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Prologue
First Death


It was 4:15pm on 3 June 1968 and Andy Warhol’s life was about to change forever. Dressed in his customary uniform of black jeans, T-shirt and leather jacket, the Pop Art king hopped out of a cab and danced lightly past the drug dealers in Union Square on his way to his studio, the Factory. His mind was teeming with fresh projects – films about gay cowboys and hustlers, a novel to rival James Joyce’s Ulysses – and the influential critic and curator Mario Amaya was waiting in his studio to talk to him about a possible retrospective in London. Warhol was not very interested in the idea of retrospectives – it was boring to show old art, and anyway, he had retired from painting to make films – but all publicity was good, right? And if it pushed up his prices, that was good too. You had to bring home the bacon.


The Factory at 231 East 47th Street had been a legendary New York countercultural hangout, a silvery den of unprecedented social freedoms, where uptown millionaires mingled with downtown boho misfits. A movie camera documented the heterogeneous sexual shenanigans being enacted on the famous red couch salvaged from the sidewalk, and the house band rehearsed cacophonous songs about S&M and drug abuse at ear-splitting volume. Art was made there too, of course: silkscreen paintings of humble grocery items and glamorous film stars poured from its assembly line – it was not called the Factory for nothing. But amphetamine-fuelled excess had spawned a contagion of madness, and things had had to change.


So today Warhol was heading to his new Factory, where the carnivalesque liberties of its predecessor had been carefully curtailed. Located at 33 Union Square West, it was altogether more business-like in character: soberly decorated, it even had a polished wooden floor. At twin desks by the door sat Fred Hughes, Warhol’s business manager, and Paul Morrissey, his movie-making collaborator. Both were recent recruits to the team, and neither had any taste for the chaos of the Silver Factory. Indeed, the Jesuit-schooled Morrissey had a strong moralistic streak and was one of those who had warned his boss that if he continued to keep such dubious company something terrible was sure to happen. Morrissey did enjoy gossip, though, and now sat chatting on the telephone to Viva, one of Warhol’s Factory-made ‘superstars’, who was calling from the chic uptown hair salon Kenneth, where she was having her locks tended ahead of shooting a scene for John Schlesinger’s film Midnight Cowboy.


At the front door of the building on Union Square, with Stevie Wonder’s ‘Shoo-Be-Doo-Be-Doo-Da-Day’ blaring from a radio beside him, Warhol greeted his new assistant, Jed Johnson, who was also making his way in carrying some fluorescent tubing. As they started to talk, Warhol physically impassive as ever but his eyes animated – Jed was his new boyfriend – they were joined by a third figure. This was Valerie Solanas. Warhol had always been wary of her. She had wanted him to produce a script she had written. Called Up Your Ass, it was so outrageous Andy thought she must be an undercover cop trying to entrap him. Solanas had also written a manifesto arguing the need to ‘eliminate the male sex’. Today he noticed that, although it was June, she was wearing a heavy winter coat. She held a brown paper bag and was twisting it anxiously in her hands as they all got into the freight elevator and pressed the button for the sixth floor.


Morrissey was still talking to Viva as the trio entered the Factory. He greeted Solanas again – this was not her first visit that day – and left the phone receiver for Warhol. He and Johnson headed for the back of the space as Warhol took over the call with his superstar. For a moment all was still. Then –


Bang!


Solanas had drawn a .32-calibre automatic pistol from her paper bag, taken aim at Warhol and pulled the trigger.


Then she fired again. And again.


Warhol had fallen to the floor at the first shot, but it was the third that caused the damage, tearing through the right side of his chest before exiting via his back. Solanas watched as blood pumped from his chest and satisfyingly soaked his T-shirt. Now she turned in search of other victims. The praying figure of Mario Amaya was next. Fred Hughes begged, ‘Please don’t shoot me, Valerie,’ as she pressed the gun to his forehead. Then the elevator jolted to a halt behind her and she heard Hughes telling her to get in. No longer sure what she was doing, she obeyed.


Twenty-three minutes later, the Emergency Medical Services delivered the wounded artist, unconscious, his pulse fading, into the emergency room of Columbus Hospital on East 19th Street. He was taken straight into the operating room. At 4:51 on the afternoon of 3 June 1968, Andy Warhol, Pop Art’s great chameleon, was pronounced dead.




