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All art ultimately illumines the culture in which it is created, even if that culture usually

serves merely as a backdrop to the projection of some more ideal or alternative reality by

the artist. But with so-called Pop Art, the very backdrop of mass-culture became the

foreground subject of art itself. By magnifying the lack of taste and extreme vulgarity or

kitsch that are inevitable by-products of an increasingly globalised mass-culture, artists have

not only ironically drawn attention to that debasement of taste, but equally stressed their

own detachment from it, as though to assert that they themselves are privileged beings who

stand outside society and remain untainted by its corruptions. For the most part these

artists simply celebrated pop-culture but one of them – the subject of this book – went much

further. Through pioneering a variety of techniques, but principally by means of the visual

isolation of imagery, its repetition and enforced similarity to printed images, and the use of

garish colour to denote the visual garishness that is often encountered in mass culture, Andy

Warhol threw much direct or indirect light upon modern anomie or world-weariness,

nihilism, materialism, political manipulation, economic exploitation, conspicuous

consumption, media hero-worship, and the creation of artificially-induced needs and

aspirations. 

Warhol’s images might initially appear to be rather simple. Yet because of that very simplicity

they enjoy a high degree of immediate visual impact. For example, the visual repetitiousness

that Warhol employed within a great many of his images was intended associatively to

parallel the vast repetitiousness of images that is employed in a mass-culture in order to sell

goods and services – including vehicles of communication such as movies and TV

programmes – whilst by incorporating into his images the very techniques of mass

production that are central to a modern industrial society, Warhol directly mirrored larger

cultural uses and abuses, while emphasizing to the point of absurdity the complete

detachment from emotional commitment that he saw everywhere around him. Moreover, as

well as relating to the Pop Art movement which employed imagery derived from popular

culture in order to offer a critique of contemporary society, Warhol also carried forward the

assaults on art and bourgeois values that the Dadaists had earlier pioneered, so that by

manipulating images and the public persona of the artist he became able to throw back in

our faces the contradictions and superficialities of contemporary art and culture. And

ultimately it is the trenchancy of his cultural critique, as well as the vivaciousness with which

he imbued it, that will surely lend his works their continuing relevance long after the

particular objects he represented – such as Campbell’s soup cans and Coca-Cola bottles –

have perhaps become technologically outmoded, or the outstanding people he depicted, such

as Marilyn Monroe, Elvis Presley and Mao Tse-Tung, have come to be regarded merely as the

superstars of yesteryear.

Andy Warhol was born Andrew Warhola on 6 August 1928 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, the

third son of Ondrej and Julia Warhola. * Both his parents were immigrants from a small

Carpatho-Rusyn village in the Presov region of Slovakia. Warhol’s father had first emigrated to

the United States in 1907 and married Julia Zavacky in 1909 on one of his return trips to

Slovakia. 1. Dick Tracy, 1960. 

Casein and pencil on canvas,

121.9 x 83.9 cm, 

The Brant Foundation,

Greenwich.

The Life

* Andy Warhol did not abbreviate his surname f rom Warhola until 1949, but we shall employ the shortened

surname hereaf ter in order to dif ferentiate the painter f rom his father.
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2. Statue of Liberty, 1963.

Silkscreen ink and acrylic paint

on canvas, Daros collection,

Zurich.

3. Jasper Johns, Flag on Orange 

Field II, 1958. 

Encaustic on canvas, 

92.7 x 37.2 cm, 

Private collection.
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In 1912 he re-emigrated to America when threatened with conscription into the Austro-

Hungarian army, although it was not until 1921 that Julia Warhola was able to join him there. 

Although Pittsburgh was, and remains one of the most dynamic industrial cities in America,

the Depression severely affected its economy shortly after Warhol was born, and his father was

amongst the many tens of thousands thrown out of work by the slump. However, Ondrej

Warhola’s resourcefulness ensured that his family did not suffer unduly. By 1934 his finances

had sufficiently recovered to permit him to move his family to a more salubrious part of

Pittsburgh, and shortly afterwards his youngest son entered Holmes Elementary School where

the boy’s artistic talent soon became apparent. 

