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ANDY WARHOL

FROM APPEARANCE TO TRASCENDENCE
Andy Warhol: Art and Life
Catalogue text by Gianfranco Rosini
Andy Warhol was born on 6 August 1928 in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania, to Andrej Warhola and Julia Zawacky, who had emigrated from Czechoslovakia to the USA. Andy discovered his creativity at the tender age of 8, while confined to bed with a nervous disorder that led to his ‘artistic awakening’. As he recovered, he spent all his time drawing, reading comic books and listening to the radio.

After the death of his father in 1942, he attended an art course at Schenley High School in Pittsburgh, graduating in 1945. He immediately enrolled in Carnegie Institute of Technology, winning the Mrs John L. Porter Prize for Progress in 1948. His senior-year painting, The Broad Gave Me My Face, But I Can Pick My Own Nose, was shown at the Associated Artists of Pittsburgh’s annual exhibition; one of the jurors was the eminent George Grosz. 

In 1949, the young Andy Warhola moved to New York, where - now as Andy Warhol - he managed to get some of his drawings published in Glamour magazine. In 1952 his first solo exhibition of illustrations based on stories by Truman Capote, held at the Hugo Gallery, attracted the critics’ attention. This was followed by illustrations for Amy Vanderbilt’s Complete Book of Etiquette. That same year the Art Directors Club awarded him the Art Medal for Best Advert. In 1953 he published the first of his promotional offset-litho books, to be sent as gifts to art directors, including Love is a Pink Cake and A is an Alphabet. He made a brief foray into the world of the theatre, designing backdrops and discovering the work of Bertolt Brecht. It was at this time that he started to produce blotted-line drawings, a technique he had experimented with as a student. The technique consists of drawing ink or acrylic lines onto a non-absorbent surface and then transferring them to paper.

In 1955 he published À la Recherche du Shoe Perdu, illustrating Ralph Pomeroy’s text with drawings of fantasy shoes. Returning to this idea in the Recent Drawings USA exhibition at the Museum of Modern Art in New York, Warhol displayed his ‘personality shoes’ decorated in the style of the celebrity to whom he matched them. In 1957 he produced A Gold Book, which was later shown at one of his first exhibitions at the Bodley Gallery in New York, with considerable success both with the public and in terms of sales. The book contained twenty hand-bound drawings, some with watercolour strokes, created using the blotted-line technique – a technique that would lead to his trademark Pop Art working method, characteristic of his early work. In 1962, using the now-famous blotted-line technique, Warhol created Seven Drapes, graphite drawings for a repetitive decorative motif, probably designed for trimming.

During roughly this same period, Warhol took on his first assistants, asking them to devote themselves almost entirely to creating advertising sketches, as well as researching and creating work on Hollywood legends. This work was produced using silkscreen printing, the technique Warhol would use as his modus operandi throughout his phantasmagorical career. The famous personalities immortalised, partly thanks to Warhol’s work, include Liz Taylor, Elvis Presley and Marilyn Monroe. He did many portraits of Marilyn Monroe: the 1967 portfolio of ten graphic works and, in response to the overwhelming success of the series depicting Marilyn’s face, in 1970 in New York and in 1984 in Europe, the Sunday B. Morning series with “Fill in your own signature” printed on the back to underline the fact that this image was now more popular than Marilyn Monroe or its creator Andy Warhol themselves, having broken through all conceivable conceptual limits. Warhol extended his visual creativity to filmmaking; experimentation in this field led to his first film, Sleep. That same year saw the birth of the Factory, a laboratory of ‘brains in motion’, where highly productive collaboration developed among artists, musicians and actors, as well as directors. Noteworthy among the projects was the collaboration with director Paul Morrissey and the rock band The Velvet Underground, whose first album Warhol would later produce, as well as the multimedia shows and live performances in settings where Warhol’s films were screened.

During this same period, he exhibited at The New Realists Pop Art exhibition at the Sidney Janis Gallery in New York and began work on the controversial Disaster series and Most Wanted Men, which he presented in Paris in 1964. In stark contrast to this macabre series, he showed incomparable aesthetic subtlety in his work Flowers, which was exhibited first at the Leo Castelli Gallery in New York and later, in 1965, at the Ileana Sonnabend Gallery in Paris. Warhol created this famous, widely-acclaimed series in different sizes and colours, on canvas and on paper, using small to large-scale formats, based on a graphic series. In today’s world art market, these Flowers on canvas continue to sell for record figures on the order of millions of dollars!

In 1966 Andy Warhol designed the ultra-famous Banana, which can be removed from its support and used in any other context, as in the case of this exhibit, being furnished with glue on the back of its polystyrene support. The Banana image was so popular that it was used for the cover of the first album released by The Velvet Underground and Nico, produced by Andy Warhol himself. That same year he made The Chelsea Girls, a film that enjoyed considerable commercial success and even came to the attention of the American national press. And still in the same year, when the now-famous Andy Warhol was invited to present an exhibition at the Institute of Contemporary Art in Boston, he created the first Shopping Bags, symbols of consumerism reproducing his famous Campbell’s Soup Can - Tomato.

