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JORDAN CRANDALL: Do you look at yourself in the mirror?


ANDY WARHOL: No. It’s too hard to look in the mirror. Nothing’s there.


















Introduction Through the Looking-Glass



REVA WOLF


Can an interview be a work of art? This is one of the many questions Andy Warhol posed for us in the hundreds of interviews in which he was a participant–interviews in which he was sometimes the interviewee, sometimes the interviewer, and sometimes played both roles at once. He posed this question by refusing, in the cleverest ways imaginable, to take interview questions seriously. It is as though the less serious his answers or his questions were, the more serious the ideas left behind for posterity to sort out; and, the more evasive his utterances, the more profound their implications. An answer such as “I don’t know,” to take a conspicuous example, came to have the tenor of a zany philosophical meditation. Just look at the following collection of questions and answers, excerpted from interviews conducted with Warhol over a period of some fifteen years:




What is Pop Art trying to say?
I don’t know.
(1962)1



How did you get started making movies?
Uh . . . I don’t know. . . .
(1965)2




What do you believe in?
Andy Warhol put his fingers in front of his mouth in a characteristic gesture. It was as though he wanted to stuff the words back in as they came out. “I don’t know,” he said. “Every day’s a new day.”
(1966)3




What is your role, your function, in directing a Warhol film?
I don’t know. I’m trying to figure it out. (1969)4




But why Elvis Presley, I mean why did you suddenly pick on poor Elvis to do the silkscreens of?
I’m trying to think. I don’t know.
(1972)5




What does life mean to you?
I don’t know. I wish I knew.
(1975)6





Such a sequence of questions and answers raises the sorts of unanswerable questions that to greater and lesser degrees we all bump into, grapple with, try to ignore, and otherwise contend with as we maneuver through life. Why, even now as I write this essay, I wonder: do I really know what I want to say? do I know my “role” or “function,” or my intentions? and, by extension, do I know what life means to me? These questions of existence are so fundamental–newly reinvented for each generation–that they can be embarrassing to articulate. What is extraordinary about how Warhol asked them is that he found a way to get around this embarrassment through the use of evasion–and, more precisely, through the particular forms, nuances, and textures of evasion that he created.


Through his masterful use of evasion, Warhol also elicited all kinds of questions about the interview itself. What is the appeal of both published and broadcast interviews, and why have they become so extraordinarily ubiquitous in the past fifty years? How do interviews with artists affect our understanding of an artist’s work? What do we make of the fact that most interviews are edited in one way or another, but have the look of verbatim transcriptions? Are there formulas and traditions specific to the interview? What is the history of interviews with visual artists, and how does this history connect with the histories of interviews with literary figures, politicians, or entertainers?





The Interview and Art History: Formulas and Traditions Exposed


If Warhol avoided answering a question in a direct way, there was a good chance it had to do with the formulaic, or canned, nature of that question. What Warhol accomplished through avoidance was more important than answering the question: he exposed its predictability (even though he sometimes invented his own formulas in the process). One of the most predictable types of question in interviews with visual artists concerns what they think of their predecessors.7 (An entire book of interviews appeared recently that is devoted to this very question.8) Behind this question is the issue of influence–of artistic genealogy–a standard topic of art-historical discourse.


A veritable genre of interviewing that became popular in the 1970s consisted of an art critic asking each of a handful of artists her or his thoughts about the same art-world luminary; all the responses were then published together as a collection. For example, Jeanne Siegel polled eleven artists–Warhol among them–about the abstract expressionist painter Barnett Newman on the occasion of a large retrospective exhibition of Newman’s work held in 1971 at the Museum of Modern Art in New York. The artists dutifully spoke about what they perceived to be the significance of Newman’s work. Warhol spoke about the art, too, making light of Newman’s reductive abstract compositions of vertical lines. However, what seemed to really grip him was Newman’s social life, about which he said:




The only way I knew Barney was I think Barney went to more parties than I did. I just don’t know how he got around–I mean he’d go off to the next party. And it’s just so unbelievable; why I just think he’s at another party. Don’t you think he’s just at another party? Maybe he didn’t have to work a lot if he just painted one line, so he had time for parties.9





In this passage, to the extent that there is discussion about art, it is covered over by what appears to be banal chitchat about parties.10 Still, under this cloak of banality, Warhol loosely concealed a surprising poignancy, which is exposed once we realize that Newman had died in 1970, not long before this interview occurred. At this point, it becomes clear that being “at another party” was Warhol’s idea of Newman’s afterlife, and that there was a pathos in his words. It is a pathos achieved as if by magic: in one moment the cloak has nothing under it; in the next, it bulks up with emotion. What is communicated in the end is that it’s neither the art nor the parties, but mortality itself that really matters.


Nearly ten years after the interview about Newman, Warhol contributed his remarks to another, similar, collection of interviews, this time about none other than Pablo Picasso. Like the Newman compendium, this one was prompted by a major retrospective of the artist’s work at the Museum of Modern Art, for which occasion art critic Judd Tully asked twelve artists for their estimations of Picasso’s significance. The replies he received were, by and large, what we might have expected to hear, and tended to reflect what were by then commonly held views. Let’s look at a few examples. Paul Jenkins was of the opinion that “the dominant feature of his work is the distortion of the classical which eventually became the classical itself.” Romare Bearden explained that Picasso “remained a very Spanish painter.” And Roy Lichtenstein said “I think of Picasso as the most important artist of the twentieth century.”11 Warhol, avoiding such weighty art-historical pronouncements, offered this observation:




Ah, the only thing I can really relate to is his daughter Paloma. She’s wonderful. Do you know her at all? She comes to town. You should maybe interview her sometime. She comes here every other week. I’m just glad he had a wonderful daughter like Paloma.12





Warhol, in fact, did often socialize with Paloma Picasso in the late 1970s and early 1980s (and he had actually worked on an interview with her).13 It is also true, however, that from the outset of his painting career he had paid careful attention to Picasso’s art, prolific output, and reputation.14 His choice to talk about Paloma when the topic at hand was really her father trivializes the entire discussion of Pablo Picasso’s artistic merit. Yet Warhol used his typically atypical response here, as elsewhere, to avert the risk of sounding pompous. As if by some sleight of hand, his reply actually sounds fresh and original, while by comparison the serious, straightforward responses given by his colleagues end up sounding trite and cliché!


The apparent banality of Warhol’s comments tended to intensify when he disliked, or felt uncomfortable with, the interviewer. When, in a 1971 documentary film, art critic Barbara Rose asked him what he thought of the artist Jasper Johns (whose work is often noted as a strong early influence on Warhol), he responded with a simple and characteristic “I think he’s great.” When pressed to say why, Warhol explained: “Ohhh, uh, he makes such great lunches. He does this great thing with chicken. He puts parsley inside the chicken.”15 While it very well may have been true that Johns was a terrific cook, Warhol’s description of his chicken recipe was, needless to say, not the kind of information Rose was seeking, and was clearly meant to rile her.16 At the same time, it is likely that Warhol here found a way to “out” Johns by focusing on a stereotypically female activity. (Johns, as Warhol was aware, preferred to keep his sexual preferences private.17) And so Warhol’s words now became a form of exposure, while also being a means of avoiding the lackluster, commonplace pronouncements about artistic influence that are the bread and butter of art history and of interviews with artists.