1
The Alien from Pittsburgh


Andy Warhol might have grown up to be a priest. That was what his older brother John said, anyway. It was not something that Andy said – but then Warhol was a notoriously unreliable witness when it came to himself, particularly his childhood. After he became famous, when he talked to interviewers he would vary the date of his birth and announce that he came from McKeesport or Philadelphia, or even Hawaii; he actually came from Pittsburgh, the smog-blanketed steel capital of the USA – an industrial city full of factories. Given this introduction into the world, it is perhaps unsurprising that he would call the successive incarnations of his own artist’s studio the ‘Factory’, and would find it natural to construct an assembly line of collaborators and employees to make his art.


He came into the world on 6 August 1928, the last of three brothers born to Ruthenian immigrant parents, and was christened Andrew Warhola. The family lived in a two-room row house apartment at 73 Orr Street, in a slum district of Pittsburgh on the banks of the polluted Monongahela River. Space was in short supply, so the brothers shared a single bed. Their parents, Julia and Andrej, had settled in the USA after growing up in Miková, a village in the Carpathian Mountains, and they communicated at home in a dialect of Carpatho-Rusyn. Andy only learned English at school and in early life spoke it with a heavy accent, which caused him embarrassment and increased an already marked natural shyness.


The Warholas lived in a Central European ghetto; mainstream modern America was geographically close but culturally, linguistically and spiritually distant. The boys were raised in the Byzantine Catholic faith and regularly attended St John Chrysostom Church, where they listened to services in Old Slavonic. Andrej would lead the family in communal prayers before meals, and every morning and night Julia oversaw their private orisons. The Great Depression struck the year after Andy’s birth, so making ends meet was always a struggle, and Andrej travelled significant distances to find work. Sometimes the boys’ tomato soup had to be made by stirring ketchup into boiling water.


Julia made very few concessions to American life. Eccentric and superstitious, she wore peasant dress and liked to weave dramatic yarns about her early years in the old country. She was never comfortable speaking English, and mangled the words so badly when she read to her little Andek from his comic books that he had difficulty following the action. But she had a beautiful singing voice and an artist’s hand and eye, making floral bouquets from empty cans and crêpe paper and selling them door to door: ‘that’s the reason why I did my first tin-can paintings,’ her youngest son would later say.


From his father, who did construction jobs, Warhol got his extraordinary work ethic and learned the importance, as he enjoyed telling people, of ‘bringing home the bacon’. Then there were the gallbladder problems that would dog Andy in later life; those perhaps came to him via his father too.


In 1934, the family moved to a nicer home on Dawson Street in South Oakland that Andrej, through his hard work, was able to buy for cash, and Andy began to attend Holmes Elementary. Their new neighbourhood may have been more upscale, but it was still not especially sanitary, and rheumatic fever was rife among the local children. Never a particularly healthy or active boy, Warhol developed the condition in 1936 when he was eight; it turned into chorea, or St Vitus’ Dance, a disorder of the central nervous system, which made him shake. (In later life, he would say that he had suffered a nervous breakdown.) His classmates mocked his trembling form and the doctor prescribed a month in bed. His doting mother took the opportunity to shower her invalid boy with little gifts: comics, colouring books and movie magazines. There were also paper dolls to cut out, which Warhol later described as his first works of art, and a Hershey bar as a reward for completing his drawing assignments. Acquired in early childhood, Warhol’s sweet tooth would remain with him throughout his life.


Andy loved the cinema. Every Saturday morning, eleven cents secured him an ice cream and a double feature at the local movie house. He was also in the habit of writing off for autographed photographs from Hollywood stars, which he kept in a special scrapbook. Now, as he lay sick in his room, he surrounded his bed with their portraits, immersing himself in their world of glamour and celebrity. He understood the romance of Hollywood as only an outsider could.


