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THE VISUAL TOOLKIT FOR CONSTRUCTING LIMINAL SPACE
IN EDWARD HOPPER’S URBAN LANDSCAPES

Abstract. The article explores the visual mechanisms through which Edward Hopper constructs liminal space
within his urban landscapes. The purpose of the research is to reveal how compositional geometry, light treatment,
chromatic contrasts, and architectural symbolism generate the sense of transition, ambiguity, and existential
suspension characteristic of Hopper’s art. The study applies a combined formal-stylistic and semantic-symbolic
method. The results show that ngper’s visual language systematically produces a model of liminality grounded in
the tension between presence and absence, stillness and movement, light and shadow. Hopper's imagery — empt
streets, desolate and alienating depictions of industrial buildings with_“blind” windows, interiors deprived of bot
l%ht. and life, deserted railway stations with tracks leading “nowhere” — emer§es as a symbolic boundary between
the inner and the outer, the visible and the hidden, the real and the unreal. The palette and lighting blur the
temporal threshold between dawn and dusk, creating an impression of an existential pause — a moment outside
of time. Uncanniness is connoted through cool, desaturated colors; light that illuminates the buzldm?s yet fails
fo penetrate inside; and the ambivalence of warm and cool tones. In the paintings where a warm paletie domi-
nates, the effect of warmth is “subdued” by deep shadows, the dramatic contrast of light and darkness, enclosed
spaces, and the ambivalence of light sources, all of which generate a sense (;)ﬁ femporal uncertainty and inner
tension rather than warmth. The composition of these works simultaneously stabilizes and destabilizes perception,
creating tension between the whole and its fragments, between compositional unity and. Hopper’s characteristic
multiplication of frames, between the dynamism implied by the imagery and angles of the train, railway, etc.
and the stasis created by the perfectly symmetrical positioning of objects that perceptually “fixes” them in place.
Through numerous framing devices, intersecting horizontal and vertical lines, and perspectival ambiguity, the
artist constructs spaces that oscillate between completion and indeterminacy. The study concludes that Hopper’s
visual toolkit — compositional geometry, tonal contrast, spatial layering, and symbolic illumination — consiructs
an experience of being “in between.” His urban scenes function as metaphors for psychological and ontological
thresholds .tranjformm the city into a frontier where opposites coexist and meaning emerges through ambiguity.
These findings demonstrate how visual form embodies the concept of liminality and offer methodological insighits
into the relafionship between space, symbolism, and existential experience in modern visual culture.
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Hayxoeuii kepienux — I0. Pomanenxoea, npogecopka, 00KmopKka Mucmeymeo3Haecmed
Hauyionanvna axkademis obpazomeopuoco mucmeuymea i apximexmypu

