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Portrait of Berlin”:

Mmsden Hartley and Urban Modernity
in Expressionist Berlin

I'tike Berlin extremely.... For me artistically it is

:fh'muimiuj stramge to say, [ find it full of mystical
ideas + colors + I have begun to paint them—'

Marsden Hartley, 1913

At the age of thirty-five, in April 1912, Marsden Hartley set out for Europe. His motives for
going abroad were clear—he wanted “an artist’s education,” as he called it.* As critic Van
Wyck Brooks wryly noted of his and Hartley's generation, “it was understood in the world
I'knew that a vayage to Europe was the panacea for every known illness and discontent.™
Hartley initially settled in Paris and quickly entered the lively international mix of artists,
writers, and performers living there. In his short ten months in France from spring 1912 to
carly 1913, he penetrated the scene and visited the studios of Pablo Picasso, Robert Delaunay,
Frantisck Kupka, and Gertrude Stein. All but Picasso returned the compliment and came to
see Hartley's paintings. Working assiduously to explore Europe and its art capitals, he made
a trip to Berlin in January 1913 with German friends he had made in Paris. Immediately
upon returning to Pards that winter, he was fevered with plans to get back to Berlin just as
so0m a5 he could manage. Berlin was, he wrote buoyantly, “without question the finest
maudern city in Europe.™ Its “great activity of life” convinced him that “it is in Germany
that I find my creative conditions—and it is there that I must go—" (fig. 1).*

Hartley lived in the imperial German capital from May 1913 to December 1915, a
two-and-a-half year stretch that extended deep into World War . Discussions of his Berlin
paintings have overwhelmingly focused on the artist's War Motif series, twelve masterful
canvases begun in late 1914 as a memorial to Hartley's friend and possible lover, the German
lieutenant Karl von Freyburg, who died in early campaigns on the western front. The emphasis
on these paintings is warranted, because they are widely thought 1o be the best in Hartley's
entire carcer.” Further, they place Hartley—and through him American modernism—toe
to toe with the most advanced painting of any country at that date. With the War Motif
paintings in mind, art critic Robert Hughes ranked Hartley as “the most brilliantly gifted of
the early generation of American modernists.™

In comparison, little focused scholarship has addressed the pictorial and conceptual
advances in Hartley's German paintings in 1913 and 1914—that is, before he began the War
Motif oils in November 1914.° Not a prescribed series, the strong body of work that grew from
Hartley’s initial time in the imperial capital attempted something quite new in his car¢er—he
made paintings that characterize, abstractly and imaginatively, the tenor of medern Berlin.
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bourgeois leisure activities filled their canvases. Their pictorial arsenal also changed g,
the mannered polish and precision of academic art to more disorderly, often imF"h’imium
systems of visual representation. Explaining the new approach decades later, the Paris-hyse
sculptor Jacques Lipchitz quipped, "One cannot live on a visual diet of skyscrapers ang
produce the same sort of art as one who fed visually on the Acropolis.™

A hast of critics and sociologists worked to formulate a framework for the “ney ”
for modernity as it was lived in recently industrialized cities. Baudelaire and George Simmel,
Walter Benjamin, and Sigfried Kracauer after him, all agreed that “the ephemeral, the
fugitive, [and] the contingent” defined the essential contours of the new, urban conditions *
The idea that human experience and perception operated in a rationally ordered continuum
was jettisoned for the notion that perception was fleeting, mutable, and arbitrary. Life
experience in the industrial city was and is governed by a persistent barrage of tempoal,
fragmentary stimuli. George Simmel, the eminent sociologist who lived in Berlin and baad
his trenchant essays on it, famously characterized the jarring urban scene in 1903 as “the
rapid crowding of changing images, the sharp discontinuity in the grasp of a single glnce,
'"d the unexpectedness of onrushing impressions,™* By the 1960s, the experience of
cities—Simmel's "intensification of nervous stimulation”—was seen as paradigmatic of
the ““"fﬂ'l"-“f!l"*” As historian Jonathan Crary intelligently demonstrated, 2 unifyiag
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ol visiial peEtoeption, Ciary focuded an the modern observer, the city dhweller who encounfers
A wirtual minefield of sensory stimuli when navigsting the metropolis.”

