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The Unsecret Life:
A Warhol Advertisement

DAVID

E. JAMES

Culture . . . amalgamates with advertising.
-Adorno

and Horkheimer, Dialectic of Enlightenment

As a film historian, not an art historian, I'm stepping a little outside my turf
here, particularly since the formulation of the binary division of cultural production I would employ is somewhat different from that (high/low) subtending the
MOMA exhibition. My excuse is that my attempt to think through the relation
between fine and commercial art, an issue with whose crisis Warhol is preeminently associated, follows from a critical problem presented by his films, namely
the relation between the early films-Sleep, Kiss, Eat, and so on-and late ones
like Trash, Flesh, or Frankenstein.
On the one hand, the early films are still obdurate in their difficulty and
resistance to popular pleasure and, at least in this, more amenable to the "high"
than to the "low" pole in schematizations of culture of the kind associated with
Theodor Adorno or Clement Greenberg. Quite remarkably, in addition to being
dada films that perform the function of the historical avant-garde in resisting the
values of museum art, they foreshadow what subsequently emerged as the three
exemplary genres of anti-industrial filmmaking: they're virtually structural film,
punk film, and diary film, all before these were otherwise invented. As I've
argued before,' biographical events, including Valerie Solanas's attempt on
Warhol's life in 1968 and Paul Morrissey's assumption of control over Flesh
during his subsequent incapacitation, punctuate the division between these and
the later films, which are clearly designed for public consumption and which did
achieve a measure of both public success and financial return (though none as
great as that of The Chelsea Girls).2 Warhol's own distinction between "the period
1.
David E. James, Allegories of Cinema:American Film in the Sixties (Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1989), p. 63.
2.
The Chelsea Girls than
According to Victor Bockris, Warhol made more-$150,000-from
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where we made movies just to make them" and a subsequent decision to make
"feature length movies that regular theaters would want to show"3 thus summarizes the difference between the two projects: the shift to increasingly sophisticated technologies; the change from private Factory showings to theatrical exhibition; and the engagement with the grammar of industrial cinema the latter also
entailed.
On the other hand, across this break and throughout the oeuvre, there
continued Warhol's overriding thematic preoccupations and compositional procedures concerned essentially with the investigation of the nature of subjectivity
and self-consciousness in a media-saturated environment. The initial situation of
a single individual before a single camera (John Giorno in Sleep) was successively
restaged in more complex terms and eventually elaborated as the competitive
interaction of several people as they negotiate quasi-fictional roles in ersatz
versions of industrial film and television.4 Warhol expanded the frame both of
his reference and of his operations from the medium of film to the mass media at
large virtually without hesitation and with such inexorable logic that, even if one
sets aside the problem of where exactly the crucial rupture might come, to think
of the early films as categorically different from the late ones is possible only if
one disregards the master thematics that continue through them: the mass
mediation of all subjectivity and the permeation of all artistic activity by the
culture industries.5
Since these concerns with the nature of the mass media were investigated
within modes of production ranging from that of the artisanal avant-garde to
that of industry itself-extremes
generally understood at the time by both
camps to be mutually antagonistic -the films themselves remain especially complex and contradictory. But in this they exemplify a more general problem posed
not so much by Warhol's art as by his career. For his was a career that was
historically prototypical and prescient not because he engaged so many mediums,
but because he engaged so many of them as an entrepreneur, carelessly crossing