Nineteen thirty-six, the year of eight-year-old Andy’s attack of St Vitus’ Dance, also brought the release of Poor Little Rich Girl, which starred the eight-year-old Shirley Temple. In the film, Temple plays Barbara Barry, who, neglected by her widower father, pretends to be an orphan, falls in with vaudeville performers and becomes a radio star – before being reunited with her papa. Warhol loved the film and idolized Temple, imitating her gestures and adopting her as a kind of female alter ego, the first of many in his life. He wrote to her fan club and, in return for payment of a dime, received a portrait signed ‘To Andy Warhola from Shirley Temple’. This became his most prized possession, and was given a page to itself in his scrapbook.


The young Warhol’s drawing skills were spotted early on, and at the age of nine he was recommended for the free Saturday art classes at the Carnegie Institute. As well as the beginnings of an art training, these lessons provided Warhol with a view of a wider social scene than his otherwise narrowly ghettoized upbringing allowed: le tout Pittsburgh was on display when he traipsed to the Institute on Saturdays.


In September 1941, Warhol started at Schenley High School. Bright but highly strung, he had developed a skin condition that made him look pale and blotchy, so some boys called him ‘the albino’. He was also self-conscious about his bulbous, increasingly ruddy nose, another inheritance from his father; his brothers teased him with a refrain of ‘Andy the Red-Nosed Warhola’.


In the year that Andy began high school, his father died. While away in West Virginia, Andrej had drunk contaminated water and never recovered. In accordance with traditional religious practice, the body was laid out in the family home for three days, but his youngest son refused to look at it, hiding under a bed and weeping uncontrollably. Andrej’s was seemingly the only funeral he would ever attend. Two years later, Julia was diagnosed with colon cancer and spent six weeks in hospital, during which time Andy prayed devoutly for her. She survived, but was left with a colostomy bag. Young Andy made up his mind to avoid hospitals as much as he could.


In 1945, just as World War II ended, Andy fulfilled his father’s ambition for him by enrolling at the Carnegie Institute of Technology on a course in pictorial design and becoming the first Warhola to attend college. Bauhaus principles, breaking down the distinctions between fine and commercial art, ruled there – ideas that would find expression again at the Factory and in Warhol’s philosophy of art as business.


Warhol became friends with his fellow student Philip Pearlstein, who was four years his senior and had begun at Carnegie Tech in 1942 before being drafted into the army and posted to Italy. Pearlstein’s precocious painting skills had been celebrated in Life magazine when he was only fifteen years old, which had made him something of a Pittsburgh art star. Warhol was fascinated by his fame. He set up his easel next to Pearlstein’s in a painting class and asked him: ‘How does it feel to be famous?’ Pearlstein replied: ‘It only lasted five minutes.’ Already impressed by the glamour of celebrity, Warhol joshingly began to call Pearlstein a ‘has-been’ – although this would prove not to be the case, as his friend would find fame again in the coming decades as a leading American realist painter.


Andy was developing dandy tendencies, dyeing his hair green and painting his fingernails different colours. He was also taking tentative first steps in two new pursuits: dance and window dressing. Interested in ballet and modern dance, he joined the Modern Dance Club at college; photographs show him and his friends playfully parodying Martha Graham’s celebrated performance in Appalachian Spring. He did not warm to pliés but developed a distinctive dancing gait, and dancers featured in a Christmas card (signed ‘André’) that he produced at this time. He also took a part-time job at Pittsburgh’s premier department store, Joseph Horne’s, where he painted backdrops for windows and befriended display director Larry Vollmer, who had worked with Salvador Dalí on a window at Bonwit Teller in New York. Dalí was not above commercial work, and neither would Warhol be.


According to Pearlstein, Andy’s spell at the store also provided him with the most essential part of his art education: Horne’s workshop gave him access to all the new fashion magazines, the layouts of which he studied in great detail. ‘He became a connoisseur of the printed page, a student and eventual master of the visual effects produced by the mechanics of printing,’ Pearlstein remembered. Andy put his insights into practice as art director at Cano, the college literary magazine.


The approach of graduation presented a choice. The path was open to Warhol to become an art teacher in Pittsburgh; that way he could live close to his mother. But encouragement from a Carnegie Tech teacher, the painter Balcomb Greene, made both him and Pearlstein think seriously about taking the more hazardous course of pursuing a career in the country’s commercial and artistic capital. Warhol was a trained commercial artist now, and the magazines that would need his services were all concentrated there. There was only one conclusion to be drawn: success would be a job in New York.