I Msjunction, in a word, conditioned the daily interchange in modern cities. Orer fime,
creative responses i the new urban circumstanced developed, and whole new literary, musical,
and pictorial vocabularies emerged to evoke it fragmentary, ducontinuoud verve, In the
distinguished scholarship on the changing metropofis and ifs cultural impact, some historians
propose that modern art as a whole arose from the basic characteristics of arban modernity and
modemization.” That overstates the case, unfortunately, and leaves ton many fascinafing artists
unaccounted fior even though the experience of cities cotld be profoundly alluring in this era

Hartley had a wealth of models close at hand inspiring him fo consider the city and
take it up in his art. On both sides of the Atlantic, forwird-looking artists were making city
paintings. In New York, Ashcan school artists drew attention to their progressive work thar
chronicled the urban scenes and behaviors entirely new in the early twentieth century
varrdeville shows, teeming immigrant tenements, window shopping, elevated commuter rail
transit, and skyscraper construction sites filled their canvases. The work of Robert Henr,
lohn Sloan, William Glackens, Everett Shinn, and others represented a leading form of
rebellious modernism in the States in these years, and only now are the intelligence and
daring of thesc artists and their portrayals of city life coming to be understood.” Although
Ashcan art did not directly inspire Hartley in Berlin, he could scarcely forget its importance
within the New York art world.

In his own circle of friends and colleagues in Manhattan, Hartley would have been
familiar with the experiments with city pictures made by Alfred Stieglitz and John Marin.
Hartley's mentor and dealer, the photographer Stieglitz turned to the subject of the city in
the 18g0s. His initial pictures of New York, abreast of trends at the time, were pictorialist
and presented a soft-focus romanticized view of the metropolis. Even the titles for these
photographs make clear that they acted as metaphoric celebrations of the city—for example
The Hand of Marn {1902), a railyard obscured by billowing steam. The pictorial rhetoric drew
from late-nineteenth-century conventions “to describe what was novel by using terms that
were timeworn and familiar,” as art historian Wanda Corn put it.™ By roughly 1910, however,
the vocabulary of Stieglitz’s city images had changed. In the intervening years, be had exhibited
and embraced prime adherents of the European avant-garde—Paul Cézanne, August Rodin,
Henri Matisse, and Pablo Picasso. Coming to terms with Picasso and cubismy, in particular,
photography historian Sarah Greenough maintains, fostered a new direction in Stieglitz's
understanding and art; it inspired his move from pictorialism to radical modernism.* He
developed a greater concern with compositional structures and formal devices. He adopted
straight photography with crisp fecus and sharp detail to throw each component into high
relief. Old ard New New York (fig. 2) represents this new body of work well. The city view is
a web of graphic shapes and lines that resist quick comprehension. The impact of cubism’s
abstraction is clear in this photograph, wherein an agitated knot of architectural elements
stands as the important content, and not the street scene itsell. And Stieglite offered pointed
commentary on the “new” in this image by juxtaposing the rising scaffolding of a Manhattan
skyscraper under construction with the nineteenth-century brownstones at the fore—the
old and new in his title. The comparison signals the celebratory nature of the image. His
photography grew increasingly abstract—cropping elements from view, zo0oming in on
sparer compositions, creating sharply two-dimensional effects by compressing the pictorial
space, Although Stieglitz did not exhibit his city pictures in his Mew York gallery until
February/March 1913 when Hartley, as an intimate of the Steglitz circle, was already in
Europe, Hartley would have been well aware of his developing eye.
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exhibited, and collected in precisely the settings where Hartley also settled or had significant

contacts—Paris, Munich, and Berlin. Hartley routed his travels to Berlin through Bavaria

Poaicard from Fiadiz Marc 1o Waznly H-Illhll"‘ll:!l'u L]

. : to examine the scene in Munich. There he met many of the expressionist Blaue Reiter
Apral igax Marc wrole 1o afrange & mecling bsetween

himsedf and Kandinaky, Gabricle Manter. and Hantley
€ Stadtiiche Galerie im Lenbachhaus, Munich primary leaders of the group. Marc in particular corresponded regularly and helped Hartley

artists and was taken under the wing of Franz Marc (fig. 6) and Wassily Kandinsky, the

to find exhibition opportunities in Germany.*” Delaunay was already well established with
this group and popular with their patrons. When Delaunay showed with the first Blaue
Reiter exhibition in Munich in December 1911, three of his four paintings sold.™ Delaunay
wits also well imegrated in Berlin. During Hartley's initial visit to Berlin in January 1913,
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15 on at Der Sturm. Led by impresario and one-time COMcert