from any of his other movie projects; because of poor business deals with Carlo Ponti, he made
nothing from Frankenstein, even though it grossed four million dollars. See TheLife and Death of Andy
Warhol (New York: Bantam Books, 1989).
3.
Popism: The Warhol 60's (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1980), pp. 251-52.
4.
For an account of this continuity, see James, Allegories, pp. 58-84.
5.
Nevertheless, attitudes to the two bodies of work fall predictably into versions of the Frankfurt
school position and its mirror image, a populist repudiation of it. Critics committed to the avantgarde find, for example, that after The Chelsea Girls, Warhol "quickly faded as a significant filmmaker" (P. Adams Sitney, Visionary Film: The American Avant-Garde, 2nd ed. [New York: Oxford
University Press, 1979], p. 371); or that "something absolutely grotesque happened to Warhol's two
finest gifts: his visual intelligence and his taste" (Stephen Koch, Stargazer:Andy Warhol's World and
His Films [New York: Praeger, 1973], p. 100); while those invested in the entertainment film find, for
example, that Warhol came "of age as a filmmaker . . . around the time that his collaboration with
Paul Morrissey began" (John Russell Taylor, Directors and Directing: Cinemafor the Seventies [New
York: Hill and Wang, 1975], p. 137).
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the ideological and functional boundaries of art itself, thus repudiating one of its
most crucial criteria, its self-definition against advertising.
Within the world of the visual image, the textual interplays of the two
modes are ubiquitous: for example, one of the ads for I. Miller shoes in 1955 that
secured his first major advertising account employs the same decorative filigree,
the same serial composition, and of course the same iconography as A la Recherche du Shoe Perdu, a lithograph of the same year; his first "real" paintings
were themselves used in his window displays; his breakthrough paintings were
reproductions of ads; and throughout his life he made paintings or silkscreens of
advertisements, including, in 1985, a series titled "Ads" from among which one
for candy was employed as a magazine cover in the same way as some of his
earliest drawings were used. This fascination entered a new phase in the 1980s,
however, when he returned to the pure advertising work of his early career. In
this period, he either designed or appeared in many purely commercial projects:
a billboard and album cover for the Rolling Stones; a car painted for BMW (also
done by Stella and Lichtenstein); rum ads with Margaret Trudeau; a commercial
for New York Airlines; modeling assignments for a Jordan Marsh catalogue; a
schlock television show, "Love Boat"; a television commercial for Diet Coke;
magazine ads for an eyeglass manufacturer, for Chemical Bank, for a New York
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brokerage firm, and for a vodka manufacturer.6 While Warhol's recourse to
advertising for his visual imagery while working as a pop artist during the 1960s
was anomalous only in its frequency, and while his early employment in the
advertising industry was anomalous only in its success, his return to advertising
after the establishment of his status as an artist was quite unique; but no more so
than his claim that in his own practice-and
by implication in the world at
large -the two were inseparable. This trajectory fulfills the program announced
in the famous, summary quote of the 1970s: "I started as a commercial artist, and
I want to finish as a business artist. After I did the thing called 'art' or whatever
These are mostlyculled from Pat Hackett,ed., TheAndyWarholDiaries(New York:Warner
6.
Books, 1989).
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it's called, I went into business art. I wanted to be an Art Businessman or a
Business Artist. . . . making money is art and working is art and good business is
the best art."7
There is no reason to suppose that Warhol was being any less disingenuous
in this than in anything else he said; yet the lack of any real evidence to the
contrary leaves us with a brazen dismissal of aesthetic autonomy that, confounding the categories of traditional commentary, has generated a spectrum of critical
responses that take up three general strategies. The first attempts to retain
traditional cultural categories by dismissing the entire career on the grounds that
7.
Andy Warhol, The Philosophyof Andy Warhol (New York: Harcourt Brace Jovanovich, 1975),
p. 92.

A

i1;

EI:

1IgIi

Magazine Cover. Harper's Bazaar, 1962.

none of what Warhol did was really art.8 A second rewrites the early advertising
as "art" by giving its formal properties precedence over its commercial function;
thus the advertising and magazine illustration he did before he became an artist
are assimilated to the art via accounts of the formal properties and genealogy of
the Warhol "line."9
But more commonly, the difficulty of recovering either an unequivocal
critique or an unequivocal endorsement of capitalist culture has forced those
commentators concerned with the political implications of his work to distinguish
between a "good" Warhol and a "bad" Warhol. There are as many fine tunings
of this distinction as there are critics, but generally the good Warhol is the
painter and printmaker operating between 1961 and 1968. In the work of this
period, some painterly or compositional strategy is proposed as the signal of the
works' difference from the newspaper, advertising, or publicity photographs

Most often such attacks come from neoconservative positions: Robert Hughes, for example,
8.
has indicted both the "perfunctory and industrial nature of Warhol's peculiar talent" and "the
robotic character of the praise awarded it" ("The Rise of Andy Warhol," in Art After Modernism:
Rethinking Representation, ed. Brian Wallis [New York: The New Museum of Contemporary Art,
1985], p. 55). But there is a left version too. Jeremy Gilbert-Rolfe complains that "Warhol's use of
popular imagery is uncritical, completely acquiescent in that imagery's implications and actual
function. ... [It wants me] to believe that it is in fact adopting a critical posture towards that to
which it has actually surrendered" ("Popular Imagery," in Theoriesof ContemporaryArt, ed. Richard
Hertz [Englewood Cliffs, New Jersey: Prentice Hall, 1985], pp. 129-30).
These have been surveyed by Benjamin Buchloh in "The Andy Warhol Line," in The Workof
9.
Andy Warhol, ed. Gary Garrels (Seattle: Bay Press, 1989). Buchloh's analysis of the implications of the
"consistently ambivalent relationship to both mass culture and high art" (p. 55) in Warhol's work is,