2
The Rise of the Raggedy Commercial Artist


If you wanted to sum up Andy Warhol’s first decade in New York in a single word, you could do worse than plump for ‘shoes’. The footwear theme was set on his second day in the city, when the aspiring commercial artist pulled on his old sneakers, gathered up his portfolio and set out for the Condé Nast building on Madison Avenue, which was home to some of the biggest and glossiest publications hawking the American Dream to the new consumer society. Warhol secured a meeting with Tina Fredericks, the art director of Glamour, who straightaway commissioned him to do some drawings of fashion shoes for women – and in the process defined his signature subject for the next ten years.


The association with Fredericks and Glamour – the magazine ‘For the Girl with a Job’, as its tagline proclaimed – would also provide Warhol with a new identity. His first credit in the magazine, for an article appropriately entitled ‘Success Is a Job in New York’, would give his name as ‘Warhol’, without the final ‘a’. Henceforth it would be under that moniker that the shy immigrants’ child from the provincial slums would practise his art. Andy Warhola was no more.


If the shoes he was paid to depict were glamorous, the tiny, insect-infested walk-up apartment on St Mark’s Place that Andy moved into with Philip Pearlstein in June 1949 was quite the opposite. According to Pearlstein, ‘The bathtub was in the kitchen and it was usually full of roaches, incredible roaches.’ Andy later recounted having one of the insects steal out of his portfolio while the legendary fashionista Carmel Snow, editor of Harper’s Bazaar, was perusing his work. Snow was associated with the mantra ‘Elegance is good taste, plus a dash of daring’ – and perhaps Warhol was serving up that recipe for her by supplementing his undeniably elegant drawings with a surprise appearance from a roach.


Warhol certainly knew how to make an impression. It was hot that June. ‘On his first appointment, he told the receptionist that he was about to faint and asked for a glass of water,’ Pearlstein remembered. ‘The whole staff scurried around to make him comfortable. He wondered if he could use that routine again.’


Warhol worked up lots of little tricks to ingratiate himself with clients: making little gifts to receptionists or running errands while waiting for an art director to see him. At the same time, the first of a series of personas Warhol would adopt in the coming years began to emerge: ‘Raggedy Andy’, an elfin presence who wore thick spectacles and old shoes, carried his drawings around in a brown paper bag (another nickname for him was ‘Andy Paper Bag’), and spoke in a breathy, unemphatic voice that made you feel protective towards him.


Warhol’s work was as distinctive as his manner. At Carnegie Tech, he had discovered the ‘blotted-line’ drawing technique that would give his commercial work its unique look. This process involved hingeing two sheets of paper together with a bit of tape – or simply folding a single sheet in half – then making a pencil drawing on the right-hand side and gradually inking and transferring it to the left, giving the resulting work a distinctive ‘blotted’, and indeed printed, look.


It was a time-consuming process – Pearlstein soon grew used to his roommate’s all-night work sessions – but it allowed Warhol to produce a number of versions of each drawing, all of which he would colour differently. This allowed him to present art directors with a series of variants, which made him very popular. His efforts were quickly rewarded: commissions started flowing in for magazine features, book jackets, commercial pamphlets and album covers, all of which he fulfilled with a workaholic’s gratitude and dedication. He drew the clouds and sunshine on NBC’s morning weather map; his hand could be glimpsed on television.


Back in Pittsburgh, Warhol’s mother had regaled him with the cautionary tale of Bogdansky, a Ruthenian artist who had dared to try to conquer New York and had ended up dead in a gutter. A visit to New York now convinced Julia that her Andek was living badly – his clothes were dirty and he seemed to subsist only on candies. So, in the autumn of 1952, shortly after he had moved into a new basement flat on Third Avenue – Warhol was doing well enough financially to be able to afford a place of his own for the first time – she appeared at his door with her suitcases and announced that she had sold the Dawson Street family home and planned to move in with her youngest boy until he had found a nice young woman to settle down with. By way of response, Andy said that she could stay until he had had a burglar alarm fitted. In the event, she would run his household almost until her death, twenty years later.
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