Delaunay’s solo exhibition wi

pianist and composer Herwarth Walden (born Georg Lewin), Dier Sturm was Berlin's
center for the most daring art.™ In the fall of 1913, Walden organized a landmark exhibiigg
that surveyed Europe’s leading avant-garde art at the time, the Erster Deutscher Herbstsalon
{ First German Fall Salon). To accommodate the 366 works, additional gallery space was
rented on Potsdamerstrasse, Through Marc's and Kandinsky's intercession, Hartley exhibined
in the Herbstsalon, He was tremendously pleased to be included, represented in his first
showing ever in Europe by four paintings. By contrast, Robert Delaunay had twenty-one
paintings on display, sccond only to the special memornal tribute to the recently deceasad
French painter Henrd Roussean™

The Cardiff Tearn was exhibited at the Erster Deutscher Herbstsalon as well as
Sun, Tower, Airplane (fig. 7). Parisian architectural motifs appear again, notably the striking
Eiffel Tower. But the web of purely pictorial construction gradually erases the consprouous
city imagery, Color in patches of forceful unmodulated hue can be seen maoving the
representational elements off the canvas, Fragmented remmnants of a green Eiffel Tower
are still in evidence at the right™ A prop plane also appears in spare outline in the uppes
right comer, vet its colors blend so well with the ﬂdjiﬂ.'n[ hues that it is hard to d.:.;:jphﬂ
immediately as a representational motif, Delaunay’s demonstration would have been
impnnam for Haﬂlr.'}'. In the course of a year, Dllﬂ.l.ll‘la.}' Eﬂ:(‘ﬂi'i'lﬂ-}' trned from ,.].'mhﬂin
representational images—their clear modernity notwithstanding—to a far more ipovative
form of pictorial expression. The visual drama of color contrasts and a swirling arubesqué
of shifting prismatic forms now evoked the dynamism of the city.
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Al beatt oine other painting caught Hartley s eye at the Erster Deutscher Herbstsalon,
-'l||'ll'llﬂ|l his emthusiavin for the praject revealed in his letters suggests that many others did
as well, Eatlier i that vear, French artist Francis Pieabia had traveled to Mew York to see the
Armvory thow, another magsive exhibition of more than one thousand works demonstrating
international aristic trende, a firit on American thores, Picabia responded enthusiastically 1o
the ﬂ'llllhlﬁlll[ crowds and looming towers of Manhattan, and he began a series of exceptional
wialercolors that abstractly translated hiz sensations of the city. Alired Stieghts, convinced by
that tirve that abstraction was “a new medium EXPTessiOn the troe medium,” appreciated
the svimbsolic equation befween Picabia s F!|||1.lr|!.l: 1h.|;le‘-\. and excited city haste” Ten waorks
by Picabia on the theme of Mew York City went on display at Stieglitz's gallery from March
17 through April 5, 19132 OF course, Hartley missed the show. But he was able o see one of
ithese watercolors, because Walden included it in the Herbsisalon, New Fork (fig. #) achicves
what remains a direction in Delaunay’s city FMl“Ej“ﬂ-"—'f-l'Hf cut references to the cityscape
of irban scenes have been jettisaned. Pic abia’s New York tightly knits geometrical hlocks
with leoser, undulating forms, The compression of small parts merged together and then set
against sweeping vertical lines vaguely recalls the city's physical architectural setting—a grid
of smaller I!'l.li!diﬂg,‘i that stand in relief :]E_]in:l.l one of the newer vast highrises Yet usual
cues to this kind of reading don't exist, The compacted composition evaokes the jostling of
rush hour or the dense thicket of city structures.

The Italian futurists exhibited at the Erster Deutscher Herbstsalon too, and Hartley
wrote that he had also seen examples of their work in Paris, A core theme for futurst art was
the passioned, hectic pace of city life. The futurists invented “lines of force” that convey both
movement and energy and applied this pictorial device to individual objects, humans, and
entire cityscapes. Such city pictures at Der Sturm’s Herbstsalon must have struck Hartley.