to my mind, the most profound account of Warhol'sposition in and reference to the cultural
transformationsof the late-capitalistera.
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from which their imagery typically derives. Rather than simply continuing the
circulation of mass-media icons, the works are projected as operating a self-conscious denaturing of these icons that makes them, on some level, critical of late
capitalism.10
The best of these analyses explicitly attempts "to separate Andy Warhol,
the maker of his early paintings, from Andy Warhol, the maker of his own
enduring public image."" In this case, the "good" Warhol existed only for a
couple of years: around 1963-64, the period of the Marilyn Monroe, Jackie
Kennedy, and Elizabeth Taylor portraits, which are proposed as "a kind of
peinture noire . . . a stark, disabused, pessimistic vision of American life, produced from the knowing rearrangement of pulp materials" (p. 136). The case is
made most fully and subtly with respect to the Marilyns, into which Warhol is
supposed to have build "a certain distance and reserve . . . through an initial
transformation of his photographic material" (p. 133). The transformation is
documented by a comparison of the angle of the face in the silkscreens and that
in a publicity still, with the difference between them made to suggest that the
silkscreen suppresses "Monroe's mannered and practiced way of pleasing the
viewer through the camera" (p. 133). The drawback to this reading is that rather
than modifying the angle of Monroe's face, Warhol simply used a different
publicity still, one whose angle is exactly that of the silkscreens.12
The point here is not primarily to reject the argument (for it can always be
restaged on the basis of some putative difference inserted by any other painterly
quality) so much as to argue first that these works are sufficiently indeterminate
that a political meaning (that is, a textual as distinct from a functional meaning)
cannot be read off their surface as objectively present, but must be read in
according to the disposition of the spectator.13 And second, to document the
strength of the desire to secure for a comfortable modernist paradigm work that,
in so fundamentally cutting across its categories, reveals their historical supercession. Warhol can be saved for art only by ignoring his demonstration that there
10.
An early monograph by Rainer Crone argued for a Brechtian Warhol, one who applied
"Brecht's definition of realism and the instructive value of his alienation effect" to the visual arts; this
allowed Warhol to be both populist and critical: "his work forces us to look critically at everyform of
visual communication-the
class-dependent and exclusive easel painting as well as the communications media designed for mass distribution and consumption" (Andy Warhol [New York: Praeger,
1970], p. 23). Thierry de Duve similarly found Warhol to be a great artist, "at least between 1961
and 1968" ("Andy Warhol, or The Machine Perfected," trans. Rosalind Krauss, October49 [Spring
1989], p. 4).
11.
Thomas Crow, "Saturday Disasters: Trace and Reference in Early Warhol," Art in America
(May 1987), p. 129.
12.
The still is reproduced in Kynaston McShine, ed., Andy Warhol: A Retrospective(New York:
The Museum of Modern Art, 1989), p. 72, marked for the same cropping as in the silkscreens.
13.
Cf., "the painting of 100 Campbell soup cans contains resistance to the commodity society
only for the person who wants to see it there. . . . The Neo-avant-garde, which stages for a second
time the avant-gardiste break with tradition, becomes a manifestation that is void of sense and that
permits the positing of any meaning whatever" (Peter Burger, Theory of the Avant-Garde, trans.
Michael Shaw, [Minneapolis: University of Minnesota Press, 1984], p. 61).
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was no longer a position outside corporate capital for art to inhabit. Less sentimental than his commentators, he recognized that in the period of its totalized
commodification, all bourgeois art ends up as advertisement for capital.14
The era in which arguments for the Warhol-like collapse of autonomous art
into its industrial other became commonplace also saw as a correlative development the increased currency of attacks on the second component in Adorno's
argument: his dismissal of mass culture. These newer accounts of popular music,
formula fiction, and even network television proposed moments of contradiction
or empowerment or resistance in them that are not reducible to the one-dimensional, uninterrupted closures theorized by Adorno.'5 Like the general promotion of postmodernism, the currency or plausibility of these readings (and especially their valorization of industrial culture over disaffiliated cultural