His performances, seen at the time as reckless, made him inimitable. The best-known of these include covering the walls of the Leo Castelli Gallery with Cow Wallpaper and filling another room with Silver Clouds made of helium-filled Mylar cushions. In 1967 he was invited to give a series of talks, at which he let Factory actors take questions from the public in his name. In 1968, now a pre-eminent figure not only in visual art but also in the so-called minor arts, he developed an interest in a sector where his origins lay: fashion. Warhol designed the Campbell’s Soup Dress, made entirely of images of the now trademark symbol of Warhol’s art: the Campbell Soup Can label. It was also a year of change in many other aspects.

International events included his solo exhibition at the Moderna Museet in Stockholm and the use of his Silver Clouds as a backdrop to Merce Cunningham’s ballet Rainforest. That same year, 1968, also saw the most significant event in Warhol’s life, when a mentally unstable woman entered the Factory and shot and seriously wounded him. To condemn the atrocity of the death penalty still applied in many US states, Warhol created a series of images of electric chairs, starting with shocking colours and ending with the almost complete deletion of the subject. In 1971, on the wave of the success attained by these "macabre muses", he created a portfolio for the Bruno Bischofberger Gallery called Electric Chair, comprising electric chairs in ten different colours.

After the reissue of The Velvet Underground and Nico album, followed by the success of the cover production, Andy Warhol was asked to consider creating a cover for The Rolling Stones' LP Sticky Fingers. Still in 1971, this led to the production of one of the most famous album covers of all time. Between 1972 and 1978, Warhol returned to portraits of famous people, including Mick Jagger, Michael Jackson, Jimmy Carter, Enzo Cucchi, Mao Zedong, Liza Minnelli and her father, Vincent Minnelli.

In 1974 Warhol created a portfolio of ten pictures of flowers, entitled Flowers. A splendid example from this series – unique for its use of watercolours – is Lotus Flowers, with its soft grey-blue colouring. In 1975 Andy Warhol wrote The Philosophy of Andy Warhol (from A to B and Back Again), which immediately became a cult volume in modern aesthetics philosophy. Crowds of people thronged the presentation and Andy was more than willing to sign books for his fans, or even enhance the title page of book for several of his friends with a drawing of his world-famed Campbell’s Soup. In the same year Warhol designed the famous Ladies&Gentlemen prints. The subjects are a group of drag queens who liked to dress up copying the look of their favourite stars. The young artist and photographer Dino Pedriali helped to prepare the prototypes for the famous series of graphic works, and later accompanied Andy Warhol in his travels through Italy and Europe. 

In 1977 the unstoppable Andy Warhol again took up the idea of producing work based on his Self-portrait, which he had begun to develop in the sixties, but now using monochrome tones to achieve maximum expressiveness with a minimum of signs. The following year, Warhol did a number of portraits of Liza Minnelli, painting several different versions in different colours and formats with various backgrounds and bindings; one of them, on a white background, would become the cover of her latest album. Not all these portraits were acquired by Liza Minnelli, and we are fortunate to have some of them on display at this exhibition. However, in spite of their friendship, Liza Minnelli did not authorise the artist to produce her image in series; hence these works have become rare and unique, unlike other portraits of stars and personalities of whom Warhol made several prints. Still in 1978, Andy Warhol painted a series of rather unusual subject for him: his favourite fruits, which he called Space Fruits. The ones on Perspex are unique in that they are systematic creations Warhol made to define the colours and projection. They were later produced on cardboard as a prototype to select the colours and motifs. Highly satisfied with his creations, Warhol used them to produce other silkscreen prints. After this successful series, recorded by Andy referred in his diaries as a rebirth of his creative activity, he produced another fruit series, but this time taking grapes as his “model”. Grapes, from the same catalogue, was the prototype for a limited-run graphic series in different colours.  In 1978 he also created the exquisitely refined Gem, on the subject of seawater, using diamond dust on  cardboard to enhance the brilliance. 

In 1980, Warhol realised one of his dreams when he became a producer for the cable TV show “Andy Warhol’s TV”. This same year he produced a number of images of European cultural figures, as well as the famous series of ten portraits dedicated to great Jewish figures in different fields of culture, including Albert Einstein, Sigmund Freud, Franz Kafka and the legendary Marx brothers.