In 1936 Warhol developed rheumatic fever, which worsened into a mild attack of chorea or St

Vitus’s dance, and this illness somewhat disrupted his schooling for the next few years. In

September 1941 Warhol entered Schenley High School, Pittsburgh, where his artistic talents

were further encouraged. But these years were overshadowed by the increasing illness, and

finally the death of Warhol’s father in May 1942. With the death of Warhola senior, the second

son, John, assumed the role of head of the family, and the paternal loss forged a further close

bond between Andy and his mother, a bond that would last almost up to her death.

Warhol graduated from Schenley High School in 1945 and obtained a place at the Carnegie

Institute of Technology (now the Carnegie-Mellon University) in Pittsburgh, majoring in

Pictorial Design. He also suffered from the need to establish his artistic personality. Very

frequently the timid, malleable boy would produce work that was obviously designed to appeal

to his teachers rather than express his own view of things. Consequently, at the end of his first

year Warhol was threatened with exclusion from the course. This had an electrifying effect on

him and during the subsequent vacation he worked exceptionally hard at making drawings of

daily life. By the time college reconvened in the autumn Warhol possessed an excellent body

of work that not only regained him a place on the Pictorial Design course and obtained him

a show in the art department. To the end of his life Warhol had a fear of failure, and it is easy

to pinpoint the youthful event that gave rise to it. 

Warhol benefited from an excellently rounded art education at the Carnegie Institute of

Technology. Here, Warhol was greatly influenced by German Bauhaus. The New Vision by

Moholy-Nagy, for example, celebrated the creation of works of art by wholly mechanistic and

emotionally detached means, and such recommendations could well have had a subsequent

bearing on Warhol’s mature practice as an artist.

Indirectly, another erstwhile Bauhaus teacher certainly had an immediate effect upon

Warhol’s stylistic development. This was the Swiss painter Paul Klee whose Pedagogical

Sketchbook was set reading for the students at Carnegie Tech. Many of Warhol’s magazine

illustrations throughout the late 1940s and 1950s look stylistically very like drawings by

Shahn, for although they contain a much greater whimsicality than is ever apparent in

Shahn’s work, it was surely from Shahn’s broken-line technique that Warhol developed his

similar looking but more vivid blotted-line technique that he used throughout his career as

a commercial illustrator. This method gave Warhol’s drawings an instantaneous visual

quirkiness, as well as providing him with the first of his many means of reproducing images

en masse. 

Other artists whose output Warhol is known to have encountered at Carnegie Tech in the late

1940s were Marcel Duchamp and Salvador Dalí. In time, Warhol would actually own works by

Duchamp, and in his cultural attitudes and artistic iconoclasm he certainly would prove

himself to be the Frenchman’s worthy successor at deflating cultural pretensions and

subverting creative expectations. 

4. Dance Diagram (Fox Trot), 1962.

Casein and pencil on canvas,

177.8 x 137.2 cm, 

Onnash collection.
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5. A la Recherche du Shoe Perdu,

1955. Lithograph watercolour, 

each 24.5 x 34.5 cm, 

The Andy Warhol Foundation for

the Visual Arts, Inc., New York.
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6. Shoe Advertisement for I.Miller,

1958. The Andy Warhol 

Foundation for the Visual Arts, 

Inc., New York.
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7. Photo of Andy Warhol with

Jasper Johns, c. 1964.
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8. Cagney, 1962. Silkscreen ink on

paper, 76.2 x 101.6 cm, 

Mugrabi collection.
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In June 1949 Warhol graduated from the Carnegie Institute of Technology with a Batchelor of

Fine Arts degree. The following month he moved to New York, along with his fellow student

Philip Pearlstein. On a previous trip to New York in September 1948, Warhol had made the

acquaintance of Tina Fredericks, the art editor of Glamour fashion magazine, and now he

looked her up again in order to solicit work; she responded by buying one of Warhol’s drawings

and commissioning a suite of shoe illustrations, shoes being a subject that Warhol would soon

make his speciality. When these illustrations appeared in the magazine in September 1949, the

‘a’ in Warhol’s surname was dropped from the credit byline (possibly by accident) and the artist

adopted that spelling thereafter. 

