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Introduction

Andy Warhol is one of the 20th century’s most famous figures. More than any other post-war artist, 
he has integrated everyday experiences of the consumer and media world into his art, while at the 
same time drawing public attention to this realm’s dark abysses. His fame stems to a large extent 
from advertising strategies, which the accomplished commercial illustrator exploited skillfully. His 
best-known and most commercially successful works participate in the star mythology surrounding 
celebrities and made him a star too. Warhol’s public and private life unfolded in an interplay between 
publicity-seeking and shy withdrawal, in various roles that the artist switched provocatively between 
again and again as his oeuvre developed. Presenting rarely shown works, the exhibition looks 
behind the façade of the world-famous Pop Art icon and rediscovers Warhol’s skills as a pioneering 
exhibition curator and installation artist. This cross-section of his exhibition practice opens up new 
perspectives on the myriad media Warhol used and shows that his modes of presentation can be 
understood as essential components of his work.

ANDY WARHOL EXHIBITS a glittering alternative opens with early drawings from the 1950s. They 
reveal Warhol’s interest in serial work and gender performance beyond his purely commercial 
work. The artist, who was decisively involved in shaping and controlling his image in the art world, no 
longer wished to exhibit these works publicly after his initial commercial success in 1962. As smaller 
series and book projects for a selected audience, they portray private reflections on his environment, 
New York’s gay sub-cultures and caricatural depictions that allude to social events and figures. Their 
intimate character stands in stark contrast to his later spatial stagings, in which he appears as an 
artist surprisingly critical of commercial art production. 

In DEFROSTING THE ICEBOX. Guesting at mumok: The Hidden Treasures of the Collection of Greek 
and Roman Antiquities of the Kunsthistorisches Museum and Weltmuseum Wien, mumok restages 
one of the groundbreaking exhibitions that Warhol curated, presenting bizarre finds from the depths 
of museum storage rather than his own works. This time around, objects from the depot of the 
Kunsthistorisches Museum’s Collection of Greek and Roman Antiquities and from the Weltmuseum 
Wien are on display at mumok. An examination of Warhol’s serial works and his critical reflection 
on artists’ role in how their oeuvre is presented are accompanied by an exhibition drawing on 
mumok’s collection in which Warhol encounters major works by important contemporaries from 
the 1960s to the 1980s: MISFITTING TOGETHER. Serial Formations of Pop Art, Minimal Art and 
Conceptual Art, presenting Claes Oldenburg’s Mouse Museum and Ray Gun Wing, depicts the artist 
as a museum and exhibition designer en miniature, charging trivial everyday objects with imaginative 
meanings. Warhol’s serial image concepts are set within the contemporary context of serial and 
modular strategies of Minimal, Conceptual and Land Art. Pop Art is thus explored from a new 
vantage point: moving beyond its much-analyzed motifs from the world of commodities, it casts a 
new light on the art movements of its day with their critiques of media and institutions.



ANDY WARHOL EXHIBITS a glittering alternative 

Andy Warhol’s early 1960s exhibitions with Brillo Boxes, Flowers and Campbell’s Soup Cans have 
gone down in art history. Prior to this, however, he already had a fairly long and dynamic record when 
it came to exhibitions. These shows, with drawings and book projects that were long kept under 
lock and key, reveal how he was already strategically planning various modes of art production and 
exhibition in the early 1950s—the inception of an almost unbelievably vast oeuvre with over 200 solo 
exhibitions in just under 35 years.

Warhol had moved from Pittsburgh to New York in 1949, where he soon made a name for himself 
as a graphic artist. By 1955, when he became the exclusive illustrator for the shoe company I. Miller 
for several years, he had already built up a reputation for his illustrations, which were published 
in major newspapers and magazines. In 1952 Warhol began exhibiting drawings in galleries and 
expanding his network. Book projects enabled him to market himself as a commercial graphic artist, 
while he also gave them as gifts to help forge connections with other artists and in the New York gay 
scene. In these media, Warhol developed methodological principles that would also characterize 
his later work. For example, all of his drawings are conceived as series and represent collections of 
motifs that he subsequently deployed for other purposes. He also began collaborative projects here, 
for example with the writer Ralph Thomas Ward and in other cases with his entire social circle.

