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by Martin Patrick

i can’t pretend to be impartial in writing 
about Andy Warhol. For so many art-
obsessed kids of the late 20th century 
like me, he was a huge influence. Many 
people I know sought their (mixed) 

fortunes in art partly because of Warhol’s 
impact. That said, reassessments are always 
welcome, and the opportunity to see as 
much carefully chosen and presented work 
as is on view in Warhol: Immortal at Te Papa is 
surprisingly rare, especially in New Zealand.

For an artist who never lost sight of 
making bold, visually arresting images, 
Warhol is a tremendously contradictory 
figure. Although I’ve read probably more 
about him than any other contemporary 
artist, he remains a challenging cipher; on 
the one hand, possessed by a phenomenal 
work ethic, amazing creative sensibility and 
an engaging sense of collaboration; on the 
other, a control freak, given to eclectic over-
production of substandard works for hire, 
a passive and remote figure who left others 
by the wayside.

Warhol: Immortal introduces us to this 
iconic iceman of the neo-avant-garde 
through his drawings, portraits of lovers 
and friends at once childlike and eroticised, 

clothed tenderly in graphite hearts and other 
flourishes. These early works are disarmingly 
accessible and humanise the artist in a way 
his later portraits do not. Warhol excelled in 
graphic simplicity even then, and his seem-
ingly effortless lines, which he subsequently 
blotted, became his trademark. 

Nearby are family photos, schoolboy cari-
catures, photo-booth clowning. 

Born Andrew Warhola in 1928 to a 
working-class family in Pittsburgh, 
Pennsylvania, Warhol trained as a 

commercial artist, but after launching a 
successful career in New York he craved to 
exhibit in the mode of the most renowned 
artists of the 1950s, abstract painters with 
gravitas such as Jackson Pollock and Willem 
de Kooning. 

As the show amply demonstrates, War-
hol’s talents, gained working in the lost 
world fictionally conjured up today by Mad 
Men, became transposed into his compli-
cated evocations of celebrity. He recorded 

figures that were at once titanic and ephem-
eral – from a very young (and very blurred) 
Warren Beatty to an improbably gorgeous 
Sylvester Stallone – while capturing the 
deeper seriousness underlying his close 
attention to glossy surfaces in memorable 
aphorisms: “I don’t know where the artificial 
stops and the real starts.”

One of the most captivating moments 
in Warhol: Immortal is its vivid reinstalla-
tion of his psychedelic-era cow wallpaper  
surrounding helium-filled silver mylar  
pillows, which may be playfully batted 
around; as they appear to lurch drunkenly 
through the air, their silliness becomes 
sublime. 

In the mid-60s, the ever star-struck 
Warhol announced he was giving up paint-
ing to make movies, although this proved to 
be an empty threat. On view are a number 
of the artist’s Screen Tests from this period, 
in which many illustrious (and not-so 
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His 15 minutes 
and more
Immortal highlights 
how Andy Warhol 
was both an 
exemplary artist 
of his own era 
and astoundingly 
prescient.

Art

Playing the unsophisticate: Self-Portrait (1978).

religion and death 
served as primary themes 
throughout his career.
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illustrious) visitors to his studio, dubbed 
the “Factory”, posed before a camera for 
four minutes. Grandfather of conceptual 
art Marcel Duchamp stops by to offer a wry 
smile and Warhol’s one-time protégée and 
the foremost “superstar” of his cohort, the 
beautiful but ultimately tragic Edie Sedg-
wick, stares implacably into the lens. 

Two of Warhol’s most notorious films, 
Kiss, featuring couples embracing at length, 
and Sleep, which records poet (and Warhol’s 
lover) John Giorno in the midst of slumber, 
are presented in edited versions, alternating 
with one another. 

His experiments with cinema continued 
sporadically, and one could argue he devel-
oped an early reality-TV venture with his 
MTV programme Andy Warhol’s Fifteen Min-
utes (1985-87), episodes of which are here 
along with covers from his gossip/fashion 
magazine Interview, which prefigured more 
recent “lifestyle” publications.