Anomauia. Y cmammi pozeasdaemvcs Gi3yarvHuu iHCmMpymMenmapii, 3a 00NOMO020H) K020 O00UH 3
Haugidomiuux mumuie Amepuxu Edeapd I'onnep KoHcmpyrO€ AIMIHAALHULI APOCMIP Y CBOIX MICbKUX Neli3axicax.
Mema Odocaidncennsa — euseumu, K KOMNO3UYIUHA 2eOMempis, Cimaoee MpAKmyeaHHs, XpOMAamu4Hi
KOHmMpacmu ma apximexmypHa CUMoAiKa nopooxucyioms 8i0uymms nepexooy, CAcneHcy ma eKx3ucmeHyitHoi
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«HesU3HaueHoCmi», XapaKkmephe 041 U020 Mucmeumea. Y 0ocaioxicenHi 3acmocoeaHi KoMOIHO8AHUIL
POpMANbHO-CMUAICMUYHULL MA  CEMAHMUKO-CUMBOAIMHUL Memoou. Pezyavmamu 3acgioyyroms, U0
6I3YANbHA MOBA MUMUS CUCMEMAMUYHO AKMYanizye MOMUE AIMIHAAbHOCMI, 3ACHOBAHUL HA HANPY3I Midc
npucymuicmo ma iocymuicmio, Cmamukor ma pyxom, ceimaom ma minnto. Obpasu E. Tonnepa — nopochi
eyauyi, 3aneddani 6’i5yltyofcy6a/1bﬂi 300padcenHss npomucaogux 0Oyodieeav 3i «cainumu» GikHamu, 0e31100HI
nycmi 60K3aAU 3 3AAIBHUMHUMU KOAISMU «8 HIKYOU» — NOCMAOMb CUMBONIMHUMU MENCAMU MINC BHYMPIUHIM
i 306HIWHIM, BUOUMUM | NPUXOBAHUM, PedarbHUM i croppearicmuunum. Ilarimpa i oceimaenHs po3muearomo
Yacosy Mmexcy Midc C8IMAHKOM ma CYMIHKAMU, CMBOPIYU BDANCEHHS eK3UCMEHYIUHOI nay3u — mumi
noza uacom. Biduymms momopowHocmi KOHOMYEMbCSI X0A00OHUMU, HEHACUHEHUMU KOAbOPAMU, CEIMA0M,
wo oceimawe 6y5;'eﬂi, ane He NPOHUKAE BCepeOuHy, amoOi8anreHMHICMI0 Menaux [ XoA00HUX moHig. YV
KapmuHnax, de nepesajdcae menia naiimpa, epekm 8i0 Yux Koabopie «nodasaacmoca» AUOOKUMU MIHAMU,
Opamamu4Hum KOHMPACMOM CEIMAOMIHI, 3AMKHEHUMU NPOCMOpaMmu, ambieareHmuicmio oxcepen ceimia,
Wo CMeopIoe 8i04ymms MeMnopasbHOi HeU3HAYeHOCMI Ma 6HyMPIWHbOI Hanpyeu, a He menia.

Komnosuuis meopieé o0nouacro cmabinizye ma decmabinizye CRputHAmMms, cmeopow1y Hanpyay Midc uitum
ma 1ioeo gpaemenmamu, Minc KOMnO3uyitiHow ednicmio ma xapakmepuum o E. Tonnepa muoxcenusm
Kaopie, midc OUHAMIKO, W0 IMRAIKYemMbCA 0bpazamu i pakypcamu nomseda, 3aNI3HUYT MOU0, | cmasucom,
CMBOPEHUM [0eanbHO CUMEMPUYHUM PO3MAULYBAHHAM 00 €Kmié 00uH 00 00H020, WO NePUEenMUBHO
«3AKPInAe» ix Ha micyi. 3a60aKU YUCACHHUM NPULOMAM 00PAMAEHHS, 20PU3OHMANLHUM | 6ePMUKANbHUM
AIHIAM, AKI nepemuHarmocs, i NepcneKmueHill He@U3HAYeHOCMi XYOOJCHUK CMBOPHE NPOCMOPU, U0
Koauearomocsa mixc 3aeepuieHicmio i Hedomognenicmio. Y peayavmami docaioicenHs 00X00uUmMo 00 GUCHOBKY,
wo eizyanrvHull incmpymenmapiu E. [Tonnepa — komnosuyitina eeomempis, MOHAAbHUL KOHMpPAcM,
npocmopoge HaKAadeHHs ma CUMBOAIUHe OCBIMACHHS — KOHCMPYIOE 00c8id nepedysanHs «mixc». Moeo micbKi
CUeHu € Mmemaghopamu NCUXOA0IMHUX | OHMOAORIUHUX NOPO2I8, AKI Nepemeoprioms Micmo Ha NPUKOPOOHHY
30HY, Ode CRigiCHYIOMb NPOMUNECIHCHOCMI, A CEHC BUHUKAE Yepe3 HeOOHO3HAUHICMb. 3a80sKU 00CAI0NCeHHIO
NOKA3aHO, AK 8i3yanbHa (opma 6mMINO€ KOHUENUYito AIMIHAAbHOCMI, I 3aNPONOH0BAHO Memodoaoeiuni idei

045 ii nodanb020 docaioxcenns.
Karwuosi caosa: micvki netizanci,
incmpymenmapiil.