Warhol’s first exhibition in 1952 at the Hugo Gallery in New York consisted of illustrations of Truman 
Capote’s writing (1). Warhol revered the author, overcame his shy demeanor, even stalked him and 
wrote him countless letters. Capote, who shot to fame with his youthful debut Other Voices, Other 
Rooms in 1949, was one of the first writers in post-war America to present homoerotic content to 
the public. The works exhibited in that show have not yet been fully identified to this day, perhaps 
hinting at the extent to which Warhol influenced reception of his work in later years. Some of his 
projects were intended for publication, others were only destined for a certain circle, and the most 
sexually explicit ones, such as the series of Cock Drawings (2), were reserved for just a handful of 
people—bearing in mind that homosexuality was considered a crime at the time. Later, when Warhol 
had attained celebrity status and was in the public eye, he consistently drew a distinction between 
the staging of his public persona and his private life. He no longer wanted the intimate motifs of the 
1950s book projects and drawings to be exhibited during his lifetime.

A project together with writer Ralph Thomas Ward was A Is an Alphabet (1953) (3): an ABC book with 
portraits in simple, fine outlines. Each line is the imprint of a line drawn in ink on paper, what is known 
as a counterproof. This technically rather laborious process creates irregular, blotted lines. A range 
of poses and gazes are depicted; sometimes the sitters seem to be communicating with a counter-
part, sometimes dreamily withdrawn. Ward has assigned each page to the first letter of an animal 
and added texts that are at times replete with allusions, at times couched in codes, which have been 
identified by the gay community. In this spirit, the letter S alludes to a male seducer: “S was a snake 
/ who played with this young man / until his mother chased it with a rake”. Contrasting with the 
drawings’ generally rather light-hearted air, the basic tenor of the poems is rather melancholy, with 
allusions to negative experiences and feelings such as rejection, disappointment and loneliness. 





The “Ladies’ Alphabet” (4) from the same year, which never moved beyond draft status, is a 
collection of female poses that Warhol collected, mainly from magazines, forming a kind of 
typology of depictions of femininity, ranging from the dreamer to the vamp. The relaxed draughts-
manship mostly emphasizes the eyes and mouth, while the drawings are accompanied by 
seemingly dashed-off, coquettish poems. “Lady A”, for example, exists in two versions: one is a 
very elegant lady, who seems to have stepped straight out of a fashion magazine; while the other, 
in the spirit that would determine the thrust of this series, fiddles with her hair, lost in thought. That 
second image, only recognizable for those in the know, depicts photographer Otto Fenn in drag. 
The unconnected juxtaposition of text and image is disrupted only intermittently, with exceptions 
such as the letter M bringing the viewer up short: “M was her mustache / removed in our salon”, 
drawn from a self-portrait of Otto Fenn created shortly beforehand, complete with make-up and in 
women’s clothes. In the sketchy depictions, traditional gender identities are obscured with wit and 
ease, integrating influences from the drag scene. Warhol has concealed three depictions of men in 
women’s clothing inthe series; their poses and attire make them nearly indistinguishable from the 
other ladies.

Allusions to gender reversal and transgender identity appear almost incidentally in Warhol’s series, 
for example in The Golden Slipper Show from 1956. An unmatched pair of lovingly decorated shoe 
buckles is framed by collages with gold leaf decorations and tinsel, along with delicate shoes. Warhol 
dedicated this work to Christine Jorgensen (5), the first transgender person widely known in the 
USA for having sex reassignment surgery, a media sensation in 1952. Warhol also drew shoes in his 
capacity as a commercial artist, as well as in the series À la Recherche du Shoe Perdu (1955) (6), the 
title an off-hand, dandyish allusion to Marcel Proust’s novel À la recherche du temps perdu (In Search 
of Lost Time). These are in equal measure delicate, playful footwear and imaginative fetish objects. 
The texts are characterized by humorous allusions to proverbs, film titles or idioms: “You can lead a 
shoe to water but you can’t make it drink”. At coloring parties in the cozy ambience of the Serendipity 
3 café, Warhol set brushes and watercolors on the table and had the drawings hand-colored by 
friends: entertainment coupled with a deft delegation of authorship that made each set unique.