The Interview as Collaboration


We see from the example of the Barbara Rose interview how Warhol’s feelings toward the interviewer affected how he responded to her questions. If his responses in this case reflected a dislike for the interviewer, on other occasions, by contrast, they reflected instead what appeared to be an attraction to the interviewer. The ensuing flirtation was yet another way Warhol directed the conversation away from his art. Asked in 1966 how much time he spent on his paintings, Warhol replied: “No time . . . what color are your eyes?”18 Sometimes this “personal” approach to the interview went much further–and was much funnier–as in an interview with art critic Paul Taylor that occurred toward the end of Warhol’s life (and was published posthumously). Let’s listen in:




AW: You looked great the other night. I took lots of photos of you in your new jacket. . . . Next time you come by, I’ll take some close-ups.


PT: For the Upfront section of Interview [Warhol’s magazine] perhaps? Except that Ym not accomplished enough.


AW: You could sleep with the publisher.19





This tongue-in-cheek flirtation developed out of a previous interaction between Taylor and Warhol, and because, in this instance, the interviewer played along with, rather than resisted, Warhol’s game rules. Here, as well as in numerous other interviews, Warhol wanted us to see some of the ordinarily concealed information about the making of the interview. In the process, he called special attention to the collaborative quality of all interviews, a quality nicely summarized in a 1969 study of the rhetoric of interviews: “Any statement in an interview is . . . the collaborative product of interviewer and interviewee, not a spontaneous remark. . . . The interview is a rhetorical form whose most essential quality is its collaborative origin.”20 Collaborative by definition, the interview was perfectly suited to Warhol, whose work in other areas–whether in film, painting, or writing–also involved collaboration in some measure.


How interviewers worked their side of the collaboration was no less revealing or intriguing than Warhol’s operating methods on his side of it. These operating methods invited the more imaginative of interviewers to exercise a degree of creativity not usually found in interviews with artists. When in the mid-1970s the French art historian Jean-Claude Lebensztejn probed eight artists about the meaning of Henri Matisse’s work, he failed to get the direct answers from Warhol (as you will already have guessed) that were provided by the other artists he communicated with (Lichtenstein, Sharits, Wesselmann, Andre, Stella, Marden, and Judd). So he intellectually and visually bracketed Warhol’s response: at one end, he put a passage about Matisse that he had found in a book on Warhol; on the other end, as the conclusion to the entire collection of interviews, he put a statement by Matisse that served to ingeniously complement and compliment Warhol’s own limited commentary, as well as to complement the passage from the book. Here is what the whole thing looks like:




A friend once asked Andy Warhol what he really wanted out of life, and he replied, “I want to be like Matisse.”


(Quoted from Calvin Tomkins, “Raggedy Andy,” in John Coplans’s Andy Warhol, New York, New York Graphic, 1971.)




Warhol: “What can we say about Matisse, Fred? Couple of lines. . . .”




“He who wants to dedicate himself to painting should start by cutting out his tongue.”


–Henri Matisse21





Lebensztejn’s way of giving meaning to Warhol’s words involved a breaking out of the question–and–answer mold in which the interview by definition is usually cast.



History: Role Reversals, Hollywood, Radio, and the Art Press


Warhol’s own inventiveness in interviews tended to stay within that mold, but hinted at how it was just a mold, and therefore gave someone like Lebensztejn license to break it. With his seemingly banal answers, Warhol constructed this space for the creativity of the interviewer. He further encouraged such creativity through reversing and otherwise confusing the roles of interviewer and interviewee. He had already introduced this approach in his first known published interview, of 1962, which appeared in a then–new (but now–defunct) magazine called Art Voices. By way of introducing this interview (which is reprinted in the present volume), the magazine’s editors informed us that they told Warhol: “let us interview you as a spokesman for Pop Art, and he said no, let me interview you.”22


Within only a few years, by the mid-1960s, Warhol had become notorious for asking interviewers to provide the answers to their own questions. In the 1965 book Pop Art, we learn that when a reporter questioned Warhol about his background, he proposed, in response, “Why don’t you make it up?”23 The following year, art critic Alan Solomon recounted his experience of trying to interview Warhol for television. “I’ll tell you what,” the artist proposed, “why don’t you give the answers too.” Solomon objected on the grounds that he did not know the answers. “That’s all right,” Warhol responded, “just tell me what to say.”24


A comment about interviewers in Warhol’s 1975 book, The Philosophy of Andy Warhol, provides one explanation for such behavior. “I’ve found that almost all interviews are preordained,” he explained. “They know what they want to write about you and they know what they think about you before they ever talk to you, so they’re just looking . . . to back up what they’ve already decided they’re going to say.”25 This is a common feeling of people who are interviewed with any regularity. Bob Dylan clearly shared it, and in some of his interviews of the 1960s he, like Warhol, repeated the interviewer’s questions (but with more of an edge) and otherwise prodded them to answer their own questions. An example:




REPORTER: Are you trying to accomplish anything?
BOB DYLAN: Am I trying to accomplish anything?
REPORTER: Are you trying to change the world or anything?
BOB DYLAN: Am I trying to change the world? Is that your question?
REPORTER: Well, do you have any idealism or anything?
BOB DYLAN: Am I trying to change the idealism of the world? Is that it?
REPORTER: Well, are you trying to push over idealism to the people?
BOB DYLAN: Well, what do you think my ideas are?26





Dylan, like Warhol before him, was resisting attempts to pigeonhole and to be pigeonholed. When interviewees try to resist such attempts in a more direct way, they risk sounding most unattractive, or even ridiculous. Witness Susan Sontag angrily telling one interviewer:




I’m going to get up and walk out of here if you keep on going like this. I don’t live the way your question seems to imply . . . don’t try to put words into my mouth, I don’t think this way. It would be trivial. It would be silly.27





By opting to appear trivial or silly, Warhol escaped such distastefully self-important language.


One model for Warhol’s deferral to the interviewer was the widespread practice, in the film industry, of the studio controlling what its movie stars said in interviews: the actors literally were told what to say.28 It’s highly likely that Warhol would have been familiar with such scripted interviews from childhood when he listened regularly to the radio, including such celebrity interview shows as Forty-Five Minutes in Hollywood and Hollywood in Person in the 1930s, and Breakfast at Sardi’s, Hollywood Startime, and Hedda Hopper’s five-minute interview shows in the 1940s. As an avid movie-star fan, he also would have seen such interviews on the pages of fan magazines such as Photoplay.