Living in Berlin, Hartley also made his own survey of the scene, his research arded
by Amold Rinnebeck, the Berliner whom Harnley initially befriended in Paris®* Beyond
Der Sturm, he visited the progressive galleries of Paul Cassirer and Hans Gurlitt, where maore
German madernism would have been on view. As a whaole, the German 'l.'-':PfL"SSi'?I'Iiﬁh WEre
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from his correspondence, it is clear that Berlin mesmerized Hartley. The Wilhelmine capital
was ot a city of skyscrapers like New York. But as an industrial power, it visibly paraded
its modernization in ways that Paris or London did not in this period. Observing other key
artists abroad and at home wrestle with creative representations of city experience, Hartley
decided in Berlin to paint the place and its phenomena that newly fascinated him.
Berlin was a tremendously exciting city in the early decades of the twentieth centuny

A blossoming of culture, industry, technology, and politics made the city unique. Berlin
was the brand new capital city of the German Reich. The principalities of Germany united 1o
form a collective nation only in 1871, following the German victory in the Franco-Prussis
War, and Berlin was designated its new center. As the former nucleus of Prussia, Berlin
had been a formidable industrial strength for some time by 1871, The German companies
that remain familiar business names to this day—including Agfa, Borsig, Schering, and
semens—were founded in Berlin before 1870, Berlin was Germany’s center for the iron
and coal manufacturing characteristic of the first industrial revolution. After 1870 Berlin
like New York, led the managerial and technical developments that enabled the transmission
and distribution of electrical power so necessary for ongoing modernization of all kinds”
Electrical engineering, chemical production, and the creation of technical infrastruciure
characterized the second industrial revolution, in which Berlin and New York excelled.

e One measure of the pace of continual industrial expansion in turn-of-the-centin
Berlin lies in the city's population statistics, as workers were attracted to factory jobs. 17
1849 Berlin had 412,000 inhabitants. A little more than twenty years later, in 1871 after (¢
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city became the German capital, that figure doubled to 826,000, In 1877 the city hit the one
million mark; in 1905 it had two million; by 1914 the count grew to four million city dwelless™
The incorporation of Grossberlin in 1920, drawing adjacent municipalities together, made
the city the third largest metropolis after London and New York.™ Berliner street slang
dubbed the place a Buddelstads, or sand box city, after the continuous construction 1o
accommuodate this rapid growth.* In 1910 the city’s leading art critic wrote a book about
Berlin in which he claimed that it was “damned always to perpetual becoming, never to
being.**" Transitory or fleeting experiences in Berlin happened any day on the street, yet
“transitory” is also a word that aptly described the ever-evolving cityscape of buildings.

Ta enable city dwellers to move from home to work to play, networks of commuter
transit grew around the city. Horse-drawn streetears were introduced in 1865 and replaced
by electric ones in 1895, A city railway began operation in 1882 and was supplemented by the
first subway line in 1902, A large city of people bustling to and fro was part of the Schmeletigkei
[ fast living) that became both actual fact and the preferred mythos of the city (fig. 13).

In Berlin, movement abot town was also conditioned by the imperial presence.
Wilhelm 1, Germany’s monarch from 1888 to 1918 and a man of highly conservative tastes,
demanded an ostentatiows show of his rule, Accordingly, imperial guards and military units
paraded through town and escorted aristocracy and court officials from palace to court to

Potsdam, the Kaisér's country residence and main garrison for troops, As historians Sabine
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tiried Korff explained: “One talked about the ‘metropolis in Zuard Unifiypy,
r - 1

Crot ol ;
Lo i and thereby underscored that social life in Berlin was L.
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the spirit and color of the military as no other European capital.™ Hartley SIMPly Joyg
£ .

with in 1913, “it stimulates my child’s love for 1, publ.

this pomp and circumstance and said s
spectacle.™ In his autobiography, he nostalgically recalled:
The military life provided the key and clue to everything then—. .. Of course i,
the Kaiser time there was always a parade of some kind coming down the U,
den Linden— ... there was always the changing of the watch before the casri, o
Berlin every morning berween ten thirty and eleven—... I had arrived in Berfi,
at the right time to get the richness of the pageantry idea. There was a sense of