Warhol was determined to succeed in New York and he haunted the offices of art directors in

search of work, even cultivating a down-and-out, ‘raggedy Andy’ look in order to gain the

sympathy of potential clients. One successful commission soon led to another, and within a

relatively short time Warhol was much in demand for his highly characterful illustrations, both

within the Condé Nast organisation (to which Glamour magazine belonged) and beyond it.

Later, as a mature fine artist, Warhol would react against any impartation of ‘feeling’ to images

made by his somewhat industrialised processes, and he would thereby achieve a much greater

congruity between cause and effect.

Throughout 1950 Warhol’s career was on the up and up, and by the following year he was

creating his first drawings for television. In September 1951 one of his drawings was reproduced

as a full page advertisement in the New York Times to advertise a forthcoming radio programme

on crime, this greatly boosted his professional reputation; two years later the design would win

him his first Art Director’s Club Gold Medal. 

In June 1952 the artist held his first exhibition. This was mounted at the Hugo Gallery on East

55th Street and comprised a suite of fifteen drawings based on the writings of Truman Capote.

The Capote drawings exhibition gained one or two reviews but Warhol sold nothing. However,

by now his commercial career was really taking off. Within a short time Warhol had become

the most sought-after fashion illustrator in New York. He also became very active as a book

illustrator, producing privately published books of drawings with whimsical titles such as, Love

is a Pink Cake, upon which he collaborated with one of his boyfriends, Ralph Ward.

Warhol had first discovered his latent homosexuality when he was still a student in Pittsburgh

but naturally, within such a relatively narrow-minded and intolerant provincial environment,

he had been very guarded about his sexual preferences; in the more open surroundings of New

York he felt less inhibited and initially indulged his proclivities to the full, although after the

first shock of freedom had worn off he was not particularly promiscuous. 

Indeed, Warhol thereafter formed a number of fairly committed relationships, such as the

friendship he enjoyed with Charles Lisanby whom he met in the autumn of 1954 and to whom

he closely related for about ten years. In time Warhol would form other relationships and

frequently become infatuated, but for the most part he downplayed his sexual persona, and

often he sublimated his sexuality into a highly manipulative voyeurism. 

In 1955 Warhol took his biggest step as an illustrator by obtaining the commission to make a

series of designs to appear almost weekly in the New York Times Sunday editions for the highly

fashionable I. Miller shoe store. Warhol’s shoe illustrations created an enormous impact.

Nathan Gluck, his new studio assistant, who would go on working for him until 1964, had

good contacts in the retail trade and he arranged for Warhol to design window displays for the

Bonwit Teller department. This commission also led Warhol to design window displays for the

Tiffany’s and I. Miller stores. 

9. Roll of Bills, 1962. Pencil, felt-

tipped pen and crayon on paper,

101.6 x 76.4 cm, 

Museum of Modern Art, 

New York.
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10. Double Self-Portraits, 1966-

1967. Silkscreen ink on two

panels, each 55.9 x 55.9 cm, 

The Brant Foundation, 

Greenwich.
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11. Jean-Michel Basquiat, ca. 1984.

Synthetic polymer paint and

silkscreen, 101.6 x 101.6 cm,

The Andy Warhol Museum,

Pittsburgh. 
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12. Campbell’s Soup Can 

(Turkey Noodle), 1962. Silkscreen 

ink on canvas, 51 x 40.6 cm, 

Sonnabend collection.