The Hollywood scripting of interviews was only marginally veiled, if at all; readers often knew exactly what they were getting, or at least that some degree of control over the interview had been exercised. Already in the 1930s this kind of star control was sufficiently familiar to be parodied. It was even parodied on the pages of an art periodical. A 1934 issue of the Art News featured a “special interview” with Mickey and Minnie Mouse, in which Minnie expressed concern that her publicity manager approve of the quality of this interview:




“You are sure,” she inquired anxiously, wiggling her high-heeled pump, “that the Art News is the type of paper that will give us a refined interview? Our publicity manager is extremely particular and I’m not really acquainted with your publication.”29





The history of the Hollywood interview is filled with allusions to its own artifice. The case of actor Victor Mature is but one conspicuous example. As the 1959 edition of Celebrity Register reported it, Mature,




. . . whose “hobby,” he once told Hedda Hopper, was “publicity,” was a hard man to know in any length of time, but not hard to know about. . . . He would turn to a reporter at the end of some wild yarn and say, “Now that’s absolutely off the record–when will it be published?”30





In the interview with the artist, as in the Hollywood celebrity interview, stock-in-trade inquiries about the interviewee’s life manifest a central purpose to reveal the person behind the work. It is that person we seek when we read or listen to an interview (but whom, so the rhetoric goes, we never quite seem able to grasp, as the just-quoted characterization suggests about Victor Mature). And so, early in the history of published interviews with artists (at least as that history unfolds in the Art News, a mainstay of the American art press), visual portraits accompanied the words, giving us a face to go with the “voice.”


By the early 1960s, when Warhol gave his first interviews, such portraits tended to be omitted, a shift in publication practice that reflects broader journalistic trends. Within the field of art criticism, formalist analysis, based on the belief that we should understand the art object by studying it alone, without drawing upon biographical or any other sort of information external to the art, came to exert a powerful influence in the 1950s and 1960s, as art historians have long recognized. With the same impulse to achieve objectivity, ideas concerning the role that journalists should play in interviews likewise changed markedly between the 1930s and the 1950s.


Interviews published in the Art News in the 1930s (including the 1934 interview with Mickey and Minnie Mouse) were articles rather than transcriptions of dialogues, including only an occasional quotation.31 Not until 1963 did this magazine, now recast as Artnews, utilize the full-fledged question-and-answer format that is so familiar to us today. As it happens, its debut occurred in a series of interviews with several artists, called “What Is Pop Art?” that included Warhol’s most famous interview (reprinted in the present volume).32 Artnews most likely modeled its new interview format on popular journalism–an apt choice for a sequence of interviews about the then-still-new art that was called pop.33


Another, and perhaps more significant, model for Artnews s innovative, objective-looking format came from more highbrow journalism, most notably Paris Review. From its inception in 1953, this journal established, as a regular feature, its highly influential question-and-answer format.34 (This same year also saw the debut of Edward R. Murrow’s television interview program, Person-to-Person, as radio broadcasting staples such as the celebrity interview migrated to the newer medium of television.) By the late 1950s, the Paris Review interviews started to be reprinted as book-length collections (as they still are today), thereby broadening their dissemination.


Malcolm Cowley observed, in the introduction to the first of these collections, published in 1958, “[t]he interviewers belong to a new generation that has been called ‘silent/ although a better word for it would be ‘waiting’ or listening’ or ‘inquiring.’ “35 The desire to repress the journalist’s voice is articulated elsewhere, too, during the second half of the 1950s. For example, in the foreword to Selden Rodman’s 1957 book, Conversations with Artists, we are told: “Rodman wisely keeps his own opinions down to a smooth purr throughout the book.”36 (It would seem interviewers were now modeling their practices after those of murmuring Freudian psychoanalysts, who were exerting a great influence at just this time.)


So, precisely when the idea of giving the interviewee more control over the content of interviews was embraced, and just as the seemingly objective question-and-answer format gained wide acceptance within the realm of serious journalism, Warhol, through his apparent evasiveness, showed that its claims to documentary objectivity were trickery. After all, interviews nearly always are rehearsed, edited, or otherwise manipulated, and are not the spontaneous conversations that the question-and-answer format would suggest.



The Realm of Ideas


The idea that image and reality are not the same thing–yet are so deeply intertwined that they are not necessarily distinguishable from one another–came to be articulated in a wide range of theoretical and historical writings of this same period, the late 1950s and early 1960s. We see this one idea at the core of sociologist Edgar Morin’s observation that “the real person cannot be distinguished from the person fabricated by the dream factories and the person invented by the spectators" and of publicist and journalist Ezra Goodman’s claim that in Hollywood the press “does not merely chronicle the show” but is “part of the show itself”; and we see it in Jan Vansina’s characterization of oral history as a “mirage of history,” and in Erving Goffman’s sociological consideration of the performance-based nature of human behavior.37 Here was an idea whose time had come. Warhol, it would seem, internalized this idea and then experimented with it in interviews as well as in films, paintings, and even a novel.


The writer whose examination of this realm of appearances most clearly corresponded to Warhol’s own activities was historian Daniel J. Boorstin. In his book The Image, published in 1961–just prior, that is, to Warhol’s first experiments with interviews–Boorstin characterized the interview (not to mention photography, advertising, and many other products of modern life) as a “pseudo-event.” For Boorstin, the pseudo-event was an occurrence that lacked spontaneity and existed primarily in order to be reported (a notion so commonly held today that we take it for granted). Boorstin explained:




Concerning the pseudo-event the question, “What does it mean?” has a new dimension. While the news interest in a train wreck is in what happened and in the real consequences, the interest in an interview is always, in a sense, in whether it really happened and in what might have been the motives. Did the statement really mean what it said?38





Warhol’s suggestions to interviewers that they fabricate his background, or answer his questions for him, bring to the very surface of the interview the problems Boorstin had identified as being inherent in the genre. Boorstin, however, wrote his book in order to attack as morally bankrupt the ubiquity of the pseudo-event within American culture, while Warhol took a much more complicated and also, generally speaking, more positive stance toward this phenomenon. If the ambiguous relation of the interview to reality disturbed Boorstin, it delighted Warhol. We see this delight in his recollection of what it was like to be interviewed in the mid-1960s:




In those days practically no one tape-recorded news interviews; they took notes instead. I liked that better because when it got written up, it would always be different from what I’d actually said–and a lot more fun for me to read. Like if Fd said, “In the future everyone will be famous for fifteen minutes,” it could come out, “In fifteen minutes everybody will be famous.”39








Reversal: Part II


Warhol began using the tape recorder himself in the mid-1960s, after having acquired an early cassette model. Soon he was turning it on when he was being interviewed, yet his purpose was hardly to clarify the circumstances or content of the interview. For the 1966 interview for Cavalier magazine reprinted in the present volume, he brought his recorder along and acted as if he were the interviewer. We learn from the introductory remarks that accompanied this particular interview that “[b]efore we could get our tape recorder warmed up, Andy Warhol produced his own transistorized set and placed the microphone before us.”40 An implication of this statement is that Warhol used his machine to reverse the role of interviewer and interviewee, just as he had done previously by asking interviewers to answer his questions for him. The ensuing confusion was highlighted later on in this same interview when Warhol asked Ondine, a member of Warhol’s coterie, to speak. Ondine, the “protagonist” of Warhol’s 1968 book, a: a novel–itself composed of transcriptions from tape recordings–entered the conversation; but as he did, the interviewers took care to distinguish their microphone (which they referred to as “the real taping”) from Warhol’s. Irrepressible, Ondine’s reaction was to just go ahead and speak into Warhol’s microphone.