Because of his frequent association with 
the fringe dwellers of New York City, 
Warhol might be remembered for 

his fixation on sex, drugs and rock’n’roll, 
whereas religion and death served as pri-
mary themes throughout his career, whether 
making totemic the visages of the recently 
deceased Marilyn Monroe – here shown in a 
striking 1967 work in which a spectral wash 
of paint casts an indistinct haze over her 
distinctive features – and the widowed Jac-
queline Kennedy; creating his series of skull 
paintings; or depicting a glowing Christ 
alongside bodybuilder Joe Weider’s slogan: 
“Be a somebody with a body.” 

Other late works that still provide chills 
are the small Polaroid Drag Self Portraits and 
the larger Camouflage Self Portraits bookend-
ing the exhibition.

Warhol unceasingly immortalised other 
folk pictorially, from artists to patrons, 
models to pop stars, friends to film stars, 
and in so doing staked a claim for his own 
status as an artist of significance, while play-
ing the unsophisticate. 

What becomes clearer in reflecting upon 
his achievements, however much they are 
clouded by mythic murk, is that up until his 
death in 1987 he was both an exemplary 
artist of his own era and astoundingly pres-
cient in terms of today’s ubiquitous social 
networking and continuing obsession with 
celebrity culture. 

And sometimes even the most banal of 
his statements might be read as the most 
resonant: “I think everybody should like 
everybody.” l
WARHOL: IMMORTAL, Te Papa, Wellington, 
until August 25.
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W e need to add to the list of 
great quotes famous people 
never said – like Captain Kirk’s 
“Beam me up, Scotty” and Rick 

Blaine’s “Play it again, Sam” – French phi-
losopher Voltaire’s famous defence of free 
speech: “I disapprove of what 
you say, but would defend to 
the death your right to say 
it.” These words were put in 
his mouth by early American 
biographer Evelyn Beatrice 
Hall and have stuck ever since. 
Even she does not claim he 
used these words, only that 
he might have thought them. 

Whatever, the mantra is 
trotted out to excuse the mean-
est bigotry or racist slight. It 
got a right old airing in the 
brouhaha following two car-
toons by Al Nisbet  last month 
“satirising” families in poverty 
who, according to the cartoon-
ist, used the opportunity of free 
breakfasts in schools to spend 
more money on lottery tickets, booze and 
cigarettes. The images caused widespread 
offence, but many of the offended, while 
damning the cartoons as crude and racist, 
called on Voltaire to soften the blow. There 
were many, too, who might not have 
heard of Voltaire but who excused Nisbet 
on the grounds these were “only cartoons” 
so what was the problem?

To this curmudgeon, neither view sits 
well. Cartoons are among the sharpest 
weapons in the armoury of democracy 
and, it must be said, equally sharp  
in the armoury of those who would sup-
press it. 

From 1922 to 1945, the cartoons of 
Philipp Rupprecht pilloried and stereo-
typed Jews, fuelling the hatred that led to 
Kristallnacht and the Holocaust. In 1946, 
his editor, Julius Streicher, was tried for 
crimes against humanity at Nuremberg 
and executed. Rupprecht got six years 
hard labour. What was the problem? These 
were only cartoons. I do not think any-
body quoted Voltaire at their trials. 

On the other side of the ledger is politi-
cian William Tweed, who for a decade or so 
defrauded New York taxpayers of US$200 
million and was regularly re-elected until 
he was taken down by New York Times car-
toonist Thomas Nast. “My constituents 
were illiterate,” Tweed explained, “but 
they understood those damned pictures.” 
Tweed died in jail. 

In our own history, New Zealand-born 
Sir David Low got so far up the nose of 
Adolf Hitler and his henchmen that he 
was marked for immediate arrest should 
the Nazis manage to invade Britain.

New Zealand has a long and honour-
able history of cartooning. Some of our 
pioneering cartoonists, such as William 

Blomfield and Fred Hiscocks, faced jail for 
their views on corrupt judges and lying 
politicians. Neither was convicted.

A good cartoon is in a good and honest 
cause. It speaks truth to power. A bad 
cartoon panders to prejudice and feeds 
injustice. It is silly to dismiss either as 
“only a cartoon”. It should not take too 
much reflection to decide just where in 
that  spectrum Al Nisbet might sit. l

No such thing 
as ‘only’ a 
cartoon
They are among the 
sharpest weapons – 
for good or bad.

cultural 
curmudgeon
by Hamish Keith

A Thomas Nast cartoon, circa 1870: 
That’s What’s The Matter. Boss Tweed: 
“As long as I count the Votes, what are you 
going to do about it? Say?”
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