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“..you should be President! If you were President, you wouid have somebody
else be president for you, ...

you would video tape everything. You would have a nightly talk show - your
own talk show as president’ The Philosophy of Andy Warhol '

As the Andy Warhol exhibition at Tate Modern prepares to reopen with a number
of overtly political works by him, it seems timely to re-examine Warhol's politi-
cal engagement and iconic image making.

Warhol always strove to remain energised and current, he scoured the news-
papers and watched TV for source material at the same time as fostering
collaborations and networks that circumnavigated race and class. Through-
out his artistic career he drew, screened and filmed many works that could
be considered provocatively political in their subject matter.
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Scraen-prints senes of Race Riot
1963), Blectric Chair (1965), Mao
(1973), Stil Life (Hammer and Sick-
8} (1976), Vote McGovern (1972)
and his Ladies and Gentliemen
genes {1975) are all loaded subject
matter In films such as The Life of
Juanita Castro {1965} and YWomen
in Revall (1871) there s & compel-
Ing mamage of ironic role-playing
and social commentary.

Warhofs images embraced Coid War
politics, turbulent socal upheavals
and spanned several American
presdential premierships, yet he
often publcly denied any critcal
engagement with his seemingly
poltical work. His book The -
loscphy of Andy Warhot From A to
Band Back Again with a8 radacted
conversations and Nia entrias in res
Diaries are seemingly banal and
gossipy about works affairs, yet
provde memaorible soundbites as
he croas-fertizes media stories,
peopie’s fears, politcs snd celebn-
ty culture,

Biographers such as Victor Bockris
sugpesated that Warhol wouki not
take a poltical stand because

he wanted the freedom to be

able to docurmant anything and
averything. Basically, he was a
Damocrat; he was really for the
people. He loved 1o go Into the
world of the nch and wealthy. He
wanted to be in every place and
866 averything and the only waly o
o thist wass to sat up a very passive
front in his poltical wewpoints ' *
However this s in contrast 1o the
Art historian Thomas Crow, who
writing in 1987 bekaved that Warhol
wiss uitimately attracted 1o 'the
open sores of American politice

life and the ssues that were most
problematic for lberal Democratic
poiticians such as Kennedy and
Edmund Brown' Warhol s Race
Riots of 1963 capture the most
viclent phase of civil-rights demon-
strations in the South; he some-
timas used |lurid colours for added
effect for example Rad (Pink) Race
Riot (#963) wth its source material
from a photograph by Charfes
Moore taken on the 17th May 1963,
Counter to this though s Warhol's
own professed ambivalence 10
political parties; writing in his diary
on September 26th 1983 he quips
'I'd been hating the Republicans so
much since the ather night at Drue
Heinz's, but 'l really change my
mind today if we find cut that Ron
[Reagan] Jr was able to getan in-
tendew with his father for inferview
For the January cover. | mean,
wouldn't that just put Interview on
the map? I'd even vote Republcan.
Hmow | dont vote but Im thinking
of registering again..'*

So, where do Warhol s politics re-

side? In 1966, whde Intarviewing
him, Gretchen Berg asked If we
want 1o know about Andy Warhol
o] wee just have 10 look at your
paintings and your fkma._ 7

Whilat he responded with & lacon-
IcYes' !, it s nevartheless inhea
chiidhood that we find many clues.
Bom in 1828 into a poorworking
cleas immigrant family (the Warho-
la's wire from the Eastern Europe)
It was his Bness at the age of sight,
and the expenence of Immigrant
familes oo wol as poverty that keft
A deep impreasion on him. He was
alno, as David Badey suggested
10me in 2001, ¥e asponge’ and
It waa this traut that enabled him to

draw iogether the ordinarily and
the extraordinary, the scupcan, the
dollar bill, The Last Supper, Liz Tay-
lor, Jackie Kennedy and Mao's, the
glamorous and the politcal Glenn
O8Bren one of Warhol's edtors at
Interdew In conversation with me
eaplained the anomaly was that he
was the film maker who made the
film Siow Job (1964) that was ives-
tigated by the FBI but was invited I
dnner at the Whie House *

As Anthony Grudin in2018 has
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stated, Warhol although having
had early exposure to Brecht and
Ben Shaun at Camegie Institute of
Technoiogy in the 1940's as well
as political discussions, he was
never aconfident... or unambiy-
alent leftist’* but it s clear the US
Cold War propaganda had clearty
affected him Warhol sdways had
apowerful sense of class, his
Factory spaces mixed uptown with
downtown, the upper cass peopie
at the factory, the Edie Sedge-
wick's and Brigid Berin's as well as
the working clasa Gerard Malanga
from the Bronx. When Bob Dytan
described Warhol as a Nepoleon
nrags in 1065, he underscored
the impartance of class in Warhois
work, not &3 & stable entity bt
as complex and calculated, Yet
Warhol was not one for marches
or demonsirations and Indeed in
his own famdy there were poltical
dvickes. When | spokie 10 his brother
John Warhola he would of ten talk
about how he and hes brother Paul,
when coming 1o New York with
thak young familkes 10 utay with him
were kept away from the Silver’
Factory whore he was makng his
wt. John explained that Arxly

knew that we were 50 so different,
and in the 1960 the students were
rebeding against their familes, and
financialy they had enough money
1o go to college, and yet they were
sl searching for something. Andy
figured | would probably say “jeez,

