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This print was executed by Robert Indiana in the early 1990s as part of a series entitled “The Hartley Elegies.”  This series was created in homage to the artist Marsden Hartley (1877-1943), an American modernist of international renown who was born in Lewiston, Maine.  Hartley traveled the world making art before returning to Maine to finish his illustrious career back in his native state.  He was an artist with whom Robert Indiana  found a deep kinship in both an artistic and personal sense.  

Indiana produced several large prints as part of the Hartley Elegies; these were based on Hartley’s own series of paintings, executed in 1914-15, and known as the “German Officer” paintings.  These paintings were Hartley’s own homage to an intimate friend from his pivotal visit to Berlin in the early 1900s.  Karl von Freyburg, a German military officer when the two met, was killed in combat early in the First World War, a devastating personal event for the artist.

Berlin in the early 1900s had been a city of pageantry and nationalistic pride, with military parades often being at the center of events.  The color and excitement of this time shortly before the war was inspirational to Hartley both visually and emotionally.  He captured the spirit of the times with several symbolic portraits of his officer friend, elements of which were comprised of abstract designs with references to epaulets, medals, and different insignia, and worn by soldiers, some mounted on horseback and others on foot.  

With his distinctive hard-edge style and Pop Art color sensibility, Indiana captures the intensity of Hartley’s portraits.  He incorporates a powerful graphic design element that unites Hartley with his symbolic portraits by incorporating Hartley’s birth and death dates into the energetic composition, along with various locations around the world with which Hartley was connected.   He celebrates his own spiritual kinship with Hartley by selecting cities and towns with which both of these artists were familiar.

Two of the most significant symbols that both artists incorporated, in visual terms as well as symbolic importance, are the dominant crosses: the Iron Cross, a medal honoring bravery on the battlefield awarded to German soldiers, often posthumously; and the red cross, symbolizing the International Red Cross.  By superimposing the red cross over the Iron Cross, Indiana symbolically represents Hartley’s and the world’s change of heart as the devastation of military combat became all too familiar, and pageantry gave way to bloody reality – graphic design in the service of cultural acknowledgment.  Hartley’s was a series of paintings about wartime trauma.  Indiana’s is a series in honor and acknowledgment of the pain that such loss brings, brought to us in a modern art format wherein color, shape, rhythm and balance – the elements of art – are brought to bear for a culture to recognize and reconsider the lessons learned, or not learned.    







-- Weston LaFountain, Independent Curator