In the 1970s, Warhol’s practice of turning on his recording device while being interviewed became more common. As filmmaker Emile de Antonio reminisced about his experience making the segment on Warhol of his 1972 documentary film, Painters Painting,




As we filmed and talked, Andy audiotaped everything. At the time he was audiotaping his entire life with others. . . . There is a social history of strange times in Andy’s tape collection; enough to make five writers rich and famous.41





But those five writers would need to live long lives indeed, and have near superhuman stamina, to even listen to–never mind transcribe–all those tapes (now housed at the Andy Warhol Museum in Pittsburgh) to which de Antonio referred! Warhol’s documentation of his world was so vast that it is virtually impossible to take in. And this documentation included–along with the sound recordings–videotapes, which Warhol began making in the mid-1960s, came to use with great frequency in the 1970s, and also turned on while he was being interviewed. A reporter for the New York Daily News described, for example, how when he visited Warhol’s studio, a video recorder was taping the various “goings-on (including our interview).”42


By the mid 1970s, Warhol’s practice of treating the interviewer as an interviewee reached what in retrospect seems like its logical conclusion as he began conducting many of the question-and-answer sessions for his Interview magazine, which he had established in 1969. Still later, in 1985, he moved into the arena of television interviewer with the launching of an MTV show, called Andy Warhols Fifteen Minutes (cut short by his death two years later).43


In this later role of interviewer, Warhol at times continued to present himself, as he had in his role of interviewee, as not knowing what to say. Bob Colacello, in his chronicle of his experiences as editor of Interview magazine, observed that Warhol always falsely claimed that he never knew what to ask the interviewees. According to Colacello, Warhol always told him: “I’ll ask a few Eugenia Sheppard questions, Bob, and then you’ve got to come up with the Edward R. Murrow ones for me.”44 In other words, Warhol would play the role of fashion and gossip columnist, while Cola-cello would play that of serious reporter. In this statement, Warhol also revealed his awareness of, and sensitivity to, distinct types of journalistic interviews; this awareness allowed him to appropriate their formulas and language patterns.



Appropriation


In his interviews, Warhol often uttered formulas and phrases circulating in the media, statements made by other artists, and key words that he found in reviews of his own work, just as he pillaged the expansive visual encyclopedia of popular culture to create his own paintings. In each case, we are led to an awareness of our own inevitable borrowings, intended or not, from the world of sound bites and media imagery that swirl around us.


Warhol’s most familiar, if misquoted, interview pronouncement, “in the future, everyone will be world-famous for fifteen minutes,”45 now itself a phrase we see and hear over and over again in the press, is a good place to start as we look at his use of appropriation in interviews. His selection of the particular time interval of fifteen minutes–instead of, say, five, ten, or thirty–most probably derives from the fifteen-minute duration that was standard in the field of broadcasting from the early days of radio programming to the television news shows of the 1950s and 1960s (nowadays, of course, these time slots are generally of thirty or sixty minutes).46 This air-time length was even incorporated into the title of some radio variety shows, such as Fifteen Minutes with Bing Crosby or The Camel Quarter Hour, both of the 1930s.47


From his very first interviews, Warhol practiced this sort of borrowing from the language and formatting of the media. In his first known published interview–the one in Art Voices that is reprinted in the present volume–he deployed a particular standard format of interviewing, wherein the answers are either “yes“ or “no.” Interviewers working in all fields–from anthropology and sociology, to media and even the FBI–are advised to avoid questions that elicit those two answers, for the obvious reason that such questions tend to yield only limited information–which is exactly why Warhol favored them.48 (In the social sciences, the yes/no format of interviewing is called “closed,” in contrast to the eloquence-inviting “open” format advocated most influentially by sociologist Robert Merton and his colleagues at Columbia University in the 1940s and 1950s.)49


In collaboration with the editors of the Art Voices interview, Warhol used the yes/no format to comic effect. And he used it in such a way that we actually learn more than the answers “yes” and “no” ordinarily convey. For example, when asked, “What is Pop Art?” he replied, “Yes.” This one-word utterance itself sounds “pop“ as if Warhol were providing an illustration, rather than a definition, of that word. His “yes” also gave him a way to endorse his artistic creations without coming across as pompous or heavy-handed (often a pitfall of such interviews, as I have already noted).


As the Art Voices interview progressed, Warhol broke out of his self-imposed verbal straitjacket and began to use more words, while at the same time continuing to derive his vocabulary from the wellspring of all-too-familiar, overused expressions. Interviews with politicians (interestingly, the first modern interviews, of the mid-1850s, were, it seems, with politicians)50 are the source for the following exchange, which the questioner deftly points out.




QUESTION: Do Pop Artists influence each other?
ANSWER: It’s too early to say anything on that.
QUESTION: This is not a Kennedy press conference.51





Digressing momentarily from the topic of appropriated language, it is important to observe here that Warhol’s willingness to offer more than “yes” or “no” once he was in the midst of this interview is indicative of a pattern evident in many of his interviews. The impression is one of initial nervousness followed by a gradually more relaxed demeanor.52 Behind this pattern was a deep fear of public speaking that went back many years. Warhol’s college classmate Bennard B. Perlman recalled that when as a student the artist had to speak in front of the class, “invariably he would utter a few sentences and then freeze, unable to continue. It was a painful experience for all of us.”53 Warhol himself was perfectly frank about his at-times-immobilizing stage fright, describing in the 1966 Cavalier interview how “I’ve been on some radio and television shows, but I usually bomb out,” or, in another, of 1977, that “I was on Merv Griffin a couple of times, and I was so nervous I couldn’t even get a word in.”54 The “yes” and “no” formula, as well as other appropriated responses, allowed him, among other things, to overcome his terror.


Once Warhol found a formula that worked in this way, he was apt to repeat it (repetition being, of course, an important feature of his visual art). We see the “yes” and “no” answer formula, for example, in an interview, reprinted here, that was included in his 1967 book Andy Warhols Index (Book) (a collaborative project put together largely by his associates).55 And we find him relying on this formula at live appearances, too. In the fall of 1967, the New York Post reported this story about a speaking engagement at Drew University:




The students who crowded into the Madison, N. J. campus gymnasium expected Warhol to talk on pop art and film making. Instead, Warhol showed a half-hour film and answered questions with a yes, or no.




