing, does the same 
thing and so everyone becomes the 
same.” Media historian Jason Loviglio 
notes that “[n]ational radio evoked 
fears of hypnotized audiences falling 
under the sway of irrational forces like 
fascism, communism, or even a corrupt 

and bankrupt capitalism.”14 The sailors 
in Ground Swell, on the contrary, are 
individual and thoughtful.

Hopper takes great care to establish 
the gravity and individuality of his 
four lookers and listeners (see fig. 12 
and frontispiece). He shows subtly dif-
ferent types of thoughtfulness in their 
responses to the bell. The man at the 
rudder seems to have the most active, 
physically engaged response to the 
sound. He is the one closest to the level 
of the bell, and he leans toward it as the 
bell leans toward him. The bell’s negative 
spaces echo the negative space under 
his right arm, and the bell itself repeats 
the shape of his hat. The left part of the 
boat’s gull-wing stern points to the bell 
in a way that repeats the white brim of 
his hat and the direction of his gaze. 
The three figures above have a more 
removed, more detached, but equally 
grave relation to the sound. The heads 
of the two standing men are above the 
horizon, giving them a more meditative, 
even philosophical relation to what they 
hear. Hopper neatly painted the left ear 
of each of these men, making the lobes 

11 Unknown photographer, Listening 
to the Radio, ca. 1938–45. Repro-
duced from Susan J. Douglas, 
Listening In: Radio and the 
American Imagination (Times 
Books, 1999), after page 192

12 Edward Hopper, Ground Swell 
(detail)
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stand out against the hair, emphasizing 
their attentiveness. The woman—her 
face occluded, her whole figure below 
the horizon—is more like the man at the 
rudder, evincing an embodied relation 
to the sound, though her response is less 
physically active.

How, though, is this painting more 
specifically about radio? The nauti-
cal setting is an unexpected clue. The 
ocean waves suggest the way radio was 
often linked to water. “For decades 
scientists and engineers sought to help 
people understand radio by using the 
analogy of the pond and the stone,” 
writes radio historian Susan Douglas. 
“You throw a stone into a pond—that’s 
the radio signal—and ripples flow out 
in all directions—those are the radio 
waves. . . . The crests of the waves 
radiate in a pattern, and the distance 
between each crest is a wavelength. 
The longer the wavelength, the lower 
its frequency: . . . the shorter the 
wavelength, the higher the frequency.” 
Auden scholar Nicholas Jenkins notes 
that those lines from “September 1, 
1939”—“Waves of anger 
and fear / Circulate over the 
bright / And darkened lands 
of the earth / Obsessing our 
private lives”—allude to the 
radio waves emanating from 
broadcasting giant RKO’s 
headquarters down the street 
from the Fifty-second Street 
bar where Auden set the 
poem.15

“Waves” is the foremost 
of radio’s nautical words, but 
the sea shows up surprisingly 
in other thirties descriptions 
of the radio. Arnheim opens 
his 1936 book Radio with a 
description of avid listeners 
at a café in a coastal fishing 
village: “What the net was to 
the fishers the loudspeaker 
was to the café proprietor.” 
Jeffers’s poem also con-

nects radio and ocean, the two almost 
ineluctably going together. Georgette 
Carneal, in A Conqueror of Space (1930), 
her biography of radio pioneer Lee 
DeForest, justifies radio’s utilitarian 
value by describing how it might save a 
sailor: “when some distant mariner, fog-
bound and lost, unacquainted with his 
bearings and the Morse code, can call to 
a listener on the nearest shore and hear in 
a still, small voice his name repeated and 
his whereabouts disclosed.”16 In Ground 
Swell, it is true, the far-spreading cirrus 
clouds are themselves a sign of the bell’s 
spreading tone. Extending along an 
angle matching that of the buoy, they 
produce a visualization of the ring, a set 
of echoing sonic shapes reverberating as 
so many emanations, so many air waves. 
But the sea swells also show the same 
reach of sound, calling to mind these 
oceanic metaphors of radio.