As well as experimenting with ambiguous motifs and an extended circle of creators, Warhol also 
tried his hand at unusual techniques: in the Marbled Drawings (1952–1954) (7), he deployed an 
old technique common in the applied arts, marbling, which Warhol was probably familiar with from 
his student days. Marbling produces unpredictable results, which thus to a certain extent elude the 
artist’s control, especially since Warhol subsequently folded the paper. In 1954 he exhibited these 
pieces in The Loft Gallery New York, not hung as traditional framed works, but folded into pyramid-
shaped objects. Pinned to the walls or scattered around the room, they became abstract objects, 
somewhere between painting and sculpture. Some of the Marbled Drawings also contain graphic 
representations, drawings, or poems that Warhol inserted in blank spaces. Text, representational 
drawing and abstract-diffuse marbling are superimposed: The floating streaks of color in the 
marbling obscure the pictorial space, like phantasms enveloping the figures. Scope for allusions to 
homosexuality and tender intimacy between men opens up in this ambiguous space between design 
and coincidence. 

Warhol pursued certain motives almost obsessively for years. These include drawings of bare feet 
(8), which Warhol began as a large-scale project with the aim of creating “portraits” of only the most 
famous and beautiful extremities. Like the shoes, they are emblematic of intimate closeness and yet 
are innocuous, can be understood as harmless fun or as fetishistic desire. His libertine concept of 
the Cock Drawings (2), depictions of delicately ornamented penises in the style of witty advertising 
graphics, with subtitles such as “The Crown Jewels”, was also astonishingly successful. In later years 
he used his celebrity status to find candidates to draw for this series, which he worked on until 1985. 
These drawings provide vivid examples of how Warhol deftly staged his own double persona on the 
borderline between private and public, intimacy and aloofness.



ANDY WARHOL EXHIBITS a glittering alternative 

Andy Warhol deftly directed and deliberately controlled the perception of his work. Working in 
various media, he celebrated seemingly contradictory presentation strategies that incorp orated 
elements of surprise and entertainment. These included his rejection of commerc ialism and his 
refusal to pander to an art-hungry community of collectors, pursuing visibility-boosting staging 
while simultaneously keeping works under lock and key. All these maneuvers dovetail with the 
image of a figure who pro-actively creates a mise-en-scène of his public face while carefully hiding 
a private side.

Andy Warhol’s images of familiar consumer products, such as Coca-Cola bottles and soup cans, 
as well as the likenesses of famous people, including Marilyn Monroe, brought him instant success 
from 1962 on. The motifs satisfied the requirements of a community of collectors that could 
identify with these products of American media culture and daily life. With wit and irony, art was 
declared a commodity—and therefore subject to the laws of the market. Warhol’s next move was 
to reject commercialism, while all the while realizing that this was simply shadow-boxing—for the 
market can also cash in on rejection. In 1966, he exhibited at the Leo Castelli Gallery, one of New 
York’s most famous galleries: visitors to the show were received in an empty room, completely 
lined with wallpaper. Warhol transformed this decorative element of bourgeois domestic culture 
into a garish shock, with the motif of a cow’s head printed in magenta on yellow (9). The “bucolic” 
subject-matter plays with the tradition of decorative living-room pictures and was a dig at the 
“hunger for images” that the art market attempts to sate. Although the room is empty, it is full of 
pictures. He included a carefully calculated surprise effect: In the second room, Silver Clouds 
(10) floated in the air. This room was full, but with objects rather than images. Warhol played with 
opposites: two-dimensional versus three-dimensional, colorful versus monochrome, a full room 
following on from an empty room. The viewers were reflected in the silver surfaces of the clouds, 
which drifted slowly around the room, buffeted by the slightest gust of air. In Warhol’s view, the 
experience of space lies at the center of the staging: “To be really rich, I believe, is to have one 
space. One big empty space. I really believe in empty spaces, although, as an artist, I make a lot of 
junk. Empty space is never-wasted space. Wasted space is any space that has art in it.”