“We paid for Andy Warhol and we didn’t get two words out of him,” [Thomas] McMullen [president of the student association] said.56





What they did get was a demonstration instead of an explanation: rather than speaking about filmmaking, Warhol showed a film; his disappointing “yes” and “no” answers were (as in the 1962 interview) an illustration of pop art rather than a discussion of it. The event was a performance, as were so many of the published interviews, or the equally notorious instances during this time when Warhol sent a surrogate, Allen Midgette, to lecture in his place.57 Warhol saw the interview as being what social scientists call a “speech event”–an occurrence that follows a set of rules for how speech is used. However, going one step further, in collaboration with the media, he turned the “speech event” into an artistic act.58


When he asked Allen Midgette to speak in place of him, Warhol drew upon a by-then-old Hollywood tradition, that of using the double for public appearances, a practice in which Greta Garbo, in particular, was known to engage. What’s more, this practice was not always concealed; a 1929 story in Photoplay actually was about one of the women who acted as Garbo’s doubled.59


The business of Hollywood that had created the phenomenon of the actress’s double also led to the idea, prevalent during the 1950s, that the actress was a “machine” of the film studio. In his notorious quip that he wanted to “be a machine,” appearing in the November 1963 issue of Artnews, Warhol may well have been playing on the way, to take one example, that Debbie Reynolds was characterized as a cold and calculating machine, or, to take another, that Marilyn Monroe insisted that an “actor is not a machine, no matter how much they want to say you are. . . . This is supposed to be an art form, not just a manufacturing establishment.”60 By recognizing how words such as “machine” actually circulated in the media, we can better comprehend the significance of Warhol’s own use of these words, which in the past all too often have been interpreted at face value (and this is nowhere more true than of his claim that he wanted to be a machine).61


Warhol uttered stereotypical movie-star-like comments, one subcate-gory of his appropriated language, to the same effect as the “yes” and “no” responses. With these comments, he created verbal equivalences to his paintings of Marilyn Monroe, Elizabeth Taylor, and other Hollywood celebrities. In such cases, he enjoyed a kind of transposition of the context, so that his words sounded like something we might find in Photoplay even when they were spoken to a reporter from the New York Times. For a 1965 Times article, he claimed (as he often did in the mid-1960s) that he was abandoning painting to devote himself entirely to film, and then quipped: “I’ve had an offer from Hollywood, you know, and I’m seriously thinking of accepting it.”62 In the same vein, two years later he told an interviewer “the only goal I have is to have a swimming pool in Hollywood.”63 Later still, in 1986, he used the term “photo opportunity,” also derived from the world of celebrity–which by this date was his world–in such a way that he not only exposed his own appropriation of it, but also, in the process, its pretentiousness. When the interviewer, British art critic Matthew Collings, declared that Warhol’s then-new book of snapshot-type photographs, America, was “very patriotic,” Warhol replied “[t]hat’s just photo opportunity.” Collings then asked what Warhol meant by this term. Here is Warhol’s explanation:




I don’t know. Everybody uses that phrase. It means just being in a photo or something. When somebody says, “It’s a photo opportunity,” you just stand there and they take your picture. It’s actually just having your picture taken.64





Warhol borrowed his words from famous artists as much as from other kinds of celebrities. In the New York Times story in which he stated that he would now devote himself to film, he called himself a “retired artist,”65 an idea taken from Marcel Duchamp, who had in the mid-1920s contributed to circulating a rumor that he had decided to quit making art and would instead focus his creative energies on chess-playing. Some of Warhol’s other quips probably came from Duchamp too, including his provocative labeling of art as business, and of business as art, which echoes Duchamp’s statement that painting “today is a Wall Street affair. When you make a business out of being a revolutionary, what are you? A crook.”66


Another visual artist whose words Warhol duplicated and manipulated was Jasper Johns. Johns had explained that the reason he painted compositions based on the American flag and on targets was because they were “both things which are seen and not looked at, not examined.” This well-known statement would seem to be the source for Warhol’s response when asked whether the subject matter of his Last Supper paintings (1986), based on Leonardo da Vinci’s famous mural, had a particular meaning for him: “It’s something that you see all the time. You don’t think about it.”67Just as Duchamp and Johns had been inspirations for Warhol’s visual imagery, so were they inspirations for his words. As we have seen throughout this discussion, the visual and the verbal are the weft and warp of a seamless fabric that is Warhol’s art.


Perhaps the most interesting of all Warhol’s verbal borrowings are the ones he took from writings about his art. When he claimed to have done something a particular way because it was “easy,” he was reiterating a word used by art historian Peter Selz in an early and especially blistering assessment of pop art. In Selz’s analysis, pop art lacks commitment, is cool and complacent, and, finally, is “easy.” He repeats the word “easy” several times: pop art is “easy to assimilate,” is “as easy to consume as it is to produce,” and is “easy to market.”68 Rather than attempting to disprove Selz’s accusation, Warhol simply used it himself. In 1965, he explained to the poet and art critic John Ashbery that while his real interest at the moment was in film, perhaps he would not give up painting after all: “[w]hy should I give up something that’s so easy?”69 Conversely, a few years later, in an interview for Mademoiselle–and on numerous subsequent occasions–he claimed that he liked making films better than making paintings, because they were “easier.”70


Warhol himself left behind the evidence of his practice of stealing the words others wrote about him. In his 1975 book, The Philosophy of Andy Warhol, he explained:




I . . . constantly think of new ways to present the same thing to interviewers, which is [a] . . . reason I now read the reviews–I go through them and see if anybody says anything to us or about us we can use.71





Once we understand Warhol’s techniques of communicating in interviews, through the evidence he offered, including referring to himself in the plural, and by looking at the sources of his language, we can better appreciate his mastery at interviewing, his transformation of the interview into a text that can be analyzed in the way literature is analyzed, and his vision of the interview as both a parallel to, and a component of, his art. Although other artists used the interview format to make art (Salvador Dali and photographer Philippe Halsman’s 1954 book, Dali’s Mustache: A Photographic Interview, is a good instance), no other artist before or since has come even close to putting such extraordinary energy into this activity, and none has accomplished so much with it. Warhol managed to give new–and often multiple–meanings to the most prosaic and over-circulated of words. In Warhol’s interviews, even the phrase “I don’t know” resonates with significance. Are these interviews art? When looked at in the larger context of Warhol’s body of work in every medium, I think the answer would have to be yes.72






















Preface by the Author


There was probably no cultural figure more frequently interviewed in the late 20th century than Andy Warhol. His persona was synonymous with media and everywhere he went, the press followed. Quips became Andyisms; sentences became truisms. For a man who was notoriously reluctant, he is one of the most quoted icons of our time.