There is a still more precise way that 
radio informs Hopper’s depiction of the 
ocean, an explanation that goes back 
to the origins of the medium. Radio 
pioneer Guglielmo Marconi was an avid 

13 Guglielmo Marconi, frontispiece 
from Orrin E. Dunlap Jr., 
Marconi: The Man and His Wireless 
(Macmillan, 1937)
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sailor whose 1937 biography features a 
photograph of him in his captain’s cap 
(fig. 13) as the frontispiece. Marconi’s 
ship the Elettra was fitted with sophisti-
cated equipment that led to some of his 
innovations in shortwave long-distance 
wireless communication, and his name 
had been much in the news after con-
troversy concerning the wireless com-
munications during the Titanic disaster. 
Back in 1900, Marconi had been in a 
much-publicized contest with DeForest, 
his young competitor, the two of them 
striving aboard separate ships to report 
via radio the outcome of a yacht race. 
(Neither man’s signal reached shore.)17 
But the connection between radio and 
water in Marconi’s case is still more 
strikingly related to Ground Swell.

Marconi sent and received the first 
transatlantic wireless messages between 
the United States and England from 
Cape Cod. It was there in 1903 that he 
sent a message from President Theodore 
Roosevelt to King Edward VII and then 
quickly received Edward’s reply. He did 
so in Wellfleet, four miles from South 
Truro. Though Marconi’s station was 
abandoned long before the Hoppers 
moved to Cape Cod (it is now a historic 
site), it is striking that Hopper’s paint-
ing, with its listening figures and other 
connotations of radio, should be set so 
near the scene of this famous moment 
in radio history. As Orrin Dunlap, one 
of Marconi’s biographers, put it, “Sandy 
Cape Cod was the next big act in the 
drama of wireless.” (It is striking, too, 
that Cape Cod had been the scene of 
one of DeForest’s radio triumphs—a 
twenty-one-mile ship-to-ship com-
munication via wireless telephones in 
1907.)18 Marconi’s Cape Cod feat was 
especially relevant in 1939, a year when 
the latest wireless news from England 
was as momentous, as stirring, as that 
first transmission back in 1903.

What about the bell buoy? If Ground 
Swell is somehow bound up with the 
representation of radio, then this actual 

transmitter of sound (fig. 14) must play 
some role. As a compact dark device 
with an interior sounding mechanism, 
the object (depending on one’s point 
of view) may or may not bear a general 
resemblance to the look of 1930s radios, 
large squat objects such as the one 
visible in figure 11. Yet what is most 
relevant for our purposes—beyond any 
putative physical resemblance—is that 
bells and radios could be seen in 1939 as 
similar forms of mass communication.

Consider one of Hollywood’s 
top films released that year, RKO’s 
Hunchback of Notre Dame, starring 
Charles Laughton as Quasimodo, a 
film that features some of the more 
famous bells ever sounded (fig. 15). 
The opening few seconds of the movie 
link these bells to radio. They reveal 
first the sound and sight of the Radio-
Keith-Orpheum Studio’s still-impressive 
trademark—the radio tower astride the 
Earth, transmitting signals around the 
globe—and then, as the movie proper 
begins, the ringing bells of Notre Dame. 
The bells are not seen but heard in the 
soundtrack’s seamless transition from 
the Morse code signals emanating from 
the radio tower. The overlap of the 
two sounds—radio signals and ringing 
bells—links them as message-sending 
devices. More exactly they are devices of 
mass communication, a central concern 
of the film as it is in Victor Hugo’s 
novel, published in 1831 but set during 
the Gutenberg print revolution of the 
late fifteenth century.19

The bells in Hollywood’s Hunchback 
unexpectedly tell us a lot about the 
bell in Ground Swell. As a kind of early 
mass medium, the Hunchback bells 
disseminate the news like the tower’s 
radio waves and like the printing press 
examined by King Louis XI (Harry 
Davenport) in the film’s first scene. They 
are like the bell in John Hersey’s wartime 
best seller A Bell for Adano (1944), 
where a seven-hundred-year-old church 
bell confiscated and melted down by 
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the Nazis had been a type of medieval 
newspaper or radio—in effect, a town 
crier—for an Italian village. “It chided 
those who were angry,” Hersey wrote. 
“[I]t cheered the unhappy ones, it even 
laughed with those who were drunk. It 
was a tone for everybody.” The bells in 
The Hunchback of Notre Dame, in effect, 
broadcast their ring, relying on the same 
metaphor that American rabbi Julius 
Gordon had used in his 1938 description 
of the “pagan bell” of Nazi propaganda 
that had “broadcast its message to 
mankind.”20 As the radio tower trans-
mits, so the bell rings.