magic in seeing royalty pass—**

Hartley also arrived at the right time to enjoy Berlin's dramatic urhan spectace,
confirming that “there was so much to regale the eye with” in this city.® In recent VEars,
urban scholars and cultural histerians have examined the transition of cities into fannastic
consumer showeases from roughly 1890 to 1920. A heightened emphasis on visual sensation
developed that had the power to intoxicate urbanites by its voltage and newness, Electrical
lighting brightened the night sky and enticed people to “go out” in new numbers, an activity
chronicled by Beckmann in Street ar Night (fig. 10). In the eerie palette, Beckmann COfVEYs
the intense, garish glow of the first electrical arc lamps. Novel urban amusements—music
halls and moving picture shows—offered visual delights and quick-tempoed variety acts*
The invention and manufacture of plate glass in the 1890s enabled stores to display their
wares attractively in vast gleaming windows while lighting them dramatically for the first time
with electricity. Major department stores appeared that presented a sumptuous encyclopedia
of consumer goods, often in opulent architectural settings. The main shopping boulevards
were always overcrowded, and *just shopping” became a definitive urban pastime." In 1910
noisy protest finally extinguished a Berlin ordinance that required store windows to be
shuttered on Sundays, and thereafier window shoppers were free to browse leisurely seven
fhfs a week.# Advertising markedly changed the look of cities when newly invented
inexpensive printing methods and electricallighting made provocative posters bills, #1d
signs uhlqultnm. %M}', ﬂ“m_m column to which pmph‘ affix a changing



atray of bills was invented in Berlin, In German, they are called Littfnssndulert after Ernst

Littfass, the savvy printer whe first installed them. ™ In the urban milieu, éver more,

larger, and ever bolder addvertising signage conmpeted for the passerby’s attention Speeding
"5 coymmoiiii.

EVET

elevated or sulitertanean streetcars also offered exhilarating vistas onto the city
Thie porpanrt of city experience Increasingly intensificd visual stiruli, and recent sfudies
have emphasized that a new mode of exaggerated visual experience “an unabashed display

of visuality,” according to scholar Miriam Hansen—arose in this efa.™ “Alles “firs A uge”

(everything for the eye) were the words Betlin critic and politiclan Walther Rathenau used

{4} l.'|'1u1r|11.11:-r|m_- the 4_'||;|||Eﬂ| dimiension of his ity in I'ﬁ]l‘i"lil..II
the appeals of this vibrant new visual culture. Beyond

Artisie were not immune to
preciated its new level of spectacle

the calfeinated pace of modern city life, visual artists ap

The very fact that Hartley began painting the city in Berlin indicates that he too saw and

valued the extraordinary showcase it had become. “Herlin is helping me much,” he wrote
“I am getting a something from the German life impulse

shortly after settling in Germany.
ations—.""

which is most excellent for me. It gives a new crescendo Lo My sens:

Hartley was a new convert to abstraction when he arrived in Berlin. While in Paris,

he had begun a series of works initially devoted to a creative wisual transcription of music to
canvas. Musical Theme (Oriental Symphony) (plate 8) of 191213 includes musical notation
in a tapestry of exotic motifs and emblems. Steeped in reading mystical literatu

time, Hartley inserted a seated Buddha at the upper right and the Indian sign abhaya mudra
at the top center. He executed these paintings, he

shifting his residence to Berlin in 1913,
but the drama of the Berlin

re at the

(have no fear) of three raised hands
explained, “in the style of automatic writing.™ In
Hartley initially maintained a similar pictorial vocabulary,

streets replaced his musical reveries as subject matter.
Portrait of Berlin (plate 10) is likely Hartley’s first Berlin city painting, for i

transitional work building on his development in Paris. The work orchestrates a complex
of recognizable motifs, numerals, and abstract forms within an energized image. Pictorial
elements press against one another, crowding every inch of the tightly compacted canvas
to convey an animated force, Drawing from recent precedents in Paris, Hartley inserted a
Buddha figure (to the left of center), and he retained his basic color scheme of bold primary
yellow, red, blue, and green punctuating a luminous field of white. In addition to circles,
stars, and triangles, Hartley peppered the canvas with German guards mounted on horschack.
The plume-helmeted soldier on his red steed is easily recognized in the circle at the canvas's
lower right corner. Strewn across the canvas, however, Hartley also included similar military
guards viewed from behind that are less immediately identifiable.