This book began with a trip to a local bookstore in the spring of 2002. I was leafing through a compilation of essays about Warhol released by October magazine and the last piece in the book was an interview with Andy by the art critic Benjamin Buchloh from 1985. It seemed that the more pointed Buchloh’s questions became, the more elusive Andy’s answers were. Buchloh would hit harder and Warhol would get slipperier, repeating things he’d said many times before as if Buchloh’s questions were irrelevant. In the end, I realized that by saying so little, Warhol was inverting the traditional form of the interview; I ended up knowing much more about Buchloh than I did about Warhol.


I was intrigued and turned to the Internet, where I found one or two interviews which confirmed what I had learned with the Buchloh piece. Although snippets and allusions to them seemed to be everywhere, almost none of Andy’s interviews were reprinted in the vast body of literature that had formed around him. Following the leads from stray lines in bibliographies and footnotes, I began combing bookstores and eBay to track down the original pieces. As they started coming in, I realized the potential for a fascinating book. Once the flow started, a torrent followed and by the time my collecting was over, I had close to 200 interviews.


What I soon learned was that these 200 interviews represented only a fraction of what was floating around in various media. Every time I’d mention to someone that I was collecting interviews, they would tell me of a new or obscure one that was their favorite; I heard about daytime television appearances from the late ‘60s that changed young minds; odd film walk-ons; one-line zingers printed in obscure fanzines; people e-mailed me interviews that they had done with Warhol years before; to this day, I’m still uncovering new ones.


What constitutes a Warhol interview? After all, there are as many wonderful interviews with Andy as interlocutor; Interview magazine is full of them, as are the many hours of Andy Warhol TV. In this volume, for the most part, I selected pieces in which Warhol was the subject. Future volumes could be published with other forms of Warhol “interviews” and would make for fascinating, but decidedly different, reading.


Many of the interviews in this book come from Andy’s Time Capsules at the Warhol Archive in Pittsburgh. But the problem is that only a fraction of the Time Capsules have been opened and cataloged. One can speculate that there are dozens of interviews still tucked away in unopened boxes at the Warhol Museum. The Warholian landscape is a constantly shifting one; a decade from now, a second or third volume might be necessary to document in full this aspect of Andy Warhol. I quickly realized that the collected Warhol interviews were an impossibility at this time. Instead, I opted to edit a volume of selected interviews, choosing what I considered to be the best of what’s available today.


But to a man for whom everything was equal, is it possible to select “the best”? I believe so. After reading so many of Warhol’s interviews, I got a sense of when he was engaged in the conversation and when he was just going though the motions. Discernible patterns began to make themselves apparent and I soon became adept at feeling when Andy was “on” and when he was “off” (although these are relative categories when dealing with Warhol; his “off” was our “on”. . .). Also, several interviews have long been acknowledged as “classics"; many of these have been included in this volume.


I have tried to present as much as possible, Warhol in all his dimensions over the twenty-five years when he was in the public eye. There are pieces focusing on all areas of his vast oeuvre and voracious life: Andy as painter, filmmaker, publisher, promoter, performer, printmaker, photographer, author, and videographer; there are interviews about Andy’s opinions of other artists; what it was like to go shopping with him; how he felt about New York; how he felt about being a Catholic.


While I have tried to be even-handed chronologically, more than half the interviews are from the 1960s, which I and many others consider to be WarhoFs most important period; so important, in fact, that there are no fewer than a half-dozen interviews from 1966 alone, a landmark year for Warhol.


I have not edited any of the interviews, nor have I included any revised versions of pieces. Several times interviewers offered to give me unedited, full-length tape transcriptions instead of the published pieces, but each time they decided against it, believing that the interview they did at the time was the better piece.


The introductions were done, when possible, in collaboration with the interviewers. I had many extensive phone conversations and face-to-face meetings with them in order to get a sense of what it was like to interview Andy. Each interviewer was sent a copy of their interview’s introduction to make certain that the facts were accurate and that each person was represented fairly.


I have included original introductions when they seemed specific to the circumstances of the interviews. In other cases, I have excerpted only parts pertinent to the interviews. In a few instances–where the introduction gave rote biographical or editorial content–I have reprinted the interview without the introduction.


I have added footnotes where I felt that a general readership would need them; if Warhol or an interlocutor made an unfamiliar or obscure reference, I researched and annotated it. I have tried to keep the number of these references to a bare minimum, assuming that a reader will approach this book with a familiarity of Warhol and his circle. For those requiring additional information, there is a plethora of biographies, monographs, and websites dedicated to the life and art of Andy Warhol.


I only met Andy once, in 1986 at a party for Keith Haring and Kenny Scharf that he hosted at the Whitney. Absolut Vodka sponsored the party. As it was winding down, I staggered up to Andy, drunk out of my mind, to thank him. As I extended my hand to him, he shrunk away from me. Or at least that’s how I remembered it. I felt foolish.


After an encounter with the words of the words of Andy Warhol, one’s relationship to language is never the same: long-held assumptions of place, time, and self are all up for grabs. Although Warhol was known for his surfaces, what we are left with is an unusually strong sense of interiority. In the end, Warhol’s mirror reflects on us; as such, this book is really about us and who we are as filtered through the apparition of Andy Warhol.


Kennneth Goldsmith
    New York City
    November 2003




The information provided at the beginning of each interview is as follows: the title of the piece; the name of the interviewer (if known); the date of the interview (if known); and the name and date of the publication the interview appeared in (if known and/or if any). Introductory notes by the current editor are in italic font and signed “KG”; introductions that were originally published with the interview, when used, whether in full or in part, are in roman. 




For the sake of authenticity and overall texture, all interviews presented here are formatted as originally published unless otherwise noted.




















THE SIXTIES


















1 “Pop Art? Is It Art?
A Revealing Interview with Andy Warhol”


Art Voices, December 1962




The fall of 1962 was the season of Pop and an explosive time for Andy Warhol While he had gained notoriety in Los Angeles that summer showing his Campbells soup can paintings for the first time, he was still without representation from a major New York gallery. This changed when he was unexpectedly offered a November solo show at the prominent Stable Gallery where he exhibited silkscreened paintings of Marilyn Monroe, soup cans, dollar bills, and Coke bottles. The show, which was lauded by the art world, subsequently sold out, making Warhol a leader of the fledgling movement.


Warhol’s show coincided with his inclusion in the group exhibition “New Realists” at the established Sidney Janis Gallery, which was the most talked-about art show of the season. The show–a pivotal moment for the New York art world–represented a changing of the guard. The Janis Gallery, which had made its name in the 1950s presenting the previous generation of Abstract Expressionist painters, suddenly switched its alliance, showing new artists like Roy Lichtenstein, James Rosenquist, and Claes Oldenburg for the first time. The style, as yet still unnamed, was dubbed “Pop Art” a few weeks later on December 13 at a symposium of critics, collectors, dealers, and artists at the Museum of Modern Art.