movements of the kind that in the 1960s had more directly and systematically
confronted capitalist culture) is surely in part a reflex of the Reagan era, the trace
of a cultural crisis not unconnected with the crises in finance and civic morality.
Though other generalizations about them are premature, it can be offered that
since such readings are predicated on supposed events within consumption, they
can never be proved or disproved except empirically, and then only after all the
general aporias of ethnographic cultural data analysis have been negotiated.
Similarly they lack any methodological procedure to distinguish moments of real
alterity from a spurious, gestural resistance that is already incorporated into a
more comprehensive manipulative process-a version of the strategy (and rhetorical figure) that Barthes designated as innoculation: a "balanced economy" by
which class-bound institutions admit localized subversions that actually protect
them "against the risk of a generalized subversion."16 Most specifically, any
empowerment that is proposed through the consumption of commodity culture
or not this includes some form of symbolic resistance to capital
-whether
itself- is possible only within the continued renewal of capitalist social relations
which the economic transaction of purchase entails.
In this respect, it could be said that the contradictions of Warhol's project brings the historical
14.
mission of the bourgeoisie to completion; instead of merely supplying art to the bourgeoisie from
some as-yet unincorporated precapitalist enclave (whose exception had, until his intervention, been
marked by the singular survival in painting of the artisanal, precapitalist mode of cultural production), Warhol became the artist-as-bourgeois. In this, he prepared the way for artist-entrepreneurs
Koons is exemplary. In the words of The Communist
even less sentimental than himself-Jeff
Manifesto these, inevitably, "for exploitation, belied by religious and political illusions [would substitute] naked, shameless, direct, brutal expoitation."
15.
See, for example, theories of rock as "affective empowerment" in Lawrence Grossberg, "Is
There Rock after Punk?" in On Record:Rock,Pop, and the WrittenWord, ed. Simon Frith and Andrew
Goodwin (New York: Pantheon Books, 1990), pp. 110-23; of television spectatorship as "the
productive use of industrial commodities," in John Fiske, Understanding Popular Culture (Boston:
Unwin Hyman, 1989), p. 28; and of women's reading of romances as "a kind of tacit, minimal protest
against the patriarchal constitution of women," in Janice Radway, "Interpretive Communities and
Variable Literacies: The Functions of Romance Reading," Daedalus 113 (Summer 1984), p. 68.
Roland Barthes, Mythologies(London: Paladin, 1972), pp. 150-51.
16.
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For the moment, however, I am not concerned with the implications of
such readings of industrial culture so much as with high/low paradigms themselves. For whatever values they place upon industrial culture, and whatever
versus low culture, art
terms they propose for its relation to some other-high
versus mass culture, intellectuals versus popular culture, and so on-the
same
as
divisions
of
remain
the
field
of
cultural
summary
producoperative categories
tion as a whole. While radically different attitudes to the working class are
sedimented in the various terms, all the formulations have in common their
reduction of the field of culture to these two modes and the consequent exclusion
from consideration of at least two other crucial areas of cultural activity.
First, these formulations make invisible the culture that people make for
themselves. In the field of film, they exclude home movies most obviously, but
also the more or less amateur, certainly noncommodity-oriented and anti-industrial participatory film practices developed from home movies, as well as the
more clearly oppositional film-making of minority or dissident social groupsbeats and hippies, ethnic minorities, political collectives like Third World
Newsreel, the practices of gays and women. Though these come into being
through various kinds of negotiation with capitalist film production, they are in
many cases fundamentally opposed to it, even as they are equally different from
avant-gardes aspiring to aesthetic autonomy. Similar forms of genuinely popular
activity in other mediums, such as graffiti, jokes, diaries, mimeographed fanzines,
photo albums, skateboard decoration, neighborhood murals, recreational dancing, gardening, dressing, and so on are also all excluded, both as they gravitate
around the more self-consciously cultural events that have happened in popular
and then hip-hop-and
as they unfold in the less self-conscious
music-punk
that
comprises what, following Raymond Williams and British Cultural