13. Campbell’s Tomato Juice, 1964.

Oil on wood, 25.4 x 48.2 x 24.1 cm,

Paul Warhol collection.
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Warhol sold many of the original I. Miller shoe advertisement drawings through the

Serendipity shop, and subsequently he produced a book of highly whimsical drawings of shoes

entitled A la Recherche du Shoe Perdu, shoes being objects to which he was sexually attracted; in

time he would collect hundreds of pairs of them and would enjoy kissing the shod feet of his

boyfriends when making love to them. He was also highly voyeuristic, creating an ongoing

series of drawings of sexual organs for a proposed book of ‘cock’ drawings, as well as a portfolio

of studies of beautiful young males and their beribboned private parts which he published

under the title of Drawings for a Boy Book.

In February 1956 Warhol held an exhibition of the Boy Book designs, as well as the books

themselves, at the Bodley Gallery. That year Warhol was also awarded the 35th Annual Art

Directors Club Award for Distinctive Merit for his I. Miller shoe advertisements. 

In January 1958, an exhibition opened at the Leo Castelli Gallery in New York that would

ultimately change Warhol’s entire life. This was the first largescale showing of Jasper Johns’s

paintings of the American flag, and of targets and numbers. The challenge such images offered

to the prevailing aesthetic trend of the day was consolidated a mere two months later by an

exhibition of works by Robert Rauschenberg. Between them, these two artists brought about a

radical break with the direction that recent American art had been taking. 

Throughout the late 1940s and the 1950s, American artists such as Jackson Pollock, Arshile

Gorky, Willem de Kooning, Franz Kline, Clyfford Still, Mark Rothko and Barnett Newman

had been giving American art the aesthetic lead over art everywhere else by exploring the

psychological, expressive or colouristic basics of the painterly process in ways that carried to

fulfilment the implications of surrealism, expressionism or colour abstraction, whilst usually

ditching representationalism altogether. In the face of such elevated aspirations, the throwaway,

neo-Dada gestures of Johns and Rauschenberg, which also occasionally looked to the familiar

imagery of contemporary mass culture, seemed wholly subversive. Thus in works like his

American flag pictures, Johns redeployed the familiar quasi-expressionistic brushwork of the

previous artistic generation in ways that paradoxically and ironically enjoyed no expressive

intention whatsoever. Neither Johns nor Rauschenberg can be considered to be pop artists, for

they were not primarily interested in the mass culture around them. But undoubtedly the

occasional appropriation by Johns and Rauschenberg of imagery from mass culture rubbed off

on Warhol and, like them, in time he too would call into question the very nature of a work

of art itself.

The Johns and Rauschenberg shows of 1958 gave Warhol an intense desire to break with

‘commercial’ art and instead become a fine artist. In 1959 he received the Certificate of

Excellence from the American Institute of Graphic Arts for his previous year’s output. That

autumn he published a joke cookbook, Wild Raspberries and in December 1959 he held an

exhibition of the book designs at the Bodley Gallery. However, New York taste was moving

away from Warhol’s fey imagery. Faced with this marginalisation, and by the growing acclaim

that was being accorded to artists such as Johns and Rauschenberg, Warhol felt increasingly

desperate about the creative cul de sac into which he was heading.

As with the threat of dismissal that had confronted him in his first year at art school some

fifteen years earlier, the possibility of failure galvanised Warhol into action. In 1960 he even

made works in the neo-Dada vein that Rauschenberg had previously explored, by urinating on

some white canvases as an anti-art gesture. He also resorted to placing some blank canvases on

the pavement outside the house on Lexington Avenue so that the footmarks left on them by

passing pedestrians would constitute a random ‘artistic’ statement. However, he soon realised

that such gestures would not lead anywhere. 

14. Do It Yourself (Sailboats), 1962.

Acrylic paint and pencil on

canvas, 183 x 254 cm, 

Daros collection, Zurich.
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