HCUBONUC,

Problem Statement. The phenomenon of limi-
nality as a category defining threshold, transitional,
and boundary states of human experience repre-
sents one of the most relevant topics in contempo-
rary interdisciplinary studies, given the “coordinat-
ing role of liminality for any type of reconstruction
and renewal of models and paradigms” [1, p. 126].
In the humanities, the concept of liminality is
widely applied to the analysis of spatial, psycho-
logical, and existential boundaries; however, its
visual manifestations in twentieth-century painting
remain virtually unexplored. The work of Edward
Hopper, which centers on solitude, alienation, and
the tension between interior and exterior spaces,
constitutes a unique artistic field for the visuali-
zation of threshold states. The condition of in-be-
tweenness — transitional or intermediate — is pres-
ent in many of Hopper’s paintings and manifests
itself both literally and symbolically.

Scholars note that Hopper’s paintings often
exhibit “strange, frequently disturbing overtones
that are difficult to explain through the lens of
realism” [2, p. 13], presenting “an ambivalent
world in which the things that comfort us and the
things we find disturbing implicitly testify to their
common origin” [3, p. 42]. This world is visu-
alized by Hopper particularly in his urban land-
scapes, which evoke a sense of liminality — simul-
taneous presence and estrangement, movement
and stillness, silence and tension.

Therefore, the analysis of the visual means of
constructing liminal space in Edward Hopper’s

AIMIHAAbHUL  npocmip,

Eodeapo [Tonnep, eizyanvHuil

urban landscape allows for a more precise con-
ceptualization of the liminal in visual art and pro-
vides new methodological guidelines for interpret-
ing painterly space from this perspective, which
determines the relevance of the present study.

Analysis of Recent Research and Publications.
Liminality is defined in research as a border space,
a transitive and ambivalent zone of the “betwixt
and between”, as “moments in time and out of
time,” a transition from an established system to
an alternative one, and as “a realm of pure possi-
bility whence novel configurations, ideas, and rela-
tionships may arise” [1, p. 97]. Scholars identify
several typical features that give urban landscapes
a sense of liminality in the viewer’s perception: the
absence of exit, the unconventional arrangement of
objects, distortion of proportions, the simultaneous
presence of the familiar and the unfamiliar, and the
absence of expected human presence [4].

Only a limited number of works — mostly essays
published in online periodicals — are devoted
to the phenomenon of liminality in art. Among
scholarly studies, the problem of liminality from
an art-historical perspective has been examined in
only a few publications: in Biirenger Amblard’s
article [5] analyzing liminality in the works of
Chinese artist Chen Hanfeng; in Chloe West’s
master’s thesis [6]; in a chapter of a collective
monograph exploring the relationship between
liminality and art [7].

As far as we know, Edward Hopper’s work has
been analyzed through the lens of liminality in
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only two studies: Michael Motok’s article [2],
which examines liminal figures and the means of
creating spatial infinity in Hopper’s paintings in
the context of “magical realism”, and Jean Gillis’s
article [8], which explores liminality in a narrower
sense — as the actualization of the sense of time-
lessness in Hopper’s paintings. The phenomenon
of liminality in Hopper’s art (without explicit
use of the term) is also indirectly discussed in
E. S. Burns’s article, which investigates the artist’s
depictions of empty Parisian spaces and concludes
that these incredibly vacant images evoke a sense
of the supernatural for the viewer, who has no way
to enter or exit the compositions [9, p. 113].

Studies related to the visualization of liminality
in Hopper’s paintings also include research focus-
ing on the related motif of loneliness, since the
means of expressing solitude often overlap with
the techniques used to convey liminality. In par-
ticular, this topic is discussed in Gail Levin’s arti-
cle “Edward Hopper’s Loneliness” [10], David
Jenkins’s “Loneliness, Art, and the City” [11], and
a joint study by Joseph Stanton [12] and Camela
Cube [13], which examines the methods through
which Hopper’s paintings achieve symbolic and
dramatic intensity. In Mark Strand’s articles and
lecture series [14; 15], approaches are proposed
for interpreting Hopper’s works through the “for-
mal properties” of his images, which “convey
the quality of desolation” [16, p. 342] through
Hopper’s characteristic ~ “geometric  impera-
tives associated with absent or isolated vanishing
points” [16, p. 257] and trapezoidal forms.