way
we
think of as culture as an entire way of life. All these are the vestiges of
Studies,
folk art, its contemporary form, standing in for (and, to the extent that they are
self-defined in nonclass terms, also tending to inhibit) a genuinely socialist culture
that could otherwise cut through the divisions of a presently balkanized working
class. They nevertheless reproach all who can imagine no popular culture other
than the occasionally creative misreading of the culture industry's products or
those who assume that industrial culture "arises spontaneously from the masses
themselves." 7
Second, the avant-garde/culture industry binary excludes the purely commercial forms of advertising itself, both as they have emerged in new identifications with art, and as they have been integrated into the political process at large.
Lest we forget how complete these integrations are, think of the difficulty of
separating advertising from art in television texts as different (yet as similar) as a
Robert Longo "avant-garde" music video for an "alternative" band like New
17.
Adorno's use of the term "culture industry" was explicitly designed to preclude such a claim.
See "Culture Industry Reconsidered," trans. Anson G. Rabinbach, New German Critique 6 (Fall
1975), p. 12.
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even in a good ad. And think of
Order, or the Home Shopping Network-or
how the political process is steered by television advertising that employs the
codes naturalized in ostensibly nonpolitical culture: the George Bush/Willie
Horton commercial did its work in the ideological field created by the representation of working-class black people in entertainment cop shows and news
reports.
This is not the place for a full elaboration of such a (at least) quadripartite
analysis of the whole field of cultural production,18 nor of the constant interaction between its components and the shifting of positions within them; instead, I
wish only to note that one of the things that makes Warhol's oeuvre so complex is
that he participated continuously in all of them: noncommercial culture (the
earlyjeux d'esprit, decorated letters and booklets, or the films made "just to make
them"); art (the orthodox serigraphs and paintings); industrial culture (the commercial portraits, "movies that regular theaters would want to show"); and
purely commercial culture (his late advertising). Nor did he distinguish among
these; each flowed in and out of the others, with formal motifs or compositional
strategies passing through the entire field. While it is only with great difficulty
that his work can be placed within the two middle categories -those constituting
the traditional modernist paradigms--these supply what is commonly taken as
the terms of his achievement; his work in the two flanking ones is generally not
recognized at all. In the terms of their exclusion, the categories and the works
inversely reflect each other. On the one hand, the early films, which are in
principle part of the art, are practically quite distinct from it; on the other, the
late advertising work is in principle inadmissible as art, yet in terms of practice,
it's continuous with it. How can a line be drawn to distinguish artist from
advertiser in the myriad of later roles including self-portraitist, society painter,
television producer, actor, model (Warhol registered with both the Ford and the
Zoli agencies), and ad designer? Yet, even for such summary documentations of
his career as the Museum of Modern Art retrospective, the late advertising is
anathema, unanalyzed and unincorporated. So, putting the films aside for the
present, I will turn to this anathematized production, specifically to an ad he
made for the brokerage firm Drexel Burnham Lambert Incorporated, in order
to entertain the hypothesis that while the distopian integration of the entertainment industry, advertising, and politics is systemic here, it is not complete or
without internal contradiction. Moments in it may, like a devious film noir or
self-deconstructing rock song, sustain resistance or alterity parallel to that proNot the least of the MOMA show's ideological obfuscations was its polarization of "high"
18.
culture (easel painting) against the unified category of "low," in which differences among the
genuinely populist (e.g., graffiti), the culture industry (e.g., comic strips), and the purely commercial
of
(advertising itself) were unproblematically elided. As is the case with emancipatory theories
industrial culture, this is made possible by the repression of the economic transactions commodity
culture entails, the assumption that consuming industrial culture is the same as producing a popular
culture-or that the latter no longer exists. It's hard to imagine a greater insult to the working class.

