T Interdisciplinary Researches of Art

University of Guilan

Modern Alienation as a Visual Meme: A Case Study of Nighthawks
and Its Cinematic Adaptations

Ghodsieh Pageini*

L. PhD Candidate in Wisdom of Religious Arts, Wisdom of Religious Arts Department, Faculty of Religion and Art, University of
Religions and Denominations, Qom, Iran.

* Corresponding Author, gh.paeini@gmail.com

ARTICLEINFO

ABSTRACT

IRA, 2025

VOL. 3, Issue 2, PP, 145-
168

Receive Date: 21 September
2025

Revise Date: 23 October
2025

Accept Date: 31 October
2025

Publish Date: 22 November
2025

Original Article

KEYWORDS:

Edward Hopper;
Nighthawks; Cognitive
Science and Art; Adaptation;
Intermedial Translation;
Film Noir; Modern
Alienation

Introduction: The Enigma of an Enduring Image: Edward Hopper's Nighthawks (1942) has transcended its
status as a masterpiece of American art to become a transmedial cultural icon. The image has moved beyond
museum walls, embedding itself so deeply in the collective memory of Western culture that it is continuously
reproduced across diverse media, from cinema and literature to advertising and internet parodies. As Gail Levin
(1995) notes, the work has become the definitive symbol of urban alienation in the modern era. However, the
painting’s exceptional fame and unparalleled staying power present a profound enigma for researchers: why has
this particular image, among thousands of other representations of loneliness and alienation, achieved such an
iconic status? What hidden mechanism within this static frame has enabled it to become an active, self-replicating
element in the cultural ecosystem? While traditional art historical and sociological analyses have described the
painting's social content (the “what"), they have failed to explain the cognitive and cultural mechanisms of its
influence (the "how"). This research aims to bridge this analytical gap by addressing these fundamental questions.

Central Thesis and Theoretical Framework: A Cognitive-Cultural Co-evolutionary Model

This study argues that the enduring power of Nighthawks lies not in a single factor but in a process of "cognitive-
cultural co-evolution.” This model is based on the hypothesis that the painting's success is the product of a
powerful synergy among three key elements: 1) an optimized visual Vector, 2) a Profoundly resonant diagnostic
Message, and 3) a fertile cultural Medium. To dissect this process, an interdisciplinary theoretical framework is
employed, resting on three main pillars:

Memetics: Drawing on Richard Dawkins's theory (Dawkins, 1976/2016), the research analyzes the pai_ntin? asa
"memeplex” (a complex of memes) that possesses highly efficient features for survival and replication in cultural
competition

Cognitive Science and Art: Inspired by Andy Clark (2008), the artwork is treated as a "cognitive artifact"—an
external tool that organizes our mental processes and aids our understanding of the world.

Intermedial Translation Theory: Using Bolter and Grusin's concept of “remediation” (2000), the process of
translating the painting's "cognitive code” into cinema is analyzed not as a simple copy but as a creative
reinvention.

Part One: Anatomy of the Memetic Vector (The Cognitive Structure): The success of Nighthawks as a
"mind virus" is first and foremost indebted to its engineered and optimized structure. This structure consists of
three intertwined codes:

The Graphic Code: The painting's visual simplicity and power ensure its survival. The human brain is optimized
to process simple, high-contrast patterns (Arnheim, 1974). The composition is easily reducible to fundamental
geometric shapes (a yellow triangle against two dark rectangles). This structural simplicity, combined with the
stark contrast of light and shadow (Chiaroscuro), creates exceptional "cognitive stickiness” (Heath & Heath,
2007) and makes the image extraordinarily memorable.

The Narrative Code: If the graphic code imprints the image on the mind, the narrative code keeps it active for a
long time. Hopper creates a masterpiece of “engineered ambiguity.” By eliminating any specific narrative details,
he creates a "narrative vacuum' that intensely activates the viewer's "Theor% of Mind" (Frith & Frith, 2005). We
unconsciously begin to construct stories for these archetypal, anonymous characters, transforming from passive
observers into active collaborators in meaning-making. This "open-source” quality vastly increases the meme's
potential for adaptation and mutation.