Though an uncommen likeness for its subject, Hartley titled the painting Portrait of
Berlin. Assimilating the dynamic spectacle of the imperial capital, he sorted his perceptions
and offered them back in a pictorial language abstracted from the street. Hartley explained
that *Berlin is packed with that live-wire feeling—."** He later remembered that “the whole
scene was fairly bursting with organized energy and the tension was terrific and somehow
most voluptuotis in the feeling of power—a sexual immensity even in it.”" Harley translated
his enthusiasm for the pace and spirit of Berlin onto his canvases. He confirmed as much
by writing to Gertrude Stein that “there is an interesting source of material here—numbers
+ shapes + colors that make one wonder—and admire—It is essentially mural this German
way of living—big lines + and large masses—always a sense of pageantry of living. | like it.**
And he began to paint the so-called pageantry of living,

The most direct explication Hartley provided for his Berlin paintings centers on

- The Warriors (plate ). In his autobiography, he deseribed the scene, writing:

i is a key
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Figure vh
Marsden Hartley
Pre-War Pageant, 1914
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ibed by lifie fnsell I'his approach prompted Hartley to focus on Berlin, and vet to

Lise e s
€ LAY 8 o foil and enable hils own senistiive perceptions of stimulating urban experiences
o stand as the true content of his painting

Consequently, Movements (fig: 150 and Pre-War Pageant (fig. 16) along with the
1943 &
913 Milirary (plate 12) are tnusual city paintings. They capture with great originality and
¥ i 3 !
Pictorial power that dquality of Berlin that Hartley called “rhe intense fame-like quality of

L, ™ T ok
e Their bold color, writhing forms, and gestural, active paint condense the vigor and

Lk ”]1“"”"'!" of the |'|'ll:|lllq:llr1'i5.. They concentrate and reformulate the artist’s sensations from
this sensually provocative milieu.

Lierman expressiondst artist Ludwig Meidner was simultaneously engiged in making
Urossstadthilder in Wilhelmine Berlin. In 1911 he wroté a passionate éssay on the topic and
called for *a deeper insight into reality,” one defined in modern times by “a bombardment of
h'hif-’fil'lﬂ fows of windows, of screeching lights hetween vehickes of all kinds and a thousand
fumping spheres, scraps of human beings, advertising signs, and shapeless colors.™ Paintings
like Movements achieve what Meidner encotraged and on a level that Meidner himself, whose
work remained conventionally representational, did not. Schalar Philip Fisher formiulated
a useful distinction, in an essay about modern literary expression of the city, between city
mind and city matter. More daring creations move beyond direct mimesis, he suggested;
they are of the city rather than aboeur the city and recast human perception of urban
expericnces, not its physical settings. Hartley's Berlin paintings were clearly af the city, not
di!ﬂ:ll}' representational, conveying what Fisher termed its “structure of consciousness.”"

Hartley enjoyed the appeal of Berlin and wrote about it in letters home. Une
especially poignant moment is his mention of a zeppelin passing overhead in 1914. One
can imagine him seated at one of the city's sidewalk cafés. Hamley interrupts his line of
thought and then returns to his letter and writes, “The Luftschiff L.V, has just passed
over us here as 1 write—a fascinating thing which transporis me somehow every time
one sees any of them—."* Becanse Hariley dedicated himself to recording his experiences
of the modern city, it isn't a stretch to suggest that The Aero (plate 15) is a work that
arose from this or similar moments. Whether an airplane or airship, Hartley's The Aero
offers a contemplation of one of modernization’s more amazing inventions. The pictorial
language that Hartley uses is jubilant. Flag patterns—flowing stripes and checkerboards—
and graphic color juxtapositions spread across the canvas, the center of which depicts
the fireburst of a flying machine's engine.

Himwrmnel {plate 13) is a later addition to Hartley's aity paintings™ It returns to the
layered matrix of motif, emblems, and shapes first started in Portrait of Berfin, Hartley
had made a quick irip back to the States in 1914 1o hold an exhibition and raise more money
for living expenses. On his return he made four paintings on the theme of Amerika, with
Germanized spelling and Mative American imagery (discussed in the essay by Wanda
Corn )™ Those paintings used a hieratic compartmentalization of the image, stronghy
geametric following the vivid patterns of American Indian art. The pictorial structure of
the Amerika series informed other work Hartley made simultaneously in 1914, and his
interest in Indian design elements encouraged him to include more recognizable imagery
again in his city paintings.