Marshall McLuhan later wrote that 
radio is a “tribal” medium, capable of 
galvanizing mass belief in a strikingly 
direct way, coercing an almost supersti-
tious credulity.21 Ground Swell ’s primi-
tive scene of listening addresses the new 
medium’s elemental power of commu-
nication. No matter which nation did 
the broadcasting—fascist, communist, 
or capitalist, no matter what ideology 
was promulgated—the potential of 
radio to make public opinion was clear. 
Jo Hopper recognized as much when 
during the making of Ground Swell, in 

late August 1939, she startlingly shifted 
from a description of a radio personality 
to an account of her husband’s new 
painting:

We know that Bernard Meyer of the radio. 
He’s one of the Hebrew hierarchy that is 
grabbing control of the art market, as they 
have the theatrical, the journalist, music 
etc. Wouldn’t expect anything there. E is 
doing a fine large canvas in studio—sail 
boat, boys nude to the waist, bodies all 
tanned, lots of sea and sky. It ought to be a 
beauty. Frank Rehn [Hopper’s dealer] will 
be delighted. Everyone has wanted Ed to 
do sail boats.22

Besides its social attitudes, a topic unto 
themselves, Jo Hopper’s letter is striking 
for the way it links radio and Ground 
Swell. It is as if the thought of the one 
naturally elicited the thought of the 
other, even before the painting was 
finished. Still more, the letter is striking 
for the way it implicitly distinguishes 
between radio’s mass effects—its con-
nection here to “Hebrew” entertainment 
monopolies—and the singular, princi-
pled isolation of Hopper’s tendentiously 

14 Edward Hopper, Ground Swell 
(detail)

15 Charles Laughton as Quasimodo 
in The Hunchback of Notre Dame 
(RKO, 1939)
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all-American figures. Yet even these 
sailors sway to what they hear, subject to 
forces larger than themselves.

Accordingly, the phrase “ground 
swell” suggests the dangerous powers 
of mass belief in that era, in America 
and elsewhere. Though used as far back 
as the 1810s, the phrase evokes thirties 
descriptions of public opinion flowing 
in tides, gathering momentum until the 
mass becomes the mob. In the climactic 
crowd scene of Nathanael West’s The 
Day of the Locust, published in May 
1939, Tod Hackett finds himself in 
a great throng outside a Los Angeles 
movie premiere. “[J]ostled about in 
a hacking cross surf of shoulders and 
backs,” Todd feels that he is “slipping 
sideways against the tide.” Meanwhile, 
a “young man with a portable micro-
phone” describes the scene for a radio 
audience, his “rapid, hysterical voice” 
inciting the crowd “like that of a revival-
ist preacher whipping his congregation 
toward the ecstasy of fits.”23

In West’s nightmarish description, 
popular culture sweeps even the most 
individually minded persons along in its 
unstoppable tides and irresistible surges, 
creating a “hacking cross surf ” of public 
momentum sadistically insensible to in-
dividual fates. Hollywood could address 
this power in 1939, idealizing it as the 
type of communitarian radio-bell in The 
Hunchback of Notre Dame or condemn-
ing it in the Taylor Machine’s fast-rolling 
media juggernaut that silences nearly 
all dissenting voices in Mr. Smith Goes 
to Washington. In an era when the new 
media disseminated so widely and 
shaped public opinion so effectively, 
even Hopper’s scrupulously thoughtful 
figures are uniformly moved by what 
they hear. They may be poised in their 
individual attitudes, they may still chart 
their own way, but they are also swept 
by powerful currents and indisputably in 
thrall to the rocking, ringing bell, which 
seems even by a magnetic power to draw 
them near.