The Atmospheric Code: The painting's ultimate power lies in its heavy, intangible atmosphere. The absence of
an entrance, the transparent yet impenetrable glass, and the visual silence of the scene create a sense of suspense,
entrapment (claustrophobia), and a voyeuristic position for the viewer. This "unresolved heavy silence" generates
a persistent emotional state in the viewer's mind that lingers long after seeing the image.
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Part Two: Analysis of the Diagnostic Message (The Cultural Content): This efficient visual vector carries a
highly precise and multi-layered message that resonates deeply with the experiences and anxieties of modern
society. Nighthawks is a diagnostic document of the multiple crises of modernity:

The Urban Crisis: The painting is a powerful statement on the experience of alienation in the modern metropolis.
It depicts a city that, in Georg Simmel's terms %1903/1950), forces the individual to adopt a "blasé attitude.” The
cold, inhuman architecture transforms the city from a "community" into an indifferent “landscape."

The Social Crisis: The work visualizes Emile Durkheim's concept of "anomie™ (1897/1951)—a state where social
norms are weakened and individuals, despite their physical proximity, exist in absolute psychological isolation.
The painting accurately diagnoses the process of social "atomization.”

The Existential Crisis: On an individual level, the painting portrays the existential angst of modern man. The
brightly lit diner symbolizes the material comfort and security of modernity, yet this prosperity fails to fill the
spiritual void and sense of meaninglessness felt by the characters.

The Communicative Crisis: The large, transparent window paradoxically foretells a society where everything is
visible, yet nothing is truly understood. In Michel Foucault's terms (1977{ this space is an inverted "Panopticon,"
where transparency becomes a tool for control and separation.

Part Three: Translation and Evolution in the Cinematic Medium: The combination of an optimal vector
and a resonant message is not sufficient to create an icon; the meme required a fertile medium for replication.
American film noir of the 1940s and 1950s became this ideal environment due to an "ecological convergence."
Noir filmmakers, grapplinﬁ with the same post-war anxieties and pessimism, needed a visual language to express
this dark mood, and Nighthawks provided it in a ready-made form.

This translation was a creative adaptation. Film noir transformed Hopper's static, existential isolation into a
dynamic, criminal paranoia:

Lighting: Hopper's stark Chiaroscuro was translated into low-key lighting with moving, threatening shadows.
Framing: The asymmetrical composition and diagonal lines were translated into Dutch angles and constricted
frames to heighten the sense of fatalism and entrapment.

Space: Hopper's quiet, still diner became a site for deadly conspiracies and clandestine meetings.

After being established in the classic noir period, this "Hopperian language™ continued to mutate and evolve in
contemporary cinema. Key case studies demonstrate this evolution:

Pennies from Heaven (1981): By literally inserting its characters into the painting, the film transforms Nighthawks
from an image into a reified, "shared cultural place™ in the collective consciousness.

Paris, Texas (_1984?: Wim Wenders removes the Hopper code from the urban environment and transplants it to
the vast American landscape, mutating "urban alienation™ into "existential alienation in open space."

Blade Runner (|1_982)_: Ridley Scott projects this code into a dystopian future, evolving human alienation into
"post-human” alienation in the age of technology.

Conclusion: The Legacy of a Self-Replicating Diagnostic Code: Ultimately, this research demonstrates that
the exceptional success of Nighthawks is the product of a complex co-evolution between its cognitive form (the
vector), its cultural content (i g_messaPe),_and its media context (the medium). The [ﬁainting ecame an icon
because it was a fperfect "cognitive tool™: simple enough for transmission, deep enough for contemplation, and
flexible enough for adaptation. The ultimate legacy of Nighthawks is not just the image itself, but its diagnostic
code—a powerful visual template for representing modern alienation that has now become part of our cultural
DNA. The artwork reminds us that the most powerful works of art are not those that merely show us the world,
but those that become the tools with which we see and understand it.
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. Intermedial Translation
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. vector

. Cognitive Construct
10. Constructive Ambiguity
11. Chiaroscuro

12. Panopticon

13. low-key

14. Dutch angles
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