Thus, the analysis of the visual means of con-
structing liminal space in Hopper’s urban land-
scapes, examined in terms of the interrelation
between formal techniques and meanings, remains
largely unstudied and fragmented.

The purpose of this study is to analyze Hopper’s
urban landscapes in terms of the visual means of
constructing liminal spaces and states. The metho-
dology employed in the article combines formal-sty-
listic and semantic-symbolic analysis. The for-
mal-stylistic analysis makes it possible to examine
composition, perspective, color, and chiaroscuro as
visual strategies for representing the phenomenon
of liminality in the artist’s urban landscapes. The
semantic-symbolic analysis aims to elucidate the
symbolism of details in Hopper’s urban landscapes
and to trace the symbolic function of space (the
street and the city as liminal spaces).

Presentation of the Main Material. In creating
images of “threshold” urban spaces, Hopper not
only depicts urban or natural scenes but also con-
structs a metaphorical model of urban existence

on the edge — between presence and absence,
light and shadow, transience and eternity. The
cities in Hopper’s works resemble ghosts — empty
and deserted — emerging in such paintings as
“Dawn In Pennsylvania” (1942), “Early Sunday
Morning” (1930), “Paris Street” (1906), “The El
Station” (1908), “Approaching a City” (1946),
and others.

The visual means employed by Hopper to create
a sense of the “threshold” quality of urban spaces
are examined in this article through the analysis of
several emblematic works: “Pennsylvania Sunrise”
(1942), “Approaching a City” (1946), and the
etching “Night Shadows” (1921). In these works,
the visualization of liminality is achieved through
a complex system of architectural, compositional,
coloristic, and chiaroscuro devices.

The painting “Approaching a City” (1946) is
marked by the complete absence of the human
element in the urban landscape. The very space
of the painting is transitory: the train, platforms,
or tracks imply movement, waiting, and transi-
tion rather than dwelling. The train itself is not
shown; it is unclear where it has come from or
where it is going. It is a moment before or after,
existing “outside” of completed meaning — a state
of passage, uncertainty, and threshold. The rail-
way tracks lead into the depth, drawing the gaze
inward — a visual path into uncertainty. The plat-
form, tracks, roof, and signal poles become more
than just background elements; they function as
active components of the visual narrative, empha-
sizing the boundaries — between the city and its
outskirts, between motion and stillness.

The act of approaching the city is conceptual-
ized as an immersion into the unknown and into
anxiety, visualized through the oppressive presence
of an industrial colossus — faded, grimy buildings
whose interiors are devoid of both light and life,
with blind, “dead” windows, an empty strip of
dirty yellow wall, and railway tracks that seem to
cut into the picture. Life vanishes beyond the high
wall that borders the railway. The rails (as well
as the title of the work) point to the metaphor of
movement and change, while architecture serves
as a metaphor for the boundary. Composition,
perspective, light, and color converge to con-
vey not completion but simultaneous approach
(movement) and pause. The painting invites one
into a state of waiting — and it is precisely waiting
and uncertainty that constitute the key elements
connoting liminality. The viewer experiences a
subtle unease — not comfort, not safety, some-
thing “in between”. Commenting on the painting,
Hopper noted that among other things, he sought
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to convey the fear a person feels when entering
or leaving a city — that is, at the liminal point of
transition between two spaces and the psycholog-
ical states associated with it.