The military figure on horseback reappeared in Hartley's treatment of Berlin. A
statue of @ German officer in Hirrrel and the idealized cuirassier in other 1914 paintings are

signature elements. Abstracted solar orbs, flower bursts, flag patterns, eight-pointed stars,

“Portvait of Berfin™ 51

. T—



52

Manspes HanrLey

an equestrian's spur, abstracted insignia—these elements jostle for space in the compacte
image and replicate the disjunctive but invigorating experience of the urhan CNVIronment
In describing his latest paintings for his New York show in January 1914, Hartley
wrote: “A picture is but a Bven space where things of moment which happen to the painter
occur.... The present exhibition is the work of one who sees—who believes in what is
seen—and to whom every picture is as a portrait of that somethi ng seen.™ For Hartley,
secing mednt more than simple sight, and his paintings involved more than literal
branscription. Seeing symbolized the requisite creative powers to assimilate intense sensual
stimuli. His clear artistic mission was to discover a language that could convey such
sensations. His resulting work needed to be compelling, unfettered from convention, and
free from effected mannerism, He told German expressionist painter Franz Mare, “T am
and his project at this point was certainly influenced by a resolute
Nonetheless, he emphasized again and again—in his art and writings—
that his direct encounters with the warld aro
hiis 1915 show at the Haas-Haye Galerie,

by nature a visionary,”
belief in subjectivity®®
und him provided his creative source. For

prominently located in Berlin just steps away from
the Brandenburg Gate, he said of his paintings, “they are characterizations of the ‘Moment,
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everyday Piclures of every diav, svery hour,™ The abstract, agitated forms and wibsrant
colots branafog Hartley's experience of exhilaration in Berlin's teeming metn polis mto
Brotindbee aking art. They offer subijective, perceptinal snapahotd of the electric but chaatic
#iid disfune e enivitonment of “the finest modern city in Europe

vere i one other easential way that these paintings speak of Berlin. The persistent
depiction of the Germian military dusing these years covertly points to 4 defining aspect of
Hartley's and Berlin's identity, Hartley was a gay man, and Berlin supported a thriving
homosexual subculture. Histotically, the city had been tolerant of homosexuals and o
Moneering force for gay culiiire the world over. In Germany and Europe, its homosexu il

subculiure becite a magnet and haven. The first studies of, petitions to legalize, and

jouirrials that served homigsexual men and culture all started in Berlin,™ When Hartle;
wrone that he felt so at home in Berlin, in qir_n'!-“'_inl ways that feeling had o do with the
welcoming community he found himself in.” He wrote Stieglitz that | have fived rather
gavly in the Berlin fashion—with all that .ml-.li.ps-_" " The phrase “with all that implies”
clues us to the fact that Hartley was satisfying his sexual needs, even if we cannot be certain
about the specific meaning of the word “gay” in 1915,

During the time that Hartley lived in Berlin, the German military symbolized
homosexuality. It was a deeply rooted trope on the street as well as in the popular press and
international journalism. A considerable contingent of Berlin's gay male population lived
as part of the German military. Starting in 1909, an international scandal imvolving the
Kaiser's closest friends erupted and brought that fact in graphic detail to the public. The
headlines and comics of the mainstream media, at the time of the affair and long after,
cemented the equation between the German soldier and homosexuality.” Hartley had
friends in the military, especially Licutenant Karl von Freyvburg. He lamented to artist
friend Charles Demuth, a man who also was gay and spent time in Berlin, that he could no
longer go out to Potsdam, garrison for the troops, since World War [ began. There was
simply “too much there to remember,"™ In short, Hartley handled imagery with loaded
meaning in prewar Berlin. By adding the German military to his artistic repertoire, Hartley
covertly acknowledged an essential piece of his milieu and identity. This reading was lost
to recent audiences, but the commaonplace association would have been glaringly apparent
1o Wilhelmine Berliners.