In the late 1970s, Warhol created series with motifs in which he celebrated emptiness, such as 
Diamond Dust Shadows (1979–1980) (11). While Warhol’s work in the early 1960s entailed massive 
fetishization of consumer goods, in Shadows the object becomes intangible, as in the 1950s 
Marbled Papers; what remains is an echo, blurred forms, and abstract surfaces. The shadow is 
viewed as a mythical origin of painting and consequently also underpins the question of which 
reality is portrayed in an image: According to the ancient Roman author Pliny, the first image was 
the traced outline of a shadow. Art is a shadow, a second-degree reality. This media critique that 
dates back to Antiquity resonates in Warhol’s use of images from advertising and the media. For 
Diamond Dust Shadows, Warhol also appropriated an unusual material: Colored ground glass 
was sprinkled on top of the paint when it was still wet. The glass reflects the light; the illusion of 
spatial depth is eliminated by the glittering surface. Legend has it that Warhol used photographs of 





shadows cast by naked bodies and penises for this work—being and appearance, seeing and not 
seeing, figuration and abstraction collide in the question of what constitutes perception.

The Chelsea Girls (1966) (12) was one of the few films by the artist that met with widespread 
interest. Once again, Warhol was a technical pioneer, in this case using a double projection. The 
“split screen”, often deployed subsequently in Hollywood, allows two independent projections and 
narrative strands. Contrasting with classical narrative cinema, the artist to some degree leaves the 
plot to chance. Sequences are repeatedly re-combined in new mixes; black-and-white is set next 
to color, sound film next to silent footage or sequences with overlapping soundtracks. The Chelsea 
Girls is set partly in the legendary Chelsea Hotel in New York, a run-down building frequented by 
artists, musicians and actors in the 1960s. Warhol has his entourage appear in the film: The Velvet 
Underground & Nico, Gerard Malanga, Mario Montez and others perform in scenes dominated by 
violence and drug abuse, sketching a darkly cryptic image of avant-garde and party culture. As 
ever, Warhol remained a distanced observer. With his ruthless gaze, he created a mise-en-scène 
of hedonism, which also formed a natural part of daily life in his Factory, probably the most famous 
mix of creative studio and party space in art history. Nevertheless, or rather, primarily because of 
this, there is still an almost magical aura about Warhol’s Factory, which was open to everyone and 
came to an abrupt end with Valerie Solanas’s attempted assassination of Warhol in 1968.

Warhol delivered images of the dark side of the “American way of life” with the same laconic 
openness as his depictions of consumer products—irrespective of whether the focus is on a 
morbid fascination with the late Marilyn Monroe, car accidents, or the electric chair. In 1976, he 
created Skull Paintings (13): “It‘s like the classic still life [...]—and it’s everybody’s portrait in the 
world.” He created the “ultimate portrait” based on a photograph of a skull he is said to have 
bought in Paris. Rather than being embedded in an elaborate arrangement, the skull sits on the 
table without any other props. Its huge grin radiates out from the image, reminding us of our 
transience. 

Warhol’s keen interest in role reversal and the staging of gender in drag culture emerged in 
the 1950s. Content initially only accessible to a narrow circle of acquaintances was recast in 
large-format images in the 1970s. For the series Ladies and Gentlemen (1975) (14), drag queens 
were hired in nightclubs to be photographed in the Factory. Part of a dazzling subculture yet 
outsiders in society in multiple respects—many were People of Color— they often had to earn their 
living through prostitution. The title recalls welcoming the audience to a show: the performers 
appear on stage, simultaneously revealing a gender identity and facets of desire that have been 
forced into semi-legality. Unlike other drag queens, Mario Montez led a bourgeois life, which he 
kept strictly separate from his drag identity. In the portrait film Mario Banana #1 (1964) (15), he 
plays provocatively with a banana within the fixed camera’s relentless gaze. Warhol wanted his 
experimental films, including Eat, Sleep, Kiss, Blow Job or Empire (16), which often show simple 
actions over an extended duration to be perceived as incidental events, something like a backdrop 
to the notorious parties at the Factory.

Warhol staged the multimedia spectacle Exploding Plastic Inevitable (1966–1967) (17) for a 
broader audience, bringing together his films, performances by The Velvet Under ground & 
Nico, dancers, performers, and a light show to form a “total environment”, to cite one critic. The 
simultaneity of all media, accompanied by stroboscopic effects and music at a deafening volume, 
completely overwhelmed the audience: all their senses were bombarded with information faster 
than their brains could possibly process it. Described by some critics as the ultimate expression 
of decadence and perversion, EPI pushes the boundaries of technical possibilities and addresses 
the critical issues of its day: the role of the individ ual and the threat to humanistic subjectivity in the 
face of increasingly uncontrollable techn ology, perceived as overpowering and dehumanized.