# thad what they had._they don't
know what they want. and that was

the time when samuch going onas
well, wath so many riots™

But it was also icons that interested

Warnol such as Jackie Kennedy
tics and stardom. He clamed o
have carmied onworking and not
‘miss|ed] a stroke’ on heanng the
news that President Kennedy had
been asssssinatad on the 22nd
November 1963 Daspite his jove
of the glamour’ of the First Family,
he had, he contended, wanted

10 know 'what wis gong on "out
there” but that was the extent of s
reaction. " The day of Kennedy's
funersd found Nm fiming the danc-
& Jil Johnson running around in
circles with & gun while the assas-
sinaton |s repeatedly played on a
TV the background. Yet repeated
pxtaposed images of a smding and
grievwng Jackle Kennedy such as
The Week That Was 11 (106.4) taken
from prees source Imagecy e a
‘sustained act of reamembrance’
aa Thomas Crow states or as Ha
Foster expresses, a traumatic en-
counter with the real’ in an endiess
bedore nnd after scenanc.

However, deapite the clalms to pur-

porting to be indifferent 10 poltics,
a1 times his work was unequvo-
cally acr. In 1972 he was comms-
nloned to create a prnt for the



Vots McGovern (1972) campaign
as his contribution to the presiden-
tiad race against Noeon. It ratsed
agreat deal of money although
McGovern with his bright yeliow
eyes and bright green fece are al-
most demonic and the decision to
do & print of Neeon in this way and

Baob Cotacelo stated n his blog-
raphy of Warhol that he was on Nix-
onva notonous 'enamy of the state’
fi5¢. Warhol stated in retrospect
that he wished he had not been
‘persuaded to do It’, asnot ony did
Nixon win by & substantal majority
but he also blamed the investiga-
tion of his affairs by the IRS on this
partiouar work.

One poltical figure that Warhol did
not regret making the object of hes
screen-prints was Jmimy Carter,
when he wasrunning for Prealdent,
having within the Democratic party
from 1963 10 1967 supported the
growing Gl Reghts movement, &l
bett Warhol daimed his motive was
that he thought he would be invited
1o the ‘White House alot'. Commes-
shoned by the New York Sunday
Times magazine in 1976, the por-
trait caused tension with Bob Col-
acelo (editor of Warhol's Interview
magazing), who was a staunch
Republican. When the Cartar
administration was inatafied in 1977
Warhol (who was Indeed nvited

10 the White House) quipped 'Gee
he's [Carter's] 8o great and it sall so
gamorous But heee's this secre-
tary eating one of those sandwich-
06 you can really smell a mise awey'
Warhol although in theall of the rich
and the powerful was atwarys keen
10 point out the very human sspect

of any situation and bring it down
to the ordinary while experiencing
what few pecple from his back-
ground would ever have access to.
At the end of Carter's term Warhol
ventured opinions In hisdiary such
as ‘the presidential election s too
stupid to watch' (Aug 31st 1980)
‘and you see Ronald Resganin
these poor neighbourhoods with
the poor pecple &nd you cen just
hear him saying "Oh my God, what
am/idoing hers?” But s har looks
realy good Onmy TV it really
looks ke good halr not dyed . * A
diary entry of Sth Nov 1880 when
Warhol is in Stuttgart expressesa
rare podtical pathos: '| woke at 3.00
in the maming and | heard the sad
news of Carter losing 80 deaper-
ately to Reagan It was the first tme
apresident conceded so early.

He had tears in his eyes. | couldn't
sleep 50| ook a Valum' ¥

Warhaol made incredibly powarful and

Impresaive works such as Mao (Gi-
antaee) (1072) made In a rapid and
dramatic reaponse to Prasident
Nexon's ‘ground-breaking’ visit 1o
Chinalin Feb 1972 Warhol's friend
and confidant David Bowrdon cites
Warhalin a telephone conversa-
tion on the sutyect: 've been read-
Ing 80 much about China... The
only picture they ever have s of
Mueo Zedong. It's great. It looka (ke
aslacreen. " Inmusing on creat-
Ing Mao portraits he commentad
that “since fashion |s art now, and
Chnese is in tashion, | could meke
alot of money. Not to bekeve in

It = It wousd st be taahion’. * it
appealed to him that L¥%s magazine
cited Mao us the most powertul
parson on the world, For Warhol #
wis not just the fact that he could
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creats his own Mao imagery from
an official photograph, but that he
could alzo subvert the flatness of
the Images with an expressionist
background and paintery squig-
gles in & colourful defecing of the
powerfuly symbolic image.

So.we are laft with a Warhol full of
poiitical contradicbons: he was the
artist who screen-printed Stif ife
(Hammer and Sickie) because as
asymbol it had become sa pop’
as a popular graffiti symbol He
iked to fantasze about how he
would use hs TV time if he were
President He was the man who
claimed to have only voted once in
the 18505 and then to have voted
for the wrong perscn becausa he
‘pubed the wrong lever. Ultimately
this was the artist who was thnlled
10 9o 1o the White House whoever
the President, who would report
back on the décor or food served,
yot who conversely has leftus
enduring poltical images from the
decades of the sixties, seventies
and exghbes.
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