While the flair of the military pervaded the imperial city, militarism as a whole
wenk inio high gear with the war. For several months at least, Hartley did not paint after the
Guns of August began. Emotional disaster struck when Karl von Freyburg was killed on
Oictober 7, 1914 Yon Freyburg's cousin Arnold Rénnebeck returned injured from the front.
Hartley wrote long, lamenting letters back home to Stieglitz and, in them, made clear that
his grasp of the world events and politics whirling around him was uninformed. Finally, in
November, he went back to the ¢asel. 1 am working out some war motifs which people
prai_f.: high!]'." he wrode in early Movember 1914, and the title of Hartley's famous series, the
War Modifs, derives from this line.™

Portrart of @ Germnan Offrcer (plate 19) 15 considered the first of this remarkable
series. The paintings began as a memorial 1o von Freyburg, for he is abstractly pictured in
this unconventional portrait. The knot of pictorial elesrents congeals in a vertical alignment
that suggests the presence of a human torso. Further, many of the military insignia and
patierns contain associations o von Freyburg, The initials “Kv.F" at lower left are his, and
at lower right the number 24 gives his age at death. The spur just below the 24 alludes to
his equestrian unit. The lron Cross medal for bravery bestowed posthumously on von
Freyburg is depicted in the upper center of the painting. The blue and white flag pattern
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As he mntin‘uac! on t fl:he Moment”™ in late 1915. Hartley’s profound enth ket ‘:4q
as ':hlﬂclmﬂ:lm:j’ ': led him to make his subconscious response to the city the
Ilerlin1metrnpﬂ is ;:;hiﬂcd {0 congentrate on the vocabulary of the military Uniforg,
art. With |h:d wir, based first and foremost on his direct perceptual experiences The
tnt:.: heIIfEU \ WS v at war and on the offensive coupled with the painfy] reality o
militarism of a country oned Hartley’s sense of the world about him. “The F'ﬂmus;:

many lives lost now conditi
only those which I have observed casually from day to day.... I have expressed opjy Ry,

have seen,” he emphasized about his later paintings fmm Dt 2 T clakmg fﬂa’“"'ﬂk
sure conceptual path Hartley charted for himself while abroad. He worked persiteny,,
formulate a visual language that captured, distilled, and translated onto canvas his ntuitiye
impressions. He explained this most succinetly in 1913 when he wrote, “There Are Sensation
the human consciousness beyond reason—and painters are learning to trust these sensatipg,
and make them authentic on canvas. This is what I am working for.”™*

Like all artists, Hartley defined the parameters of an artistic challenge and worjeg
assiduously to realize it. His experiments sometimes stumbled, and the swerves and changes
in Hartley's art during his time abroad before the Great War show him trying very hard
to discover what he would contribute. In this effort, Berlin and the drama of its noisy,
stimulating, jarring modernity fueled his creativity. His experiences of its chaotic energy
became the subject matter and content of his art. Hartley's city paintings and his War
Motif series draw from Herlin, and they collectively demonstrate why this artist is so admired
Hartley rarely settled for the usual choices, intending to set himself apart. So in picturing
the city, he shunned the obvious. His city paintings don't depict Potsdamerplatz or the
Brandenburg Gate. They don’t address the architectural vocabulary of the city or streetat
all. Further, they avoid the social dimension of prostitutes, shoppers, or tenement dweliers
Instead, the impressive formal power of these canvases translates the modern city's heightened
emphasis on the Vﬁu&lmlﬂ artistic scripts. His syntax of starbursts, vivid patterning, chance
numerals, Wh“ﬁ-ﬂmhﬂﬁllﬂmhmd& forth a symbolic and abstraced
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Notes

Ijﬂfrﬁhl 15, He lefy fﬂ|,|[||n|hr_ He returned to Mew York EEP‘!‘:”HS a hero's welcome,
he vraa 4o confident in his art, Yet his timing could ot have heen worse, Sentiment in
the Uiited Sates, though the country did not officially enter the war until April 1917, had
sharply tutned againgt Getmmany, A strong xenophobia gripped the land. Hartley's artistic
imagery reled on the military uniform of “the enemy.” He sold few paintings and received
Yepid critical reviews,

The imimense tragedy of Hartley's German paintings is that the artist ha to abandon
Nt e though he kiiew well that they were a signal achievement, works that presented
4 commanding and otiginal voice within the inter national avant-garde. In iga6 Hartley
VP (5 e abioia landscape and still-life painting, taking a sharp turn from the
wark (hat now is applauded. Hartley's city paintings from expressionist Berlin captored
the pulse of distinctly new experiences. They did so through an evocative pictorial language
that consciously, rigorously pursiied what it meant to be modern. Taoday we are able to see
the paintings Hartley made in 1913 and 1914 as he intended—as portraits of Berlin.
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