In 1982, the photographer Hans Namuth produced the Portrait of Andy Warhol, used later by Leo Castelli as an invitation to the exhibition in his gallery. Still in 1982, Halston commissioned Warhol to design an advertising campaign for the men and women’s clothing collections, resulting in such beautiful works as Halston Men ́s Wear and Halston Women’s Accessories. The following year, Warhol produced a series devoted to fish, repeating the operation promoted by Leo Castelli with the Cow Wallpaper. This time, Warhol used lining paper to represent his Fish at the Bruno Bischofberger

Gallery in Zurich. Between 1975 and 1986, Andy made a number of trips to Italy, and in 1980 had an exhibition at the Lucio Amelio Gallery in Naples. On this occasion, the photographer Mimmo Jodice took a stunning picture of Andy Warhol and Joseph Beuys, which Lucio Amelio used as publicity for his gallery. During this same period, Warhol produced a series of works dedicated to his friend Joseph Beuys, a major player in the European conceptual art scene. Printed on laundry bags, these works represented the highest aesthetic of the pop portrait and, at the same time, an ‘anti-portrait’ in the remaining monochrome part. This starting from scratch, which he had already experimented with in the sixties, bears witness on the one hand to the conceptual content printed on the detraction used in order to achieve the highest aesthetic result, and, on the other, to the hidden irony in the message contained in the physical, rather than spiritual, disappearance of the subject itself from the surface of the work. This twofold sense, rich in content yet also ephemeral, is decomposed by the masterful use of space and lightness that distinguishes the life and work of Andy Warhol. In a famous anecdote, referred to by Andy Warhol himself, a journalist asked him about the real meaning of the monochrome part of his portraits of some Hollywood stars of the sixties. Andy, with his naïve yet serious and distant pose, answered. “It’s easy: one work’s $5,000; a double work’s $10,000!” In 1984, Warhol made Camouflages as an ironic response to war. These works with military motifs would later be superimposed with the portraits of Beuys and his own self-portrait, definitively prolonging the negative character assigned the motif by paradoxically transforming it into something merely decorative and therefore inoffensive.

At this time Warhol also returned to his old love, namely, graphic and advertising transposition of consumer objects. An amazingly successful example of his genius is La Grande Passion. Warhol’s work was used by the company in its advertising campaign to launch this new drink on the market. Around this time, an anthology was dedicated to him in Japan. On this occasion, Warhol studied the image of the beautiful Kiku and placed it in some lovely hand-bound volumes, magically creating unique pieces by playing with colours and, in certain cases, superimposing transparent paper.

In 1984-1985 Warhol, enchanted with Naples, created Vesuvius, of which only a single version remains in an almost ‘vertical’ format. It is also the first piece after which the ruddy sky is cut and the famous series of single horizontal pieces with different chromatic variations is made. At the height of his career Andy Warhol was invited by Time magazine to create several covers, the most famous one being dedicated to Lee Iacocca. On the crest of this wave of success, on 19 September 1986, Warhol designed other covers for Time featuring very famous faces, including a scandal-evoking one of John Gotti. Dating from the same year, but conceived and produced with a totally different impact, was the series dedicated to animals in danger of extinction. Douc Langur comes from this last cycle. Jazz, a joint work with Keith Haring for the Montreux Jazz Festival, expresses the genius of both of these great American artists. One of the last works in Warhol’s brilliant and prematurely interrupted career is the fascinating and unsettling portrait of Lenin against a rigorously red, almost fluorescent, background.

 On 22 February 1987, Andy Warhol died very suddenly at a New York hospital, following post-operative complications. He joined the pantheon of the gods he had indelibly restored to the collective imagination. The Andy Warhol Foundation of Visual Arts was set up after his death, and in 1989 the New York Museum of Modern Art put on a comprehensive retrospective of his work, which was shown the following year in Venice. The Andy Warhol Museum, a record-breaking museum from the moment it opened its doors, was founded in his hometown of Pittsburgh. It was the first museum in the United States dedicated entirely to a single artist. The section devoted to Warhol’s art contains over 4,000 works from the late Forties to the late Eighties, created in a variety of media: canvas, paper, sculptures, objects and installations. The archive contains 8,000 square metres of material collected over the course of Warhol’s artistic career, the largest collection of documents on a single artist ever gathered together. This section comprises 273 films, 228 of which are short films, more than 4,000 cassettes of interviews and audio material, thousands upon thousands of documents and correspondence from the magazine he founded in 1969, Interview. In addition to this mountain of documents, which also includes slides and screen tests of his works, the archive contains 610 time capsules labelled Andy Warhol’s Time Capsules, with references taken from across his artistic world: Polaroids, conventional photographic prints, printed images, written texts and drawings - in short, all the sources for his art work from the early Sixties to the late Eighties. The time capsules first appeared in 1974 in response to the need to reorganise the great mass of documents the artist had used to create his work in the Sixties and Seventies. He continued to fill them with an increasingly more structured range of materials until his death in 1987, leaving behind an incredibly rich documentary to restore to us the Mind, Body and Soul of the great Andy Warhol.