Advertisement. New York Times Magazine, November 23, 1986.
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posed for popular culture as it is now conventionally conceptualized. The bad
news may be that art is entirely "amalgamated with advertising"; the corresponding good news may be that, as the entire media apparatus has become itself
a medium, it is vulnerable to creative intervention; and the uncertain news is that
the dubious distinction between a "good" and a "bad" Warhol recurs in the
similarly dubious distinction between Warhol the artist and Warhol the (self)
advertiser. Since my reading appropriates elements of theories that conceive of
mass culture as emancipatory at the point of consumption, it will be an account of
my own consumption and so, of both necessity and principle, subjective and
impressionistic.
I will use the strategy of FredricJameson's "Reification and Utopia in Mass
Culture,"'9 an essay more useful than subsequent critiques of the Frankfurt
Fredric Jameson, "Reification and Utopia in Mass Culture," Social Text 1 (Winter 1979), pp.
19.
130-48. For methodological guidelines, I am also indebted toJean-Luc Comolli and Jean Narboni's
readings of certain classic Hollywood films as internally fractured, so that rather than allowing
ideology a free passage, they "make it turn back and reflect itself"; "while being completely
integrated in the system and the ideology [they] end up by partially dismantling the system from
within" ("Cinema/Ideology/Criticism," in Movies and Methods, ed. Bill Nichols (Berkeley: University of California Press, 1976), pp. 24-25.
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position in that the proposed contradictions and the moments of empowerment
they allow are neither gender specific nor limited to a youth or other subculture,
but rather related to the working class as a whole. Jameson argued that the works
of mass culture "cannot manipulate unless they offer some genuine shred of
content"; they "cannot be ideological without at one and the same time being
implicitly or explicitly Utopian as well" (p. 144). Transferred to advertising, the
ideological or reified component appears as the repression of the real nature of
late capitalism and of the possibility of resistance to it, while the utopian is not the
symbolic possession of the advertised object or of the other pleasures with which
it is associated (nor even the generalized promise of the world of endless consumption that each ad participates in); rather the utopian will be the presence of
real anxieties or contradictions, the traces of negativity or of criticism of that
consumer society which the ad promotes in general.20
The ad appeared in the New YorkTimesMagazine on November 23, 1986; it
was made by a team at Chiat/Day/Mojo in a campaign produced by Bruce Asher
as one of a series done for Drexel.21 Most of the ads featured famous athletes,
including Phil Simon, Kareem Abdul Jabbar, Wilt Chamberlain, and Pam
Shriver, though Dizzy Gillespie and Ruth Gordon were also used. But Warhol's
was anomalous in being both the only ad in color and in being pictorially much
more complex. Though Warhol had no part in its design -the
proposal was
made to him, he agreed, and the ad was shot--I will claim it as a collaborative
Warhol work and argue that its layering of utopian real content between reified
discountenancing of the possibility of such content-the
placement of these
in
terms
of
a
mutual
-makes
it
as
layers
supplementarity
complex and sophisticated as any other work of art produced in the Reagan era. Its engagement of
social issues may be oblique and hesitant, but is none the less real.
The ad appeared four months before Warhol's death and just eleven
months before the 1987 Wall Street crash. Because it moved me in a way I didn't
understand, I clipped it out and framed it. Looking at it at night, I noticed that if
I stood about a yard away, the reflection of my face on the glass fit exactly over
the face in the serigraph, a perfectly literal instance of the catoptric invitation of
all Warhol's work and the narcissistic self-projection it facilitates. When Warhol
20.
I do not mean to suggest that all Warhol's advertisements (and certainly not advertising in
general) have such a utopian dimension. At least one other case, however, would seem to present
something like the same contradictory possibilities. Thomas Lawson describes a fascination similar to