Painting in the Age of Radio

Working in the late 1930s, Hopper 
was bound to come into contact with 
radio occasionally, perhaps often. The 
painting he made directly after Ground 
Swell turns out to be directly tied to 
the vastly popular medium. Pretty 
Penny (fig. 16), a commissioned scene, 
shows the Nyack, New York, house of 
actress Helen Hayes and playwright 
Charles MacArthur. Hayes, the famous 
Broadway performer, was also deeply 
involved in radio, especially in 1939, 
the year she starred in productions such 
as Arrowsmith and Peter Ibbetson on 
The Campbell Playhouse, Orson Welles’s 
weekly hourlong radio show. Even as 
Hopper and Jo traveled to Nyack to 
meet with Hayes and MacArthur in 
their home, even as Hopper returned 
to make further studies of the house 
in November and December 1939, 
Hayes was performing in The Campbell 
Playhouse productions, her beautiful, 
distinctive voice carried coast to coast 
in radio broadcasts of Vanessa and A 
Christmas Carol.24

Pretty Penny is not itself a “radio” 
picture. Hayes and MacArthur per-
suaded Hopper to make a painting of 
their beloved, expensive home with its 
cute nickname, and Hopper groused 
about the whole business, never too 
thrilled about a commissioned subject.25 
Pretty Penny is, however, on a contin-
uum with the pictures he made earlier 
that year. It is like a gentler Cape Cod 
Evening, with the white house on the 
right and intruding dark tree on the left, 
though here lacking the earlier picture’s 
quixotic, ominous tension between the 
two elements. And it is like Ground 
Swell, with its similar arrangement of 
white on the right and dark on the 
left and cirrus clouds above. Even 
so, what is most striking about Pretty 
Penny remains simply whose house it 
is. Hopper’s very next painting after 
Ground Swell depicts, of all things, the 
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home of one of the era’s most famous 
radio stars.

Helen Hayes and Edward Hopper: 
perhaps the dialogue with mass media 
was more or less inevitable for the 
painter in those years. Even if Hopper 
himself could listen to the radio while 
he painted—he tuned in to a Viennese 
opera while painting Office at Night, the 
picture he made after Pretty Penny—he 
still might have viewed radio, and film, 
as rivals.26 Against the vaunted powers 
of these wildly popular media, paint-
ing might never have seemed more 
antiquated. It would have to address 
the threat.

Take the case of New York Movie 
(fig. 17), which Hopper began in 

December 1938 and completed in 
January 1939. New York Movie is the 
painting he made just before Bridle 
Path. (The sequence of work that year, 
according to the ledger books Jo Hopper 
kept, was New York Movie, Bridle Path, 
Cape Cod Evening, Ground Swell, and 
Pretty Penny.) New York Movie is a 
composite, based partly on Hopper’s 
gathered studies of various New York 
theaters and partly on those he made of 
Jo posing in the hallway of their apart-
ment building as the distracted, pensive 
usherette.27 Yet the work comes together 
into a believable whole whose structure 
by now is familiar. The usherette is a 
recognizable precursor to the pensive 
sailors of Ground Swell, also bound to 

16 Edward Hopper, Pretty Penny, 
1939. Oil, 29 x 40 in. Smith 
College Museum of Art, 
Northampton, Massachusetts, 
Gift of Mrs. Charles MacArthur 
(Helen Hayes LHD, class 
of 1940)
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the right side of their painting. The 
motion-picture screen, only one edge of 
it visible, is like the buoy, a sign of mass 
mediation on the left.

New York Movie, however, more 
openly states why Hopper was so 
concerned with mass media in those 
years. The usherette is off by herself, 
separated from the screen by that power-
ful column to the immediate left, barred 
further by the gleaming handrails that 
match her hair. Hopper suggests that 
she is in her own world, in her own 
brooding fantasies, independent of the 

mass-mediated ones that play on the 
screen. The split sources of the painting 
show up in the divided spaces of the 
final work. New York Movie makes the 
case for a private mental life cut off from 
the mass media, a world of personal 
fantasy aligned with Hopper’s enterprise 
as a painter.