The following interview from a small art journal picks up on the Zeitgeist of the moment with the tag line “Love is not sweeping the nation, Pop Art is.” In this interview, Warhol introduces many of the strategies that he would use with remarkable consistency over the following 25 years: elusiveness, passivity, and mirroring.


An excerpt from the interview’s introduction sets the stage: “We visited Warhol in his studio and found the young man to be a true original–fey, wry, impossible to engage in serious conversation. He is a lark. We said let us interview you as spokesman for Pop Art, and he said no, let me interview you. We said no, let us interview you. Well, he said, only if I may answer your questions with Yes and No. We sat on a sofa, surrounded by new canvases of Marilyn Monroe and Troy Donahue (the latter is Warhol’s favorite movie star only he has never seen him on the silver screen). Movie, baseball and physical culture magazines were strewn about. Bookshelves, barren of books, held cans of beer, fruit juice, cola bottles. Jukebox pop tunes played incessantly so we yelled our first question above “Many a tear has to fall, but it’s all in the game.”1


–KG









QUESTION: What is Pop Art?


ANSWER: Yes.


QUESTION: Good way to interview, isn’t it?


ANSWER: Yes.


QUESTION: Is Pop Art a satiric comment on American life?


ANSWER: No.


QUESTION: Are Marilyn and Troy significant to you?


ANSWER: Yes.


QUESTION: Why? Are they your favorite movie stars?


ANSWER: Yes.


QUESTION: Do you feel you pump life into dead clichés?


ANSWER: No.


QUESTION: Does Pop Art have anything to do with Surrealism?


ANSWER: Not for me.


QUESTION: That’s more than one word. Sick of our one-word game?


ANSWER: Yes.


QUESTION: Do billboards influence you?


ANSWER: I think they re beautiful.


QUESTION: Do Pop Artists defy abstract expressionism?


ANSWER: No, I love it.


QUESTION: Do Pop Artists influence each other?


ANSWER: It’s too early to say anything on that.


QUESTION: This is not a Kennedy press conference. Is Pop Art a school?


ANSWER: I don’t know if there is a school yet.


QUESTION: How close is Pop Art to “Happenings?”


ANSWER: I don t know.


QUESTION: What is Pop Art trying to say?


ANSWER: I don’t know.


QUESTION: What do your rows of Campbell soup cans signify?


ANSWER: They’re things I had when I was a child.


QUESTION: What does Coca Cola mean to you?


ANSWER: Pop.








1. These lyrics refer to Tommy Edwards’ 1958 #1 pop hit, "It’s All In The Game."




















2 “Warhol Interviews Bourdon”



DAVID BOURDON
1962-63
Unpublished manuscript from the Andy Warhol Archives, Pittsburgh






Art critic David Bourdon conducted this interview during the Christmas holidays following the heady Fall 1962 season. The two had originally met at a party on the Upper East Side in the late 1950s when Warhol was at the peak of his career as a successful commercial illustrator; before turning to Pop Art. Both collected art and they began going to galleries together. In the early ‘60s, after not having seen each other for some time, Bourdon happened to pick up an art magazine and read that a new artist named Andy Warhol was going to be showing some paintings of soup cans. He called his old friend in disbelief and asked if in fact, he was the same Andy Warhol that he had known as a top commercial artist. Warhol confirmed this and over the next few years Bourdon became one of Warhols staunch supporters and confidants.


As part of Warhol’s inner circle, Bourdon was involved in many Factory activities, from helping silkscreen silver Elvis paintings to sitting for a three-minute screen test, eating a banana as slowly as he could. With Warhol’s help, Bourdon went on to become an art critic for the Village Voice in 1964. In 1966 he was hired as Life magazine’s art critic, thus exposing Pop to a national audience. Bourdon’s support of Warhol continued for the rest of his life, culminating in his authoritative art-critical text, Warhol, published in 1989. David Bourdon died in 1998.


All notations and corrections found on the original manuscript have been retained by the present editor.


–KG







Interview begun 12/24/62, completed 1/14/63
Draft dated 4/22/63


WARHOL: Am I really doing anything new?


BOURDON: You are doing something new in making exclusive use of second-hand images. In transliterating newspaper or magazine ads to canvas, and in employing silk screens of photographs, you have consistently used preconceived images.


W: I thought you were about to say I was stealing from somebody and I was about to terminate the interview.


B: Of course you have found a new use for the preconceived image. Different artists could use the same preconceived images in many different ways.


W: I just like to see things used and re-used. It appeals to my American sense of thrift.


B: A few years ago, Meyer Schapiro1 wrote that paintings and sculptures are the last handmade, personal objects within our culture. Everything else is being mass-produced. He said the object of art, more than ever, was the occasion of spontaneity or intense feeling. It seems to me that your objective is entirely opposite. There is very little that is either personal or spontaneous in your work, hardly anything in fact that testifies to your being present at the creation of your paintings. You appear to be a one-man Rubens-workshop, turning out single-handedly the work of a dozen apprentices.


W: But why should I be original? Why can’t I be non-original?


B: It was often said of your early work that you were utilizing the techniques and vision of commercial art, that you were a copyist of ads. This did seem to be true of your paintings of Campbell’s Soup and Coca-Cola. Your paintings did not depict the objects themselves, but the illustrations of them. You were still exercising the techniques of art in your selection of subject, in your layout, and in your rendering. This was especially true of your big black Coke painting, and in your Fox-Trot floor-painting, both about six feet in height, where the enormous scale did not leave enough room for the entire image. In Coca-Cola the trademark ran off the right side of the canvas, and in Fox-Trot, step number seven occurred off the canvas.


In these works, you were taking what you wanted stylistically from commercial art, elaborating and commenting on a technique and vision that was second-hand to begin with. I believe you are a Social Realist in reverse, because you are satirizing the methods of commercial art as well as the American Scene.


W: You sound like that man on the Times who considers my paintings to be sociological commentary. I just happen to like ordinary things. When I paint them, I don’t try to make them extraordinary. I just try to paint them ordinary-ordinary. Sociological critics are waste makers.


B: But for all your copying, the paintings come out differently than the model, because you have changed the shape, size and color.


W: But I haven’t tried to change a thing! You must mean my unfinished paint-by-number paintings. (The only reason I didn’t finish them is that they bored me; I knew how they were going to come out.) Whoever buys them can fill in the rest themselves. I’ve copied the numbers exactly.


B: You don’t mean to say that otherwise you have copied the picture exactly. It’s so identifiable as your work. The flower stems in your still-life have an awkward grace that is typical of your work.


W: I haven’t changed a thing. It’s an exact copy.


B: (Then your hand has slipped.) It’s impossible to make an exact copy of any painting, even one of your own. The copyist can’t help but contribute a new element, or a new emphasis, either manual or psychological.


W: That’s why I’ve had to resort to silk screens, stencils and other kinds of automatic reproduction. And still the human element creeps in! A smudge here, a bad silk screening there, an unintended crop because I’ve run out of canvas–and suddenly someone accusing me of arty lay-out! I’m anti-smudge. It’s too human. I’m for mechanical art. When I took up silk screening, it was to more fully exploit the preconceived image through the commercial techniques of multiple reproduction.