my own with a Dior ad in which Warhol appeared. He comments, "There's a succinct elegance in the
way in which Warhol's pose suggests a critical intervention in the seamless world of advertising, but
ultimately withholds that, simply offering nothing" (Quoted in McShine, Andy Warhol, p. 450). While
Lawson is unwilling to allow the Dior ad the degree of disruption I will propose for the Drexel ad, his
further comments are especially interesting in that he takes Warhol's position in the Dior
campaign
as representative of the position of artists in postmodern culture-one
which, of course, he is
concerned to contest.
21.
The team also included art director Tim Ward, copywriter Amelia Rosner, and photographer
William Coupon.
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died, its plangency seemed even more powerful and somehow summary of his
whole life. I associated it with Magritte's painting The Secret Life, which it structurally parallels. And indeed, as it tells the other side of that story, I called it
"The Unsecret Life," the life lived within publicity.
The serigraphed self-portrait before which Warhol sits, one of a series done
earlier that year, is unusual among the self-portraits that he made throughout his
life in the force of its expressivity. Others done in the '60s, for example, do hint
at some subjectivity (a gay sensibility perhaps in the placement of the fingers in
the 1967 Self-Portrait). But mostly Warhol only parades a characteristic distance
and refusal of any humanist depth of feeling. This last series brings to a head an
admission of angst that had been gradually emerging since the late 1970s: there
is a suggestion of pain and fear in the eyes which, reduced to black balls pierced
by a pinpoint of reflected light, glare out with haunted intensity, and this is
reciprocated in the lipless void that forms the mouth and the sunken cheeks
across which the skin is stretched.22 These cadaverous resonances are underscored by the framing. Perhaps cropping is a better word, for it severs the head at
the chin, recalling the heads of the guillotined criminals painted by Gericault and
the special effect of himself dephotographed by Charles Marie Debierre-or
in
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his
that
Warhol
on
appearance
capitated
"Saturday Night Live" in 1981!
And why does the hair stand on end, as if electrified in fear? Does this erratic
mohawk fly behind the head as it drops through space? Or does it splash through
the icy water of some subterranean aquarium, against whose night and glassy
walls Warhol pushes his face in a voiceless shriek? Is this Warhol's autobiographical invocation of Munch's The Scream? That would be going too far, though he
had sketched it three years before.
My invocation of Munch would not be so pointed here had not the polarization of Warhol and Munch provided great leverage in a seminal account of
so-called postmodernism-Jameson's
essay "Postmodernism, or the Cultural
-which
of
Late
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Logic
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of
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own images," summarize the present period, when such thematics of alienation
and the subjectivity they sustain have been discredited.23 In these terms, the
self-portrait is more like a modernist expression of alienation than a postmodern
denial of its possibility, especially when compared with another in the series, the
CamouflageSelf-Portrait, in which the self is disguised, as if Warhol were narrating the psychological repression of the major oeuvre preparatory to breaking
with it in this work. The breakthrough of the anguished modernist artist recalls
22.
Andy Warhol: A Retrospectiveusefully assembles self-portraits from 1942 on.
Fredric Jameson, "Postmodernism, or the Cultural Logic of Late Capitalism," New Left Review
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the resurrection of "the author" in Roland Barthes's last three books-termed
he mobilized the subjectivity of that
the "egoist trilogy" by Todorov-where
very "person" who he had earlier argued was only a discursive function of
capitalist ideology. Is this a similar last-minute recantation that implicitly denies
the aesthetics and ethics of surface, of impersonality, and of collusion? I am
reminded

