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Chapter 1. Childhood, Adolescence and Studies in Pittsburgh (1928–1949)
 
 
The second half of the twentieth century in the United States was a period of profound change. The post-war economic boom, the rapid development of new technologies and electronic media, and the growing influence of industrial mass production on consumer habits shaped everyday life as well as the arts and cultural sphere. As images and painterly techniques became ever easier to reproduce mechanically or electronically, it grew increasingly difficult to uphold uniqueness or sophisticated technique as the principal measures of quality.
 
Art had to renegotiate its place in society. Many artists of the 1950s did so by engaging explicitly with themes of consumer culture and forms of mass communication. This new tendency, which often took everyday or utilitarian objects as its motifs, came to be called ‘Pop’.
 
Pop art did not seek to imitate nature. It aimed to confer a presence of its own upon things by depicting them. Objects of daily life or images from the fast-moving media world became works of art and were thereby preserved as symbols of the consumer and media society. The artist’s role remained detached, dandyish, sometimes amused, sometimes ironic, always that of the observer. 
 
No artist of the time embodied the essence of Pop art more clearly than Andy Warhol. His journey from the child of poor immigrants in Pittsburgh to a world-famous artist in New York also exemplifies the ‘American Dream’, the ideal of social and economic advancement through one’s own efforts.
 
Andy Warhol (born Andrew Warhola) came into the world on 6 August 1928 as the third child of Ondrej and Julia Warhola in Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. His parents had Carpatho-Rusyn (Ruthenian) roots. They were immigrants from Eastern Europe, from the region of present-day Slovakia, and his father worked in a coal mine to support the family. He had, by all accounts, little time for his three sons.
 
When stock markets crashed in 1929, the ‘Great Depression’ began. These years were hard, especially for poorer working families in the United States. Warhol later recalled hunger and poverty. Food was scarce. Soup, he said, was made from salt, pepper and a little ketchup.
 
Andrew started primary school in 1934. He was a shy child plagued by illness, including a skin pigmentation disorder and various allergies. For three summers in a row he suffered nervous breakdowns that confined him to bed for months. During this time he developed a liking for comics and comic-book heroes and made his first attempts at drawing. The cinema also became one of his passions. His many illnesses forged a close bond with his mother, Julia, who also drew. Many of his early works are clearly influenced by her style.
 
On 15 May 1942 his father died. Andrew was only thirteen. At high school his teachers quickly noticed his talent for drawing. He won an art prize and was given the opportunity to attend free classes at the Carnegie Museum of Art. After graduating from high school he enrolled at the Carnegie Institute of Technology in Pittsburgh to study painting and design. A scholarship covered the tuition, but he had to earn his living expenses himself. Among other jobs he worked in a department store, leafing through fashion magazines for ‘ideas’ at 50 cents an hour. He later said he had not once found a good idea that way.
 
Andrew’s drawings and graphics from this period show above all the everyday life and social conditions around him: narrow streets, run-down houses, people working and exhausted. These sketches attest not only to his technical skill in the medium but also to a pronounced gift for observation.
 
During his studies Andrew also encountered new themes. Together with Philip Pearlstein, a friend from his student days, he took a seminar on advertising graphics and representations of the world of goods and consumption. One assignment required students to select a single product from a multitude that, in portrayal, could stand symbolically for all the others. This concept (using a single object as a sign and demonstration of wider social or media contexts) can be traced throughout Warhol’s later work.

Chapter 2. Commercial Illustrator in New York (1949–1956)
 
 
After the end of the Second World War New York gained international prominence as a new financial centre. Steady immigration, the construction of the United Nations headquarters, and a building boom in Manhattan that turned the cityscape into a modern panorama of glass and steel all shaped the metropolis. For young creative minds like Andrew, who flocked there from all parts of the country in the 1940s and 1950s, New York was a magnet.
 
After Andrew and his fellow student Philip Pearlstein had visited New York in 1947, they moved to the city together after graduation in the summer of 1949. New York was not only America’s literary and artistic centre, it was also the stronghold of advertising. It was only natural that Andrew first tried to gain a foothold in the advertising and fashion industries. He persuaded Tina Frederics, the art director of the fashion magazine ‘Glamour’, to publish his illustrations as part of a cover story. The women’s magazine ‘Mademoiselle’ also printed several drawings in February 1950. For the first time they were signed ‘Andy Warhol’. Andrew Warhola had found his professional name.
 
Warhol took on the most varied graphic work, especially illustrations for magazines and advertisements. He also designed for a shoe manufacturer. He often spent the whole day wandering the city in search of commissions and only began drawing in the evening. He made deliberate use of his outward appearance. Pallor and shyness became part of a persona that cast him as a struggling artist. At the same time he aligned himself with the rules of the market from the outset. He made sure his ideas were commercially viable.
 
In 1950 Warhol first moved into a shared flat on the Upper West Side. Hoping to find friends among his flatmates, he soon realised it was more a matter of convenience. Later that same year he took his first place of his own on Manhattan’s East Side. At this time he bought his first television, which, by Warhol’s own account, was on all day. It served mainly to distract him when others told him their problems.
 
Despite his unease in social situations, Warhol formed in the 1950s a circle of friends who remained close to him for a long time, among them Edward Wallowitch, Billy Name and Ted Carey.
 
The first exhibition of his work took place in 1952 at the Hugo Gallery. By then the exhibition season in New York was already over, so the show, in which Warhol presented drawings after stories by Truman Capote, attracted little attention.
 
Striking even then was Warhol’s growing interest in mechanical reproduction and his progressive stance on the status of the artistic original. With printing stencils he could reproduce a motif as often as he wished. For Warhol there was no fundamental difference between an original and a print, least of all between the first impression and those that followed. He resisted the convention of numbering prints as part of an edition and treated each impression as an independent work.
 
By 1955 Warhol was able to employ an assistant. Nathan Gluck, already comparatively well known in New York, worked on the commissions Warhol had secured. In the meantime Warhol’s mother Julia, who had been living with her son since 1952, also helped. Warhol himself focused on securing new commissions. Editors and art directors valued him as an open and receptive graphic artist.
 
This form of collaborative production became typical of Warhol’s later practice. Early on friends would colour his pictures after his preliminary drawings at so called colouring parties. This saved time, since he could concentrate on sketch and design. It also ensured that even works with identical outlines remained distinctive thanks to the differently applied colour.
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