Very few of Warhol’s films were shown during his lifetime; he also deliberately withdrew them from 
circulation in 1972. His almost inconceivably vast oeuvre—which has still not been fully worked 
through—includes the large-scale Screen Tests (18) series too. Between 1964 and 1966, he made 
nearly 500 short films, which form a kind of sample book akin to his 1950s series of works on 
paper. The films always followed the same principle: for the duration of a 16mm film roll (about 
four minutes), a fixed camera was directed at an individual, who was supposed to move as little as 
possible—enough time to identify, flitting across their faces, reflections on their own appearance, 
posture and pose, as well as feelings of insecurity. The playback speed, with 16 instead of 24 
frames per second, corresponds to that of silent film. This gives rise to slow-motion portraits 
that imbue these visitors or contributors to the Factory with the glamour of silent film, yet are 
also reminiscent of “Wanted” photos from a US law-enforcement agency. The Screen Tests have 
the objective quality of such mug shots, showing the rigid gaze and prescribed poses restrictively 



imposed on those photographed. The New York Police Department’s “Most Wanted” poster formed 
the point of departure for the first Screen Test series, The Thirteen Most Beautiful Boys. Warhol 
replaced the law-enforcement sense of “wanted” with a sexual connotation. The series was shown 
in a range of different configurations in the protected setting of the Factory. Like the later Sex Parts 
(1978) (19), it was rooted in voyeurism and homoerotic interest. Only a limited group of people had 
access to the Sex Parts series with its photos of male genitalia. The black-and-white images are in 
a sense rendered anonymous and aestheticised—establishing a distance that keeps them at one 
remove from pornography.

The 1983 exhibition Andy Warhol: Kinderbilder (Andy Warhol: Paintings for Children) (20) at 
Zurich gallery Bruno Bischofberger saw a complete change of context. This was a show 
explicitly for children, in which Warhol hung his small-format Toy Paintings at children’s eye level. 
A fish- patterned wallpaper was set behind the innocuous, naïve depictions of old-fashioned 
toy packaging. Adults not accompanied by a child had to pay admission and the proceeds from 
the show were donated to a good cause. Andy Warhol’s Children’s Book functioned as a kind of 
complement to the classic exhibition catalogue format. A small book consisting of thick cardboard 
pages, its colorful illustrations are designed to be easily identifiable. Warhol shows children’s 
toys from his own collection, referencing not the toy itself, but turning the spotlight of advertising 
aesthetics on its packaging: colorful cardboard boxes that hold the promise of an exciting interior. 
In this sense, the installation is permeated by a slightly cynical undertone: The world of children 
as an accumulation of consumer products created in keeping with adults’ conceptions, along with 
media advertising that educates youngsters to become consumers from an early age.

For Sewn Photographs (1982–1987) (21), one of his last exhibitions, the artist had hand-sewn 
depictions created of motifs, drawn from his urban surroundings, New York’s party and celebrity 
scene, and other sources, creating a small series of images. In those days, Warhol always had a 
camera with him and before his death in 1987 around 500 of these sewn works were created: 
snapshots that depict a cross-section of his interests. Men in drag, singers, celebrities like Mick 
Jagger or legendary club owner Steve Rubell, Coca-Cola bottles, garbage, signs on the walls 
of houses and, at the heart of it all, symbols of American identity: the US flag and the Statue of 
Liberty, not to mention what is perhaps the most American object of all, the television. It represents 
a democratic model of mass-media presence that promises at least short-term fame, effortlessly 
integrating modern life’s diversity in all its facets and carrying it out into the world.