of Ezra Pound's last lines, "I have tried to write Paradise

. . . Let

those I love try to forgive/what I have made." Only the Warhol version would
be "I tried not to paint Paradise and this is what it feels like. . . . There was,

after all, more to art than merely business."
But as soon as I do this I am halted at the recognition that whatever
humanist regret or affirmation I might read in the silkscreen is framed and
cancelled by its context and by its consignment to advertising. For when the
anguished, disembodied head in the print is restored to history, it is to that of the
bland vacancy of the man in the photograph. This Warhol has turned his back on
his expressive self, a compositional reenactment of what I must now see as the
prostitution of his selling this alarming work and his own body-image to Drexel
Burnham. It's like something out of a John Le Carre novel. With the serigraph
he tells me that he wants to come in out of the Warholian postmodern. But when
I go out to meet him, he pulls this on me, destroying the last sentimentality: there

can be no life-nor
even its negation; only image on the surface and in the
service of capital.
Plucked from my modernist nostalgia, I find myself back among the vertiginous ironies and incommensurate signifying systems of postmodern pastiche.
The composition is made up of both images and words in the way that became
fashionable in Reagan-era art, and indeed the text itself--"I thought I was too
in its dark block type, has the same ominous, but catchy,
small"-especially
sententiousness that Warhol-influenced artists have so successfully exploited. But
also, purely pictorially, the ad juxtaposes serigraphy and photography, or rather
it juxtaposes a photograph of a subject (no longer a person, certainly not an
individual) with a photograph of a silkscreen of a photograph of that subject, its
surface collapsing the differences between the two media and the two degrees of
mediation. As I look at these two images in the magazine, the more real is
diminished, while the less real is approximately life-sized. Given the thematics
that the caption proposes, these inversions in size are not unimportant, for "In
the investment world, it's not how big you are. It's how big you want to be." The
rhetoric is flawless, the logic unanswerable; but the story is puzzling.
Occupying the space between the two images, the text invites me to use the
present realization of the folly of ever thinking oneself too small for Drexel to
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narrate the relation between them. But the problem is, which Warhol speaks? Is
it the real-life Warhol, now calmly sharing with us his earlier fears, the fear that
caused the anxiety the serigraph records, the fear that caused him to make this
enormous image of himself, or indeed that fear of cosmic loneliness (or material
poverty) that caused him to become a business artist?
Or is it rather the haunted figure in the serigraph who speaks, expressing
the inner turmoil actually felt by the figure who sits before him, and whose
impassivity I must now read as repression or dissembling? And if so, how am I to
correlate the intervention of Drexel with the other agencies (photographic enlargement, making a self-portrait, etc.) that allowed the monstrous inflation to
whose success he here testifies? And, if this is what it feels like finally to be big,
was it worth it?
Or does this discourse not have a single, self-identical subject? Shall I
abandon my search for a unitary, phallic voice (however much the priorities of
being big and of having room to grow seem to imply one), and admit a split or
doubled source, a vulvalogocentric voice spoken simultaneously by both Warhols, or perhaps by the vagina he has insinuated between his legs? I cannot say;
what before seemed simple has been ruined by a textual excess not reducible to
single economy of signification.
But before I surrender my drive for knowledge, before I back off and
accept that Warhol's relation to Drexel's specific promise is arbitrary and merely
decorative, I remember his "I want to be an Art Businessman" and how accurately (if obscurely) the integration of art and business in the composition as a
whole reflects the itinerary of Warhol's life: the ambition that took a second-generation immigrant, a frail and devastatingly neurotic working-class boy to the size
where potentates like Mick Jagger and the Shah of Iran came calling. For finally,
this class migration and the transgression of class boundaries mark the propriety
of Warhol's association with Drexel, the firm where junk bond-fueled corporate
takeovers levitated stock prices to make financial services the major growth
"industry" (really a pseudoindustry) in the Reagan era-the coincidence of the
pure operation of capital and putative postindustrialization commonly proposed
as postmodernity.
The similarities between Warhol's and Mike Milken's projects-they are
both parables of exemplary late-capitalist labor, entailing the mobilization of
aesthetic affect in the one case and of capital in the other, each without any real
content-establishes
parallels sufficiently significant for me to find in the ad a
biographical narrative they share. Both men were social upstarts whose working
habits and initial success endeared them to a mass public while outraging the
Eastern establishments. The dismissal of Warhol by "real" artists like Johns and
Rauschenberg, his denigration as the producer of junk paintings, was recapitulated in Milken's ostracism by real financiers for dealing in junk bonds (or "Jew
bonds" as they were also called). Don't we have here then a fully articulate, if
schematic autobiography in which Warhol tells the story he doesn't tell elseNew York Times Magazine, November23, 1986.
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where: the desire to be big, the decision to engage in business art, the schizophrenia it entailed?

The ironies of my engagement with this work reflect the tension between
the pleasure it gives me -the fantasy projection it allows, but also the visual and
textual complexity that supplies my interpretation and persuades me that there's
real content in it-and my opposition to the ideological work I know it is trying
to do and the political system it is trying to work for. Perhaps I am able to take
this pleasure because it is not addressed to me; my portfolio does indeed have
room to grow, but when I called the number, the receptionist was not forthcoming, and all I could get out of her was a very unprepossessing brochure. On the
other hand, I know I would not find its complexities so pleasurable if I were one

New York Times Magazine, October16, 1988.
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of the victims of that system-either
one of the people who suffered directly
rather than indirectly in the manipulation of junk bonds, or one of the workingclass people exploited by American finance capital worldwide.
Since it is with these that my allegiances lie, I will stop advertising this
advertisement for capital, allowing myself only a final glance through the New
YorkTimesMagazine. It's pretty interesting, especially if you live in Los Angeles.
It used to be said that there was no art in L.A., only mass culture, but it turns out
that Sun Belt/Pacific Rim Capital is giving us two new museums, and we also
have "major collectors," i.e., people who have expropriated the labor of the
working class sufficiently to start their own mini-museums. In the New YorkTimes
account of this art world, the integration of art and capital is seamless, uninter-

New York Times Magazine, November23, 1986.

rupted by even the minor disturbances of Warhol's oblique self-advertising. For
other artists are not even up to this. Van Gogh, according to the same issue of the
New YorkTimes, is working for another brokerage firm, E. F. Hutton, and Stuart
Davis is working for IBM. And it's not just dead artists who are so unequivocally
Kiefer who in a later interview in the New York
employed: Anselm Kiefer-the
TimesMagazine claimed that "Andy Warhol was doing perhaps the same things as
I'm doing. ... I can see he was looking into the depths, like me"24-is already
working for Ford.
Quoted in Paul Taylor, "Painter of the Apocalypse," New YorkTimes Magazine, October 16,
24.
1988, p. 80.