The painting thus becomes a visual metaphor
of liminality. The railway tracks dive into a tunnel
that disappears from view. The tunnel resembles a
cavernous mouth leading into the unknown, which
evokes a sense of entrapment, with no apparent
exit. Approaching the city is an immersion into
the unknown and loneliness, into a world where
human warmth, nature and emotions are com-
pletely absent. Despite the predominance of warm
hues — sandy, light brown, dark brown, and dirty
yellow—the painting conveys no warmth. Warm
colors coexist with more muted, cool tones, creat-
ing not a sense of warmth but rather an impression
of inner tension. The palette and lighting suggest
either dawn or dusk — the moment of transition
between day and night, a state of in-between. Deep
shadows seem to “lock” the space, evoking a feel-
ing of enclosure and unease.

Ultimately, both the invisible traveler in the
painting and the viewer find themselves in iso-
lation and a strange imprisonment between the
visible and the unknown, the past and the future,
which is simultaneously predictable and unknown.

In Dawn In Pennsylvania (1942), the effect of
an unnatural, even supernatural emptiness and a
certain surreal quality is created through a com-
bination of images: a deserted railway platform,
a gloomy cityscape in the background of a paint-
ing with seemingly abandoned industrial buildings
with “blind” windows, the rear section of a static,
abandoned railcar, and a sooty sky that contrasts
with the painting's title, “Dawn” — all of which
generate a sense of tension and unease. The omi-
nous atmosphere of the painting is intensified by
dramatic contrasts of light and shadow, conflict-
ing light sources that simultaneously suggest both
sunrise and sunset, a cold palette composed of
blue and gray tones of varying brightness, and an
asymmetrical black band obscuring part of the
sky and echoing the black chimneys. The sense of
ambiguity is created by the contrast between the
optimistic connotations associated with the word
“dawn” and the painting’s palette, dominated by
dark blue, gray, and black tones.

The painting generates tension between the
whole and its fragments, between the composi-
tional unity and Hopper’s characteristic multipli-
cation of frames: the frame of the painting is inter-
nally echoed by the lines of the platform, its roof,
the massive column, and the pole on the right.
Another source of tension lies in the opposition

between immobility, stasis, and potential activity.
The fragmented image of the train implies motion
beyond the left edge of the frame, evoking the
scene of a departing train. At the same time, the
almost perfectly symmetrical position of the train
in relation to the cart on the right perceptually
anchors it in place, creating an almost photo-
graphic stillness.

The railway platform itself can be viewed as a
non-place in the anthropological sense — a tran-
sitional, liminal space that emphasizes the feeling
of waiting or passage.

The black smoky sky, the large black platform
roof extending beyond the frame, and other black
elements contrast with the warm golden hue on
the roof of the rusted train car. This contrast is
emblematic of ambivalent sensations — on the
one hand, emptiness and desolation, connoted by
images of industrial decay, and on the other, a
latent potential for hope, indexed by the golden
ray of light on the train car.

In both paintings, the deserted industrial struc-
tures with closed doors and “blind”, unarticulated
windows are depicted not merely as architectural
objects but as symbolic boundaries — between
the interior and the exterior, the real and the
imagined, the living and the lifeless. Contrasts of
color, texture, and light, the ambivalence of warm
and cool tones, and the static, symmetrical com-
positions create an effect of suspended time — a
kind of existential pause.

In these paintings, as in Hopper’s other urban
landscapes, the architectural structures and voids
of the cityscape function as spatial metaphors
of transience. The city in his depiction appears
not as a place of life but as a kind of “in-be-
tween zone”, where the familiar coordinates of
time, movement, and social interaction dissolve.
Empty streets, closed facades, the absence of peo-
ple, and “dead” windows create an atmosphere of
unnatural silence and estrangement. Architecture,
deprived of the human element, acquires a
self-sufficient subjectivity: it becomes a metaphor
for absence and existential anxiety, a sign of tran-
sition between the known and the unknown, the
recognizable and the mysteriously unfamiliar, the
realistic and the unnatural. The buildings stand
close together yet seem disconnected, each exist-
ing as if in its own isolated world. Contrasting
light sources, where sunrise and sunset merge into
a single tonal unity, form a threshold temporal
space that evokes in the viewer a sense of existen-
tial uncertainty.