Painting, in a world of mass media, 
must safeguard a world of private 
experience. To do so, it must take on 
its competitor and not merely retire 
into its own specialized competence, as 
critic Clement Greenberg was to claim 

17 Edward Hopper, New York Movie, 
1939. Oil, 32 1/4 x 40 ⅛ in. The 
Museum of Modern Art, New 
York, Given anonymously. Photo 
© The Museum of Modern 
Art / Licensed by SCALA / Art 
Resource, New York
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in his 1940 essay “Towards a Newer 
Laocoön.”28 It must relegate, push to 
the side, crop, and otherwise cancel the 
mass-mediated dreams that by 1938 
were its formidable and overwhelming 
competition. 

Leave it to Thomas Hart Benton and 
others more concerned with matching 
radio’s popularity to imagine and execute 
a loud radio-type painting. Leave it 
to them with their interest in expand-
ing their audiences through a hectic 
radio style of “overlapping passages, 
randomly cropped forms, fast-paced 
action, continuity and fragmentation,” 
as Mazow puts it. Leave them to fashion 
radio dramatizations of their life and 
work, such as the documentary about 
Benton that aired nationally on NBC’s 
Art for Your Sake program on January 
6, 1940.29 Hopper would put himself at 
an adversarial remove from all that mass 
media.

Why then in Ground Swell are there 
any intimations of radio at all? Here at 
least, far from movie theaters and other 
urban spaces, why not just eliminate 
radio and concentrate on the effects of 
one’s own medium? Perhaps because 
here Hopper understood the need not 
just to crop and cancel mass media, as 
in New York Movie, but to convert this 
competition back into the world of 
personal, pensive experience, turning 
scenes of fatuous public enthrallment to 
technological wizardry back into austere 
private contemplation, turning radios 
and radio listeners back into sailors 
listening to a bell.

Yet maybe—and here was the danger, 
the challenge, the close call—the 
conversion might work the other way 
around. The clarion sound of the single 
bell might also come to resemble too 
much the mass-mediated radio sound 
it had converted. Painting might 
become more radiolike, after all. Look 
in this respect at the breadth of the 
space in Ground Swell. It is a notably 
wide painting, fifty inches across. On 

October 19, 1939, Hopper wrote to 
Charles H. Sawyer of the Addison 
Gallery of American Art in Andover, 
Massachusetts, explaining his attention 
to canvas size and to the “lateral” effects 
he wanted to create in certain pictures. 
Though his subject is another painting, 
the 1928 Manhattan Bridge Loop in the 
Addison, his words relate powerfully to 
Ground Swell, then barely four weeks off 
his easel. “I spend . . . a long time on 
the proportions of the canvas,” Hopper 
wrote, adding,

The very long horizontal shape of this 
picture, “Manhattan Bridge Loop,” is an 
effort to give a sensation of great lateral 
extent. Carrying the main horizontal 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 
itself. The consciousness of these spaces is 
always carried by the artist to the very 
limited space of the subject that he intends 
to paint, though I believe all painters are 
not aware of this.30

Ground Swell also gives “a sensation of 
great lateral extent.” With its repeated 
horizontal lines extending across the 
picture, it too reminds the viewer “of 
the spaces and elements beyond the 
limits of the scene itself.” It is perhaps 
this dream of extent—of how to re-
verberate beyond the limited confines 
of the picture—that makes Hopper’s 
picture most radiolike. The powerful 
fantasy of lateralness shows indeed 
how much he wondered if painting in 
a mass-media age was not so much a 
matter of making radio come to his 
art as of making his own art ring with 
radio’s wide-ranging effects.

None of this was conscious. To be 
meaningful, it could not be. Hopper 
acknowledged in the October 1939 letter 
to Sawyer that even pictures “planned 
very carefully in my mind” such as 
Manhattan Bridge Loop express things 

This content downloaded from 129.67.183.65 on Tue, 01 Mar 2016 15:36:35 UTC
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

http://www.jstor.org/page/info/about/policies/terms.jsp


69    American Art

he can never know. “So much of every 
art is an expression of the subconscious, 
that it seems to me most all of the 
important qualities are put there uncon-
sciously, and little of importance by the 
conscious intellect.”31 It is as if he sensed 
that in those months he was confronting 
issues—touching on the very purposes 
and aspirations of his art—momentous 
enough to be beyond any literal subject 
matter. That subject matter would 
indeed be only a kind of delivery system 
for meanings the artist knew escaped 
him at the moments he put brush to 
canvas. The Mobil Station Pegasus is 
of interest, then, as a kind of rare con-
cretization of one of these elusive forces, 
shown like an apparition caught in the 
act of fleeing. It hastens from one of the 
paintings that mostly depict locales only 
after, as it were, these disturbing sprites 
have left. These furies leave only a wake 
of fluttered grass and blown cloud, some 
sign of something odd, but the cause 
of the disturbance, as Hopper knew, is 
usually no longer there.