DEFROSTING THE ICEBOX
Guesting at mumok: The Hidden Treasures of the Collection of Greek and  
Roman Antiquities of the Kunsthistorisches Museum and Weltmuseum Wien

Andy Warhol decisively influenced how his works were presented. His exhibitions were not held in 
a “neutral” museum space; instead, the artist developed provocative counter-models in the form of 
stagings and installations that drew on aspects of public space and reproduced mechanisms from 
consumer and entertainment culture: the supermarket, the warehouse or the club. In 1969/1970 he 
curated the traveling exhibition RAID THE ICEBOX 1 with Andy Warhol, which showcased exhibits from 
the storage of the Museum of Art at the Rhode Island School of Design rather than his own works. The 
artist became a curator and brought to light almost forgotten objects that conventional perceptions 
do not deem worthy of exhibition: Clothes and textiles, hat boxes, furniture, along with less prestigious 
sculptures and paintings that he simply leant against the walls or stacked around the room, just as 
he found them in the storage space, breaking with the conventions of museum presentation. The 
exhibition as a whole constituted a work of installation art, a radical counter-model to traditional 
museum standards: Instead of prioritizing the visual arts, Warhol exhibited the applied arts. Instead of 
applying a classification system based on chronology, medium or style, he created an ahistorical, non-
hierarchical presentation. Bringing the neglected objects into the exhibition space meant making them 
visible; they were studied, research on them was published, and they were cared for accordingly  
by museum registrars and restorers.

Echoing RAID THE ICEBOX 1 with Andy Warhol, mumok shows objects from the depots of the 
Collection of Greek and Roman Antiquities of the Kunsthistorisches Museum and from the Welt-
museum Wien in DEFROSTING THE ICEBOX. At first glance, the exhibits seem randomly selected and 
strangely out of place in a museum of modern art. As in the show Warhol curated, it contains mainly 
applied art and fragments from Antiquity selected with reference to Andy Warhol’s pictorial series: 
Warhol’s drawings of young men from the 1950s seem to be reflected in the antique busts of satyrs and 
youths; masks from Indonesia and various countries in Africa are emblematic of the way he plays with 
identities, authorship and role reversal. Shoes from a range of cultures are associated with Warhol’s 
early drawings, where they form a recurring motif linked to camp over-exaggeration of the feminine 
and fetishisation; antique fragments of marble feet reference Warhol’s early Foot Drawings. Colorful 
Mexican sugar skulls celebrating the Día de los Muertos are a garish reminder of death and transience, 
like Warhol’s paintings of huge neon-colored skulls. The objects and their arrangement in old display 
cases and behind red velvet cords raise questions about the different modes in which ancient and 
more recent art are presented, about the boundaries between art and non-art, the relationship 
between Western and non-European art, and the past and current status of “ethnographic” objects.



MISFITTING TOGETHER
Serial Formations in Pop Art, Minimal Art, and Conceptual Art

In his humorous depictions of everyday objects, Claes Oldenburg has been both a highly significant 
and popular artist since the late 1950s. Consumer goods and commodities, presented in showcases 
or discarded on the street—in his early works Oldenburg accum ulates and enacts those “things” that, 
in ever new media and formal metamorphoses, become the cultural embodiments and symbols of the 
imaginary—of the desires and obsessions—of our everyday capitalist world.

For his exhibition project The Street (1960), Oldenburg created an environment in which he brought 
the dull everyday reality of New York’s Lower East Side into the gallery, in the form of objects made 
of cardboard and burlap, with rough black outlines like burnt trash. These objects covered nearly all 
the wall and floor space, representing run-down building fronts, cars, and signs from the street. The 
Street included performances and happenings, as also did The Store (1961) (22) a year later. In a rented 
shop the artist offered objects made of painted papier-mâché for sale. The “store pieces” represent 
the garish world of commodity exchange: foodstuffs, clothing, tools, household appliances, and price 
tags, in bizarre outlines and oversized dimensions. In Mouse Museum (1965–1977) (23), Oldenburg’s 
obsession with the trivial objects of our everyday lives culminated in an installation declaring itself a 
museum all of its own. Oldenburg had collected the exhibits inside, for a “museum of popular art n.y.c.”, 
over many years. They include strange miniature objects, small models, found items, toys he bought, 
ornaments, joke articles, and kitsch, and also small sculptures made by the artist himself. In 1972, 
Harald Szeemann’s documenta 5 gave Oldenburg the opportunity to realize his plan of establishing his 
own miniature museum for his collection. The black pavilion has the outline of a Mickey Mouse head 
with big ears and its tongue stuck out, with the entrance to the museum leading through it. Oldenburg 
presents these objects in a continuous showcase, grouped according to his own personal criteria. 
Without hierarchies of meaning and without plinths, they are loosely linked to each other by means of 
association. Our gaze is guided by similarities and connotations from one object to the next. Oldenburg: 
“It is kind of a encyclopedic view of the world. There is something in there of all scales, all shades of 
emotion. There is art, there is a lot of non-art. It is like a cross section of a certain time, a microcosm that 
raises all kinds of questions”. The Mickey Mouse shape is also seen in Geometric Mouse (24), which 
imaginatively varies the same motif in different sizes and colors, from small multiples to  
giant objects in public space.