The feeling of liminality in Hopper’s scenes
becomes even more pronounced in paintings that
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incorporate a solitary human figure into the urban
space — a lone presence often reduced to a barely
perceptible silhouette, emphasizing the loss of
human scale within the environment and symbol-
izing the rupture between the individual and the
external world. Such is the case with the lone fig-
ure in the etching “ Night Shadows” (1921), which
appears alienated from the cityscape — a condi-
tion intensified through compositional techniques
and chiaroscuro modeling.

In Night Shadows, the bird’s-eye perspective
shows a solitary person walking along an empty
nighttime street, accompanied only by his own
shadow. The unusual angle of the composition
highlights the vulnerability of the lonely passerby
and gives it a voyeuristic, even sinister, quality.
Scholars of Hopper’s art note that the most sig-
nificant factor in creating the painting’s tension
is precisely this elevated vantage point, which
“creates a sense of strain, almost cinematic in its
effect” [17, p. 117]. The tension is heightened by
deep vertical and horizontal shadows, with light
merely emphasizing their presence. The linear
strokes of the engraving are used to accentuate
the spot of light falling on the dark, almost empty
street.

The varying degrees of illumination, contrast-
ing the lit areas under the streetlight with the
darker zones cast by the corner building, inten-
sify the ominous, alienating appearance of the
architecture. The narrow, wedge-shaped shadow
of the streetlamp crossing the road forms a kind
of threshold that must be crossed to enter deeper
darkness and the unknown. As Rolf Gebnter
Renner observes, the shadow of the streetlight
cutting across the brightest area “creates an unde-
niable sense of threat... as if the person’s walking
route leads them beyond the dividing line into a
dangerous zone” [3, p. 41]. The lone, anonymous
figure walking beside an enlarged shadow is both
enigmatic and unsettling, doubling the threatening
effect of the unknown.

Conclusions. The analysis of Edward Hopper’s
urban landscapes demonstrates that the artist’s
visual language systematically constructs a unique
model of liminal space — one that captures the
human condition suspended between presence

and absence, movement and stillness, reality and
a certain surreality of images. Through his archi-
tectural compositions, manipulation of light and
shadow, and deliberate exclusion or isolation of
the human figure, Hopper transforms ordinary
urban environments into metaphorical thresh-
olds — spaces of transition, ambiguity, and exis-
tential reflection.

The artist employs a complex system of archi-
tectural, compositional, chromatic, and chiaro-
scuro techniques, evoking a profound sense of
“in-betweenness”. Empty streets, sealed facades,
and “blind” windows operate as symbolic borders
between the inner and outer, the visible and the
hidden, the real and the unreal. The cold, desatu-
rated color palette, the ambivalence of warm and
cool tones, and the merging of dawn and dusk
within a single frame dissolve temporal bound-
ary, generating the impression of an existential
pause — a moment beyond time.

The spatial and psychological emptiness in
Hopper’s works reflects not more urban sol-
itude but a deeper metaphysical condition. His
architecture acquires subjectivity, while the iso-
lated or absent human figure becomes a marker
of estrangement and transition. The elevated per-
spective, fragmented lighting, and interplay of illu-
mination and darkness transform the street into a
visual metaphor for the threshold between safety
and uncertainty, consciousness and the unknown.

Thus, Hopper’s visual toolkit — his compo-
sitional geometry, treatment of light, tonal con-
trasts, and symbolic use of space — serves not only
to represent urban landscapes but to reveal their
liminal essence. The city becomes a psychological
and ontological frontier, a zone where opposites
coexist and meaning emerges through ambiguity.

The findings of this study clarify the mecha-
nisms by which visual form can embody the con-
cept of liminality in art. They also suggest broader
methodological implications for analyzing the
interrelation of space, symbolism, and existential
experience in modern visual culture — demon-
strating that Hopper’s urban landscapes remain
not only aesthetic but also philosophical medita-
tions on the nature of human existence “between
worlds”.
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