The heavy, solid buoy in Ground 
Swell is so different from the Pegasus, 
yet floats like a kindred token from the 
same other world. It too evokes some 
disquiet whose literal signs are not 
usually so present in Hopper’s finished 
pictures. What disturbance does it 
suggest? Maybe in this painting Hopper 
dares to dream of what it would be to 
be popular. “Everyone has wanted Ed 
to do sail boats”; “Frank Rehn will be 
delighted”: Jo Hopper’s words about 
Ground Swell suggest that the picture 
is literally a succumbing to a popular 
subject, pleasing to viewers and art 
dealer alike. It makes sense that, in this 
image responding to demand, Hopper 
would wonder about what it was to 
attract wider audiences.

Weighty current subject matter would 
be a part of this appeal. In its allusions 
to the European crisis, the painting 
seems to show Hopper thinking about 
what it would be like to make a topical 

picture. Here would be a painting that 
actually comments on world affairs and 
does so for once in a way akin to the 
punchy headlines of the mass media, the 
coming storm, the first warning signals, 
and so on. Hersey, in A Bell for Adano, 
sounded the note of all such popular 
productions from the thirties and the 
war years—the desire to resonate as 
clearly as possible, to strike a tone every-
body could hear and understand. The re-
verberation of Hersey’s bell—“He looked 
over the hills across the sea, and the 
day was as clear as the sound of the bell 
itself ”—is in effect the sound Hersey’s 
own best-selling book aspires to make 
(Hemingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls 
perhaps aimed to strike a similarly wide-
ranging note).32 Ground Swell, even as 
a one-of-a-kind painting, is a daydream 
about an equally resonant clarity repro-
duced to the horizon and speaking to 
the times. The daydream suggests an era 
of reproduction—a time when a work 
of art might begin to imagine itself as its 
own epicenter, capable (though it could 
hardly be envisioned in 1939 just how 
extensively) of spreading copies of itself 
far and wide, as so many reverberations 
or echoes struck from a singularly reso-
nant source.

Many artists have had these dreams 
of public recognition at one moment or 
another, but the siren call of popularity 
was especially relevant for Hopper, an 
intensely isolated painter whose work 
yet always came very close to what 
Dwight Macdonald called “middlebrow” 
or “midcult” taste.33 For some viewers, 
Hopper was and is near to being too ac-
cessible. His work sold well even in the 
1930s; he went on to be apotheosized in 
a Time magazine cover in 1956 (which 
he deplored); and he is celebrated now, 
when his work draws great crowds.34 
The late 1930s and early 1940s were 
perhaps a key moment in his ambivalent 
approach toward widespread acclaim, 
a time of increasing recognition and 
a time when arguably he strived to 
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produce work exactly in line with 
mass-mediated taste—most notably, 
the Hollywood mystery of Nighthawks, 
a painting that perhaps aimed for the 
great fame it has achieved.

Yet there is also a restraining force in 
Hopper’s work. He truly never could be 
as sanguine as Benton about the mass 
media his art was compelled to deal 
with, or about the idea of enthusiasti-
cally creating something so coarse as a 
homey public persona. Hopper should 
be taken at his word in his misanthropic 

contempt for trends and fads. Maybe 
the greatest interest of Ground Swell is 
finally its tension between ingratiating 
accessibility and fierce, strange isolation. 
This isolation is so fraught that nothing 
comes into it that is not bent, distorted, 
and otherwise altered to the point that 
the painting’s topical references—to 
war, to media—require a great deal of 
interpretative work to get a glimpse of. 
Hopper’s popularity remains a question 
for some scholars. In 1939 it may have 
been a question for Hopper himself.
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