In Oldenburg’s private cosmos of things, the ray gun—a common feature of American science-fiction 
comics—takes center stage.  Like the rays from a ray gun, Oldenburg’s Ray Guns have an invisible 
energy that can penetrate and rejuvenate anything and everything: everyday objects, artworks, the 
process of making art, even the artist himself or the mechanisms of the art market. Ray Gun is a 
revolutionary project: “Ray Gun’s aim is to people the world with hallucinations, make the inanimate 
animate, create visages everywhere, and thus restore the excitement and meaning of simple 
experience.” In this way, the Ray Gun assumes the role of the artist and becomes Oldenburg’s own alter 
ego. 







Any right-angled object can become a Ray Gun. Just as in children’s games, all kinds of things can 
become imaginary guns, Oldenburg seeks out and finds Ray Guns wherever he looks. The Ray Gun 
Wing (1965–1977) (25), with a floor plan based on a ray gun, and the Mouse Museum were both 
completed in their present form in 1977. Oldenburg’s strategy of activating everyday consumer articles, 
popular culture, comics, and children’s games for the production of artworks demystifies the making of 
art and offers a democratic and participatory basis. Other Pop artists pursued similar strategies. Like 
Oldenburg, Andy Warhol designed his own exhibitions as experiential spaces, with floating, reflecting 
Silver Clouds (1966), casting their reflections on the walls, or, as in the Andy Warhol: Kinderbilder show 
(1983), with pictures hung at children’s eye level. 

With these strategies, artists in the 1960s emancipated themselves from traditional exhibition and 
presentation formats, developing concepts in which they took on the role of curators and were thus 
able to determine the selection, presentation, and reception of their works themselves. Their complex 
multimedia enactments aimed at creating an experience for a participating audience, and the role of 
the visitors began to be rethought in the established context of the museum too. With offers for both 
children and adults, the passive viewer became a protagonist entering into dialogue on an equal 
footing with the artworks. As the Mouse Museum so well shows, the act of exhibiting entails selecting 
objects and arranging them, placing them in a context and thus according them meaning. At mumok, 
visitors can take part in various interactive settings. They can use analogue means and digital 
approaches and the technologies of today and yesterday to arrange and rearrange objects, to create 
spaces, and—with reference to Oldenburg—to gain their own sense of  
the magical transformation of things by means of the imagination.



MISFITTING TOGETHER
Serial Formations in Pop Art, Minimal Art, and Conceptual Art

“I was reflecting that most people thought the Factory was a place where everybody had the same 
attitudes about everything; the truth was, we were all odds-and-ends misfits, somehow misfitting 
together.”
Andy Warhol

The methodological understanding of Pop Art, Minimal Art and Conceptual Art that has prevailed since 
the 1960s is determined by pluralistic diversity. Reflecting a capitalist society shaped by mass media, 
consumption and industrial production, these movements established rational strategies of order, 
with serial working methods at their core. The concept of the series was already addressed in multiple 
debates in the 1960s. In 1967 the journal Artforum published the essay “The Serial Attitude” by the 
artist Mel Bochner, with the opening sentence: “Serial order is a method, not a style”. 1967 also saw the 
exhibition Serial Formations, organized by gallery owner Paul Maenz and artist Peter Roehr in Frankfurt 
am Main, which focused on various methods of serial practice. Six months after that, Mel Bochner and 
Elayne Varian presented the exhibition Art in Series at Finch College in New York. It likewise showed 
works with a focus on serial methods that are now categorized as belonging to various art movements. 
Bochner proposes that a distinction should be drawn between modular and serial works. In his 
view, modular works are based on repetition of a standardized unit that always remains the same, 
while serial works offer scope to identify variations on a theme. In this spirit Donald Judd’s “specific 
objects” made of galvanized metal, Untitled (1989) (26), represent modular units that can theoretically 
be repeated ad infinitum: Modular arrangements line up rows of elements devoid of any causal 
connection, with uniform repetition that is emphatically non-hierarchical. In Modular Painting with Four 
Panels #2 (1969) (27), Roy Lichtenstein demonstrated how a mode of painting modelled on technical 
reproducibility can in principle be expanded: The anonymizing grid, which Lichtenstein translated into 
painting, referencing commercial printing processes, enables something akin to a pattern-repeat, 
creating a decorative effect that makes the painting reminiscent of wallpaper.