B: How does it differ from print-making–serigraphs, lithographs and so on?


W: Oh, does it? I just think of them as printed paintings. I don’t see any relationship to printmaking but I suppose, when I finish a series, I ought to slash the screen to prevent possible forgeries. If somebody faked my art, I couldn’t identify it.


B: I have always been most impressed by your multiple-image paintings, especially your paintings of movie stars, like Marilyn and Elvis.


W: So many people seem to prefer my silver-screenings of movie stars to the rest of my work. It must be the subject matter that attracts them, because my death and violence paintings are just as good.


B: The two paintings of Marilyn Monroe, hung side by side in your show at the Stable Gallery, were two of the most moving modern paintings I have seen. I was surprised by the differing effect they had on me. Their format was identical; each had been silk screened with fifty identical portraits of Marilyn. The black-and-white painting was the more tragic. In the central area, the silk screens had been printed with great care, and the portraits had the crispness and reality of a newsreel, or one of Marilyn’s own movies. But around the edges, especially on the right, the black lost intensity, becoming almost grey, so that the portraits seemed to fade away to some ethereal place. Yet the portraits were still legible, and it was like the persistence of memory after something is gone, or the anticipation of forgetting something before it is gone.


The colored portrait was much different in tone: it was brassy, strident, bordering on vulgarity. You used very acrid colors: lemon yellow, bright orange, chartreuse, red. It was like overworked Technicolor. Through misprinting (presumably intentional as well as accidental), you somehow achieved fifty different expressions. In one portrait the green eye shadow would be printed too low, so that she looked sulky and wicked. In another, the red lips would be off-register like the rotogravure in the Sunday tabloids, where it is usual for the cover girl to have her lips printed on her cheek or chin. Sometimes the mouth was pursed, sometimes it was opened in hedonistic joy. Marilyn was given expressions that were never caught on film. (It was possible to believe that in your painting we had seen the entire spectrum of Marilyn’s personality.)


W: Can you talk like that about my soup cans?


B: Your six-foot-high soup cans remind me of red-and-white Rothkos. You both seem preoccupied with minimizing the elements of art.


W: But he’s much more minimal than I am. His image is really empty.


B: But I see a comparison in that, like him, you seem to be attempting monumentality in your painting. Your images, immobilized and frozen, have a quality of grandeur about them.


W: I didn’t know anybody was monumental any more. Rothko’s paintings are full of movement. . . all that shimmering and hovering. How can they be monumental? I’ve always thought they were big empty spaces.


B: His paintings are like vacuum cleaners, swallowing up the space in front of them.


W: . . . and mine are vacuous.


B: Whereas Rothko’s paintings are subtle nuances of a single idea, yours are brutal repetitions of a single idea.


W: (I don’t think there’s any connection between my work and Rothko’s.) Too many people who say my work is vacuous are judging it either from a reduced illustration or even as an abstract idea. They say, “Who’s interested in a can of soup? We know what it looks like.” But so often they think I’ve changed something. “Oh, look at the pretty fleur-de-lis!” You’d think most women wouldn’t have a soup can on their shelf that didn’t have a fleur-de-lis on the label. Nobody really looks at anything; it’s too hard. I think someone should see my paintings in person before he says they’re vacuous.


B: Campbell’s Soup must be just as familiar as the Mona Lisa. The Mona Lisa is seldom looked at as art, because it has become the symbol of art. And the soup label isn’t looked at, because it isn’t expected to be art.


W: You know, people have been comparing my soup cans to the Mona Lisa for so long now. “How can you call this art?” they say. “You can’t paint as well as what’s-his-name . . . and your model isn’t as pretty to begin with.”


B: Perhaps the people who make that comparison are exhibiting an unusual perceptivity to line and shape, because there is a similarity of form between your soup cans and the Mona Lisa. Do you have a picture of the Mona Lisa handy?


W: Just this paint-by-number diagram which I decided not to copy. Why doesn’t she have any eyebrows? Have they left out the numbers?


B: Let’s set it up next to a soup can. As you can see, the neckline of her dress has the same contour as the bottom of the soup can. The outline of her head and throat areas are almost identical to the outline of the can. Her smile has the same curve as the can and falls in the center of the flesh area, corresponding the place occupied by the gold medallion on your soup label.


W: I’ve heard that she’s smiling because she’s pregnant.


B: And I’ve heard that your soup can is a symbol of the womb, expressing your deep-seated desire to return to the foetal state. That’s another similarity to be thought about. You haven’t been consciously influenced by Leonardo, have you?


W: No, I don’t think so.


B: I would like to know if you were ever consciously influenced by Stuart Davis, not only in your style of painting, but in your choice of subject matter as well. Do you know that he did a big mural–the largest single canvas ever painted–for the H. J. Heinz Co. in Pittsburgh?


W: But I’m from Pittsburgh. He’s from Philadelphia.


B: And he included in this mural a scrambled “1957” to represent both the year it was painted and Heinz’s “57 Varieties.”


W: Fifty-seven varieties! Why didn’t I think of that? Campbell’s Soup comes in only thirty-three flavors. The H. J. Heinz Co. probably sends Stuart Davis all “57 Varieties” every year, besides having paid him for the mural. Do you know the Campbell Soup Co. has not sent me a single can of soup? And I’ve bought every flavor. I even shop around for discontinued flavors. If you ever run across Mock Turtle, save it for me. It used to be my favorite, but I must have been the only one buying it, because they discontinued it. Soups are like paintings, don’t you think? Imagine some smart collector buying up Mock Turtle when it was available and cheap and now selling it for hundreds of dollars a can! (I suppose it’d be smart now to start collecting Cheddar Cheese soup.)


B: To get back to Stuart Davis, would you say that he is one of the fathers of Pop Art? Are you familiar with his “imitation” collage, done in 1921, of the Lucky Strike package? The Museum of Modern Art has it. The lettering and emblems of the Lucky Strike Green package have been arranged in cubist design. I believe it is one of the earliest paintings in which he made extensive use of words and letters, labels and signs.


W: You mean to say this artist who’s now painting Camels isnt the father of Pop Art?


B: (Davis has for a long time been incorporating typographical elements into his paintings.) By “imitating” rather than using the actual labels of such things as cigarette packages, Davis freed himself from the limitations of the size of the objects. Seeking bigness and boldness, he had no patience for the watchmaker’s skill that Schwitters practiced in fitting together little bits of paper from cigarette packages, ticket stubs, and so on.


W: Maybe Davis doesn’t smoke or save his ticket stubs.


B: If it were not for Stuart Davis, who felt he had to “hand-paint” his collages in order to achieve the large scale he wanted, some Pop Artists might find themselves still involved with decoupage pasting mechanically reproduced objects, actual size, to a background.
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