Rotation and reflection turn Robert Indiana’s famous LOVE motif into a symbol whose universal 
statement can have any meaning ascribed to it. In his Love Rising / Black and White Love (For Martin 
Luther King) (28) from 1968, Indiana deployed a pared-down light-dark contrast to create a monument 
to the civil rights activist, who was murdered that same year. Serial arrangements vary a motif as a 
function of a particular concept: Sol LeWitt’s Form Derived from a Cube (1986) (29) draws attention 
to the differences between the objects and challenges comparisons between divergences and 
relations. For On the Walls of the Lower East Side (1976) (30), Sol LeWitt compiled 666 photographs of 
house facades in the environs of his New York studio: They show graffiti, slogans, and sometimes wall 
paintings created by chance; mounted in six frames, they become a kind of contemporary snapshot of 
public space. Andy Warhol used found material from the media or advertising for serial repetitions: In 
Car Crash (1963) (31), he opted for an unusual division of the pictorial field, placing ten reproductions of 
an illustration depicting a car accident on bright orange on the left-hand side of the canvas. As a result 
of the deliberately imprecise reproduction and repetition, the motif appears to be merely a fleeting 





echo of a brutal real-world event; individual destinies as well as media sensationalism are pushed into 
the background. In his Flowers (1970) (32), on the other hand, Warhol creates variations on a motif in 
a range of different colors to emphasize the arbitrariness of the decorative subject-matter, which in 
turn satisfies collectors’ thirst for images. However, if we compare these works with the photograph 
they are based on, it becomes clear that Warhol has manipulated the hibiscus flowers: by removing the 
“male” pistil, he has created a “female” calyx, ironically sexualizing the motif.

In Ein Jahrhundert (Bücherei) (A Century (Library)) (1970–1971/1975) (33), Hanne Darboven transforms 
the experience of time, which we apprehend as a sequence of events and record by means of 
numerical dates or times, into a complex system of various forms of notation. For example, she 
calculates the sums of the digits in data and transfers these into geometric boxes, turning them into 
a—subjective—abstraction of time. On Kawara quite literally informs the recipients of his telegrams 
about experienced time in the series I Am Still Alive (1970) (34). Alighiero Boetti also used the mail 
in Afghanistan (1974) (35). He had a friend in Kabul send a letter to his gallery in Turin every day. The 
sequence of the six stamps on the envelopes was predetermined, resulting in a maximum of 720 
possible arrangements. These also represent 720 times the route that the envelopes travelled from 
Kabul to Turin or 720 times the duration of this journey by mail, thus opening up the work to spatial and 
temporal dimensions.

The creation of connections between elements in a series constructs meaning: in a happening-
style opening, Charlotte Posenenske had the audience participate in con structing the standardized 
elements of her Vierkantrohre (Series DW) (Square Tubes) (1967/1986) (36), in the process delegating 
not only production of the work but also its installation and interpretation. Her radical approach, which 
breaks with traditional notions of authorship and the work of art as an original, resulted in unlimited 
serial production. In FIREARMS, (2019) (37) Lutz Bacher built on serial methods with a socio-critical 
emphasis as a means of reacting to pressing political and social issues—especially in her homeland,  
the USA. Her “portraits” of various firearm models give rise to a vivid picture of a global industry, while 
the accompanying texts, sometimes in disconcerting wording, praise the history and diverse potential 
applications of these dangerous consumer objects. This juxtaposition of different strategies gives rise to 
a polyphony that seeks not only to redefine the role of artists, but also to accord a central place to viewers’ 
individual reception—or, as collector Peter Ludwig wrote: “All the works of art of these years, whatever the 
movement to which they are assigned [...] are for me all realistic depictions of the landscape in which  
we live.”




